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The first cannon shot cracked the horizon like a thunderclap.

I felt it through the deck of the Queen Anne’s Revenge—a deep, spine-shaking note that rattled the planks beneath my boots and sent a ripple of tension through the crew. Rigging snapped overhead like whips. The sea was gunmetal and mean, heaving under a sky that looked like it hadn’t smiled in days. Powder smoke thickened the air, clinging to every rope and shout.

Blackbeard stood at the bow, coat snapping around him like torn sails caught in a gale. He was broader than I expected, darker too—his beard braided with smoking slow-match fuses, sparks drifting from them every time he shouted. Which was often.

“Run out the guns!” he bellowed. “I’ll rake her stern and count her gold by the pound!”

Around us, pirates surged into motion—bare feet, cutlasses, pistols, scars both old and bright. The smell of pitch, sweat, and salt clung to everything. Chloe stood by the mainmast, hair lashed to her face by the wind, eyes fixed on the merchant brig bearing down across the water.

“Tell me you’ve got a plan!” she shouted.

“The plan was Max!” I yelled back.

He was on the quarterdeck, hunched over the cracked timefold core like it was a dying animal he meant to revive through willpower alone. Tools splayed around him. Sparks flared. The core pulsed weakly—blue light flickering like a failing heartbeat.

“Max!” I fought my way toward him as another cannon blast split the air. “Tell me you’re about to fix that thing!”

He didn’t look up. “It’s not a matter of fixing it,” he said through gritted teeth. “Half the phase regulators are cooked. I can’t stabilize a fold. Not yet.”

“Then we’re stuck?” Chloe demanded.

“Until I can rethread the array,” Max muttered. “Yes.”

“That’s a problem,” I said, jerking my thumb toward the oncoming brig. “Pretty sure Blackbeard didn’t invite us for tea.”

A shadow fell across us—massive, fire-scented, and frowning. Blackbeard.

“You,” he growled, jabbing a smoke-stained finger at Max. “Whatever sorcery you’re stewin’ in that glitterbox, you’d best make it worth my deck. I’ve no place for passengers when blood’s in the water.”

Max didn’t blink. “We’re not passengers. We’re allies.”

Blackbeard studied him—then smiled, all teeth and threat. “Allies fight. Allies bleed. Show me which ye be, boy.”

Above us, a shout from the crow’s nest: “Gun ports open! She’s turning broadside!”

“Brace!” Blackbeard roared.

The deck lurched as the first cannonball struck, splintering the starboard rail. Shards flew like shrapnel. A rope snapped. Men swore. The ship groaned beneath us.

Max shoved the core into my hands. “Hold this. Steady. Don’t drop it!”

“What? Why me?”

“Because if it cracks, you’ll get a crash course in spontaneous atomic vaporization!”

Another blast. Chloe dropped beside me, clutching the edge of a gunport. “Max,” she barked, “if we can’t fold—what’s Plan B?”

“Plan B,” Max said without looking up, “is we don’t die before I finish this.”

The deck surged beneath us as the Revenge angled hard to starboard. The brig loomed now—closer, clearer, bristling with guns and men just desperate enough to try their luck against a living legend.

Blackbeard was everywhere—barking orders, firing up his crew like a storm given voice. I saw the gunners run out the long nines, tar-black with use. I saw a drummer strike up a cadence that echoed through the beams like a heartbeat with teeth. I saw Chloe tighten her grip on the cutlass she’d stolen, and Max twist a cracked diode into place with fingers that bled.

And over all of it came the sound—

a laugh.

Blackbeard’s. Low at first. Then rising—raw, ragged, thunder-laced. Not the laugh of a man watching victory. The laugh of one charging into it.

The wind screamed. Rigging snapped. And the Queen Anne’s Revenge bore down on the enemy like a black-winged predator unleashed.

The brig ahead was already listing—sails torn, rudder lagging—but her captain wasn’t yielding. A fresh volley thundered from her broadside. One shot shrieked past the mast and slammed into the quarterdeck, carving a trench across the planks.

“Boarders to the rail!” Blackbeard bellowed. “Hook her tight or drag her under!”

Grapples flew. Ropes caught. And then—

CRASH.

The two hulls kissed hard—oak against oak, iron against iron—locking together in a jolt that staggered every man on deck. Splinters rained. Gun smoke rolled across the gap like fog with teeth.

Pirates poured over the side like a breaking wave—cutlasses raised, pistols already smoking, howling with the kind of joy that meant they expected either loot or death and were fine with both.

Max spun toward me, face pale, hands flying. “Nick—take it!”

He shoved the core into my chest. I nearly dropped it—it was hot, pulsing, alive in the worst way. “Hold it steady. Don’t let it jolt. Don’t let it crack.”

“Right. No pressure!” I locked it against my ribs and crouched as a musket ball tore past overhead.

“Down!” Chloe barked, yanking me behind a lashing post just as a second shot thudded into the rail.

“Max!” I shouted. “Do not get separated from me!”

“Working on it!”

“Get below!” Chloe shouted, grabbing my arm and ducking behind a lashed-down barrel as a musket ball tore past. “We can’t let the core take a direct hit!”

“We can’t let us take a direct hit either!”

“Both are bad outcomes, Nick!”

A pirate dropped beside us with a whoop and sprinted across the deck, blade high. Behind him came another. A third paused, saw us, and grinned with six teeth too few. He raised a pistol.

Chloe moved faster—lunging up with stolen cutlass and swatting the weapon aside. It fired harmlessly into the rail, and she brought the hilt around hard into his jaw. He crumpled.

“You good?” she snapped.

“Define good!”

Another shout from the quarterdeck: “Brace to repel!”

The brig had come alive. Her crew was pouring over the rail too—scrappy, desperate, fighting like cornered dogs. One caught Chloe’s shoulder with the flat of a blade. She spun and knocked him clean overboard.

The gundeck was chaos—men running, powder monkeys dodging cannon crews, the air thick with smoke and heat and the low roar of iron and flame. I ducked beneath a swinging line, core still cradled in both hands like a lit bomb.

“We have to get below,” Max shouted. “I can stabilize it, but not up here!”

“Move!” Chloe yelled.

We broke from cover and bolted across the deck—dodging blade and ball, leaping over a shattered cannon mount, Max leading the way and me shielding the core while Chloe covered us with the stolen cutlass.

A pirate lunged from the smoke—red sash, scarred cheek, musket lifted like a club. Chloe swung blindly with her elbow and caught him in the ribs. He fell back with a grunt.

“Down the hatch!” she called. “Now!”

We ducked past the gun line, through a hatch half-hinged with rust, and into the bowels of the ship.

We dropped through the gundeck hatch just as another cannon fired overhead, the recoil shaking the beams and raining grit. Above, the battle raged. Grapples snapped. Orders rang out. Blackbeard’s voice rolled over the noise, booming down the lines like thunder off the sea.

And somewhere in that smoke and blood and iron, I realized—

we were in a boarding action on the deck of the most infamous pirate ship in history...

...carrying a cracked timefold core and no working exit.

Max hit the boards hard, already digging for his tools. “I need two minutes. Maybe three.”

“We don’t have three!” I shouted.

Below, the noise changed. Muffled but still violent—distant thunder made of wood and iron and fury. Chloe kicked open a side panel in the carpenter’s quarters, shoved aside a coil of spare cordage, and wedged herself into the dark behind a half-assembled tackle block. Max slid in next to her. I followed, still cradling the core like a live grenade in a nursery.

Max snapped open the bag. The core was worse than it had looked—one containment ring spidered through with hairline fractures, the housing scorched, the stabilizer cage sitting at an angle that practically screamed this was not designed for cannon fire.

“Tell me good news,” Chloe said, kneeling across from him.

“Good news,” Max replied, already unpacking his kit. “It hasn’t vented its temporal reservoir.”

“And the bad?”

“If the crack propagates under stress, it will vent its temporal reservoir.”

I blinked. “Meaning...?”

“Spontaneous fold cascade,” Chloe said. “Everything in a twenty-foot radius goes undefined.”

“Undefined how?”

“Think quantum soup. No croutons.”

Overhead, the Revenge fired again—close enough that the shockwave dropped soot from the beams. Max didn’t flinch. He slid the core into a foam cradle, steadied it, and handed me a spool of braided copper. “Tension only. If it slips, let it fall. Don’t fight it.”

I nodded and looped it around my fingers. Chloe readied a syringe of nanopatch gel. Max placed the microspanner against the cracked containment ring and braced his shoulders.

“Testing pulse,” he said. “Now.”

Chloe tapped the diagnostic tab. The core flickered—bright, sharp—then sagged again.

“Forty percent loss,” she said.

Max exhaled. “Again.”

He shifted the ring, injected a second bead of gel, then burned in a conductive patch with the solder stylus. The light flickered again. This time it held longer.

“Twenty-two percent,” Chloe said. “Still bleeding.”

“Enough for a shallow skip,” Max muttered. “Not home.”

The deck lurched—something heavy had struck the hull. Saltwater sprayed through a seam. Voices above shifted pitch, and the first mate’s voice bellowed down the hatch: “Stand clear the hold! They’ve grappled aft rail! Boarders inbound!”

Max didn’t react. His hands worked fast now, his face pale with focus. “Give me just thirty more seconds...”

And then something dropped into the space beside us with a thud.

Chloe spun, blade half-raised—but it wasn’t a soldier.

It was a boy.

Maybe sixteen. Tarred braid. Barefoot. Eyes sun-hardened and wide. He stared at the glowing core, then at Max.

“Cap’n says hold fast—boarders comin’. And that spark ye carry...” He grinned. “Is it true witch-fire?”

“No,” Max said. “But I’m learning.”

The boy’s grin widened, sharp as a fishhook. “Then learn quick, skyspawn. If the Cap’n lights their powder hold, half the Caribbean’ll hear it.” He scrambled back up the ladder, gone like he was never real.

Chloe blew out a breath. “That’s cheery.”

Max reseated the final patch. “We need to go topside. If the brig goes up with us aboard—”

“Then nothing else matters,” I finished, slinging the bag.

Chloe grabbed two powder-smudged cutlasses from a wall rack and tossed me one. I caught it clumsily but held on.

“Rules,” she said. “Don’t get cut. Don’t drop the time core. Don’t call anyone ‘sir’ unless you want to be stuck here peeling potatoes for the next ten years.”

“Addendum,” Max said, sealing the bag. “If the deck tilts and I yell fold—jump. Even if you hate where we land.”

“Odds I hate where we land?” I asked.

“Very high,” he said.

We climbed fast, boots slamming against the rungs slick with salt and soot, the roar of cannon fire growing louder with each step.

Above us: chaos.

The moment we broke the hatch, it hit us—the heat, the smoke, the scream of splinters. The Revenge had lashed the brig tight now, hulls grinding together in rhythmic bursts as the two ships surged in and out of sync. Men swung over lines like
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