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The man moved like he had no shadow.

He passed through the vault’s outer security with a flick of the wrist, a glass badge catching the green light of the retinal scanner. Deeper in, motion detectors armed with acoustic sensors gave no alarm. The archive room—sealed in concrete and cold steel—recognized him, or thought it did.

Inside, the air was still. Dead still. This was where institutions kept the things too old, too strange, or too inconvenient to destroy. He crossed to the far wall, where a floor-to-ceiling cabinet stood locked behind biometric glass. He placed his palm on the reader and waited. The machine hummed, scanned, and clicked once—then slid open with a soft hiss.

He didn’t rush. Leather bindings lined the shelves—some flaked with salt, others inked in languages lost to time. He ignored them all. His hand moved to the third shelf, second compartment, and pulled free a black case no larger than a ship’s logbook. He set it on the long metal table, undid the latches, and peeled back the canvas lining inside.

Beneath it: a map. Ancient, yes—but not European. Not entirely. The paper had darkened at the edges, eaten slightly by salt and age. The ink shimmered faintly under the sterile lights, as though layered with something metallic. And across its surface—carefully stitched into the margins and traced beside the coastlines—were symbols. Not nautical. Not cartographic.

Glyphs. Intricate, deliberate, and utterly foreign. The man ran his finger along one of them, pausing at a mark shaped like a broken ring.

He knew what it meant. Not a location. A signal. He leaned closer, eyes narrowing on a date scrawled beside the margin in the hand of a long-dead sailor.

1693.

Then he smiled. Not with warmth, but with recognition. He tapped the corner of his wristband. A low chime responded. Coordinates flooded the display. And just before the lights dimmed, just before the air changed with that impossible shimmer of energy folding in on itself—

He was gone.
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The machine started humming again. Not the soft, contented purr it made when idling—like a cat curled beneath a radiator. This was deeper, like thunder wrapped in steel. I knew the sound by now—the low, spine-prickling groan of metal under pressure, like the first creak of a cellar door in a horror movie. The kind that warns you, just for a second, that something’s about to step through.

I was halfway through a peanut butter sandwich in Max’s garage when it started. Chloe perched on a stool near the tool bench, fidgeting with a gear the size of a tennis ball. “It’s pulsing again,” she said. “That’s the third time this week.”

“Yeah,” Max murmured. “But this one’s different.”

I stepped closer, trying to decode the flickering waveforms on the display. “How different?”

Max tapped a few keys. The screen shifted. A globe rotated slowly, glowing gridlines stretching across it like a net. One quadrant pulsed red. “Different as in we’ve got a full fold signature. Full strength, clean entry, and just enough quantum residue to tell me it wasn’t ours.”

“Someone jumped?” I asked.

“Someone folded,” Max corrected. “And wherever they landed, they didn’t come back. Look.”

He zoomed in. The signal narrowed, hovering over a spot in the Caribbean Sea. No country. No label. Just a cluster of coordinates surrounded by blue. Chloe leaned in, squinting. “Is that even land?”

“Barely.” Max pointed. “A volcanic speck off the main shipping routes. Doesn’t show up on most maps. But it’s there.”

“And the year?” I asked, already knowing the answer was going to be terrible.

Max hesitated. Then, with a few more keystrokes, the console spit out a date.

“1693.”

Chloe grinned. “That’s pirates. Right? That’s full-blown, eye-patches-and-cannonballs, parrots-on-shoulders territory.”

Max didn’t smile. “It’s also the golden age of maritime smuggling. Privateers turned rogue. Entire islands going dark. And one of the worst decades on record for anyone who looked like they didn’t belong.”

“So naturally,” I said, “we’re going.”

Max stepped toward the machine, his fingers brushing the smooth curve of the hatch. It was the same pod—sleek, silver, and softly pulsing with that familiar low hum— but something about it felt newly alert. It didn’t just look ready. It felt expectant. Like it had already charted the course. Like it had been waiting for us to catch up.

He crouched beside the base and turned the dial with a slow, practiced twist. “I don’t know who made that jump,” he said. “But the signature—same fold pattern, same decay rate—it screams Eli.”

Chloe leaned forward, brow furrowed. “You think he repaired his rig that fast?”

Max didn’t look up. “Either that, or he had just enough juice left to skip a century and vanish into the 1600s. And if it is him... then whatever he’s after, it’s not just treasure. Nobody folds into the Caribbean in 1693 by accident.”

The pod lights blinked, then flared green—steady, bright, ready. Max rose to his feet. “Pack light. And when we get there—don’t touch anything that looks cursed, colonial, or likely to get us keelhauled.”

Chloe cracked her knuckles. “I was made for this.”

I exhaled slowly, already regretting the words forming in my mouth. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

Max didn’t answer. He just opened the hatch. And the garage began to glow.
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IT WAS LIKE BEING PUNCHED through gauze.

One moment we were in the garage, Max’s hand on the dial, Chloe grinning like she’d been waiting her whole life for this exact kind of chaos—then light, heat, and a jolt that folded my insides and spat me out somewhere loud, bright, and burning with sun. 

A cry overhead—something gull-like but sharper, stranger. My knees buckled and I dropped to the ground, trying to catch my breath as the pod behind us hissed and clicked as it cooled, its silver skin already warming in the Caribbean air.

We’d arrived.

Max was moving before I could speak, crouching by the machine and scanning the tree line. “Help me get it under cover,” he said.

We lifted from the base, careful not to jostle the cables, and began the slow haul inland. The pod was heavier than it looked, and the sand fought us with every step until the jungle swallowed us. The air turned thick, buzzing with insects, roots snagging our boots as we pushed deeper.

“Higher ground,” Max said, nodding toward a ridge where the jungle thickened, the canopy knitting tight enough to swallow us from view.

At the crest, he picked out a hollow beneath a stand of broadleaf palms, dark and deep enough to hide a donkey cart. Together we eased the machine into the pocket of earth beneath a tangle of strangler figs, then dragged fronds and fallen branches over it until the pod vanished beneath a rough weave of green and shadow.

Max stepped back, hands on his knees, breathing hard. He circled once, squinting through the shadows. “Not perfect,” he said at last, “but anyone passing from the beach won’t see it.”

Chloe wiped dirt from her palms onto her skirt and gave a short nod. “Let’s hope no one’s looking too close.”

The island was bigger than I expected. Jagged hills in the distance, thick with trees. A ring of white sand stretched in either direction, curving into turquoise water so clear it looked fake. The air was dense with salt and moisture, and the sun had teeth.

Max crouched by the machine, running a handheld scanner in a slow arc. The display glowed faintly green, the readings spiking.

“Still picking up Eli?” I asked.

Max nodded once, jaw tight. “Stronger than before. He’s close.”

Chloe shaded her eyes, scanning the tree line. “Which way?”

Max adjusted the scanner until the signal narrowed, then pointed toward a bluff about a quarter mile away—low stone rising from the green like a broken tooth. “There. If he wanted a vantage point, that’s where he’d go.”

“Vantage point for what?” I asked.

That’s when we heard it — distant voices carried on the wind, rising and falling in rough cadence. A shout cracked across the distance, followed by coarse laughter that sent a chill up my spine. It wasn’t friendly, it wasn’t modern, and whatever tongue they spoke, it wasn’t English.

Max dropped the scanner into his pack and zipped it tight. “For them.”

A cannon fired—not close, but not far either. A deep-throated boom that echoed across the waves and set every bird on the island screeching into the sky.

Chloe’s eyes lit up. “Oh my gosh. Was that—?”

“Yep,” Max said, already moving. “Welcome to Cutthroat Island.”
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Chapter Two
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The harbor cove looked carved by violence. Jagged rocks bristled like teeth around the inlet, and the dock—if it could be called that—was nothing more than a crooked run of timber lashed with rope, bones of shipwrecks, and half a dozen stolen anchors. Three ships bobbed there now, sails reefed, hulls scarred from battle and time.

The largest—Queen Anne’s Revenge—flew red-and-black sails stitched with sigils no navy dared mirror. Blackbeard stood at the rail, coat flaring in the dusk wind, smoke curling from the fuse braided into his beard like the last breath of a dying cannon.

Dusk crept over Cutthroat Island, draping the ramshackle fort in shadow. Built from stolen timber and the bleached bones of wrecked hulls, it clung to the bluff like a dare to the sea. The air reeked of gunpowder, sweat, and roasted fish.

High above the cove, beneath the twisted canopy of a tamarind tree, Eli Whitbridge surveyed what he had built. The era fit him well—polished boots, crisp linen, a duelist’s coat drawn close at the waist—but the reinforced jump rig on his wrist betrayed the truth. Its alloy shell caught the light with a faint gleam, pulsing with a quiet hum no forge in 1693 could match. The rest—the flintlock at his hip, the spyglass in his hand, the twin blades in his boots—was authentic, earned.

Through the glass, the sea lay calm, masking the work it had taken to bring this fleet
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