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      *Sabrina*

      I’m sweating in a polyester corset.

      Not a proper, laced-up-with-care historical corset, but a cheap polyester knockoff with faux brass buttons that feel like they might peel off if I breathe too hard, and a faint chemical scent that’s becoming harder to ignore the longer it bakes in the sun. The fake leather belt at my waist digs into my ribs every time I shift on the creaky bench of the tour boat. My thighs are glued to the vinyl seat, and my curls are rapidly evolving into a lion’s mane of frizz.

      If I die of heatstroke before I ever see Port Royal, I want that in my obituary.

      Sabrina Torres, 25, museum archivist and occasional bad cosplayer of pirate history, perished tragically while wearing a plastic sword.

      “Will you stop fidgeting?” Maddie bumps her shoulder into mine, grinning. “You’re ruining the look. Real pirates didn’t pout.”

      “They also didn’t have to deal with synthetic fabric in tropical humidity,” I mutter, tugging at the laces of my top with fingers already damp with sweat. “This was supposed to be fun, not a slow roast.”

      “Come on, look at this place!” She gestures out toward the horizon with her drink, some kind of neon slushy swirling in a clear skull-shaped cup, complete with a black bendy straw. “Rum, sun, history… and you, getting to talk about your dead colonists and crumbling pottery.”

      “Ceramics,” I correct automatically. “Glazed redware, to be exact.”

      She rolls her eyes dramatically and sips her drink. “Says the woman who hasn’t had a vacation in two years. And you picked this place.”

      That shuts me up.

      I know she’s right. It’s been nonstop for months, rotating exhibits, processing funding applications, handling donor events and paperwork, spending late nights and early mornings in the museum’s archives, hunched over fading ink and flaking pages. My phone never stopped buzzing, my inbox never dipped below seventy unread messages, and even when I wasn’t at work, I was still obsessively thinking about work. 

      New York doesn’t feel oceans away. It’s only been a couple of days since I stepped away from the museum, and I still feel the ghost of my latest exhibit catalog beneath my fingertips. Maddie had to practically drag me out of the building to get me on the plane, muttering something about “tropical intervention.”

      I chose Port Royal for the beautiful beaches and the soft spot I’ve always had for it in my heart. An island that was maimed by an earthquake, and then immediately afterward, a tsunami. How could anyone survive? 

      So, here we are, because I needed a break, and my boss threatened to “take my ID badge hostage” if I didn’t use my PTO. 

      And, fine, because my ex is now dating someone with a body sculpted by Aphrodite herself and a lifestyle brand called GlowUpAcademy. 

      I needed distance, salt air, rum, and maybe a cute, sun-bronzed, tall, dark, and handsome type fling. 

      But now I’m here, dressed like Jack Sparrow’s cheap floozie cousin on a historical pirate booze cruise with my best friend Maddie. The ocean sparkles like crushed glass. The sky is a postcard-perfect blue, dotted with lazy clouds that drift like sails. A pelican glides low over the water.

      Who knows? Maybe it’ll actually be fun?

      The boat rocks gently beneath us as the guide—a wiry man in a plastic tricorn hat–struts to the bow, waving a dollar-store cutlass. “Now, me hearties,” he booms in an exaggerated accent, “ye be sailin’ near the cursed waters where the wicked men of the sea once roamed, drinkin’ rum and buryin’ their treasure!”

      “I bet you ten bucks he says ‘Davy Jones’s locker’ before we get back to shore,” I whisper out of the side of my mouth.

      “Twenty says you’ll be correcting his historical inaccuracies before the next island,” Maddie shoots back, and I almost smile.

      The ruins of the old city come into view, rising from the water like spirits with unfinished business. Broken teeth of stone and barnacle-crusted walls peek through the surf, remnants of a city that defied nature and gods alike. I lean forward, squinting. I see the leaning spire of Fort Charles, tipped like a finger frozen mid-collapse. The jagged outline of what was once a bustling marketplace curls along the shore, half-swallowed by sea and silt.

      I know these shapes. I’ve studied them. Sketches in old journals, grainy underwater photographs taken by divers. This isn’t just scenery to me—it’s magic. 

      “I wish we could’ve seen it back then, before the earthquake,” I say. “Even though they rebuilt it, it was never the same as before the storm.”

      Just for a second, I close my eyes and let my mind fill in the blanks. Red-tiled roofs baking in the sun. The clatter of hooves on stone streets, mingling with shouts in Spanish, English, Portuguese, French, and West African tongues. The stench of fish, gunpowder, sugarcane, and smoke. The chaotic heartbeat of a port city teetering between empire and ruin.

      Port Royal wasn’t just a pirate haven. It was alive—brash, brutal and magnetic. Bursting with stolen gold, fast ships, and faster betrayals. A powder keg of politics and profit. Then, on June 7, 1692, the Earth opened its throat and swallowed half the city whole.

      This place was once called the wickedest city on Earth. Port Royal was fire, fortune, and rot all sewn together until it sank beneath the sea like a drunkard slipping beneath the waves.

      I’ve read the journals and studied the fault line. I’ve held a coin fished from a sunken cellar in my gloved hands and cataloged it under soft lighting with obsessive reverence. But now….

      Now, I’m floating above it.

      A place I’ve only seen through glass cases and sepia-toned maps is right there, whispering just below the surface.

      Suddenly, the sweat doesn’t matter. The corset, the costume, the heat... none of it matters. This is why I do what I do–the thrill of seeing something real, something impossibly old and impossibly surviving, something touched by the hands of the past. No barriers, gloves, or glass. History isn’t dead. It’s waiting to be rediscovered.

      The boat turns slightly, tracing a slow arc along the edge of the submerged ruins. I press my hand to the railing and lean over to get a closer look at a fragment of wall where sea moss has begun to claim the past. For the first time in months, maybe longer, I feel completely alive.

      Thunder cracks, loud, sudden, and strong. 

      I jerk my head up just in time to see the sky turning black—not drifting into clouds like a normal storm, but devouring the sky. Shadows crash across the horizon like a door slamming shut. One second it’s bright, blue, and breezy. The next, it’s night, and the wind is howling. 

      “Whoa,” someone gasps. The tour guide falters mid-sentence, lowering his ridiculous plastic cutlass. His voice wavers. “Storm came outta nowhere—”

      No kidding.

      The boat pitches sharply. Someone stumbles into me. I barely stay upright as the waves start slamming into the hull.

      “Drop anchor!” a crew member yells, real panic in his voice now.

      “I said pull the damn sails in, now!” another hollers.

      The wind smacks me across the face like it means to split skin. My eyes water, and my hair whips into my mouth. Maddie grabs my wrist, hard.

      “Sabrina, what the hell is happening?”

      I open my mouth, but before I can answer, a wave crashes over the side, blinding us, cold and violent. My body jerks forward as the boat lists hard to port. Water pours down my back, into my boots. The plastic sword at my side rips loose and disappears into the sea.

      The ocean is roaring–louder than engines, louder than the people screaming now, louder than anything I’ve ever heard in my life. My ears ring with it. Someone is crying nearby. Someone else is shouting over the wind, but I can’t understand a word. I cling to the bench railing. Maddie’s hand slips. She disappears beneath the surface. 

      Then a wave hits. Not just big—impossibly huge. A wall of water the size of a building, rising from the deep like some god-punishment from myth. Everything inside me says run, dive, do something, but I can’t move.

      Water slams into me, filling my mouth and nose. My ribs ache from the force of it. I’m spun like a rag doll, flipped end over end. I don’t know which way is up. My arms flail but find nothing. My legs kick, panic taking effect now, full throttle.

      I can’t breathe. My chest burns. Everything is black, cold, and spinning. My lungs seize. 

      Finally, I break the surface with a choking gasp, coughing, gagging, saltwater spilling from my throat. I blink furiously, trying to see, trying to breathe—but all I can taste is salt and bile.

      Where’s Maddie? I spin. Where’s the boat? Where’s anything?

      I’m alone.

      There are no bright plastic flags fluttering in the wind. No yelling crew or overacting pirate guide. No tourists laughing… or screaming.

      Just sea, dark blue-green and endless. The sky is perfectly clear blue, like nothing had happened. No sign of the storm, and not a single cloud. The wind is gone too, replaced by a soft, eerie hush. My heart pounds so hard I feel it in my teeth.

      I turn in a circle, treading water frantically. Every muscle screams. My clothes drag me down, heavy and clinging. I’m spinning. Gasping.

      “Maddie?” I scream. “Maddie?!”

      Nothing.

      “HELLO?! SOMEBODY—!”

      My voice bounces back at me. I’m shaking, and salt stings the corners of my eyes. I can barely keep my head above water, I’m so tired already. I blink against the salt burn, still scanning, still kicking.

      Then—off in the distance. Land? No—wait. Sails. A ship! 

      The ship bobs in the distance, but it’s not a coast guard boat, or even a modern yacht. This ship has three masts and white sails full with the wind, and a dark wood hull glinting in the sun. There are flags I can’t make out, ropes hanging from every beam, and the faint shimmer of gold or brass catching the light.

      A frigate.

      “What the—”

      I start swimming, my arms shaking and legs heavy and slow, but I push myself forward with everything I have left. Each stroke is a struggle against the weight of my soaked clothes and rising panic. My eyes lock onto the ship ahead, and I silently hope it’s some kind of rescue, a tourist boat coming for me. 

      As I study the ship, I become increasingly curious. The sails, the rigging, the carved woodwork–it’s stunningly authentic. So detailed, so perfectly true to a seventeenth-century frigate that it almost takes my breath away. I can’t believe someone went to such lengths to build a historically accurate ship for tourists. It looks like it’s been plucked straight from a museum or a painting.

      I keep kicking, every muscle burning, but the ship doesn’t seem to get any closer. The sun beats down mercilessly, drying the saltwater on my face and making my lips crack. My throat is raw from shouting into the emptiness. The ocean stretches out in every direction, vast and merciless, swallowing all sound except the soft slap of water against my arms.

      Fear twists tight in my chest. How long have I been out here? Minutes? Hours? My limbs feel like lead, and my vision blurs. I try to steady my breathing, but panic claws at my mind like a wild animal.

      Still, I refuse to give up. I keep swimming toward the ship. Maybe someone aboard will see me, hear me, realize I’m drowning out here. Maybe they’ll throw a rope and pull me in.

      I shout again, my voice cracking. “Help! Please! I’m here!”

      The wind carries my plea, but for now, the only answer is the endless ocean and the slow, steady rise and fall of the ship’s sails on the horizon.
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      *Gabriel*

      The sharp wind slams against my face, and the tropical sun beats down, as The Tempest’s Vow cuts through the restless waves between Hispaniola and Port Royal. I stand at the helm, my fingers tight on the wheel and my eyes sharp against the spray. The sea is no friend, not today. The sky churns with bruised clouds, a warning in their deep gray-purple. An angry storm just passed us, and we caught the tail end of it from the south. 

      “Captain!” Finch’s voice cuts through the roar, rough and urgent.

      I snap my gaze toward the bow. There, I see a figure thrashing in the swell, half-swallowed by the merciless ocean. 

      “A woman! Alone!” he yells. 

      Without hesitation, I bark orders. “Prepare the lines! Lower the yawl! Bring her aboard, men!”

      The crew moves like clockwork, a well-oiled machine. The yawl reaches her just as the sea drags her beneath the next wave. I watch as her arms flail, desperate. She’s gasping, coughing, and fighting for life.

      “Grab her!” I order.

      Two men seize her arms, hauling her toward the ship on the yawl. I’m beside them, reaching out, steadying her as they lift her from the yawl’s deck onto ours.

      She’s lighter than I expect, almost fragile, drenched, shivering, and trembling. Her curls cling to her face, dripping seawater into terrified eyes.

      “Easy now,” I say, my voice low but firm. “You’re safe.”

      She blinks at me, confusion flickering behind the fear.

      “Where... am I?” she croaks, her voice cracked and foreign.

      “On The Tempest’s Vow,” I reply, watching every movement. “You’re lucky we found you.”

      She tries to sit up, but I place a hand on her shoulder, halting her.

      “Don’t try to move too fast.” I place my hand on her shoulder. “Captain Gabriel Ashford.” I introduce myself. 

      Her gaze drops, overwhelmed, and she shivers again. I turn to Finch. “Bring blankets, fresh water, and something warm to drink.”

      As he disappears below deck, I stay by her side. I kneel, trying to meet her eyes without seeming threatening. “Did you get caught in that storm that just passed through here too? What’s your name?”

      She swallows hard, struggling to form words. “Sabrina. Sabrina Torres.”

      Her name and accent are foreign, strange, like a song from another world. I want to ask where she’s from, but her lips are pale and trembling, and I don’t want to upset her even more.

      I run a hand through my hair, frustration gnawing at me. I’m not a man given to sentiment, not since I left the Royal Navy, but this woman, this stranger in soaked rags, awakens a twinge of compassion I thought long dead. I don’t usually allow foreigners on my ship, but this woman has piqued my curiosity. 

      I step up onto the quarterdeck, giving her space but keeping her in my line of sight, watching without making it obvious. She looks around the ship with keen eyes, as though she intends to one day build her own. 

      My first mate, Elias Finch, hands her a blanket and a tin cup, steam rising gently from the tea. I can tell he’s introducing himself from the way that he bows his head slightly and offers his hand. She shakes it, her fingers trembling. I study her, but not idly. A man learns to read people quickly at sea, for danger doesn’t always wear a sword, and yet, nothing about her makes sense.

      She’s beautiful, yes, but not in the way of powdered ladies at English courts. There’s something exotic about her, earthy and strange. Her skin is a creamy honey brown, smooth as polished teak, though windburn now flushes her cheeks. Her hair hangs in long, soaked curls down her back, waist-length, at least. She lifts her eyes, catching mine for a moment, cautiously watching me back.

      She speaks to our cook, Isla, and I eavesdrop. At first, her voice carries that same strange lilt I noticed when we pulled her aboard, clipped and unfamiliar. Certainly not an English accent. Not Spanish or French either, but as Isla leans closer and offers her more tea, the woman clears her throat and starts again.

      Only now, she’s speaking with what I can only describe as the worst impression of a British accent I’ve ever heard. It’s flat in the vowels, as though she’s trying to mimic someone from a play. I narrow my eyes. Odd. Very odd.

      She glances my way again and quickly looks down. Her dress, or what’s left of it, is a puzzle in its own right. From a distance, one might think it’s a corset and petticoat, though unlike any I’ve ever seen. But up close, the truth of it is laughable. The bodice is made of some strange, shiny material that clings to her damp skin. The corset has no real boning, no structure or sense to it, and the belt strapped around her middle looks more like a costume piece than anything fit for a woman’s wardrobe.

      I’ve seen better garments hanging in the windows of dockside taverns, cheap dressings for cheaper women, but there’s no filth to her, no slurred speech or wine-stained teeth. Just the silly clothes, and that strange, false accent, and the way her gaze keeps darting over the ship as though she is trying to memorize it. Could she be a spy? But for whom? 

      Who in God’s name is she?

      Not a native of these islands, that much is clear. And not one of the merchant class, either. Her hands are too fine for labor, too soft for years at sea.

      Finch sidles up beside me, his arms crossed. He follows my gaze and makes a face like he’s swallowed a rotten fig.

      “She doesn’t belong here,” he mutters. “I don’t like her.”

      “She was drowning,” I answer, keeping my tone level. “Whether she belongs or not, the sea would’ve taken her.”

      Finch scowls. “Maybe the sea meant to.”

      I ignore him.

      The woman, Sabrina, lifts the cup to her lips and sips. She closes her eyes, relief washing over her features for just a heartbeat.

      It strikes me then how fragile she looked when we hauled her aboard, and yet somehow, she’d survived that storm alone. No boat, crew, or driftwood–just her, floating in the damned channel.

      Who survives something like that?

      I walk over to her, watching her carefully. She opens her eyes, startled.

      “Feeling better?” I ask.

      She nods, grateful and wary all at once. “Yes. Thank you, Captain.”

      The fake accent again is somehow worse now. I don’t let my expression shift, but I feel the suspicion curl tight in my gut.

      “I imagine you’ve got quite a tale to tell,” I say quietly.

      She nods and sips her tea slowly, wrapped in damp wool, and I can see she’s exhausted. That’s what keeps me from pressing her with questions. That, and the tremor I still see in her hands. The sea stole the heat from her bones, and she’s shaking, from fear and cold. She’s not a threat, not in her current state. 

      I glance toward Isla, who’s watching Sabrina the way she watches stray cats: half skeptical, half softhearted. She’ll take care of her.

      “Miss Torres,” I say, offering her my hand to help her stand. “Come. Let’s get you out of those wet things before they freeze to your skin.”

      She blinks, surprised. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You’re half-drowned and trembling. Isla’ll take you below, find you something dry. Nothing fancy, but it’ll keep you warm.”

      Sabrina nods slowly, her voice soft. “Thank you.”

      Isla steps forward before I can even call her name. “This way,” she says, taking the woman by the elbow like it’s her own idea. “Let’s find something that doesn’t smell like dead fish.”

      Sabrina gives a faint huff of laughter, and then she’s gone, following Isla down into the belly of the ship. I stand there a moment longer, staring after them.

      “She’s peculiar,” Finch says at my shoulder.

      I don’t jump. Of course he’s there, quiet as rot and twice as unwelcome. “I didn’t say she wasn’t,” I reply.

      “She’s lying.”

      “About? She didn’t say anything yet.”

      “Exactly.”

      I sigh and start toward the companionway. “Follow.”

      We step below deck, down a ladder worn smooth by years of salt and boot leather. The low ceiling creaks with the sway of the ship. I open the door to my quarters and walk inside.

      The captain’s study is small, but solid. Wood-paneled walls, a broad desk scattered with charts, and a narrow porthole with the sea sliding past outside. It smells of ink, salt, and smoke, familiar and grounding. Finch closes the door behind us.

      “Well?” I ask. “You clearly have opinions.” 

      “She’s no castaway. You saw what she was wearing.” He’s emphatic. 

      “I saw,” I say. “Some kind of strange imitation or costume, cheap and stiff. I’m not certain… perhaps she’s wearing borrowed clothes? Where do you think she came from?”

      “I’ve never seen silk that looked like that. Or brass for that matter. Her boots with strange seams, and the accent?” He scoffs. “You’ve heard theater girls try to pass for gentry before. They’re better at it. Do you think she’s a spy?”

      I meet his gaze. “I certainly intend to find out.”

      He paces, stiff and bristling. “We’re two days from Port Royal, and you’re harboring something we can’t explain. What if she’s a hex? A curse? A sea-witch?”

      “She didn’t bring that storm.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “She didn’t flinch when we pulled her out. She didn’t cry or scream. The girl looked as though she were memorizing the ship.”

      “That’s what’s strange!” Finch slams a hand down on the desk. “You bring aboard a strange woman with strange clothes and even stranger speech, and now you’re treating her like some royal guest.”

      “She’s not a guest,” I say calmly. “She’s a mystery, but she’s not a threat. Not yet.”

      He glares at me for a long moment, then backs away with a grunt. “You’re going soft.”

      I laugh and excuse Finch from my quarters. The very idea of going soft is humorous to me, our mission being that of revenge. 

      He opens the door but pauses. “Mark me, Ashford, women don’t just wash up on your deck like mermaids.”

      The door shuts behind him, and I sit there in silence for a long moment, staring at the sea through the porthole. She’s not common, of that I’m certain. 

      I lean back in the chair, the old wood groaning beneath me. The sun’s lower now. The light slants amber, casting long, flickering lines across my desk and the weather-stained charts scattered on its surface.

      Finch isn’t wrong. Strange things don’t happen without reason out here. The ocean has a mind of its own, and I’ve lived through enough storms to know not all of them come from the sky. Some blow in wearing armor. Some arrive with a sword at your throat. And some… wear corsets made of something that isn’t quite leather. Still, I’ve made worse choices than rescuing a half-drowned woman.

      Much worse.

      I wasn’t always a privateer. There was a time I stood on the deck of a Royal Navy ship, my uniform crisp and boots polished, speaking orders with a spine stiffened by duty and family name. Lieutenant Gabriel Ashford, son of Lord Edwin Ashford of Essex. The second son, the spare.

      It’s easy to forget that I was ever clean-shaven and proper, fed by silver spoons and sharpened by academy masters with royal pride. Alas, it’s all still in me, somewhere beneath the scars and salt. 

      I joined the Navy at fifteen, desperate to prove I was more than a younger son. My brother, James, was the heir, taller, kinder, better spoken, better liked. I didn’t begrudge him. He was a good man, and I loved him. 

      And then the Spanish took him. Set fire to his ship in the Gulf, no warning, no mercy. The flames lit the horizon for miles, or so I was told. They left nothing behind but a few blackened timbers adrift on the tide. 

      After that, I stopped believing in orders, in kings and courts that let men die for trade routes, land, and gold. I deserted two weeks later, and have been at sea ever since.

      The Tempest’s Vow came into my hands the way most ships do—through blood and fire. She was French when I found her, bleeding from the hull, her sails ripped like ghosts. I patched her up, gave her a new name and a new purpose. We’ve been together ever since.

      Now, I sail under a letter of marque when it suits me, and ignore it when it doesn’t. The Crown turns a blind eye as long as my cannon stays aimed at their enemies, but I don’t serve them. Not truly. I serve my crew and my ship.

      Yet, something about that woman—the way she looked at us, bothers me. People who fear death cling to anything, but she wasn’t clinging. She was observing, like she’d fallen from the sky and expected to find this ship waiting for her. She wasn’t screaming or crying, as any English noble lady would have after being pulled aboard a pirate ship. Rather, Sabrina was memorizing the rigging. What kind of woman does that? 

      I rub a hand across my jaw and glance toward the door. Whatever she is—spy, madwoman, mermaid, or siren—I’ll get to the truth.
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      *Sabrina*

      The floor sways beneath my feet like I’m standing on the spine of some enormous creature, its breath rolling beneath the wood. Every surface creaks and groans. The walls lean in slightly, the ceiling feels too low, and the narrow ladder I’ve just descended opens into a hallway bathed in candlelight. Not the warm, faux flicker of battery-powered ambiance or the dim hum of emergency backup bulbs–real wax and flame. The scent of it curls into my nose—faintly smoky, threaded with tallow. 

      Isla moves ahead, leading me deeper into the belly of The Tempest’s Vow, her skirts swaying, her voice trailing behind her. “Mind your step. The boards warp near the galley door.”

      I nod, still shivering despite the blanket wrapped around me. Everything smells of saltwater, pitch, and smoke, and the air down here is damp. This is not a themed boat ride, or some immersive historical experience with costumed actors and Bluetooth speakers playing sea shanties through hidden wall mounts.

      This is real.

      The moment the thought crystallizes in my mind, my knees wobble. I press a hand to the wall—wood, rough-hewn and slick with salt—trying to steady myself. I’m beginning to hyperventilate, but I can’t afford to panic. Not here. Not now.

      Because the captain—the man with storm-gray eyes and a voice like velvet—is suspicious of me, and my terrible British accent. His first mate already scowls at me, and Captain Ashford might be kind enough to rescue a stranger, but he’s not stupid. He knows there’s something different about me. 

      So I take a few deep breaths because I don’t want to draw any more attention to myself than I already have. I need to blend in.

      The floorboards are warped and uneven, just like Isla said. The doorways are tiny, some lashed closed with iron latches instead of knobs. There’s no hum of electronics or engine vibration beneath the deck. No buzz of fluorescent lights, no hiss of running plumbing. Just the slap of the sea against the hull and the quiet, low drone of voices above.

      Isla’s blouse is linen, laced at the wrists. Her skirt is thick, uneven at the hem, and stained with what looks like flour and fish guts. I see no zippers or elastic, and everything she wears looks handmade. Her boots are worn to the shape of her foot, leather cracked with age and use.

      And the men… there were no plastic buckles, no Velcro. Their shirts were real homespun linen. Their pants were patched. Some men were barefoot, some with heavy-soled boots nailed into place. They all had knives tucked into sashes at their hips. 

      I brush a hand over my corset—if you can even call it that. The plastic boning is bent now from the sea, and the cheap polyester sticks to my ribs. It’s all wrong, and I hope they didn’t notice, but if I were a captain, I’d be suspicious of me.

      “Here.” Isla stops in front of a small cabin, pushing the door open with her hip. The hinges squeal. “It’s the cook’s berth, but there’s enough space. I’ll bring you something clean.”

      The room is cramped, with two low cots, a trunk in the corner, and a shelf lined with tins and hand-poured candles. There’s a single porthole above the cot, crusted with salt.

      She turns to me, softening. “You all right, love?”

      “Yes,” I answer, and this time I try the accent again. “Quite all right, thank you.”

      She arches her brow, but she doesn’t call me on it. Instead, she nods, stepping away. “Right. You get warm. I’ll be back with some of my clothes, something that doesn’t look like it was made by a drunk tailor with a grudge.”

      She disappears, and I’m left with my thoughts.

      I can’t breathe down here, and my hands won’t stop shaking. My mouth tastes like salt. I’m not just on an ancient ship….

      I’m not in 2025 anymore.

      The door creaks open again, and Isla steps inside, carrying a small stack of folded garments and a steaming mug cradled in one hand.

      “They’re clean, yet a bit rough,” she says, setting the clothes down on the edge of the cot. 

      “Thank you. I’m not particular,” I reply, my accent smoother now. Less clipped. Less American. I wrap my tongue around the words carefully, rounding the vowels in my mouth like I’ve been speaking them my whole life. “I just need to get warm.”

      She gives me a curious look, not suspicious exactly, but like she’s trying to figure out who I am, and hands me a second mug of steaming tea. 

      I take the mug from her hands. It smells like ginger and cloves, and the first sip burns a trail of heat down to my bones.

      “Take your time,” Isla says, stepping back toward the door. “I’ll wait outside.”

      When the door clicks shut, I sag onto the edge of the cot, my whole body shivering. The tea sloshes in the cup, spilling a few drops. I take another sip, deeper this time, and close my eyes.

      Get warm. Get dry. Figure out the rest later.

      I set the mug on the floor and peel off the drenched corset and skirt, wincing as the soaked fabric pulls away from my skin. I wrap myself in the wool blanket while I examine the clothes Isla lent me.

      The blouse is simple—white linen, with drawstring ties at the neck and sleeves. The skirt is heavy, a faded blue with stitched patches. The undergarments are plain cotton, worn soft with use, with no tags or synthetic fibers. 

      These aren’t costumes. These are lived-in.

      My panic pulses harder, but I shove it down and begin dressing. The clothes scratch a little against my skin, but they’re warm. When I catch a glimpse of myself in the smudged brass mirror nailed to the far wall, I barely recognize the woman staring back.

      Wet curls frizz around my face in a wild, tangled halo. The blouse hangs off one shoulder, the skirt pooling around my legs. I look like a barmaid in a period drama. But the clothes are warm and they fit. I draw in a steady breath. 

      Just keep going.

      There’s a knock at the door, and Isla peeks her head in. “Are you dressed, miss?”

      “Yes,” I say, adjusting the neckline of the blouse.

      She steps in, smiling. “Not bad. You could pass for one of us now. Come on, someone wants to meet you.”

      Before I can ask, she beckons me to follow. I gather my nerves, smooth the front of my skirt, and step into the hallway.

      A boy waits just outside the door, maybe sixteen or seventeen, wiry and tan, with sharp cheekbones. His eyes meet mine, curious and cautious.

      “This is my brother, Tomas,” Isla says. “He’s the cabin boy on the ship.”

      The boy nods politely. “Good day, miss.”

      “It’s nice to meet you both. I’m Sabrina,” I say, slipping back into my makeshift accent. 

      “Where’d your ship go down?” he asks. “You come from the east or the south?”

      My mouth goes dry. “I… I’m not sure. Everything happened so fast. One moment I was aboard, and the next there was a storm. I must’ve hit my head. I don’t remember much after that.”

      A partial truth and believable lie.

      Isla studies me, her gaze thoughtful but not accusing. “You don’t carry yourself like a maid,” she says. “Or a merchant’s wife.”

      I summon a shaky smile. “My father was an officer… in the navy. We were traveling to Port Royal. I didn’t expect to end up shipwrecked.”

      Tomas cocks his head. “A lady traveling alone?”

      “Not alone,” I say, eyes flicking down. “I was with my father. There were others, but I… I haven’t seen any of them since the wreck. I don’t know if—”

      I stop myself, letting the grief tighten my throat. That part, at least, doesn’t need acting. For the first time, I really stop and allow myself to consider the fact that Maddie may not have made it through the storm, and I have to force back tears. 

      Isla softens. “Then you’re lucky we found you. These waters aren’t kind.”

      I nod, swallowing hard. “I’m grateful. Truly.”

      They exchange a look, and I glance around again—at the lantern, the riveted beams overhead, the creak of the ship’s hull. My mind races. I need answers. A year. A map. Something.

      But I smile like I belong here. Until I figure out how to get back, I have to survive in the world I just fell into.

      The air below deck turns thick and fast. Damp wood, oil smoke, and the ever-present tang of salt make my stomach roll in waves. After only a short time, the warmth I’d longed for begins to smother.

      “I need—air,” I manage to say, pressing the back of my hand to my mouth.

      Isla catches my arm and nods knowingly. “Come on. The decks could use a sweep, and Tomas has been dodging the ropes again. You don’t have to help us. You can sit and rest. Just don’t get on the first mate’s bad side. Elias Finch. He means well, but he can be a bit of a crab.” 

      “Seems as though he’s already made his mind up about me,” I reply. “ He brought me a blanket and shook my hand, but he told me that if I brought darkness onto the ship with me, I could walk off the plank with it.” 

      Isla rolls her eyes. “Finch is mostly bark, less bite. Don’t take him too seriously.”

      We climb the ladder one at a time, the wood groaning under our weight. The second I step onto the main deck, my lungs expand with relief. The open sky, the slap of wind, even the sting of salt air—it’s all dizzying, yet welcome. 

      I press my hand to the railing, steadying myself as the ship rocks. The sun has climbed higher now, casting golden light across the sea. Gulls call overhead, and the crew moves in a strange rhythm around us, men tying down barrels, checking lines, and barking instructions. It feels like a film set, impossibly detailed and alive. Only, I’m the prop that doesn’t belong.

      I turn to Isla. “I can help,” I say. 

      “Oh no, Miss Sabrina. I can’t have you helping. You’re a guest aboard the ship.” 

      I don’t want to just stand around while everyone else works. “I insist.”

      “If you’re certain, Miss, you can start with these buckets,” Isla says gently, handing me a brush. “You’ll find seawater works best. Try not to slip.”

      Isla drops another bucket of seawater near me, sloshing it over the deck. “Watch your knees,” she says with a quick smirk. “Salt stings.”

      “I’m learning that,” I mutter, wringing out the brush.

      “You get used to it,” she says. “We grew up around ships. Our father was a navigator—back in Lisbon.”

      My head snaps up. “You’re from Portugal?”

      “Aye,” she says, proud and plain. “Born and raised. Tomas too. We’ve been aboard one ship or another since we could walk.”

      I nod, wiping sweat from my brow. “That’s... incredible.”

      Isla shrugs again. “It’s life. The sea doesn’t care where you come from.”

      But I do. Every new detail spins my head faster. Lisbon, Portugal, navigators. The more I learn, the more impossible this all feels. I drop to my knees and start scrubbing near the rail. Tomas swings a mop lazily nearby, singing something in Portuguese under his breath.

      “Keep up,” he teases me. “At this pace, we’ll reach Port Royal before you finish one board.”

      I grin, playing along. “Forgive me. I’m not used to this sort of labor.”

      “Bet you’ve never swabbed a day in your life.”

      The sound of boots on the stairs makes us all pause. Captain Ashford doesn’t look like any museum portrait I’ve ever seen of a Royal Navy officer. No powdered wig, no stiff blue coat with polished buttons and gold trim. 

      No, Captain Ashford must be a privateer. His shirt is loose at the collar, open just enough to reveal a scar along his collarbone and the edge of a tattoo that disappears beneath the fabric. The coat he’s wearing is long and battered, made of worn leather that hangs perfectly from his broad shoulders. His boots are scuffed and stained with salt, his belt slung low with a cutlass at his hip and a pistol tucked behind it. No epaulets, no medals, just tools for survival. His dark hair is tied back loosely, strands escaping to frame his handsome, sun-tanned face. His jaw is shadowed with stubble, and his grey eyes are smoldering. 

      He scans the deck once, pausing when his gaze lands on me. “Miss Torres,” he says, his voice smooth. “You’re looking more lively.” Then, turning to Isla, he asks, “Why are you making her scrub the deck? Is she being punished for something?” 

      “I offered to help,” I reply, standing quickly. “The air below deck… it wasn’t agreeing with me.”

      “Ah, something you’ll never get used to, I’m afraid,” he says, arms folding as he walks toward us. “It’s good to see you feeling better. I take it Isla’s been looking after you?”

      “She’s been more than kind.”

      His eyes move to her briefly, a faint nod of approval, then back to me. I feel like he’s weighing every word I say. Measuring me, and testing my story for cracks.

      “I find work clears the mind,” I say, and my accent is so good now it startles even me… proper vowels, softened R’s. 

      Ashford watches me over the rim of his cup, the wind tugging at the dark curls that have come loose from his tie. 

      “And where are you from, Miss Torres?” he asks casually.

      I force a polite smile. “England, but I grew up all over. My father’s in the Navy… or he was. He was on the ship I was on when the storm blew up.” I correct myself quickly, hoping the vague answer buys me space and time. “I’m not sure if he made it back aboard the ship or not.” 

      His brow lifts slightly. “I do hope you find him when we dock in Port Royal,” he says. “Hmm, Torres?” he adds. “I would’ve thought you were Spanish.”

      I blink. Spanish? Of course. I curse myself silently. 

      “Oh, well–” I fumble with a laugh that feels like it belongs to someone else. “My mother’s family’s English, my father’s people originally came from Spain.”

      He nods slowly, not pushing, but still watching me too closely.

      Inside, I groan. Spanish. Why didn’t I give myself a Spanish accent? That would’ve made far more sense with my name, but no, the moment I heard his crisp British tone, my brain panicked and defaulted to mimicking it like a parrot in distress.

      Brilliant, Sabrina. Just brilliant.

      Unfortunately, Captain Ashford’s shadow is quickly joined by a second one. Elias Finch, first mate, leans on the railing with all the blatant arrogance of a man who’s decided not to trust me and is going to enjoy every second of it. His dark eyes rake over me with a kind of disdainful amusement.

      “Well, well,” he says. “She scrubs floors now. What next? Hoisting sails? Climbing rigging?”

      “Only if you insist,” I say lightly, meeting his stare. “Though I doubt I’d do it half as well as you.”

      He snorts. “Careful, lass.”

      Ashford gives him a look sharp enough to cut rope. “Enough, Elias. I’m certain you’ve business to attend to.”

      Finch holds his gaze for a beat and walks off with that same insolent swagger. I exhale slowly, gripping the scrub brush tighter.

      “Forgive him,” the captain says, his voice low enough only I can hear. “He sees ghosts where there are none, but he’s loyal, which is hard to replace.”

      “I understand,” I say, which is a lie, but a necessary one.

      The captain hesitates another moment, then says, “We’ll be reaching Port Royal within a day or two.” He tips his hat once, then walks back toward the helm.

      I stare after him, my heart hammering and thoughts racing. I need answers soon, or a way out before someone finds holes in my story I can’t patch.

      The sun dips lower, casting long shadows across the deck. The crew busies themselves with ropes and repairs, their boots thudding against wood, their voices rising in bursts of rough laughter and low curses in more languages than I can track. 

      Isla appears at my elbow, wiping her hands on her apron. “I could use a hand in the galley, if you don’t mind the heat,” she says with a crooked smile. “It’s not glamorous, but feeding this lot is half the battle.”

      I nod, grateful for something to do other than scrubbing the deck. “Of course. I’m happy to help.”

      And I am—sort of. Movement and tasks might help lessen my anxiety. 

      I follow her belowdecks, into the sweltering little galley tucked near the ship’s belly. It smells of garlic and broth. The clatter of pots and the chop of a knife against wood make it feel almost normal. Familiar. Like a kitchen anywhere.

      As I chop root vegetables beside Isla, my mind spins beneath the surface like a riptide. 

      Is Maddie okay? Was she pulled out of the water too? Is she alive? Safe? Still floating somewhere, still hoping someone will see her and pull her aboard?

      How do I get back? I don’t know how I got here, so how do I reverse it?

      And if Maddie is still out there, somewhere in 2025, or the Caribbean, or some liminal space between—how do I find her?

      I look down at the strange, borrowed clothes on my body. 

      I don’t belong here.

      Yet, for now, I can’t fall apart. I have to stay calm, blend in, stay useful, and ask the right questions—subtly, quietly. 

      This ship is dangerous. These men are dangerous. Gabriel Ashford may have saved my life, but I saw the way he looked at me. He’s suspicious, and his first mate is even more so. If I slip, if I say the wrong thing, they’ll know.

      So I smile as Isla nudges my elbow and tosses me a bunch of herbs to chop. I stir the pot, and focus on the scent, the steam, and the steady warmth of the stove.
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