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Praise for
THE UNBINDING OF MARY READE

“The Unbinding of Mary Reade is a rollicking, breathtaking adventure full of heart, passion, wit, and intelligence. I was turning pages fast as a wind fills a sail, marveling at the talent that is Miriam McNamara.”

—An Na, Printz Award Winner and National Book Award Finalist for A Step from Heaven

“A captivating account of gender, feminism, agency, and all manner of desire—most importantly, the desire to be free. Badass, through and through.”

—M-E Girard, Lambda Literary Award Winner and William C. Morris Award Finalist for Girl Mans Up

“Issues of gender identity and who and how to love make The Unbinding of Mary Reade resonate as strongly in the present as in the past. Action-packed, this romantic tale is bound to entice teen and adult readers alike.”

—Cordelia Jensen, author of Skyscraping and The Way the Light Bends

“The Unbinding of Mary Reade is a stunning debut—intense and unforgettable, thrilling to the very last page!”

—Melanie Crowder, author of Audacity and An Uninterrupted View of the Sky

“I dare you not to yell huzzah! at least ten times while reading The Unbinding of Mary Reade, a swashbuckling girl-power adventure about owning who you are and loving who you want. Mary is an unforgettable heroine who is tough yet tender, a survivor who’s got swagger and courage. I’d join her pirate crew any day!”

—Heather Demetrios, author of Bad Romance and Exquisite Captive

“This is the pirate novel we’ve been waiting for. Epic and confident, with a plot that sizzles and then ignites like a powder keg. Longing and love tangle in nuanced, powerful combinations as Mary takes to the high seas and meets her match in Anne Bonny. An unstoppable romance, an unforgettable adventure.”

—Amy Rose Capetta, author of Echo after Echo

“Fantastic, unique, and inclusively diverse young adult fiction … You had me at ‘queer pirates.’ *grabby hands*”

—Tor.com

“Canonically queer pirate girls? Yes, please.”

—Barnes & Noble Teen Blog
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For Al

We have shaken loose from our moorings

We could go anywhere from here





“Now we are to begin a History full of surprising Turns and Adventures; I mean, that of Mary Read … the odd Incidents of their rambling Lives are such that some may be tempted to think the whole Story no better than a Novel or Romance …”

—A General History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates
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CHAPTER ONE

CARIBBEAN SEA—1719

MARY DOVE INTO THE JOLLY BOAT, FLATTENED HERSELF BETWEEN THE benches, and prayed no one noticed it swinging from its goosenecked davits. She struggled to catch her breath, her gasps almost drowning out the smattering of gunfire, the desperate shouts of the crew, and the cries and moans of the injured littering the deck.

She squeezed her eyes shut and again saw the wild, screaming men with gold earrings, brightly patterned bandanas, and cutlasses in their teeth, crawling up the grappling lines—rogues clearing the path before them with their bullets, firing flintlocks with both hands—swordsmen slinging themselves on board from the taffrail carrying swirling blades—men barefoot and naked to the waist, all shades of sunburned, brown, and even the darkest black—all men—

But one?

Mary was sure she had imagined it.

She squinted over the side of the jolly boat, the thick smoke a steel-colored curtain. There she was. A girl pirate. There was no mistaking it. Unlike Mary, the girl wore a red velvet dress and had long, auburn hair, everything about her curving and feminine—except for the way Mary had just watched her cut down one man and shoot another.

Mary guessed the man fighting by her side was the pirate captain. He wore a coat, unlike the other pirates, one made of chintz swirling with red, cream, and green, and britches to match. His face was handsome, soft at the mouth and eye, framed by thick brown curls that hung to his shoulders.

Movement beside the jolly boat caught Mary’s attention. Paddy’s thinning blond hair appeared as he peered over a tarpaulin-covered crate, then his eyes, staring at the pirates with a fierce expression. The red-haired girl pointed up to the poop deck, where Kapitein Baas was playing sniper with a few of his best men. The pirate captain looked up and narrowed his eyes. He cocked his head, aimed his pistol through the fog, and fired, but the angle of the poop from the quarterdeck blocked his shot.

From Mary’s vantage she had a clear view of Kapitein Baas, no ladders or masts to hinder her gaze. She had a clear view of Paddy, hunched behind the tarpaulin with murder in his eyes. She looked back at the girl who stood like a man in her skirts, and the handsome pirate reloading his pistol.

Paddy wanted to kill the pirates.

The pirates wanted to kill Kapitein Baas.

Mary only wanted to escape this fight alive, make her way to Nassau, and be reunited with Nat—but as her eyes caught the girl pirate again, she paused.

The girl looked in her direction, and Mary’s insides knotted up. Then the girl shouted something and pointed to the forecastle. The two pirates erupted into the melee surrounding them, and in seconds they’d hacked their way through the worst of the fighting. Mary barely scrunched down in time to keep out of their sight as they approached. Her breath rasped heavily on the wood of the bench beneath her cheek, and she forced herself to quiet the sound. She remembered the outline of Paddy’s hunched back and prayed he wasn’t seen.

“Quick, see if you’ve got a clear shot,” the pirate girl panted. Mary peeked above the gunwale again. She could have reached out and touched them. The girl whipped left and right, pistol raised, but no one approached.

“I’m still blocked, damn it.” The gentleman pointed his pistol at the poop deck, then dropped the weapon and pulled himself up on the foremast shrouds with one arm to aim again. The girl let her weapon lower slightly as she turned to gauge his angle.

Paddy’s musket bobbed over the tarpaulin while the pirates’ backs were turned. Mary’s stomach tightened as he slowly brought the barrel of his musket to bear on the gentleman. The click when Paddy cocked the hammer seemed a little thing, but Mary saw the girl’s shoulders tense, her head tilting slightly.

Mary didn’t dare breathe or move. The pirate captain squinted back up at the poop, trying to perfect his angle.

Mary imagined Paddy’s trigger finger tightening ever so carefully.

The girl whirled around, roaring as she slammed a fist into the barrel of Paddy’s musket as it fired. The shot ripped into the forecastle wall and Paddy stumbled onto the deck on his hands and knees. The girl kicked the musket out of Paddy’s reach and leveled her flintlock at his head, her teeth bared and chest heaving.

“No!” Mary yelled, standing and pointing her musket at the girl’s head at the same moment that the pirate captain whirled and brought his weapon to bear on her chest. The jolly boat rocked wildly beneath her feet, and she struggled to keep her balance. Her breath caught in her throat, but she held her ground. Now was her chance to earn her freedom, instead of sneaking off and hoping no one shot her.

Mary deliberately shifted her weapon away from the girl and pointed it up, toward the poop deck. She saw the pirate captain’s expression shift slightly, and he put up a hand to stay the girl. Mary crouched until she was in the same position she’d been in before. Kapitein Baas came into view, as clear as he’d been earlier.

Mary had watched sailors shoot at seagulls from the quarter-gallery balconies, squinting down the musket’s length at their targets. She imitated their position now, cocking the hammer fully as Paddy and the pirates watched her in disbelief. The kapitein’s inhumanity had earned her hatred many times over as they’d crossed the ocean, and it was easy enough to imagine him an animal now.

Mary pulled the trigger, the recoil knocking her to the bottom of the jolly boat as it jerked beneath her. She dropped the musket and scrambled to the gunwale to see what she’d done.

Up on the poop a few men rushed to bend over the prostrate form of Kapitein Baas.

The pirate gentleman hopped from the shrouds, smiling broadly. “Well, young man! Looks like you hit your mark.”

She nodded curtly, clutching the gunwale to steady her shaking hands.

The pirate captain sprinted for the sterncastle steps. The pirate girl stayed, her pistol still held to Paddy’s head. Mary stood awkwardly as the girl’s gaze flicked over the skinny length of her and up to her face. The girl had eyes so brown they were nearly black. Deep-set, but not in an unattractive way. Like a hawk.

“Don’t shoot him,” Mary said, her eyes darting to Paddy.

Mary’s pulse sped up as the girl smiled lasciviously, lowering her weapon. “Anything for you, young marksman.” Then she whirled, skirts swishing, and followed her man.





CHAPTER TWO

LONDON, ENGLAND—1704

MUM TOLD MARY OVER AND OVER, AS THEIR FEET STUMBLED ACROSS the cobblestones, that once they got to Granny’s Mary must be quiet.

“Don’t say a word, Mary. Not one word.”

Mary didn’t know what Granny’s was, or why they were going there. That morning, after days of lying slumped against the wall, oblivious to Mary’s cries of cold and hunger, Mum had finally staggered to her feet and dressed Mary in Mark’s old frock and pudding cap. Mum had told her, with feverish intensity, that if Mary was good there’d be a pasty in it for her, and Mary had promised she’d do whatever she was told.

They walked forever. Mary was so tired she could barely get up the whitewashed steps of the big house Mum led her to. Mum knocked on the door, then clutched Mary to her chest as she begged to come in. A man in a crisp coat and black shoes with bright silver buckles brought them to a dark, wide room stuffed with soft and shiny things, the oily smell of burning lamps making Mary feel dizzy and sick. The yellow of Mum’s hair caught the light as she set Mary down and pushed her forward, toward a frowning, gray-haired woman seated on a beautiful chair.

“Mark, I’m sure you remember your Granny?”

Mum’s hand tightened on Mary’s shoulder. Don’t say anything, Mary remembered, so she didn’t, even though Mark was dead and she certainly didn’t remember this strange woman. Mum continued talking, her voice growing tearful. Mary focused on the woman’s fingers kneading a green velvet cushion. Little strips of color lifted beneath her nails, then settled as she stroked the fabric smooth.

“There’s no one else but you.” Mum’s tears caught the light of the lamps, spotting her skirts as they fell. “You’re all the family we have left.”

“Family indeed, whether I like it or not.” But when Granny looked at Mary her face seemed to soften. “He does have eyes just like his father’s.”

A glint of silver appeared in Granny’s palm. She held out a pretty, shiny coin, and both Mary and Mum reached for it. Granny hesitated, then leaned down and pressed it into Mary’s palm. “You’re a Reade, even if your father died before I made peace with it,” she said. “Come see your Granny once a month, and each time I’ll give you a coin just like this one.”

On the walk back to Wapping Mum bought them a meat pasty and small beer, and that night they slept in a room of their own.

Things were better after that. They had enough food to eat, enough kindling for a fire to warm the little room they had to themselves. Mum wasn’t so sad. She was even happy sometimes, when there was enough left over for a bottle of gin.

All Mary had to do for it was change her name, and that was an easy thing to do.





CHAPTER THREE

CARIBBEAN SEA—1719

THE PIRATE CAPTAIN EASILY CONVINCED THE SAILORS LEFT ALIVE, BEING exhausted and liking life, to drop their weapons in exchange for the promise of safe passage.

The sun sweltered as the day went on. The brigands slapped each other’s backs and paid the captives scant attention; they were busy passing the rum around, throwing things around in the captain’s quarters, and breaking into the hold.

Sailors fidgeted and picked at their skin as they waited. They’d all heard stories about pirates eating the beating hearts out of captains’ chests while they were still alive, or forcing entire crews overboard into the sea. Mary had heard those stories told countless times by boys on the docks when she was young. But she’d also heard that pirates were just as likely to offer goodwill to their captured crews. They might even find certain enterprising men a place on their crew and a share of the prize money. Equal share, almost, to that of the captain. That’s what the stories said.

Mary forced herself to calm her breathing. She had nothing to fear from children’s stories. She’d taken charge, gotten herself noticed. Baas was vanquished, all of his officers deposed by the pirates. There was nothing between her and Nassau now.

“Hello, lad.”

Mary turned, and the pirate captain was there. He wasn’t tall but he was striking, with broad shoulders and brilliant green eyes. He flipped the lace cuffs off his wrists and leaned against the barrel next to Mary. “Allow me to introduce myself. The name’s Calico Jack Rackham. Captain Jack to you buggers.”

Mary nodded, trying to look hard.

“And you would be …”

She cleared her throat. “Mark Reade, sir.” There, she didn’t sound too intimidated.

Fabric rustled at Mary’s other side, and she jumped when the pirate girl leaned over the gunwale just beside her.

“And this fair lady is Anne Bonny,” said Captain Jack, turning to the girl. “You were right! He speaks English.”

Anne nudged her, eyes sparkling. “The boy who shot his own captain, to join the pirate band!” She made Mary’s crime sound like one of the stories the boys on the Wapping docks had told. The pirate tales that had enthralled her so. Mary sounded like someone else, someone grand and fearless.

Jack continued. “Well, I must say, you made quite the impression with that bit of marksmanship. Our crew needs boys like you. Boys ready to seize a moment before it passes. Boys clever enough to be sure they’re on the winning side.”

Mary looked over the gunwale at the nearby shore of Curaçao. The beaches and trees were clearly visible off the port bow, with the promise of Willemstad just beyond. But that promise hadn’t ever been for her. The kapitein had been planning to lock his sailors in the hold overnight to make sure they couldn’t disappear and leave him crewless for his journey back to Rotterdam. The pirates, on the other hand, would surely let her go free, head to shore if she wanted to. She could take a jolly boat to Willemstad and find passage from there to Nassau. She was so close to finding Nat now.

“You look near starving,” Anne added. She leaned in as if to whisper a secret in confidence. “Don’t you think, whatever you was looking forward to there, it can wait till you’ve a little meat on your bones and a bit of treasure in your pocket?” The bare skin of the pirate girl’s neck was smudged with gunpowder, where she might have run her fingers to push her hair back in battle. She’d bird-nested her tresses into a mass of windblown curls, frizzled and festooned with bits of ribbon and a tiny gold chain. The pirates let this girl sail with them—just like this, undisguised.

Of course they wouldn’t accept a skinny boy-girl like Mary in the same way. She’d have to be more careful than ever in the company of such ruffians. She didn’t have a captain protecting her pretty arse, if her secret were discovered.

“Well?” asked Anne. She seemed amused by Mary’s open-mouthed staring.

Mary dropped her gaze and looked over at Paddy sitting hunched on a crate, looking despondent. It had been a godsend having someone look out for her these past few months, and she was loath to give him up. “Me friend there, he speaks English as well.” She met Jack’s eyes boldly. “If I’m coming, he’s coming, too. He’ll make a loyal and brave crewmate. Despite some, ah, understandable mistakes that were made in the heat of battle.”

Jack raised his brows. “That old Irish bloke that tried to kill me?” he asked, amused.

“Absolutely not,” said Anne. “It’s enough that I didn’t kill him.”

“Give him a chance, miss,” said Mary. “You’ll be glad to have his loyalty. There’s no one I trust more.”

“I like loyalty,” said Jack, glancing at Anne. “He can come, so long as he knows what side he’s on. Remember, I’m the one who chose to take you on.”

“Of course,” said Mary, heart accelerating. “You won’t regret it.”

“Look at this!” a pirate crowed, running up and holding out his arms. Dozens of gold and silver pocket watches hung from his hands on glistening chains. From what Mary had gathered, they were part of a huge parcel of metal luxury items the Zilveren Vissen had carried from Rotterdam—letter openers, candlesticks, paperweights, compasses. “This might be as good a haul as the Kingston!”

“See?” said Anne to Jack. “If you’d gone seeking pardon when you first started going on about it, you’d be this much poorer!”

Jack smiled ruefully. “That’s why a good captain always listens to his crew.”

The man handed Jack a fistful of chains. “Aye, and that’s why you’re captain now, not Vane.”

Gold flashed as the trinkets swung in the sun. Mary was mesmerized by their glint.

“Here you are.” Jack picked off a watch and tossed it to her, offhand. “That’s for joining the account.”

Solid gold it was, she was sure of it. The weight of it in her hand made her breathless. Scrolling gleamed around the edge. The image of a ship and a dark-haired girl waving a handkerchief from the shore shone brightly at the center, painted with a fine hand. Mary looked up, searching for Paddy. If something like this was put in his hand, surely it would convince him.

The pirates, growing wilder from the rum, whooped as they dragged bits of treasure up from the hold—a bale of lace, a trunkful of ladies’ underthings. They’d found bottles of wine and were waving them about. One man was running about with a pair of lady’s beribboned stockings rolled up to his elbows, walking them up others’ arms like an obscene pair of legs.

The Zilveren Vissen was beginning to list portside from damage dealt by the pirate ship’s cannon, and surely wouldn’t last the night. Off the port side of the brig, a jolly boat full of sailors still bound for Curaçao was ready to lower into the shadow cast by the setting sun.

Paddy was standing beside the boat, waving her over. “Come on, lad!” he shouted.

She ran over and he turned to board, but she grabbed his arm and pulled him away. “I’m joining the pirates,” she said quickly, “and you should come with me.” Mary swung the pocket watch in front of him as Jack had done to her. “You see this?” He watched it in disapproval or admiration, she couldn’t tell. “How might Katie feel if you brought back a few of these to her?”

“It’s beautiful,” he said slowly. “Katie’d be sure to love it.”

Mary waved dismissively at the jolly boat. “If you go into port with that lot, you’ll be back where you started, without any payment for the journey. But if you come with us, your share will surely be enough to make an honest woman out of Katie!”

Paddy looked around, tight-lipped. She could tell he didn’t like the pirates’ wildness. But his eyes came to rest on the riches strewn across the deck, all the wealth that had been locked away this entire journey suddenly spread out before them. Opulent fabric spilled everywhere, florid and peacocked damasks shimmering in blues and deep wine colors. Raw silks crumpled into earth-toned valleys among heaps of familiar navy and cream linens. The tilt of evening light shaded the men to gray and gold as they clambered up from the hold, tossing compasses and candlesticks onto the rainbow drifts while the sky deepened to indigo in the east.

He hesitated—Mary could tell he was tempted—but his hands worried a tear in his shirt. “You know better than me about the king’s proclamation!” he whispered. “You leave here with them, and you’re worth a pretty penny if you’re captured. There’s men who’ll track you down, make no mistake.”

That promise of reward, Mary knew, was what had brought Nat to the islands. It wasn’t just the Navy hunting pirates now—anyone with a ship and a couple of cannons was gathering a crew, and Nat had been eager to join up. “They may try to, but what are the chances?” she argued. “Probably less than those of being killed by a whipping under another captain like Baas. Join up and you’ll likely be home after a few voyages, with a pocketful of gold, a ruby or two, and nobody the wiser.”

“They know I tried to kill him,” Paddy said in a low voice, his eyes flicking to Jack.

“And they know I shot the kapitein,” Mary said. “Since I vouch for you, they’ll trust you. I’m sure of it.”

Paddy groaned and put his head in his hands. “Jaysus, I hope God forgives me. Lord knows the king won’t.”

“You’re coming!” Mary crowed.

“I might as well forget Katie if I stay. I’ll never have the means to woo her otherwise.” Paddy sighed. “What convinced you to join up? I thought you was dead set on getting to dry land soon as possible.”

Mary looked at the girl, who stood for all the world like a captain herself in her caramel boots, ordering her men about. She saw the way every man on the ship was staring at Anne. It wasn’t her body that did it, or her hair or face—it was something else.

She wanted Nat to stare at her like all those men were staring at Anne. She wanted him to never look away from her again.

“You’re going for that girl, ain’t you,” Paddy said. “I can see it on your face.”

She’d be daft to admit what she was after. “I’m going for this,” she said instead, dangling the pocket watch in front of him. “And the promise of more like it.”

Paddy laughed and shook his head. “She’s the captain’s girl, son. You’d be wise to remember that.”





CHAPTER FOUR

WAPPING, LONDON—1707

MUFFLED CRYING DREW MARY OUT OF HER TENEMENT ROOM. SHE HESITATED on the landing, listening to the sniffles and whimpers of someone clearly trying not to sob. Slowly, she followed the sounds down the cold, dark steps and found the boy from the kip next to hers hunched under the stair. His split lip bled into the dust, tears streaking his dirty cheeks.

“Nat?” Mary put a hand on his shoulder, but he smacked it away.

“Bugger off, Mark!” he mumbled, wiping snot from his face as he curled into the wall.

Mary recalled that Nat’s da had gotten back from the sea just days ago. Nat had shared some sugar mice with her, a gift from his mum before his da drank up the rest of the money. She’d been jealous that Nat’s mum was nice enough to spend extra money on treats instead of gin, but then she’d heard his da come home late the next night. The sounds of his raging, the pleading and crashes of things breaking, had made her think she was better off after all.

Nat was always so happy down on the docks when they played sailors and pirates, his big grin gapped by missing teeth. Too bad it was so cold outside, or she would have asked him if he wanted to race her to the river. Instead, Mary sat down and began dragging her finger through the dirt, tracing the outline of a grand ship with lots of masts. “This is our ship,” she said. “We’ll sail it far away and find our fortune.”

His sniffling quieted as he watched her add waves and a shining sun. Then he shifted onto his knees next to her and started tracing, too. “This is the island we’ll sail to,” he said, the tears gone from his voice. “And this is the castle we’ll live in, with locks on all the doors so Da can’t get in.”

“Me granny lives in a place like that!” Mary thought of another way to cheer him up. “When I’m big Mum says it’s going to be my house. There’s plenty of rooms for you and your mum too.”

Nat made a dismissive noise. “In the new world folks don’t have to have a rich granny. Anyone can live in a big house and do whatever they want.”

Imagine being free of pleasing Granny! Mum browbeat Mary any chance she got with threats of transportation or worse if anyone figured out she was a girl. Meanwhile, life in a house like Granny’s felt as far off as Nat’s castle on an island. Mary traced two figures on her ship, both brandishing swords. “This is us, striking terror into the hearts of anyone who tells us what to do!”

Nat leaned in to survey her work. He nodded, then added a smudge to her picture. “And that’s me parrot. He sits on me shoulder.”

Mary laughed and added a smudge for herself to match.

“I can’t wait,” Nat said. The blood on his gums looked dreadful, but his smile was bright. “I can’t wait till the two of us sail far away from here.”





CHAPTER FIVE

CARIBBEAN SEA—1719

MARY WOKE WITH A START TO THE TAP OF ROPES KNOCKING AGAINST A mast in a gray morning breeze. The pirates’ brigantine, the Ranger, creaked and sloshed in a steady rhythm. Material crinkled underneath her as she stretched. A bale of lace had come undone in the night, its drape forming a flimsy blanket. If it hadn’t been for the sounds of the ship she might have thought she was back at Granny’s house in Westminster, waking up beneath the covers—the smell of clean, fine fabric and its bright white color brought to mind her little bed in the garret.

Her head bumped against something solid as she curled to her side, and she reached out to find Paddy’s grubby feet were inches from her face. Mary felt a thrill, remembering he’d come. Ever since Paddy had found her in the dark hold of the Vissen, cornered by a particularly foul tar who’d had one too many rums, he’d kept an eye out for her. She’d been grateful for his vigilance after learning that passing as a boy was not always enough to protect her.

Mary curled away from him, blinking to clear her eyes, and pushed the lace back.

Across the deck and amid a tumble of damask, the rumpled top of Jack’s head and one bare arm were clearly visible. Mary tried to imagine Kapitein Baas sprawled in the same position, tickled at the thought of him snoring away in the company of his sailors.

The two captains couldn’t be more different. Baas treated the poor tars who worked for him as if they were barely human. The past three months Mary’s stomach had screamed with hunger, and her limbs had ached with cold worse than the days right after Mark had died. Baas had given his sailors only enough food and rest to keep them alive, and sometimes not even that. She’d watched sailors get tied to the mainmast and lashed for minor infractions at his command. Men had died from those beatings, or the infections that always followed.

Jack, in contrast, had given her a pocket watch. A gold pocket watch. She touched the chain she’d looped around her neck. She’d never had anything so fine belong to her—and it was just a tiny piece of the cargo that had been distributed among the entire crew.

Mary lifted herself further, looking for the red of Anne’s dress, but if she was there the fabric hid her. Mary stood, piled the lace on top of Paddy, and looked around. Damp, cool air skimmed across her skin; the sky was a delicate pre-dawn slate. Nothing but rocking water in all directions—but Nassau was out there. Nassau was so close.

She wondered how close, exactly. The cabin door was slightly ajar. Captains kept maps in their cabins, and a captain like Jack wouldn’t keelhaul her for looking at one. Mary hopped lightly to her feet and picked her way around the bales to the cabin door. It was dark and still within. With one last glance over her shoulder to make sure Jack hadn’t moved, she slipped inside.

“You’re up early, Mark.”

Mary stopped dead when she saw Anne in the shadows, Her hair was even bigger than the night before, curling wildly around her face. “Come here,” Anne whispered loudly. She held her hand out, something round and soft in it. “You’ve got to try this.”

Looking at a map was one thing—lingering in a room with the captain’s girl while he slept was another. But Anne didn’t seem concerned. With one last nervous glance behind her, Mary crept inside.

“I woke up starving.” Anne’s cheek bore the marks of sleep still fading across it. “I thought there was one of them left, and I wanted to get to it before Jack did.” Taught dair, not thought there. She spoke like the poor girls back in Wapping, just off the boat from Ireland, but her accent was muddled and hard to catch. She held a curious, pale-pink fruit, her face glowing with delight. It glistened strangely, a diamond-shaped network of grooves on its surface.

Anne pulled a knife out of her boot and sliced clean through the fruit, revealing a cream-colored flesh studded with black seeds. Placing one half in her mouth, she scraped a bit of pulp from the skin and handed over the other piece. The fruit was knobby against Mary’s palm, giving off an intoxicating scent.

“Mmm.” Anne held the fruit in her mouth for a moment, spat a seed on the floor, and swallowed. “Custard apple. I’ll bet you’ve never had anything like it before. I know I never had, not till Jack gave me one.” Mary imitated her, running her teeth against the skin to pull the flesh off. It really tasted like custard, eggy and sweet. Mary closed her eyes. This was what she’d imagined the New World would be like, all those times she and Nat had told their stories back in Wapping. Fruit like this, handed to her like it was nothing. Like there was more than enough for everyone.

Anne took another bite. “Since you’re here, tell me—how’d a British chap like you end up on a boat full of Dutchmen, and do you have a sweetheart what was the cause of it?”

Mary started at her bluntness. “A sweetheart, miss?” She turned away from Anne, looking around the cabin. “I suppose so.” The cabin was lit by a few smoking candles perched on the chandelier. “Ah, I have reason to believe me sweetheart is in Nassau. I came in here to look at a map, actually. To see if I was getting close.”

Anne clapped her hands. “I knew it! There’s always a good story, as long as you ask.”

Mary made a noncommittal noise and walked over to the great, dark table in the center of the room that was covered in parchments and clutter.

“Go on, then,” Anne urged, following her. “Tell me about her. I’ve tried to get good stories out of the others, but they’re all disgusting. I can tell you’re different. A romantic.”

Mary couldn’t begin to think of how to tell her story without giving herself away. She leaned over the table and flipped up a corner of parchment, revealing something that looked promising. “Would you be able to point out where we are on a map?”

Anne winked, circling the table. “Playing hard to crack, are you? Never mind, I’ll get the tale out of you soon enough.”

Mary uncovered the parchment and, sure enough, it was a map of the islands. “I’d rather hear how someone like you ended up on this ship,” she said. “That seems more like a tale worth telling.”

Anne brushed aside crusts and a compass and helped Mary spread out the map. “Here, I’ll show you.” Anne bent over the parchment with great interest, pushing curls off her forehead.

Mary couldn’t see the map very well, so she inched closer. They were almost touching. Her heart was beating hard and she kept glancing at the door, but no one appeared.

The center of the map represented water, decorated by swirling mermaids and taloned sea monsters. The outer edges were ringed with shapes, what must have been islands and landforms. Most of them were colored red, with bunches of tiny words crammed into every corner. “It’s gorgeous,” Mary murmured. And mostly illegible—she couldn’t begin to make sense of it.

“Let’s see, I got off the boat from Ireland in Charleston.” Anne’s hand settled on the top righthand corner of the map. “With me da. Then I landed, let’s see—here.” Her finger landed on an island not far from the same corner. “With James. And now I’m here—” her finger slid to around the middle-left of the map, over open water. “With Jack.”

Mary thought about questions she could ask, but all of them felt wildly intimate. “So that’s where we are now. Do you know where we’re headed?” she asked, keeping her gaze fixed on the map. Say Nassau. Show me Nassau.

Anne’s fingers inched over to a tiny red blob off of a large red island’s southwest shore. “Isla de Cotorras. Isle of Parrots. We’re going to lay low there, until all the disagreement among the crew gets settled and we decide what to do next. It’s deserted, although the Spanish lay claim to it. That’s why it’s red. Cuba’s the island just beside it, also Spanish. As you can see, they own most everything.” Her fingers walked down the map to a small island in blue. “That’s Jamaica. The blue color means it’s a British crown colony—we’ll be passing that shortly, but giving it wide berth. And Curaçao is way down here, just off Terra Firma—that’s where we picked you up.” The island she poked at, one of three beside the swath of red on the left side of the map, was picked out in white—the Dutch color, Mary imagined.

“Where’s Nassau, then?”

Anne nudged her delightedly. “Oh, yes!” She pointed to a small blue dot among a cluster of them. “If I have me way we’ll be headed there next,” she added. “Don’t you worry. You’ll be reunited with your sweetheart soon.”

Mary stared. She was almost there, a fact that was exhilarating—and terrifying. “It’ll be thrilling to hide out on Isla for a bit,” Anne continued. Mary smelled the briny tang of her hair as she turned her head. “Rumor has it that Edward Teach buried some of his treasure there. Blackbeard’s treasure! Wish we had a map for that.” She nudged Mary with her hip, and Mary felt her cheeks color. “Might be worth doing a little searching anyway, while we’re there, eh? You up for a bit of treasure hunting?”

“I—ah—” There was something elastic about Anne’s skin, something round and smooth that seemed so young, up this close, for all her confidence and posturing. The barest hint of freckles dotted her cheeks. She can’t be much older than my seventeen years, Mary thought.

Anne tilted her head and turned to face Mary. They were almost the same height. The table’s edge dug into Mary’s buttocks as she leaned away. “There’s something about you that’s familiar,” Anne said, tapping her filthy fingernails on the table. Tap, tap, tap. Her breath was sweet, an echo of the fruity taste on Mary’s tongue.

Mary attempted a careless, masculine stance, but her pulse quickened. “Oh?”

Tap, tap, tap. “Hmmm. Not sure what it is …” Anne trailed off as she smiled. “But I’m quite sure I like it.”

Mary’s exhale sounded loud in the still cabin.

Louder still was the bang as the cabin door was thrust open. They both jumped and spun around. “What’s this?” Jack stood in the doorway, the beginnings of sunrise silhouetting him so that his face was dark in shadow.

“Oh, Jack!” Anne whirled around the table and flounced toward him. “Sure I was just showing the new lad the route we’re on.” She placed a coy hand on his arm. Jack didn’t take his eyes off Mary.

She began to sweat. “Morning, captain,” she said, dipping her head nervously.

“The boy that shot his captain for you,” Anne reminded him. “Mark, remember?”

“Mark.” Jack narrowed his eyes. “Ah, yes. I like the looks of you. You remind me of me, when I was joining the account.” He put his arm around Anne but kept his eyes on Mary. “Which makes me think I need to give you something to do, to keep you out of trouble.”

Mary didn’t like the way he said trouble. “Have you need of some mending?” she asked quickly. “Paddy was the sail maker on the Vissen, and I apprenticed under him. I noticed yours could use some work.”

“Perfect. I’ll lash you to the mainmast till you finish mending all our buggered sailcloth.”

“Now, Jack,” Anne giggled. “You ought to give this boy some gold and let him lie about, else Bill will get the votes he needs to maroon the two of us on some deserted island.”

“I had a good talk with Bill last night,” Jack said tightly. “He knows I’m only trying to do what’s best for the crew.”

“Oh, I know,” said Anne softly. “Sure, I was only joking. Besides, it wouldn’t be so bad to be marooned with me, would it?”

Jack’s demeanor cracked when he looked down at her. “That’s enough out of you,” he said severely, but he was smiling. “Mind you make yourself useful as well, or I’ll see you walk the plank.”

Anne placed her palms against Jack’s chest. Mary’s face grew warm as he pulled Anne in for a kiss, but she couldn’t look away. Anne’s dress crushed against Jack’s body as his grip tightened, heat flaring between them. Mary knew what it was like to want to kiss someone no matter who was watching. How nice it must be, to be able to just pull that person close.

She looked down at the map in front of her as Anne murmured against Jack’s lips. All that water, bits of land—so many places she could be in this new world. But for all of Anne’s geography lessons, Mary was still hopeless at figuring out where exactly she might fit in it.
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