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April 1718 – Aboard the merchant ship Calder’s Fortune, Caribbean Sea

Lady Evangeline Calder gripped the salt-crusted railing of the quarterdeck, her knuckles white beneath her lace gloves. The wind whipped strands of her dark auburn hair free from its pins, lashing them across her cheeks like tiny warnings. Ahead, the horizon churned gray and restless, the sky pressing low as if the heavens themselves disapproved of her journey.

“Evie, come away from there before you catch your death,” her father’s voice cut through the gusts, sharp as a bosun’s whistle.

Lord Reginald Calder stood near the helm, his powdered wig slightly askew from the growing swell, his brocade coat buttoned tight against the damp. At fifty-two, he still carried the bearing of a man who believed wealth could command the sea itself. To Evie, he simply looked like a man sailing toward yet another transaction—this one involving her future.

“I’m perfectly fine, Father,” she called back, lifting her chin. The words tasted like salt and defiance. “The air is fresher up here than in that stuffy cabin.”

He strode toward her, his polished boots thudding against the deck. “Fresh air won’t matter if you’re swept overboard. We’re three days out from Jamaica, and this betrothal cannot wait. Governor Hargrove’s son is expecting a refined lady, not a wild creature who climbs the rigging like a cabin boy.”

Evie turned to face him fully, her emerald-green traveling gown snapping in the wind. At three-and-twenty, she had long since tired of being molded into someone else’s ideal. “A refined lady who happens to speak four languages, reads charts better than half the crew, and can stitch a wound without fainting. Yet none of that seems to matter when it comes to sealing your next sugar contract.”

Lord Calder’s face tightened. “Mind your tongue. This match will secure our family’s position in the colonies. Hargrove controls the trade routes we need. You’ll thank me when you’re mistress of a fine plantation instead of chasing foolish dreams of... what? Adventure? Freedom?” He spat the last word as if it were bilge water.

Freedom. The word bloomed in her chest like forbidden rum. For years she had watched her father’s merchant empire grow fat on the backs of others—slaves, sailors, and rival traders crushed beneath his ledgers. She wanted none of it. Not the dull life of a governor’s wife, not the endless balls where women smiled while men bartered their daughters like cargo.

A low rumble rolled across the sky. The crew moved faster now, securing lines and checking the lashings on the hatches. The Calder’s Fortune was a solid three-masted merchantman, heavy with bolts of fine English cloth, crates of wine, and iron goods destined for Port Royal. But even a well-armed trader felt small beneath gathering storm clouds.

Evie’s loyal maid, Eliza, appeared at her elbow, a shawl clutched in her hands. “Miss Evie, please. The captain says the glass is falling fast. Best come below.”

“Not yet,” Evie murmured, her gaze drifting to the southern horizon. Something felt... wrong. Not just the storm. A prickling at the back of her neck, as if unseen eyes watched from beyond the whitecaps.

Lord Calder snorted. “Listen to the girl, for once. You’ll have plenty of time to stare at the sea once you’re safely wed. In the meantime, try not to embarrass me.”

Evie bit back a sharper retort. Arguing with her father was like shouting into the wind—futile and exhausting. Instead, she allowed Eliza to drape the shawl over her shoulders and followed her toward the companionway.

As they descended, the ship pitched harder. Lanterns swayed in the passage, casting dancing shadows across the polished wood. In her cabin, Evie sank onto the narrow berth, heart beating faster than the rhythm of the waves against the hull.

She wasn’t afraid of storms. She had crossed the Atlantic twice before. What unsettled her was the cage closing around her life with every nautical mile. Jamaica meant betrothal papers, polite smiles, and a future mapped out in someone else’s ink.

A sudden crack of thunder made her flinch. Rain began to lash the small window. She rose and pressed her palm to the glass, peering out into the growing murk.

Far in the distance—barely visible through the sheets of rain—she thought she glimpsed a shape. Dark sails against darker clouds. A trick of the light? Or something more?

“Eliza,” she said quietly, not turning, “fetch my father’s spyglass if you can. Quickly.”

The maid hesitated, then nodded and slipped out.

Evie stayed at the window, pulse quickening. The wind howled louder now, but beneath it she imagined she heard another sound—distant, rhythmic, like the beat of war drums across the water.

Or perhaps the flutter of black sails unfurling.

The Calder’s Fortune plunged into the trough of a wave, and for one breathless moment, Evie felt the entire world tilt.

She had no way of knowing it yet, but her carefully ordered life was about to be seized by the sea’s most dangerous predator.

And the Kraken was hungry for revenge.
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Captain Ronan Blackthorn stood at the helm of the Shadow’s Revenge, one hand resting on the polished wheel, the other clenched around the hilt of his cutlass. Salt spray stung his face as the wind howled through the rigging, but he barely felt it. His eyes were locked on the merchant ship laboring in the distance, its sails straining against the rising storm.

Calder’s Fortune.

The name burned like rum in an open wound. For three long years he had hunted that crest—the golden anchor and coiled serpent painted on the stern. Three years since Lord Reginald Calder’s lies had sent Ronan’s father and younger brother to the gallows on false charges of treason. Three years since the Royal Navy had burned their home and left his mother to die of fever and heartbreak in a debtor’s prison.

Today, the debt would begin to be paid.

“Steady as she goes, Captain,” Jax Merrick called from the main deck, his one good eye gleaming with anticipation. The first mate’s scarred face split into a wicked grin as he adjusted the patch over the other. “She’s heavy in the water. Fat with cargo and slower than a drunken whore in Tortuga.”

Ronan’s lips curved in a cold smile. “Good. Makes her easier to catch.” His voice carried the low, commanding timbre of a man used to being obeyed without question. At thirty-one, he bore the marks of a life lived hard—broad shoulders scarred from whip and blade, a jagged white line running from his left temple to his jaw, and eyes the color of storm-tossed seas.

He raised the spyglass again, scanning the merchantman’s deck. A flash of color caught his attention: a woman in emerald green clinging to the railing, her dark auburn hair whipping wildly in the wind. Even from this distance he could see the defiance in the set of her shoulders.

Interesting.

“Arm the guns,” Ronan ordered, voice cutting through the gale. “But hold fire until my signal. I want her boarded, not sunk. The cargo is secondary. Calder’s daughter is the real prize.”

A murmur of approval rippled through the crew. Thirty hardened men—former navy deserters, escaped slaves, and cutthroats from every port in the Caribbean—moved with practiced efficiency. Cannon ports opened with a series of sharp creaks. Grappling hooks were readied. Black sails, already reefed for speed, snapped taut as the Shadow’s Revenge surged forward, slicing through the waves like a predator closing on wounded prey.

Lightning cracked overhead, illuminating the two ships in stark relief. The merchant vessel was wallowing now, her captain clearly fighting to keep her head into the wind. Foolish. In this weather, the only smart move was to run before the storm—or surrender.

Ronan felt the familiar rush of battle heat flood his veins. Not the blind rage of his early days, but something colder, sharper. Calculated. He had spent years building his reputation as the Kraken— the pirate who struck without mercy and vanished into the mists. Few knew the man beneath the legend still carried the weight of a dead family and a stolen life.

“Bring us alongside!” he shouted. “Prepare to board!”

The Shadow’s Revenge leaped forward, closing the final gap with terrifying speed. Ronan’s grip tightened on the wheel as the first fat drops of rain began to fall. Through the spyglass he caught another glimpse of the woman in green. She was staring straight toward them now, her face pale but her posture unbroken.

Brave little thing.

A spark of something—curiosity, perhaps, or the dark thrill of conquest—ignited low in his gut. He crushed it down. She was leverage. Nothing more. The key to dragging Reginald Calder to his knees and making him watch everything he loved burn.

Thunder boomed again, closer this time. The sea churned violently between the ships.

Ronan’s voice rang out, calm and lethal, carrying clearly across the narrowing stretch of water:

“Hoist the colors!”

Black flags unfurled at the masthead—the snarling kraken with its tentacles wrapped around a broken crown. A symbol of vengeance.

The hunt was over.

The Calder’s Fortune was his.

And soon, so would be everything—and everyone—aboard her.
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Chaos erupted the instant the black flags cracked in the wind.

Cannon fire split the air with deafening roars, sending plumes of white smoke billowing across the heaving sea. The Calder’s Fortune shuddered as the first shots from the Shadow’s Revenge tore through her rigging, splintering wood and shredding canvas. Screams rose from the merchant crew as pirates swarmed the rails, grappling hooks biting deep into the deck with metallic thuds.

Evie stumbled backward from the window, heart slamming against her ribs. The dark ship was no illusion—it was a nightmare made real, its black sails swallowing what little light remained. Men poured over the side like locusts, cutlasses flashing, pistols barking.

“Pirates!” someone bellowed from above deck. “All hands to arms!”

Lord Calder burst into her cabin, face ashen, a pistol already in his trembling hand. “Stay here, Evie! Bolt the door and do not come out until I—”

A violent lurch of the ship cut him off. Eliza screamed as crates slid across the passageway. Evie grabbed her father’s arm, steadying herself. “We have to fight! The crew—”

“Fight?” Her father’s laugh was bitter and broken. “Against the Kraken? That devil doesn’t take prisoners—he takes trophies. Hide, girl. For once in your life, obey me.”

He shoved her toward the berth and rushed out, slamming the door behind him. The bolt scraped home from the outside.

Evie’s blood turned to ice. She threw herself against the door, pounding with both fists. “Father! Let me out! You can’t lock me in here!”

No answer. Only the thunder of boots overhead, the clash of steel, and the sickening crack of more cannon fire.

She spun, scanning the small cabin for anything that could help. Her eyes landed on the small writing desk. In the top drawer lay a loaded pocket pistol—her father’s spare, kept for “emergencies.” She snatched it up, the weight cold and heavy in her palm. Her hands shook only once before she steadied them.

The ship listed hard to starboard. Shouts and screams grew louder. A man’s agonized cry ended in a wet gurgle somewhere close.

Evie swallowed hard, cocked the pistol, and pressed her ear to the door. Footsteps pounded past—heavy, unfamiliar. Pirate boots.

She waited until they faded, then worked the latch with trembling fingers. The bolt outside had not been fully thrown. With a desperate shove, the door gave way.

The narrow passageway was dim and smoky. A wounded sailor lay slumped against the wall, blood pooling beneath him. Evie stepped over him carefully, heart in her throat, and climbed the companionway stairs.

The deck was a battlefield.

Pirates in ragged coats and bandanas fought hand-to-hand with the merchant crew. Swords rang. Pistols cracked. Bodies sprawled across the rain-slick planks. Rain lashed down in sheets, mixing with blood and seawater.
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