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Chapter 1

Pulling the coarse strip of linen tight across her chest, Virginia gritted her teeth against a sharp, breathless agony. The rough fabric bit mercilessly into her skin, leaving furious red friction burns along her ribs. Within the suffocating, oven-like heat of the rented Nassau attic, the stagnant air offered no relief. Sweat beaded along her brow, stinging her eyes and soaking into the heavy canvas shirt she had stolen three days prior.

Dropping her arms, she forced a shallow breath. Her lungs protested the unnatural confinement, restricted by the tight binding that flattened her silhouette. Reaching for the rusted iron shears resting on a cracked washstand, she picked them up with trembling fingers. The metal was warm and tacky with humidity.

Staring into the shattered remnant of a mirror propped against the wooden wall, Virginia studied the face that looked back. It was a face built for parlor rooms and polite society, framed by heavy, dark locks that fell past her shoulders. That face had died the night the British armada had turned a blind eye to her family’s ruin. That face belonged to a ghost.

Raising the shears, she clamped the dull blades around a thick handful of her hair. The metal snagged and pulled at the roots before finally severing the strands with a sickening crunch. Dark clumps tumbled to the splintered floorboards, pooling around the scuffed toes of her stolen leather boots.

Methodically, she continued the butchery. With every crude cut, the weight on her head diminished, leaving behind jagged, uneven tufts that barely reached the nape of her neck. Tossing the shears onto the washbasin, she aggressively rubbed a handful of ash from the cold hearth over her cheeks and jawline, darkening her pale skin to mimic the grime of the docks.

A boy stared back from the shattered glass. He was hollow-cheeked, filthy, and entirely unremarkable. He was exactly what she needed to be.

Gathering her few remaining possessions—a whetstone, a small pouch of Spanish silver, and the bone-handled dagger she kept strapped to her thigh—Virginia shoved them into a worn canvas rucksack. Slinging the bag over her shoulder, the coarse strap immediately dug into her bruised collarbone. She ignored the flare of pain. Pain was a secondary concern; vengeance was paramount. Captain William Martinez was anchored in the bay, and she intended to be on his ship before the sun reached its zenith.

Pushing open the warped wooden door, Virginia descended the narrow, creaking staircase of the tavern. The air grew thicker with every step, saturated with the stench of stale ale, rotting fish, and unwashed bodies. At the bottom of the stairs, the taproom was a dark, cavernous den of debauchery.

Pirates, privateers, and desperate men slumped over sticky tables, nursing cups of cheap rum. Avoiding eye contact, she kept her chin tucked, adopting a slouching, purposeful stride. A drunken sailor suddenly careened into her shoulder, sending a shockwave of pain through her bound chest.

Virginia stumbled backward, her hand instinctively dropping toward the dagger at her thigh.

The massive brute wheeled around, baring a mouth full of blackened teeth. He raised a meaty fist, his bloodshot eyes narrowing at her slight frame. Panic spiked in Virginia’s throat. A lady would apologize, retreat, and seek the safety of a guard.

Spitting onto the sawdust-covered floorboards, Virginia locked eyes with the man. She deepened her voice, forcing the words through a tight, raspy growl. “Watch your step, you bloated sack of pitch.”

The brute blinked, surprised by the venom in the scrawny boy’s tone. A sudden roar of laughter erupted from a nearby table as another sailor threw a wooden tankard at the brute’s head, distracting him. Capitalizing on the chaos, Virginia slipped through the throng and shoved her way out the tavern doors into the blinding light of the Caribbean morning.

The docks of Nassau were a chaotic, sensory assault. The sun beat down like a blacksmith’s hammer, baking the damp wooden piers and sending visible waves of heat shimmering across the bustling thoroughfare. Carts laden with barrels of gunpowder and salted pork rumbled over the cobblestones, drowning out the screeching of tropical birds and the endless shouting of merchants.

Adjusting the oversized shirt to ensure the linen bindings remained entirely hidden, Virginia joined the flow of foot traffic. Her boots squelched in the muddy puddles left behind by the morning tide. The humid air tasted heavily of salt and desperation.

Scanning the harbor, her eyes darted past the merchant sloops and dilapidated fishing schooners. She was looking for a very specific silhouette. Her gaze drifted toward the deep-water anchorage, and a cold dread mingled with an electric surge of adrenaline paralyzed her steps.

There it sat. The Bloody Rose.

It was a monstrous galleon, its hull painted as black as a moonless night, adorned with intricate, crimson carvings along the bow. Its massive masts scraped the sky, rigged with miles of thick, tarred rope. The gun deck ports were open, revealing the iron snouts of thirty-two heavy cannons. It was a floating fortress of death, and to Virginia, it was the most beautiful, terrifying thing she had ever seen.

The galleon had been the last thing her mother had ever witnessed. The memory flared behind Virginia’s eyes—a chaotic blur of splintering wood, roaring cannon fire, and the suffocating heat of her family’s merchant vessel burning down to the waterline. She had survived by clinging to a piece of driftwood, drifting for two days before a smuggler scooped her out of the waves. Captain Martinez had ordered the attack. Captain Martinez had killed her mother.

Swallowing the dry lump in her throat, Virginia forced her legs to move forward. The ship was docked at the end of the longest pier, where a throng of ragged men had gathered. Word had spread quickly through the tavern network that the Bloody Rose had lost a dozen men in a recent skirmish off the coast of Tortuga and was taking on fresh blood.

Taking her place at the back of the recruitment line, Virginia braced herself against the suffocating heat. The sun was relentless. Within minutes, sweat pooled beneath the tight linen binding, amplifying the agonizing chafe against her ribs. She crossed her arms, digging her fingernails into her biceps to distract herself from the physical torment.

As the line inched forward, Virginia used her tactical mind to analyze her surroundings. She observed the ship’s rigging, noting that the mainstays were slightly slack—a sign of a recent storm or lazy boatswains. She counted the grooves in the brass swivel guns mounted on the quarterdeck, calculating their firing arcs. If she was going to survive on this vessel long enough to assassinate its captain, she needed to know the ship better than the men who sailed it.

Standing near the base of the gangway, a man was conducting the interviews. Virginia watched him meticulously as she drew closer. He did not fit the aesthetic of a typical Nassau cutthroat. He was tall, leaning casually against a stack of supply crates, holding a leather-bound ledger.

He wore a tailored waistcoat of faded indigo over a pristine, white linen shirt that billowed slightly in the sea breeze. His dark hair was tied neatly at the nape of his neck, and a pair of spectacles hung from a thin silver chain around his collar. Yet, despite his polished appearance, a heavy cutlass rested effortlessly at his hip, its grip worn smooth from years of use.

This was the Quartermaster. The man responsible for the crew, the discipline, and the hiring.

Virginia watched him interrogate a towering, scarred man at the front of the line. The Quartermaster’s voice drifted over the pier, smooth, resonant, and entirely too educated for a pirate.

“You claim you have six years on a gun crew,” the Quartermaster said, not looking up from his ledger. “Yet you have all your fingers, and your hearing seems perfectly intact when you listen to the tavern girls. You’re a liar, mate. Step aside.”

The scarred man bristled, his hand drifting toward a belaying pin tucked into his sash. “I ain’t lying, you powdered fop. I belong on that deck.”

The Quartermaster finally looked up. His eyes, a striking, intelligent amber, locked onto the brute. He didn’t raise his voice, nor did he reach for his cutlass. He simply smiled—a sharp, entirely devoid of warmth expression. “The Bloody Rose has no use for men who lie about their utility. Walk away before I have the deckhands use your intestines to patch the main topgallant.”

The brute hesitated, swallowed hard, and quickly vanished into the crowd.

Virginia felt a cold knot tighten in her stomach. The Quartermaster was infuriatingly observant. He didn’t look at the men’s faces; he looked at their hands, their posture, the way they carried their weight. He read them like tactical maps. She rubbed her own hands together, thankful for the rough, bleeding calluses she had intentionally cultivated over the past month by hauling ropes on the merchant docks.

The line dwindled until Virginia was the only one left standing before the gangway.

The Quartermaster finished scribbling something in his ledger before slowly raising his head. His amber eyes swept over Virginia, taking in the oversized canvas shirt, the butchered hair, and the grime smeared across her jaw. His gaze lingered for a fraction of a second too long on the way her shirt hung from her shoulders.

Virginia held her breath, praying the linen binding wasn’t visible through the damp fabric.

“Name,” the Quartermaster demanded, his tone entirely bored.

“Virgil,” Virginia rasped, keeping her pitch low and gravelly.

“Virgil,” the Quartermaster repeated, tasting the name as if he suspected it was poisoned. He snapped the ledger shut and leaned forward, resting his forearms on the supply crate. “You look soft, Virgil. You look like a stiff breeze would snap you in half and blow you straight into the Spanish Main.”

“I’m stronger than I look,” Virginia countered, locking her jaw to keep from trembling.

“Everyone in Nassau is stronger than they look, right up until a cannonball turns the man next to them into a red mist,” the Quartermaster replied smoothly. “What is your trade? Do you know the rigging, or are you just another runaway cabin boy fleeing a cruel master?”

“I know the rigging,” Virginia lied effortlessly, leaning into her extensive knowledge of naval architecture. “I know that your foremast stays are rigged entirely too tight for a vessel with this much draft. In a heavy gale, the tension will snap the bowsprit clean off. I also know that your lower gun deck is heavily fouled with barnacles on the starboard side, which means the ship pulls to the left when you catch a crosswind. You need someone small enough to climb the highest yards without adding weight, and smart enough to read the wind.”

The Quartermaster’s eyebrows twitched upward in genuine surprise. He tilted his head, studying her with a renewed, piercing intensity. The lazy boredom vanished from his posture, replaced by the sharp, calculating focus of a predator.

Virginia realized her mistake almost immediately. A street-rat cabin boy wouldn’t know the exact tension ratio of a galleon’s foremast. A street rat wouldn’t analyze a hull’s drag coefficient. She had spoken like the aristocratic tactician she had been trained to be.

“Is that right?” the Quartermaster murmured, stepping away from the crates. He closed the distance between them, towering over Virginia. He smelled of sea salt, expensive tobacco, and polished leather. “A brilliant naval engineer disguised beneath a layer of cheap hearth ash. How remarkably intriguing.”

Panic seized her throat. He knew. The absolute certainty of it radiated from his amber eyes. He hadn’t just seen through the dirt; he was tearing through the very fabric of her disguise.

“I grew up in the shipyards,” Virginia bluffed, stepping back to maintain distance, her hand inching toward her thigh. “I listen to the shipwrights.”

“I’m sure you do,” the Quartermaster said softly, his gaze dropping to her hand, tracking the subtle movement toward her hidden blade. He didn’t seem threatened; he seemed amused. “Keep your hand away from your leg, Virgil. If you draw a blade on me, I won’t kill you. I’ll just leave you to the dockmaster, and he has a very particular fondness for pretty boys.”

The word pretty struck Virginia like a physical blow. The heat of the sun suddenly felt freezing. She froze, her muscles locking in terror. If he exposed her here, on the open docks, the crew of the Bloody Rose would tear her apart before she ever set foot on the deck.

Before she could form a desperate retort, a heavy, booming voice echoed from the top of the gangway.

“Raymond! Stop playing with the livestock and fill the roster. The tide is turning, and I want to be out of this stinking bay before nightfall.”

Virginia snapped her head upward.

Standing on the quarterdeck, silhouetted against the blinding glare of the Caribbean sun, was a man who commanded the very air around him. He was broad-shouldered, draped in a heavy crimson coat adorned with tarnished gold braiding. A black tricorn hat cast a deep shadow over his weathered, scarred face.

Captain William Martinez.

The blood in Virginia’s veins turned to ice, and then instantly boiled into a violent, roaring rage. Her heart slammed against her ribs, protesting the tight bindings. The urge to draw her dagger and charge up the gangplank was so overwhelming she had to bite the inside of her cheek until she tasted copper just to keep her feet planted. This was the monster. This was the man who had shattered her world.

Raymond Diaz—the Quartermaster—glanced over his shoulder at the Captain. “Just wrapping up the final spot, Captain. We have a rather precocious rigger here.”

“I don’t care if he’s the King of England,” Martinez barked, turning his back on the docks. “Put a mop in his hands and get him aboard.”

The Captain disappeared from the railing, retreating into the shadowed depths of the ship’s command cabin. Virginia stared at the empty space, her breath coming in ragged, shallow gasps. She was so close. The target was fifty feet away.

Turning back to Virginia, Raymond Diaz offered a slow, knowing smile. It was a smile that promised absolute ruin. He picked up his ledger and retrieved a long quill from his pocket.

“Well, Virgil,” Raymond said, dragging out the syllables of her fake name. “It seems you have a berth. You will report to the boatswain, who will assign you a hammock in the lower hold. You will swab the decks, you will haul the lines, and you will not speak to the officers unless spoken to.”

He leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a whisper that only she could hear over the din of the harbor. “And remember, little rigger… a ship is a very confined space. Secrets have a terrible habit of drowning in the open ocean.”

Virginia glared up at him, refusing to shrink away. She met his amber eyes with a furious, defiant glare. “I don’t have any secrets, Quartermaster.”

“We shall see,” Raymond chuckled, stepping aside to clear the path up the gangplank. “Welcome to the Bloody Rose.”

Gripping the strap of her canvas rucksack tightly, Virginia walked past him. As she set her foot on the groaning wooden gangplank, the heavy scent of tar and old blood washed over her. The wood beneath her boots felt alive, shifting with the rhythmic breathing of the ocean swells.

Reaching the main deck, she was immediately swallowed by the chaotic machinery of a pirate galleon preparing to weigh anchor. Men screamed orders from the rigging above, heavy canvas sails unfurled with sounds like cracking thunder, and the thick capstan groaned as the massive iron anchor was hauled up from the muddy harbor floor.

Virginia stood near the mainmast, ignored by the rushing crew. The bindings around her chest burned with a furious heat, a constant, agonizing reminder of the lie she was living. Her hands throbbed from the tight grip on her bag, and exhaustion already gnawed at the edges of her vision.

Glancing up toward the aft of the ship, she locked her eyes onto the dark wooden door of the Captain’s quarters. The wood was carved with a beautiful, intricate rose. Behind that door sat William Martinez.

Reaching down, she subtly pressed her hand against her thigh, feeling the solid, comforting outline of her bone-handled dagger. The physical pain of her disguise, the oppressive heat of the Caribbean, and the terrifying, observant gaze of Quartermaster Raymond Diaz faded into the background.

Virginia Pierce had died in the flames. Virgil the deckhand was now aboard. And before the Bloody Rose returned to port, Captain Martinez would bleed.




Chapter 2

“Heave!”

The boatswain’s roar cracked like a leather whip across the crowded main deck, barely cutting through the thunderous flapping of loose canvas.

Throwing her entire weight against the salt-crusted halyard, Virginia swallowed a sharp gasp. The coarse hemp rope immediately chewed through the soft skin of her palms, tearing away the top layer of flesh. Beside her, a dozen nameless deckhands grunted in crude unison, their broad shoulders straining under the oppressive midday heat. The massive mainsail caught the Caribbean wind with a violent snap, hauling the Bloody Rose out of the harbor’s muddy embrace and into the open, churning indigo of the sea.

The linen bandages binding her ribs instantly tightened into a suffocating iron corset. Every inhalation required a conscious, agonizing effort, pulling against the rigid fabric that flattened her chest. Sweat poured down her brow, stinging her eyes and mixing with the salty brine kicking up over the bow. The tropical sun beat down relentlessly, baking the pitch between the deck planks until the entire galleon smelled of hot tar, unwashed bodies, and stale rum.

Releasing the rope on the boatswain’s command, she stumbled back half a step. Her muscles screamed in protest. She had trained her entire life in the polished art of fencing and the calculated maneuvers of naval tactics, but nothing could have prepared her for the sheer, grinding brute force required to operate a pirate galleon.

“Tie it off, you useless dogs!” the boatswain bellowed, his face a mottled, sun-baked red. He pointed a thick, calloused finger directly at Virginia. “You there! The scrawny whelp! Up the ratlines! Secure the topgallant gasket before the wind rips it to shreds!”

Virginia’s blood ran cold. Looking up, the mainmast stretched toward the blinding sun like an impossible wooden tower, swaying wildly against the blue sky. Hesitating would mean a flogging. Swallowing her dread, she sprinted toward the wooden shrouds.

Climbing the rigging demanded a terrifying rhythm. Her boots slipped against the tarred ropes, and the dizzying sway of the ship amplified a hundredfold the higher she climbed. Wind whipped fiercely around her, tossing her roughly shorn hair into her eyes. Relying on agility rather than brute strength, she scampered upward, wrapping her bleeding hands securely around the tar-slicked ropes.

Reaching the dizzying height of the topgallant yard, she swung her legs over the thick wooden spar. The horizon exploded outward in a vast, glittering expanse of turquoise and deep sapphire. Nassau was already a shrinking brown smudge behind them. They were completely isolated now, trapped in a floating wooden fortress governed by thieves and murderers.

Clinging to the swaying mast, she meticulously tied off the heavy canvas, ensuring the knot was tight enough to withstand a squall. Her brilliant, tactical mind immediately went to work. Hanging suspended above the deck, she possessed a perfect vantage point to map the Bloody Rose.

Below, the galleon was an intricate, deadly machine. She counted twenty gunports on the upper deck alone, flanked by heavy iron swivel guns mounted on the timber rails. The distances between the forecastle and the quarterdeck were entirely open, lacking any blind spots for a stealthy approach. Sacks of black powder and solid iron shot were already being hauled from the lower magazines, preparing the ship for the inevitable violence of the open waters.

Then, her eyes locked onto a figure standing on the quarterdeck.

Captain William Martinez.

Even from sixty feet in the air, the heavy crimson coat commanded the space around him. He stood perfectly still beside the massive wooden wheel, a spyglass tucked under his arm. The tarnished gold braiding on his collar caught the harsh sunlight. A dark, simmering wrath flooded Virginia’s veins, temporarily overriding the burning pain in her hands and the suffocating grip of her bindings.

This was the phantom that haunted her nightmares. This was the architect of her ruined life.

Mentally calculating the distance from the mainmast to the helm, she plotted a dozen different avenues of approach. Two armed quartermasters flanked the stairs. A clear sprint across the quarterdeck would take approximately six seconds—plenty of time for a seasoned pirate to draw a flintlock and put a lead ball through her chest. Assassination in broad daylight was mathematical suicide. She needed darkness. She needed the chaos of a storm, or the blinding smoke of a battle.

“Are you taking a nap up there, whelp?” a voice shouted from the deck below.

Snapping out of her violent reverie, Virginia quickly finished the knot and began the perilous descent. Her boots hit the solid oak planks just as the ship crested a massive swell, sending a spray of white foam over the bulwarks.

“Get a holystone and start scrubbing the port side,” a scarred rigger snarled, shoving past her with a heavy coil of rope. “If I see a single speck of gull shit by nightfall, you’ll be swimming behind us.”

For the next four hours, her world was reduced to the grueling friction of sandstone against oak. Dropping to her knees, she scrubbed the wooden planks alongside the other lowly deckhands. The physical exhaustion served as a cruel, effective disguise. Covered in soot, sweat, and grime, nobody looked twice at the quiet, scrawny boy diligently working the holystone.

However, surviving the labor was only half the battle. The true terror arrived when the sun finally dipped below the horizon, painting the Caribbean sky in violent streaks of bruised purple and burning orange.

“Watch change!” a bell clattered sharply across the deck.

Dragging her bruised knees off the planks, Virginia followed the tide of exhausted men toward the main hatch. Descending into the belly of the galleon felt like walking straight into a rotting throat.

The lower hold was a cramped, suffocating cavern illuminated only by the sickly orange glow of swinging oil lanterns. The ceiling hung a mere five feet high, forcing everyone to crouch beneath the massive, groaning support timbers. The air was practically breathable liquid, thick with the stench of rotting citrus, unwashed bodies, stale bilge water, and the sharp, metallic tang of unspent gunpowder.

Dozens of hammocks swung in chaotic unison with the roll of the ocean, packed so tightly together that the men practically slept shoulder to shoulder.

Finding a dark, neglected corner near a towering stack of wooden water casks, Virginia claimed an empty canvas hammock. The paranoia settled into her bones like ice. Surrounded by fifty ruthless killers, every loud laugh, every drunken curse, and every shifting shadow felt like an imminent threat. If the bindings slipped, if her shirt rode up, or if she made a sound that betrayed her true pitch, she would not survive the night.

Waiting in the stifling gloom, she curled her knees to her chest. The snoring of the crew slowly drowned out the endless creaking of the ship’s hull. When the shadows grew thickest, she carefully turned her back toward the room, slipping her bruised fingers beneath the oversized linen shirt.

The bandages were entirely soaked in sweat. Blood crusted at the edges where the rough cloth had sawed into her skin during the climb. Gritting her teeth to suppress a whimper, she managed to unpin the top layer. The immediate expansion of her ribs sent a rush of euphoric, oxygen-rich blood to her brain. She took one long, shuddering, beautiful breath.

A heavy footstep echoed against the floorboards directly behind her.

Panic spiked instantly. Snapping the linen tight, Virginia spun around, dropping her hand instinctively toward the hidden boot dagger.

A towering pirate with a missing ear stumbled past the water casks, a half-empty bottle of rum sloshing in his grip. He paused, squinting drunkenly into the darkness. Virginia froze, holding her breath, her back pressed flush against the damp, curved wood of the ship’s hull. The pirate burped loudly, scratched his heavily tattooed neck, and lumbered away toward a swinging hammock without uttering a word.

Trembling violently, Virginia remained pinned against the wall for another ten minutes. The reality of her claustrophobic prison was absolute. There was no reprieve. There was no safe corner to drop the disguise. Slowly, she pulled the bandages agonizingly tight once more, pinning the linen back into place. The pain returned, a familiar and necessary anchor, keeping her tethered to her lethal purpose.

Morning broke with the deafening roar of a cannon.

Virginia jolted awake, slamming her head against the low ceiling beam. Dust and wood splinters rained down from the upper deck. The frantic clanging of the ship’s bell shattered the humid air.

“All hands! Gun crews to stations! Move your worthless hides!”

Scrambling out of the hammock, Virginia joined the frantic stampede of men rushing up the narrow wooden ladders. Bursting onto the gun deck, she was immediately assaulted by the chaotic, terrifying machinery of a warship preparing for combat.

Heavy wooden gunports had been hauled open, letting in the blinding morning light and the harsh ocean breeze. Massive iron twelve-pounders, black and gleaming with grease, sat perched on their wooden carriages like slumbering beasts.

“We need a powder monkey on the starboard battery!” a soot-stained gun captain screamed, grabbing Virginia by the collar of her shirt and violently throwing her toward a cannon. “You! Boy! Get on the worm and sponge!”

Adrenaline flushed the exhaustion from her limbs. A gunnery drill. The Bloody Rose was testing the new recruits.

“Run them out!”

Six burly men threw their weight onto the heavy tackles, hauling the massive iron cannon forward until its muzzle protruded through the square port.

Virginia watched the intricate ballet of destruction unfold, her tactical mind instantly dissecting the fatal flaws in their sloppy coordination. The gun captain shoved a heavy, cloth-wrapped sponge attached to a long wooden pole into her bleeding hands.

“When she fires, you swab the bore! If you leave a single spark in that barrel, the next powder charge will blow us all to hell! Understood?”

Nodding quickly, she took her position beside the enormous iron wheel of the carriage.

“Prime!” the captain yelled, piercing the powder bag through the touchhole and pouring a trail of fine, black dust.

“Stand clear!”

The gun captain pressed a smoldering slow-match to the touchhole.

The explosion was apocalyptic. The concussion punched the air straight out of Virginia’s lungs, sending a shockwave of kinetic violence vibrating through the wooden floorboards and straight into her teeth. The massive cannon violently kicked backward against the heavy breeching ropes, screeching like a wounded animal. Thick, suffocating clouds of white sulfurous smoke instantly filled the gun deck, blinding everyone.

Deafened by the roaring blast, Virginia choked on the acidic fumes. Her ears rang with a high, piercing whine.

“Swab!”

Moving purely on instinct and military theory, she plunged the wet sponge down the smoking barrel, twisting the heavy wooden pole to extinguish any lingering embers. Pulling it out, another pirate immediately stepped forward, recklessly hefting a massive canvas bag of black powder.

Through the dense, stinging smoke, Virginia’s sharp eyes caught a terrifying detail. The pirate loading the powder was careless; a burning piece of wadding from the previous shot had fallen onto the deck, smoldering dangerously close to his bare feet and the open powder bucket sitting behind him.

The fool hadn’t noticed. He was stepping backward, right toward the live spark.

Calculating the catastrophic chain reaction in a fraction of a second, Virginia dropped the sponge, lunged forward, and violently kicked the heavy oak bucket of powder out of the way just as the pirate’s heel came down.

The bucket slid across the damp deck, crashing harmlessly into the opposite bulkhead. The smoldering wadding hissed against the wet planks where the bucket had been sitting.

“What in the devil are you doing, whelp?” the pirate roared, dropping the ramrod and turning furiously toward her. “I’ll skin you alive for kicking the stores!”

Before the massive man could grab her, a silver-tipped cane elegantly tapped against the brass rim of the cannon.

The angry pirate instantly shut his mouth, his face draining of color. Stepping out of the billowing smoke like a ghost materializing from the fog, Quartermaster Raymond Diaz surveyed the chaotic gun deck.

He was impeccably dressed despite the filthy environment, wearing a dark, tailored coat over a clean white linen shirt. A silver pocket watch chain dangled at his hip. His amber eyes swept over the smoking wadding, the displaced powder bucket, and finally landed squarely on Virginia.

“He just saved your miserable life, Jenkins,” Raymond said, his voice smooth, cultured, and entirely devoid of panic. He pointed the silver tip of his cane at the smoking ember on the floor. “One step further, and your clumsy boots would have ignited the reserve powder, blowing a hole in the starboard hull and taking my ledger down with it.”

Jenkins swallowed hard, looking at the burning wadding, then back at Virginia with wide, frightened eyes.

Raymond slowly turned his full, terrifying scrutiny toward Virginia. He leaned slightly forward, resting both hands on the silver handle of his cane. The deafening noise of the neighboring cannons firing seemed to fade into a dull, distant rumble under the sheer weight of his observation.

“Remarkable situational awareness for a lowly deckhand,” Raymond noted slowly, dragging out the syllables. “Most boys facing their first broadside drill wet their trousers and cover their ears. You, however… you calculated blast radiuses in the middle of a blind smoke cloud.”

Virginia kept her head down, masking the sudden spike of sheer terror in her chest. She had acted too fast. She had displayed discipline instead of terror. She forced her shoulders to shake, mimicking a frightened, lucky child.

“Just… just saw the fire, sir,” she mumbled, pitching her voice slightly rougher to maintain the boyish illusion. “Didn’t want to burn.”

“A perfectly natural instinct,” Raymond hummed quietly. He stepped closer, invading her personal space. The scent of sandalwood and old parchment clung to his coat, a jarring contrast to the sulfur and sweat of the gun deck. “But a clumsy boy trips and screams. A trained soldier neutralizes the threat by displacing the volatile element.”

He reached out, catching her right wrist before she could pull away. Virginia stiffened, fighting every deeply ingrained instinct to draw her blade and strike. Raymond flipped her hand over, inspecting the raw, bleeding calluses left by the halyard rope.

“Soft hands, Vergil,” the Quartermaster whispered, the words meant only for her. “Blistering beautifully. You have never hauled a line before today, have you? Yet, you understand gunnery safety protocols better than men who have sailed these waters for a decade.”

“I read a book once,” Virginia shot back, letting a flash of authentic defiance bleed into her tone.

A slow, dangerous smile crept across Raymond’s handsome face. He released her wrist, though his eyes never left hers. “Careful, little rigger. Literacy is a hanging offense on a pirate ship. It makes the crew suspicious.”

He tapped his cane once against the deck, signaling the end of the interrogation. “Clean up the line, Jenkins. Virgil, get back to the sponge. Try not to embarrass the rest of the crew with your miraculous reflexes.”

Turning smoothly on his heel, the Quartermaster strolled away, disappearing back into the thick clouds of black powder smoke.

Virginia stood completely still, her heart hammering against the tight linen bindings. The threat hung in the air, heavy and undeniable. Raymond Diaz was not a simple pirate. His vocabulary, his analytical deduction, and his calm demeanor in the middle of a roaring cannon deck marked him as an incredibly dangerous variable. He was watching her. He knew the clumsy boy routine was a facade, even if he hadn’t deduced the true nature of her disguise yet.

“Back to the guns!” the captain of the crew screamed, breaking her paralysis.

For the remainder of the brutal morning, Virginia threw herself into the grueling rhythm of the artillery drill. Swab. Load. Ram. Stand clear. The concussive blasts continually rattled her teeth, leaving her entirely coated in a thick layer of black, greasy soot. By the time the final bell rang, signaling the end of the exercise, she could barely lift her arms.

Staggering up the stairs to the main deck, she gasped for the fresh, salty air. The Bloody Rose sliced smoothly through the deep ocean swells, leaving a frothing white wake behind them. The sun was mercilessly high, beating down on the exhausted crew.

Leaning heavily against the port side rail, Virginia covertly massaged her aching ribs. Her muscles screamed for rest, and her palms left smeared, bloody handprints against the worn oak.

Across the deck, the door to the captain’s quarters swung open.

Virginia froze.

Captain Martinez stepped out into the sunlight. He was no longer wearing the heavy crimson coat. Dressed in a loose white shirt and dark trousers, the terrifying mythology surrounding the man momentarily stripped away, revealing a weathered, physically imposing sailor. He carried a rolled parchment map under his arm, speaking in hushed, serious tones to his navigator.

Her fingers twitched, instinctively brushing the hard leather sheath concealed beneath her trousers.

Distance: Forty feet.

Obstacles: A scattering of exhausted riggers coiling ropes.

Weapons visible: Martinez carried a heavily engraved flintlock tucked into his sash and a short cutlass at his hip.

Virginia tracked his every movement, burning his gait, his posture, and his habits into her mind. He favored his left leg slightly when navigating the rolling pitch of the deck—an old injury, perhaps. His right hand never drifted far from the brass handle of his cutlass. He was a man accustomed to violence, a man perpetually prepared for betrayal.

She could not afford a single mistake. Surviving the physical torture of the ropes, the suffocating nightmare of the lower hold, and the piercing, educated scrutiny of Raymond Diaz were merely the entry fees. The real battle was patience.

Let them think she was a scrawny, terrified deckhand. Let them bark their orders and throw their weight around. She would endure the blisters. She would swallow the vile gruel. She would hide in the shadows of the gun deck until the perfect moment presented itself.

Turning her back to the quarterdeck, Virginia looked out across the endless, rolling blue of the Caribbean. The salt spray cooled her bruised face. The bindings dug mercilessly into her ribs.

She embraced the pain. It was the only honest thing left on this ship.




Chapter 3

Four blistering days of open ocean passed before the brass warning bell finally shattered the midday monotony.

High in the rigging, the lookout’s voice cracked over the roar of the wind, signaling a sail on the starboard bow. Instantly, the lethargic, sun-baked deck of the Bloody Rose erupted into calculated madness. Men who had been snoring in the shade of the longboats moments prior scrambled to their feet, abandoning half-eaten rations and unfinished games of dice.

Clinging to a tarred ratline, Virginia watched the chaotic ballet unfold beneath her. Her hands, torn and bleeding only days ago, had begun to harden into thick, yellowish calluses. Beneath her sweat-soaked linen shirt, the chest bindings gripped her ribs like an iron vice, severely restricting her lung capacity. She ignored the suffocating pressure, focusing entirely on the horizon.

Through the salt-hazed distance, a silhouette carved itself out of the brilliant blue skyline. It was a galleon, heavy and wallowing, riding incredibly low in the water. A merchantman.

“Clear the decks for action!” barked the boatswain, a massive man wielding a knotted rope end. “Lash the hammocks! Sand the boards! Move, you miserable dogs, or I’ll flay the skin from your backs!”

Dropping from the shrouds, Virginia hit the oak planks at a dead run. The air thrummed with a terrifying, electric anticipation. A dozen barefoot sailors surged past her, dragging heavy canvas hammocks up from the lower hold to stuff them into the netting along the ship’s rails, creating a makeshift barricade against incoming musket fire.

Up on the quarterdeck, Captain William Martinez stood utterly motionless. He had discarded his heavy coat, standing wide-stanced against the roll of the sea. Raising a brass spyglass to his eye, he studied the fleeing merchant vessel. Virginia tracked his movements, noting the cold, predatory calmness in his posture. He did not shout orders. He merely flicked two fingers toward the helmsman, signaling a sharp turn to port.

A sharp appreciation for his tactical maneuvering pierced through her burning hatred. Martinez was intentionally steering the Bloody Rose directly across the merchant ship’s wake, cutting off the heavier vessel’s access to the wind. By seizing the weather gage, he was guaranteeing the pirate crew would dictate the pace and range of the engagement. It was a textbook, ruthless maneuver—one Virginia recognized from her father’s extensive library of naval warfare.

“Down below, Vergil!” a rough hand shoved Virginia’s shoulder, nearly sending her sprawling across a coiled hawser. “Get to the gun deck before the boatswain takes your head off!”

Stumbling toward the main hatchway, she plunged into the stifling darkness of the lower decks. The transition from the blinding Caribbean sun to the dim, lantern-lit belly of the ship left her temporarily blind. The atmosphere down here was hellish. The air already reeked of unlit match cords, sour sweat, and the sharp, acidic tang of spilled vinegar.

“To your guns!” a scarred gunner roared, pacing the narrow aisle between the massive iron cannons. “Cast off the lashings! Open the ports!”

Virginia scrambled to her assigned station at a twelve-pounder on the port side. The weapon was a hulking, two-ton beast of black iron resting on a heavy wooden carriage. Working alongside three older, heavily tattooed pirates, she grabbed the thick ropes of the breaching tackle. Together, they hauled the restraining lines free.

With a synchronized heave, the crew pushed the carriage forward. The heavy wooden gunport swung open, flooding the claustrophobic space with brilliant, blinding light and the rushing roar of the ocean just feet below. Through the square opening, Virginia could see the frothing green swells racing past the hull.

“Prime the pans! Blow your matches!”

Buckets of seawater were hastily sloshed across the floorboards to extinguish any stray sparks, followed by handfuls of coarse sand to give the barefoot crews traction on the slick wood. Virginia grabbed a heavy ramrod, her knuckles white around the wooden shaft. Her heart battered frantically against her bound chest, drowning out the shouting men around her.

This was not a sword fight in a tavern. This was mechanized slaughter. The sheer, suffocating terror of being trapped in a wooden box, waiting for a thirty-pound iron ball to tear through the hull, paralyzed her breath. She forced her jaw to unclench, commanding her trembling hands to remain steady. You are a ghost, she reminded herself, fixing her eyes on the scarred gunner. Ghosts do not bleed.

Above them, the heavy thud of boots signaled the marine sharpshooters taking their positions in the fighting tops. The ship heeled sharply, the deck slanting at a severe angle as Martinez brought the Bloody Rose alongside the prey.

Through the open gunport, the merchant galleon suddenly loomed massive and terrifying. It was close enough that Virginia could see the ornate, gilded carvings along its stern, and the desperate, frantic movements of the sailors on its deck.

A flash of bright orange fire bloomed from the galleon’s lower side.

“Incoming!” the gunner screamed. “Brace!”

Virginia threw herself flat against the sandy floorboards, covering her head. A split second later, the world ended in a deafening, concussive roar.

The sound of an iron cannonball striking a wooden hull defied description. It was not a thud, but a catastrophic, shrieking tear, as if the ship itself were screaming in agony. The hull groaned violently. Three feet away from Virginia’s head, the solid oak bulwark exploded inward.

A lethal shower of jagged wooden splinters—some the size of daggers, others as large as javelins—tore through the gun deck. A man working the adjacent cannon was thrown backward, clutching a foot-long jagged spike protruding from his thigh. His screams were instantly swallowed by the absolute pandemonium of the deck.

Smoke instantly filled the compartment, thick, choking, and foul. The smell of burning pitch and fresh copper blood hit the back of Virginia’s throat, forcing a violent cough.

“Stand to your guns!” the scarred gunner bellowed, striking a hesitating pirate across the back with a heavy rope end. “Return fire! Run them out!”

Scrambling back to her feet, Virginia felt a warm trickle of blood sliding down her cheek where a minor splinter had grazed her skin. She ignored it. Adrenaline, cold and sharp, flooded her veins, washing away the terror. The tactical reality of the room snapped into hyper-focus.

“Fire!”

The deck lurched violently beneath her feet. The twelve-pounder erupted in a blinding flash of hellfire. The physical shockwave punched Virginia in the chest, rattling her teeth and stealing the air from her lungs. The massive iron cannon surged backward on its wheels, perfectly caught by the thick ropes of the breaching tackle, stopping just inches from her toes.

Thick, sulfurous black powder smoke rebounded off the water and poured back through the open gunport, plunging the lower deck into blinding, choking darkness.

“Sponge!” the gunner yelled.

Operating entirely on instinct and the brutal repetition of the morning drills, Virginia lunged forward. She shoved the wet, sheepskin sponge down the smoking barrel, violently twisting it to extinguish any lingering embers inside the iron belly. Pulling it free, she stepped back just in time for a young, soot-covered powdermonkey to shove a fresh canvas cartridge into the muzzle.

“Ram!”

Driving the heavy wooden ramrod down the barrel, Virginia threw her entire body weight behind the motion, packing the explosive charge tightly against the breech. Another pirate shoved a solid iron roundshot into the opening. She rammed it home, the metal clinking sharply against the iron walls.

“Run her out!”

Grabbing the side tackles, the four-man crew heaved the two-ton weapon back toward the open gunport. The muscles in Virginia’s arms screamed in protest, but she pulled with everything she had. The wheels groaned, sliding across the blood-slicked, sanded deck.

Overhead, another broadside from the merchant galleon slammed into the upper decks. Dust and shattered debris rained down from the ceiling planks. The Bloody Rose shuddered violently, losing momentum as a mast or spar collapsed up above.

“Wait for the roll!” the gunner commanded, squinting through the smoke. “Depress the muzzles! Hull them below the waterline!”

Virginia knelt beside the carriage, securing the trailing rope, waiting for the ship to tip downward into the trough of the wave. The rhythm of naval combat was a horrifying waltz of physics and timing.

“Fire!”

Another world-shattering concussion. Another violent lurch of the deck.

As the twelve-pounder roared, throwing its deadly iron forward, the impossible happened.

The starboard wheel of the carriage struck a splintered groove in the floorboards. The immense backward force of the recoil twisted the cannon violently to the side. The sudden, agonizing tension transferred entirely to the portside breaching rope.

With a sound like a cracking whip, the thick hemp line snapped.

“Rogue gun!” a sailor shrieked, his voice cracking with pure terror.

Unleashed from its tether, the two-ton iron beast became an uncontrolled juggernaut. It surged backward with devastating momentum. The deck was still rolling heavily from the ocean swell, creating a downward slope directly toward the center hatchway.

Men dove out of the way, scrambling over each other like panicked rats. The carriage crushed a wooden water barrel to splinters, altering its trajectory. It spun wildly, the heavy bronze cascabel swinging in a lethal arc.

Directly in its path, the young powdermonkey slipped on a smear of blood and went down hard.

The boy scrambled frantically, his bare feet failing to find purchase on the slick boards. The rogue cannon, weighing four thousand pounds, rolled backward toward him, picking up speed on the slanted deck. In two seconds, it would crush his ribcage to powder.

Virginia did not think. She did not weigh the consequences of breaking her clumsy disguise. Her tactical mind overrode her survival instinct.

Calculations flashed behind her eyes: mass, momentum, trajectory, and leverage. She could not stop the gun. No five men could stop the gun. But she could redirect it.

Spotting a heavy, six-foot iron handspike used for lifting the cannon’s breech, Virginia snatched it from the deck. She sprinted directly toward the rolling juggernaut.

“Virgil, get back!” the scarred gunner screamed, reaching out to grab her shirt, but his fingers only caught empty air.

Diving toward the spinning carriage, Virginia jammed the iron bar directly between the thick wooden spokes of the starboard wheel, bracing the other end against a sturdy deck stanchion. The collision of iron against oak was violent. The handspike bowed under the immense pressure, shrieking in protest.

The sudden, violent friction on the starboard wheel acted as a fulcrum. The unequal momentum whipped the massive cannon around in a sharp, violent arc, completely redirecting its path.

Releasing the bar just as it snapped, Virginia grabbed a stray, unattached loop of heavy hawser rope from the deck. As the cannon spun past her, she threw the loop over the thick wooden pommel at the back of the gun, wrapping the tail end in a figure-eight around the base of the mainmast.

The rope pulled taut, snapping straight with incredible violence. Virginia threw her entire weight backward against the line, utilizing the friction of the mast to absorb the kinetic energy.

The cannon groaned, its heavy wooden wheels skidding sideways across the sanded boards. The hemp rope smoked under the friction, burning right through the hardened calluses on Virginia’s palms, stripping the skin to raw flesh. She clenched her jaw, refusing to let go, digging her heels against a wooden grate.

With a final, sickening shudder, the two-ton weapon ground to a halt. The massive iron wheel rested less than six inches from the paralyzed powdermonkey’s skull.

For a single, agonizing heartbeat, the entire gun deck fell deathly silent. Even the roar of the battle outside seemed to momentarily vanish, leaving only the sound of Virginia’s ragged, gasping breaths and the creak of the hull.

She stood locked in place, her bleeding hands still gripping the smoking rope, her chest heaving against the tight linen
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