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​Chapter 1:
A Coin Toss
and a Cutlass 
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The salty spray stung Mary's eyes as she clung to the rigging of the sinking merchant vessel, the Dutch groans and curses swallowed by the roar of the storm. Rain lashed down, turning her breeches into sodden rags, and the wind threatened to rip her loose. Below, the churning sea gaped like a hungry maw, ready to claim her.

She’d never been a praying sort, but in that moment, as the storm raged and timbers groaned around her, she found herself muttering a silent plea. Not for salvation, but for a chance. She wasn't ready to meet her end just yet.

Just as hope dwindled to a flickering ember, a dark shape, low on the horizon, emerged from the storm. Relief washed over her, followed by a jolt of apprehension. A ship, yes, but a pirate ship. Black sails billowed in the wind, a skull and crossbones emblazoned on its crimson flag.

The storm seemed to part for them, revealing a vessel sleek and menacing. A moment later, a booming voice echoed across the water. "Survivors! Throw yourselves overboard and we'll pick you lucky devils up!"

Mary hesitated. Pirates were the stuff of nightmares - cutthroats and rapists who roamed the seas on stolen ships. But drowning in a storm wasn't much better. Steeling herself, she glanced back at the tilting deck of the merchant ship. It was a decision made by instinct, not reason. With a desperate yell, she launched herself overboard.

The water was a frigid shock, stealing her breath. Arms flailing, she fought to stay afloat as the pirate ship drew closer. Several figures swarmed the deck, their faces obscured by the gloom. Finally, a rough hand reached down and yanked her aboard, nearly sending her sprawling on the rain-slicked deck.

Sputtering seawater, she found herself staring into the hardened face of a woman, her hair a wild tangle beneath a battered tricorn. "Welcome aboard the Revenge, lad," the woman said, her voice as rough as the sea itself. "Just one question - trousers or petticoats?"

Mary hesitated, her heart pounding against her ribs. In the chaotic blur of the storm, she hadn't quite formulated a plan. But a life aboard a pirate ship living as a woman was a surefire death sentence. Taking a deep breath, she grabbed a dangling rope and pulled herself to her feet, meeting the woman's gaze with defiance. "Cutlass," she said, her voice hoarse but steady. "I'm here to fight."
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​Chapter 2:
Deceptive Disguise
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The woman grunted, a flicker of amusement dancing in her eyes. "Alright, laddie," she said, clapping Mary on the shoulder with a force that nearly knocked her off balance. "Welcome aboard the Revenge then. But remember, pirates are judged by their skill, not their skirts."

She gestured for a wiry man with a missing eye to take Mary below deck. With a wary glance around, Mary followed him, her gaze darting over the motley crew milling about the deck. Rough faces, missing teeth, and an assortment of weapons gleamed in the storm's dying light.

Below deck, the air hung thick with the smell of rum, sweat, and damp wood. The man, whose name she learned was Calico Jack, led her to a dimly lit corner where a pile of worn clothing lay on a chest.

"These should fit," Jack grunted, tossing her a pair of loose breeches, a faded shirt, and a worn leather jerkin. "Don't worry about looking like a peacock. We fight, not parade."

Mary stripped out of her water-logged clothes, the cold biting at her skin. As she pulled on the makeshift outfit, the fabric felt alien against her body. She'd always worn the roughspun garb of a farmhand, but this felt... different.

"Name's Mary," she said, buckling on a belt that seemed to have belonged to a much larger man.

Jack raised a skeptical eyebrow. "Mary? Sounds a bit... soft for a pirate."

Mary squared her shoulders. "Call me Mark then. Doesn't matter what they call me as long as I can fight."

Jack studied her for a moment, then a grin split his scarred face. "Alright, Mark it is. Captain Calico Jack at your service, and this here be the Revenge." He gestured around the cramped space, filled with hammocks strung between rickety beams.

"Where are the... women?" Mary asked, the question lingering from the deck above.

Jack's smile faded, replaced by a grim expression. "There ain't no women aboard the Revenge, Mark. Not unless you count the figurehead."

Mary swallowed, a surge of anxiety rising in her throat. An all-male crew meant constant scrutiny, a constant danger of being discovered. But she had no other choice.

"Alright," she said, forcing a confidence she didn't quite feel. "Show me how to fight with a cutlass then. We can't have another near-drowning incident, can we?"

A flicker of respect returned to Jack's eyes. "Good lad," he said, grabbing a pair of wooden practice blades from a rack. "First lesson: fear kills faster than any storm. A pirate's got no time for fear."

He spent the next few hours drilling her, his gruff instructions cutting through the clatter of the ship and the groans of the recovering crew. Mary learned how to parry, how to strike with force and accuracy. The stiffness from living a life on land slowly gave way to a newfound agility, a spark of something dangerous igniting within her.

As exhaustion set in, the storm finally dissipated. A sliver of silver light peeked through the clouds, illuminating a vast expanse of open sea. Mary stood on the deck, the wind whipping her makeshift hair, a cutlass strapped to her hip. The world seemed different. The dangers were immense, but a strange sense of liberation washed over her.

She was Mary Read, farmhand turned pirate. In this new life, hidden in plain sight, she would fight for her survival, for her freedom, and for whatever adventure awaited them on the open seas.
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​Chapter 3:
A Taste of Plunder
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Days blurred into weeks as the Revenge carved a path across the turquoise expanse of the Caribbean. Mary, now firmly entrenched as "Mark," adapted to her new life with a surprising ease. Her days were a whirlwind of deck scrubbing, sail handling, and grueling sword practice under the watchful eye of Calico Jack. The nights were filled with raucous tales of past battles, whispered rumors of hidden treasures, and the heady fumes of cheap rum.

Despite the camaraderie, Mary remained an outsider. The crew, a motley collection of cutthroats and escaped convicts, viewed her with a mix of curiosity and suspicion. She was young, small even for a man, and possessed a fierce independence that chafed against the pirate hierarchy.

One scorching afternoon, a lookout screeched from the crow's nest. A plump Spanish galleon, laden with the spoils of New World conquest, lumbered on the horizon. A cheer erupted on the Revenge, the tension of empty pockets forgotten. Calico Jack, a glint of avarice in his eyes, slammed his fist on the mainmast.

"Prepare for battle, me hearties!" he roared. "Today, we dine on Spanish doubloons!"

The crew scrambled into action, a well-oiled machine of destruction. Cannons were loaded, pistols primed, and cutlasses sharpened. Mary, her heart pounding with a mix of fear and excitement, joined the frenzy. Calico Jack, impressed by her progress, handed her a cutlass and a brace of pistols.

"Fight like a demon, Mark!" he bellowed, his voice lost in the cacophony of shouts and orders.

The Revenge, a sleek predator compared to the lumbering galleon, bore down with surprising speed. The first cannon volley from the Spanish ship erupted in a deafening roar, the iron balls tearing through the Revenge's sails and sending splinters flying. But the pirates, veterans of countless battles, remained unfazed.

With a desperate yell, Jack steered the Revenge alongside the galleon. Grappling hooks launched, securing the two ships in a deadly embrace. The air filled with the ear-splitting crack of musket fire and the screams of the wounded. Mary, caught up in the heat of battle, fought with a ferocity that surprised even herself. She parried blows, dodged musket balls, and fired her pistols with a deadly accuracy that belied her youthful appearance.

The battle was bloody and brutal. The stench of gunpowder and burnt flesh hung heavy in the air. One by one, the Spanish fell, overwhelmed by the pirates' ferocity. Finally, with a jubilant roar, Calico Jack raised his cutlass, signaling victory.

The aftermath was a gruesome affair. The dead were tossed overboard, their final resting place the vast ocean. The living were rounded up, their pleas for mercy ignored. With practised efficiency, the pirates swarmed the galleon, plundering its every corner – gold, jewels, chests of silk, and anything else that could be traded for rum and a good time.

Mary, her hands slick with blood and sweat, watched from the deck as the pirates pillaged the captured ship. A sense of unease settled in her stomach. The thrill of battle had dissipated, replaced by a coldness that made her question the life she had chosen.

Just then, a ragged figure, a young Spanish woman with tear-stained cheeks, stumbled out from the ship's hold. Her eyes widened in terror as she saw the pirates, her scream cut short by a calloused hand clamping over her mouth.

A burly pirate, his face adorned with a hideous scar, leered at the woman. He reached out, his fingers brushing against her cheek. Mary felt a surge of anger, hot and primal, course through her. Before she could think, she charged forward, her voice ringing out above the chaos.

"Leave her alone!" she roared, pushing the startled pirate aside.

The crew turned, their eyes narrowed in surprise. Calico Jack, a dangerous smile playing on his lips, strode towards Mary.

"What's the meaning of this, Mark?" he drawled. "Don't tell me you have a soft spot for Spanish senoritas?"

Mary met his gaze, her voice unwavering. "We don't harm women," she said, her words surprising even herself. "We take what we need, nothing more."
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