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To the quiet adventurers longing for something more




Author’s Note

If I Go Down with This Ship contains on-page drinking, violence and blood, foul language and use of pistols, swords, knives and cannons, and it includes mentions of colonialism and racism. These characters are not based on real pirates, and while a lot of research has been put into this book, some liberties have been taken to better fit the story. These are also pirates. They might be hot pirates, but they’re still pirates. They do some bad things. There are several mentions of big bodies of water and seasickness, so if you have thalassophobia or emetophobia, please take care while reading.
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PROLOGUE

SOMEWHERE ON THE OCEAN, 1717

I’m going to die, I think, grasping the captain’s wrists and arms as I choke, my toes scraping the deck for purchase. Oh, he is strong.

“Are you wearing my jacket?” the captain asks low, spittle flying.

Yup, I’m going to die.

And then I smell him, that hint of tobacco and salt, the sweetness of burnt sugar nibbling the edges. I clear my throat, the scent making me dizzy. It must be his coat; I would know that smell from anywhere.

“I would never have worn it if I had known,” I croak. I make to remove it, but it’s impossible with him locking me in a stranglehold. Narrowing his eyes, the captain eases his grip, allowing me to shrug out of it. I slide off the jacket and hold it out toward him.

“Why should you live?” he asks, taking it.

I look from the captain to the jacket, my tongue heavy. This is it, the final question in my trial aboard this ship. From my research, I gather any other pirate would have run me through by now, bound me, and tossed me into the sea.

“I can be useful,” I lie. I have never done a hard day’s work in my life. My hands are soft from years of writing, and if he takes one look at them, he’ll know. But I have to lie, I have to hope that I can make myself useful.

A useless pirate is … useless. There must be something I can do aboard this ship, somewhere I can help.

But he just tilts his head and raises a brow at me as if he already knows, and my stomach drops. Slowly, he shrugs on the jacket, and I can see it fits him much better than it does me, the garment tailored to his form. I try not to stare at the way it hugs his broad shoulders and elongates his torso, or the way the blue pops against his suntanned skin.

I’ve always liked the idea of pirates, but I’m starting to wonder, do I have a thing for them?

“Take him below,” the captain orders with a wave of his hand.

My cheeks flame as he meets my eyes. Goddamn it, I do have a thing for pirates. Looking after him almost wistfully, I sigh.

Well, fuck me.

I’m screwed.
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Just a Hop, Skiff, and a Jump Away

THREE HOURS EARLIER

To say that life has been weird lately would be an understatement.

It seems people are falling in love everywhere I go, and no matter where I run off to, I can’t seem to get away from this air of unparalleled change.

Yet, despite everything, I’m still surprised when I toe open the door to my London flat and find my sister, Louise, standing there when she should be in another country entirely.

“Lou, what are you doing here?” I narrow my eyes. “How did you even get a key?”

She leans against my door, blond curls framing her soft features like a halo. “Laszlo Morgenstern, is that any way to talk to your sister? I wouldn’t be here if you would just respond to one of my texts or calls.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be in Turkey? You still haven’t answered my question about the key, by the way.”

“I got a few days off and figured I should come check on you, make sure you’re still breathing. It’s been so difficult keeping tabs on you since you moved from Portland that I take any chance I can get. Besides, I’m ahead of my deadlines,” she says with a dismissive wave of her hand.

“I’ve got a deadline,” I mutter. Sighing, I start to move past her with my suitcase in hand, but she throws her arms around my neck as I try to slip inside, nearly choking me.

“Lou,” I manage, attempting to pry her off with my free hand.

“Shh,” she says into my ear, “just let me hug you, Lasz.”

“You’re choking me.”

“You’re fine.” She steps back, releasing me from her grip, but before I can kick off my shoes and slide past her, she wrestles my suitcase from me, rolls it into the flat, grabs her purse, and shoos me out the door.

I stumble into the hallway. “Lou, what the—”

She locks the door behind her and pockets the keys. “A little birdie told me you’ve been having a rough go of it with your pirate book. I’m assuming that’s why I haven’t been able to get ahold of you—not that it’s ever easy to get ahold of you.” She mutters the last part, making me feel guilty. I don’t want to ghost her, but it’s hard when it feels like people in my life are moving on, finding love, and building their careers, and I’m just … here.

Or not here. I can hardly stand to be at home these days, to be reminded of how empty it is, of all the things I should have but don’t. Sometime in the last five years, I’ve given in to the notion that all the people around me will fall in love and eventually run off into their happily-ever-afters, and I’ll be left to watch from the sidelines. Maybe it’s because of people from my past, or perhaps it’s because of the looks I get when I’m standing side by side with a man versus a woman, but I can’t imagine myself finding that kind of happy ending.

“Lasz,” she starts when I don’t say anything. “I think I found the perfect thing for you. To help with your book.”

I grimace and turn toward my flat. “No. Thank you, though. I just got home, Lou. I’ll figure it out tomorrow after I’ve showered and gotten some sleep.”

“Come on,” she urges, grabbing my shoulder and spinning me away. “It’s gonna help.”

I stare down at my older sister. Only a few inches shorter than me, Louise is the spitting image of our mother, complete with the family’s honey eyes, blond curls, and tanned, freckled skin. She has always been the sun in our family, the thing we’ve gravitated toward.

The practically empty notebook in my back pocket suddenly feels ten pounds heavier. “Couldn’t we just stay in? I have a lot of work to do, more research for my book.”

“Stay in?” Louise echoes, peeved, hands on her hips. “You don’t stay in, Laszlo. I don’t stay in. You and I, we were born for something greater, and,” she says, taking my elbow and pulling me toward the stairs and away from my flat, “you won’t find it by sitting and staring at your laptop. That book’s not going to write itself. Besides, it’s going to be fun.”

I squint down at her. “I don’t think you know the definition of fun.”

Her eyes are wide and pleading, lip curled as she presses her hands together, begging. “Why are you being so boring? This isn’t like you.” When I make no move to leave, she rolls her eyes. “Come on, I swear it’s going to be fun and helpful.”

“You promise it’s not another one of your archaeologist things?” I ask skeptically.

Louise laughs as we take the stairs down from my floor. “Maybe, maybe not.”

I do not believe her for a moment. And I’m right not to, because Louise does not have a good record of “fun.” Fun to Louise includes dragging me to a dig where she discovered (wait for it) fossilized human feces, or in scientist terms, coprolites. (Why they need a scientific name for fossilized shit is anyone’s guess.) There was even one time she dragged me—do you see a pattern?—to the opening of an exhibit for ancient sculptures crafted from miscellaneous animal remains that she’d participated on a dig for.

So far, not even one of her “fun” activities has been fun for me. And yes, I am happy for her. She has found something she loves dearly. She obviously enjoys her work, which is more than most people can say, but she wants to share it with me, and that’s precisely where I’ve learned to draw the line. Writing is my thing and archaeology is hers, and as much as I love Louise, I do not have the stomach for it.

Despite my feelings toward Louise’s particular type of outings, I let her tug me onto the street, because she’s right for once. I need a spark, and I’m not going to find it in my flat.

We hurry down the sidewalk and onto a bus, her excitement bordering on giddy as the bus lurches forward. I watch her carefully, my other hand reaching up to steady us.

“Where on earth are you taking me?” I ask.

She shakes her head, curls bouncing with the movement. She’s careful to avoid my eyes, tongue sticking out from between her lips as she searches beyond the windows. “Uh-uh, I’m not telling you. But I swear,” she says, turning to meet my gaze, “you’re going to love it. And it’s gonna help.”

I raise a brow, wanting to protest but finding the words don’t come.

“I’m sorry you’re struggling, Lasz,” she continues. “I thought you were traveling for research. That didn’t help?”

I shake my head. “No matter how much research I do, no matter how much I love pirates, I can’t seem to write a fucking word about them.”

Her face scrunches. “That bad, huh?”

Lou and I don’t talk about these things. Frankly, we don’t talk about much. She’s been trying to for years, though, urging me to confide in her after everything that went down in my mid-twenties surrounding Julian and the article. And I want to open up. I do. I want to tell her the truth. So when something sad washes across her face as she looks at me, it all spills out.

“I don’t know what it is, Lou. Something isn’t clicking. I don’t know why I thought I could write this book in the first place. I mean, I write thrillers! And books about monsters! I guess I just thought I could break away from that. I spent months on the proposal, and now that it’s sold and I have an actual deadline, I just … can’t. Nothing is working. Going to North Carolina, trying and failing to take a sailing lesson because I couldn’t bring myself to climb onto the ship, reading books, visiting fucking tourist traps where there are hot pirates—”

“Tourist traps with hot pirates?” She holds up a hand. “Did you say North Carolina? What’s in North Carolina?”

My face heats as I picture the tourist trap bar I stumbled into. Clearing my throat, I wave a hand. “They have a lot of pirate history there.”

“Did you at least, you know, with a pirate …?” Her eyes dance with mirth, but I shake my head and she sighs. “And why not?”

I picture his face, the cheap pirate costume that looked like it was purchased from a Halloween store, the way the fabric clung to his body, the shirt opened at his chest. I see him standing out front after he got off work, searching the shadows for me as he turned the collar of his coat up against the autumn chill.

I stayed in that alley, back pressed against the brick, too afraid to give it a chance, to see where one night could lead. But as always, I thought of him. Of Julian and how I had worn my heart on my sleeve only to have my trust completely shattered. I didn’t know the waiter, so how could I have known for certain if he was worth taking a risk?

It was my doing; it’s always my doing. I don’t have to be alone, I could have gone with him, but I chose not to.

That’s my problem. I find myself sifting through all the outcomes, wondering what the consequences could be, and I end up alone. I can’t seem to turn my brain off, to stop wondering if this is another mistake in the making, if this could be someone else to break me.

At thirty-four, stuck in this cycle, I feel trapped. Unmoving.

“I think,” I start slowly, “there’s something so terrifying about love, the giving in to it, the letting all your inhibitions go so they can see you for you. And after what happened with … Well, I just can’t seem to allow myself to let go.”

Louise straightens. “But that’s love, Lasz. And the thing is, you can’t find it until you let go of those inhibitions.”

I raise a brow. “That’s interesting coming from you, considering you nearly got married.”

She peers out the window and presses one of the red buttons for the next stop. “Yeah, to the wrong person. But I know that now, and I wouldn’t know that if I hadn’t at least tried.”

Shrugging, I smile sadly. “Then maybe it’s not meant for me.”

I don’t want anyone to see the real me again, not after what happened with Julian. If they did, if they saw all the worry and doubt churning in my mind, they’d flee.

Hell, I’ d run away from myself if I could.

But I seem to be anchored to my dock, unwilling to lift the gangplank and sail off toward that something catching my eye on the horizon.

The brakes squeal as the bus slows, and Louise and I jostle into each other as it jerks to an abrupt stop. “I can’t help you find love, Lasz, but let’s see if I can help you with your writing problem. Come on.” Grabbing my hand, she yanks me through the crowd, out the back doors as they open, and onto the sidewalk.

I let her drag me through the city and down to Sunset Dock, an odd little shopping center built up around an old dock along the Thames. The area is crowded with families and couples walking leisurely with shopping bags and treats on an altogether pleasant and not-so-dreary London day.

We move past someone unloading fish. The smell hits me and I gag, covering my mouth and nose with my hand. “What are we doing here, Louise?” I ask, my voice muffled.

She grabs my free hand, walking backward through the crowd as she motions wildly to the space. “Do you remember when we were kids and you went on that trip to Victoria BC, where you had to board the ferry?”

The memory makes my stomach churn. “Don’t remind me.”

“I think the hang-up on your pirate book is this, Lasz. You’re scared of water. And you never got over it. How the hell are you supposed to write a pirate book if you can’t even board a ship yourself?”

I can’t help but think this is a metaphor for something else and she knows it, but I won’t give her the satisfaction of acknowledging it.

“I can board a ship if I want to,” I protest. Even still, I know she’s right. The water had been so choppy that day on the way to Victoria that the dark depths outside the railing had given me nightmares for weeks. To this day, I can’t bring myself to board a water vessel of any kind.

We turn the corner, and there, towering above the street, flag billowing in the wind, is a small ship flying under the Jolly Roger.

“Then do it,” Louise says.

It’s a new ship, one that hasn’t been through a battle or sea voyages, wars or raids, or any of the other terrible things pirate ships must endure. I’ve walked past this area dozens of times and I have never seen it before in my life. The ship’s not nearly as large as I would have expected. The wood and the black paint are so new, it’s nearly gleaming in the November sun, and large letters along the side read She Deceitful in a slender font. I open my mouth to mention that no pirate crew in their right mind would actually paint their ship’s name along the side, but nothing comes out, awe taking over as I step closer, hand outstretched as though to touch it. Something settles inside me.

“Where did you find this?” I whisper, tearing my eyes away and looking to Louise.

“I’ve got a friend.”

She lurches forward and hugs me around the waist, and, laughing, I wrap my arm around her.

“Oh, before I forget …” She fishes around in her purse and produces a clear bag. “Put your phone in that. Don’t want to lose it over the side of the ship. We both know how clumsy you are.”

I slip my phone in and zip it up, sliding it into my pocket. “You know me so well.”

Angling back, I squint against the blue sky to the top of the masts. There are two, the several sails and ropes tied up and out of the way for the time being. There has always been something so wondrous about the seafaring pirate life to me, something I’ve secretly yearned for. It’s why I chose to write this book, to fill the pages with what I can’t bring myself to find.

Adventure.

Real adventure. Not me wandering around the globe, living out of a suitcase. Not me drinking in pubs on my own, writing stories for imaginary characters. Real-life adventure.

“And,” Louise says, pulling away as an older man walks down the gangplank toward us, “we have it all to ourselves today!”

“Wait, you want me to get on that thing?” I hiss.

“Louise!” the man exclaims, holding out a hand as he nears us.

“Lou, it’s very cool and all, but I’m not actually getting on it.”

“Lasz, it’s docked. It’s not gonna hurt you.” She turns to the man, grinning. “George, it’s a pleasure to see you again. This is my brother, Laszlo.”

I hold out my hand, eyes going to the white canvas above as I murmur a quiet “Nice to meet you,” mouth hanging open as Louise tugs me toward the gangplank.

“George was kind enough to offer a private tour,” Louise goes on. “I’ve had it in my mind to take you here since a colleague showed me the model they’d created out of some findings.”

“It’s the off season,” George says, a smile in his voice. “Besides, who could say no to Louise?”

Who indeed?

Louise has always been stubborn and caring and determined, but she’s also always looked out for me in a way I can’t repay, texting me day in and day out, traveling halfway around the world to check on me and drag me out of my flat, even though I’m a bit sweaty and disgusting. She nudges my side encouragingly.

“I can’t do this,” I say, backing away.

She latches onto my wrist, her hold gentle. “Laszlo, if not now, then when? How the hell are you going to write a book about pirates if you can’t even get on a docked ship?”

How indeed.

My eyes go down to the narrow slit of water between the ship and the dock. I used to love the water. It wasn’t difficult to imagine pirate ships and adventures on the high seas when you could drive one hour west and taste the salt in the air, dip your feet in the Pacific Ocean on one of Oregon’s picturesque beaches. On sunny Saturdays in Portland, we’d walk down to Saturday Market and stroll along the water, the Willamette River crystal blue and shimmering under the sun. It would be littered with boats, and as my ice cream melted and dripped down my hand, splattering onto the grass, I’d wonder, Could that be my life someday?

While we were growing up, our mom took us to swim in lakes after long hikes in the Gorge. We’d take day trips out to the coast and jump into the Pacific, laughing even as our teeth chattered. I grew up surrounded by water, but when I went on that dreadful ferry ride to Victoria, it broke something in me. As the waves crashed against the ferry, I realized then what the sea could do, how violent it could be. I had to be practically carried onto the ferry for the journey back.

I think a part of me has always wondered what could have been if I’d never taken that ferry ride, if I could have hopped on a boat and seen where the wind could take me instead of exploring crypts and haunted castles.

If I could be as free as the pirates in the stories are.

I stare up at the masts, my fears weighing me down. The fear of not meeting a deadline. Step. The fear of not trying. Step. The fear of being trapped. Step. The fear of never finding love, of being too afraid to welcome it should it come. Step.

Before I know it, I’m climbing up the gangplank, starting toward the ship. It’s not nearly as easy as I’d imagined, and I’m suddenly thankful for my phone being safely squared away in the bag in my pocket as I teeter there, forcing my gaze ahead of me before hopping down to the ship. I press a hand to my stomach, the back of my throat burning as my legs go wobbly beneath me.

Stumbling to the side, I catch myself on the railing before squeezing my eyes shut. You’ve got this, Laszlo. Just breathe, just fucking breathe. We’re still docked, for crying out loud. Exhaling, I force my eyes open and turn slowly, marveling at the ship. It looks like the ones in movies; the only difference is the newness. It feels too empty with only the three of us aboard. How many people could it normally fit? A full crew? Or only a smaller one?

“How are you feeling?” Louise asks, touching my elbow.

“Okay,” I admit, wiping my sleeve across my forehead. I stagger away from the railing and place my palms against one of the masts to steady myself. Leaning forward, I press my forehead to the wood, inhaling.

It smells of fresh pine and salt water. It reminds me of the docks along the Oregon coast, all those summers with Lou and my mom coming back to me. A breeze whips around me, making me shiver as I drag my hands from the mast and muster up enough energy to push off, turning to admire the ship.

As if by some magic, the bits I’ve been struggling with, the missing pieces in my research start to fall together. I see the ghosts of a crew moving about, zipping between barrels, running up and down stairs and climbing ropes to the tops of masts. I pull out my pen and notebook and begin jotting down bullet points, laughing as I fill in an entire page before flipping it over and starting on the next. Louise was right; this is helping.

Folding the journal closed and tucking it into my back pocket, I turn and tentatively step up to the railing, pausing as I look out over the water. It’s eerie and silent, the ship rocking gently. It still smells a bit like fish on board, but the odor is slightly muted. If I don’t look directly down, it’s not as bad, so I look straight ahead, focusing on the buildings and landmarks along the Thames. I run my hands over the railing, its freshly stained wood smooth beneath my fingers as I glance over the netting and in between the long beams where the center of the deck dips down into a lower level. Surrounding it are thin strips of rope that stretch to the quarter deck and to the wheel waiting patiently for command, and to the poop deck up above. Squinting ahead, I see the forecastle in the front by the foremast.

Pulling out my notebook again, I sketch a messy illustration.

“Thank you again, George,” Louise says from somewhere to my left. “I know this isn’t my wheelhouse, but this is a real treat for my brother.”

She snickers, but neither George nor I acknowledge her pun. I nod my thanks to him, crossing the ship to run a finger along the mast in the back, my steps surer than they were a few minutes ago. It’s strange to stand on this piece of history. A replica, maybe, but still, it’s a reminder of a place where real people sailed and slept and fought and died. Not that I’d ever want to be a pirate, not really, but the freedom they must have felt out on the water, what does that feel like?

“So,” George starts, crossing to me, “you like pirates, I take it?”

Smiling, I turn to him. “Something about the adventure, you know? The freedom. I’m writing a book, but …” I trail off, laughing awkwardly. He doesn’t need to hear my life’s story. “Louise was saying something about a model?”

George smiles, and I finally pause to take him in. He is an older man in his fifties, his graying hair thinning along the top. He’s dressed like an eighteenth-century merchant in a brocade coat and pants that stop just below his knees. His black leather boots are freshly shined, and there’s a hat tucked under his arm. He hobbles a bit as he comes near, leaning the better part of his weight on his right leg.

“One of your sister’s colleagues discovered the wheel of the original ship off the coast of New Providence in The Bahamas hanging in a museum. As you probably know,” he says, glancing between the two of us, “most pirates at this time sailed the Caribbean, zipping between ports along the New World. But as the decades went on, English officials and locals started anti-piracy efforts.” He pats the mast affectionately. “The beaut this ship is modeled off was a semi-famed pirate ship with a nasty crew aboard it for some fifteen years before they were finally gunned down by a group of privateers working alongside the British navy.”

“Fifteen years,” I whisper in awe, making a note. “That’s a long time to be a pirate.”

George laughs. “It’s highly unusual, that’s for sure. But a lot of men believed in the cause, in fighting against the British and living a life of freedom. It was a difficult time to live for the average person, with harsh working conditions and widespread poverty. Some were turned away from society with no other options; others joined because they thought they’d find glory aboard a ship and with a crew such as this.” He sighs, leaning against the mast. “Most pirates only lasted a few years on the water, caught because they got cocky or became foolish. Once your name is known, it’s even more difficult to run, so the more notoriety you had, the shorter you sailed. Not to mention crews would get fed up with captains. Mutinies often led to the slaughter of entire crews.”

I nod slowly, looking out over the deck as I close my notebook. My gaze lands on the wheel, my fingers itching to tighten around it. “So the wheel was found? Where, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“It’s said the wheel was found buried in the sand some three hundred feet inland by a local. They put it up in a local maritime museum. Wood rots relatively quickly, and in warm waters it doesn’t last very long, so no other remnants of the ship were found, but we were able to scrape together some sketches from maritime illustrations and stories about the ship and the crew. Along with a few sailors I know and a crew of carpenters, we were able to re-create the ship from the model Louise’s colleague created.”

I lick my lips, peering up the length of the mast. “Not that I’m looking to go out on the water, but does she sail?”

George laughs. “What kind of ship would she be if she didn’t?” He motions to a set of stairs just behind me. “Come. Why don’t I give you a tour?”
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All I Caribbean About Is Getting the Hell Out of Here

Grinning like fools, Louise and I eagerly follow George down the stairs to the main deck. There’s a strange fluttering in my chest as I take it all in, my steps sure as I duck under a beam. I’ve never felt like this, giddy and excited, my pulse leaping into my throat like this ship can somehow disappoint me.

It hasn’t yet.

If anything, this has let me forget the failings of the day, my frustrations with Louise, my fear of the water surrounding us, the feeling of being unsettled. All of those steadily began disappearing into one of the little boxes in the back of my mind the moment I set foot on this ship, neatly tucked away until I’m ready to face them.

Up close and with my notebook in hand, I jot down more details, trying not to miss anything. The ropes are carefully coiled and tied with complicated knots. Cannons peer out from between rails with lines of cannonballs next to them and pouches of gunpowder tied up beside them, ready for battle.

I spin in place, eyes trailing over wood and metal, scraping along the deck as I picture a pirate crew running across it. If I close my eyes, I can almost see the crew, hear the calls of a captain on the quarterdeck, and feel the sway of the ship as it cuts through choppy waters. I puff out my cheeks, biting back bile from the mere thought.

Don’t think about the water and you’ll be fine.

I open my eyes and refocus on the ship.

Unlike the ships in some of the well-loved, grand cinematic portrayals of pirates, there is no separate gun deck aboard it. All in all, the ship is much smaller than the ones I’ve seen on-screen.

“How many people would crew a ship this size?” I ask George.

“Hmm, twenty-five perhaps, no more than forty at any given time, I’d imagine.”

“A tight squeeze,” I murmur. I can hardly imagine a large crew fitting aboard this ship comfortably.

Breathing deep as I swivel to the cannons, it’s as if I can smell a strange hint of gunpowder, the touch of coal and metal lingering in my senses. For the first time since we’ve stepped aboard, the scent of the fish is gone, if only for a moment.

Louise must be reading my mind, because she glances up at me, snorting as she scrutinizes my expression. “It smells much better down here, doesn’t it?” Laughing, I nod.

“According to records,” George starts, peering over one of the cannons, “She Deceitful went down when the British navy appointed a new governor of New Providence. The entire crew was betrayed by a crewman for a universal pardon from the British when they arrived at port, or so the story goes.” George pats the cannon wistfully. “They nearly took down one of the ships with these cannons in that battle, but this smaller ship compared to three privateering ships?” George shakes his head. “January sixth, 1718, and New Providence had begun the transformation from a pirate stronghold into the center of anti-piracy. The Golden Age of Piracy was ending.”

“That’s a terrible way to go,” I say.

I can’t help but imagine what it must have felt like for their one place of solace off this ship to be captured by their enemy. My throat constricts, and I blink away a haze of tears as if I’ve lost it, too. Tilting my head, I run a finger along the nearest cannon.

“So this ship doesn’t have a separate gun deck?”

George shakes his head and hooks a thumb in his belt. “It’s a common misconception that Hollywood has perpetuated. Most privateering or pirate ships in the Golden Age of Piracy were actually quite small. In movies and TV shows, they’re typically large, three-masted ships with separate gun decks and large crews, but most pirates sailed small two-mast ships or sloops. Let me show you the captain’s cabin and the hold,” George says, motioning to us.

The captain’s cabin is down a makeshift hall in the back past several doors through which you can see narrow cots or supplies. I don’t have enough time to admire the other props and labels before we duck inside. Luckily, the cabin is just tall enough, leaving well over half a foot above me so I can straighten. It’s decked out in rich velvet cushions, with a large oak desk anchored to the floor by the windows and a private sleeping nook hidden by black curtains to our right.

“What kind of booty was kept there?” I whisper to Louise as she stops beside me.

She snorts and elbows me. “Gross! They didn’t even have good hygiene.”

“Come on! It was a good one.”

She shakes her head. “You’ve always had a terrible sense of humor.”

“You’re one to talk,” I whisper as she moves past me with a pointed look.

She crosses to the desk where George shows her something on the prop map, motioning to the yellowed parchment. I glance around, hands on my hips, as I take in the space. It’s difficult to imagine a bloodthirsty pirate captain residing in this room with all its frivolous fabric, furniture, and books. Perhaps George got it wrong? Decorated the space like they do on-screen?

I open my mouth to say as much, but when I turn around, Louise and George are already gone, disappearing down the stairs to the rest of the ship.

Cursing, I hurry after them. We follow George down a narrow hall and past several closed doors and small compartments to what appears to be the mess. Gently swinging tables are spread out here, anchored to the ceiling to move with the ship and prevent spillage, and farther back are a makeshift kitchen with space for livestock and an infirmary. It looks like the set of a movie, every piece of the replica carefully placed and well crafted.

It’s nothing short of phenomenal.

“So,” Louise whispers excitedly, “what do you think?”

“Okay, I’ll give it to you. This is amazing.”

She claps me on the shoulder. “I thought you’d like it. You just needed to get over your fear of water.”

“Wouldn’t exactly say I’m over it,” I mutter under my breath, stomach lurching even as I think it.

George gestures to us, and we follow him down another hall. I stop at every doorway, peering into corners and rooms. Everything feels so full of magic and stories, and I can almost hear them being whispered to me as we shuffle down the hallway after George.

“A true pirate ship,” I say as he leads us into the cargo hold, where sacks of food and barrels filled with fake grain and water, along with other miscellaneous supplies, are stored. Louise and I have to bend down to fit in here, and I press my hand to the wall, suddenly woozy. It’s all fake—plastic placards have been placed on everything, labeling them for visitors like us. But still, it all feels so real. I shiver as I step to the side to make room for Louise, taking a moment to let my eyes adjust to the dim light of the fake torches on either side of the ladder. There’s something eerie about being so far down in the ship. I don’t like it down here, how dark it is, or how the air has turned stale and bitter on my tongue.

George must sense my unease, because he nods for us to follow him with a gentle smile. I scramble after Louise and George, climbing back up through the ship, past barrels and cannons, up ladders, and back through the hall to the main deck. I pause at the base of the last set of stairs, hesitating with my hand on the railing.

“Sorry, can I have one more moment?” I ask, glancing back to the captain’s cabin. “I just want to see it one last time.”

George and Louise exchange a look before George nods. Calling my thanks, I duck back into the cabin, closing the door behind me. I look over the space, trailing my fingers across the desk and the scattered props artfully placed around the map as if we’ve walked in on a captain checking his navigational calculations. My fingers dance over paperweights and empty ink bottles, tapping the desk as I read the map upside down.

I bet these pirates were never bored, that their lives never hit a stale moment, unlike mine. I trail across the space lazily, taking long, languid strides, soaking it all in before I stop in front of a small door. Opening it, I peek in, reaching out hesitantly to run my hands over a thick wool coat hanging on a hook in the closet. It’s a deep blue, decorated with black thread and large brass buttons, with pockets for days. Peering over my shoulder at the closed door to the cabin, I pull it off the hook and shrug it on.

It is heavy and thick, but it fits me surprisingly well, which is unusual considering my height, but I think nothing of it as I straighten the sleeves. I run my hands over the costume, marveling at the build of the jacket, the tight stitching, the thick wool.

“A proper jacket,” I say quietly, wishing I had a mirror. It’s ridiculous, I know, but I can’t stop myself from spinning in it, from seeing the fabric move around me, relishing the heavy reassurance of it across my shoulders. It feels like my weighted blanket, comforting, warm, sturdy. Hell, I could sleep in it.

My hands tighten on the collar, hesitating. I’m not ready to leave this ship. I’m not ready to say goodbye to it and all the things aboard, to go back to my deadlines and notebooks. I don’t know why I find joy in this place and these things. Why when I look out over my flat and my belongings in what’s supposed to be one of the greatest cities in the world, I feel nothing but suffocation.

I find no joy in trekking across the globe anymore, and though I love writing, how much longer can my career sustain me, continue to fulfill my desire to do something … more? How much longer can it satisfy me when, at the end of the day, I’m just as alone as I was before?

Spinning on my heel, I close my eyes, envisioning what it would be like to be this captain, in this coat, on this ship with a crew. I pull up the collar of the coat and breathe deep, inhaling its scent. It is oddly sweet, a bit of smoke, tobacco, and burnt sugar lingering in the wool. I could wrap myself in the scent and this jacket all day, hide in a dark corner of my flat and never leave.

But I don’t have all day or all week or all month or all year. I have right now. Sighing, I roll back my shoulders as I make to shrug off the jacket. It’s all pretend, just a game; and sooner rather than later, I have to return to my life and find a way to take control of my happiness again.

Because life won’t wait for me.

The ship jerks beneath my feet as I start to take off the jacket, and I stumble forward, catching myself against the wall. “What on earth …?” I trail off, glancing around the cabin.

The ship is swaying.

Swaying.

Are we leaving? Did Louise fail to mention She Deceitful was going out on the water? As much as I love my sister, she can be incredibly deceptive. Especially if she thinks it’s for my own good.

Panting and panicking, I trip toward the port windows and peer out. Water crashes against the sides of the ship, spraying across the glass. A chill makes me shiver, and I tug the jacket close as I squint against the sun. As I blink spots from my vision, the first thing I see is blue. Not the sky, but the water. It surrounds us, the soft blue of an ocean.

But there is no city skyline in the distance, no dock crowds heading to Tate Modern for a Saturday meander of modern art, nothing to hint at London in the least. The gray, drab waters of the Thames have been replaced with the blue of the ocean.

Something in my stomach swirls viciously. I stagger backward and run into the desk. My hands scramble for a hold, and in my haste, I knock over a bottle of ink. It crashes to the floor and spills, black seeping into the wood, slowly oozing out across the floor like poison. I can’t even stop to clean it up—my hands are shaking too much, the fear of the ocean threatening to take hold of me—and I turn and head on swaying legs toward the door.

I throw open the door and pitch toward the stairs. My body feels numb as I climb up toward the sounds of a working ship and emerge onto the main deck, where I was only twenty minutes earlier.

It looks nothing like it did. Twenty minutes ago, the props were fake. There was no one else aboard this ship besides Louise, George, and me, but now we are no longer alone. I’m blinking in shock against the bright light of day and the blaring sun when I’m promptly shoved aside by someone.

I stumble over and fall, landing hard on my hands and knees. Hissing and shaking out my hands, I shield my eyes from the sun and turn to glance over my shoulder. My nerves dance as another man shoves past me without a care.

Oh no, oh hell no. This can’t be possible.

“What the fuck?” I say, reaching up to grip the railing and pull myself into a standing position as I look out over the deck.

It’s covered in people. In pirates. I’d know these outfits anywhere, the cropped breeches tied just under the knee, the loose cotton shirts. I know exactly what I’m seeing, but I simply can’t comprehend what is happening, because minutes earlier, I saw a jovial older man who built this ship for the fun of it. I was laughing with my sister, imagining a life at sea not unlike this.

I’d been in London.

But now London is nowhere to be seen, and George and Louise have simply vanished. I am on the ocean—of that much I am certain as I glance back over the ship’s edge to the sparkling blue. My stomach flips, terror seizing me at the thought of the endless depths of ocean beneath us. I can feel my pulse thundering as my hands tighten on the railing.

I must have hit my head. This must be some sort of wild dream, and I’m really just passed out on the deck as Louise calls for an ambulance.

“Louise, you can wake me up now,” I mutter, my knee bouncing.

But when I breathe in sharply through my nose, it smells of sweat and sea, and try as I might, it makes no sense.

I stumble back a step, apologizing as I bump into someone hoisting ropes. “Terribly sorry,” I say as I fall against a set of stairs.

“Who are you?” someone asks in a gruff voice.

I laugh hysterically as I turn from them. More and more of the crew spot me, a tall, gangly American sticking out aboard this ship like a sore thumb. I can feel their eyes on me as I lift my hands in surrender and stand.

“If someone can point me to the nearest exit,” I say with an awkward laugh, “I’ll just get out of here if you don’t mind.”

I hear boots running across the deck behind me, each step pounding in time with my pulse, closer and closer.

“This is all just a misunderstanding,” I squeak as a large man pushes through the crowd and stalks toward me, his hand going to a dagger at his belt. I raise my hands higher, trapped between the thundering footsteps and this dagger-wielding pirate. “I don’t want to be here any more than you want me here,” I ramble. “Let me help you help me.”

The ship tilts, and I stumble forward, one hand going to the railing, the other to the deck as I look out over the ship. The footsteps stop behind me, and my mouth goes dry as more people turn toward the commotion.

I peer at the stairs as if fleeing can save me from whatever this is, but then I feel the coolness of metal against my neck, and my heart plummets into my stomach. Swallowing against the knife’s blade, I lean back, blinking up at a man.

“Who are you and what are you doing on my ship?”
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Knife to Meet You

My first instinct is to crack a joke. Perhaps something along the lines of Oh, dear, it seems that I’ve travelled through time and landed aboard your ship! How troublesome.

I grimace; it’s not even a joke, it’s the truth. Maybe? I can’t wrap my head around any of this, around the expanse of rather choppy ocean surrounding us or the pirates watching this man press a sharpened blade’s edge to my skin. I need something to ease us into a conversation about getting me off this ship I clearly do not belong on, but his furrowed brows and the flat press of his lips indicate that now is not the time.

And there’s the whole knife-against-the-throat thing.

Maybe I’m being pranked. I’d like to think Louise is playing a rather tasteless joke on me, in a misguided attempt at helping. Maybe I was down in that cabin longer than I thought. Maybe, in the time that it took me to shrug on this jacket, they pulled a full cast aboard this ship to sail it out to sea so Louise can help me get over my fear of water and I can finally write my godforsaken book.

But considering the rather sharp knife digging into my skin and the wary faces surrounding me, I’m starting to doubt myself. As much as I love Louise, even she’s not creative enough to come up with this kind of prank.

Not to mention this crew does not look like a cast of actors. My gaze travels over the group of colorful characters, and I find myself on the edge of another string of hysterical laughter. The missing fingers, the sunburnt skin, the cuts and wounds and scars that glimmer under the heat of the sun—these are not Hollywood props or special effects. They are very much real, realer than anything George had aboard his life-size replica.

I feel a warm breeze wrap around me, a gust of air flitting through my hair, and I can smell and taste the sea, everything tangible to the senses. I try desperately not to think about the fact that I’m in the middle of the ocean, and how all it would take is one push, and I’m over. This can’t be happening, I think. These things simply do not happen, and certainly not to me, of all people.

Swallowing, I hold my hands up higher in surrender, words lodged in my throat. What can I even do? Is there any way to weasel my way out of danger?

Play a fool, I think. Maybe they won’t kill me if they think I’m a fool.

“I’m sorry?” I say, the picture of innocence.

Someone hauls me to my feet by the jacket before shoving me forward until I fall to my knees at the feet of the man wielding the knife, the scraggly imperfect scruff of a life at sea framing his jaw. I let my eyes roam up and up, taking all of him in.

Dressed in a grungy white shirt tucked into dark, loose breeches, he must be only a few inches shorter than me. Some of his nearly black hair is pulled back into a messy bun, other strands of wavy hair framing his face. He has a square jaw lined in salt-and-pepper facial hair, small patches of bare skin highlighted by silver scars where the hair hasn’t grown in, and dark, glittering eyes set above a strong, straight nose. He’s staring down at me with something akin to suspicion.

And I know I should be thinking of other things—like how to get off this ship, for one—but I can’t stop myself from staring.

Now is not the time, Laszlo.

But damn it all, he’s one of the most beautiful men I’ve ever seen.

Listen, I knew I was bi when I was twelve and saw The Princess Bride for the first time. Part of me—particularly the pre-Julian part of me—wanted to don Westley’s black getup and take up a blade, but I also wanted Westley to save me. Much as I wanted to be the hero, I wanted to be the Princess Buttercup of my own story. I wanted to be swept up and saved. I wanted my wishes to be granted.

But this man? This man is gorgeous. In fact, I would walk the plank for him in a minute—well, not actually. I’d love to steer clear of any plank walking, thank you.

My eyes keep going to the patch of golden skin exposed by the open shirt, likely turned darker by his time under the sun. To the way the loose bits of his unruly hair cascade over his shoulders in waves and curl around his ears. I’m starting to think I have a thing for ruggedly handsome men.

Who am I kidding? I always have, and this man is that fantasy come to life.

“I said,” the man repeats gruffly, “who are you and what are you doing on my ship? Who sent you?”

My eyes linger on his lips, and it takes a moment for my brain to tug itself from the fantasies flitting through my mind. I can’t quite place the man’s accent. It’s an odd, almost British accent, but there’s something else there, lingering in the slightly halted pauses, the tilt of his tone, the hard “r” sound, the thick curl of his words. I lick my lips to ask, but he presses the blade harder.

“Oh,” I say, clearing my throat. I peer around me as best I can with the blade digging into my skin. The crew watches this knife-wielding man—no, me, I realize—with contempt, their hands going to their own weapons as they fall in around us.

And then I see it. I blink up at him, at the two gold rings on his hands, at the shine of his boots. The way he holds himself, the way the crew pauses as they wait to see what he’ll do, the way they look at him with something like respect. “Your ship? You’re the captain of this ship?” I ask, choking when he applies more pressure.

The man raises a brow. “Aye, I am.” Tilting his head, he nods to one of the people behind me. The arms holding me in place tighten, and I hiss in pain, wincing as someone drags me to my knees by my hair, all the while the blade never leaving my throat. “And you are?” the captain asks, tilting his chin up.

What have I gotten myself into? Rather, how did I even end up here in the first place?

“I’m just …” I swallow hard, the blade rising and falling with the bob of my Adam’s apple. “I’m just Laszlo.” Here and now, I am nothing else, no one else. I’m not a writer or a traveler, I’m just a man with a name aboard a ship in the middle of an ocean.

For the first time in a while, I have no money to my name, no home or possessions besides the clothes on my back and whatever is in my pockets. And I have never once been threatened by a knife, let alone come face-to-face with a real-life pirate.

I look up to the sky and squeeze my eyes shut. This, dear universe, is not the adventure I dreamed of.

The captain makes a sound in the back of his throat. “Just Laszlo?” he asks slowly. I blink, returning my gaze to him. He narrows his eyes before leaning in close enough that I can see the scattering of white hair lining his jaw. “Did you steal yourself aboard this ship, Just Laszlo?”

Sweat trickles down my back, and my pulse speeds as I rack my brain. I don’t have a lot of time, and from what I know of pirates, it wouldn’t come as a surprise if they decide to dump me overboard. But stealing myself aboard? That’s probably the best explanation for this predicament, because how else would I have come aboard this ship in the middle of an ocean, appearing out of thin air?

Much as I wish I could just come out and be honest, I don’t think magic and time travel are the answer they’re looking for. Do they still execute people for witchcraft? Do pirates believe in witches? Damn it all, I should have paid more attention in history class.

“Yes,” I say frantically, grimacing as the blade presses tighter against my throat. The point of the captain’s knife is digging into the soft skin beneath my jaw, and I flinch against the sting of pain, the flash of heat making me dizzy. Warm blood trickles down my neck and I lock my knees together, everything in me on the edge of fainting.

I want to run, to flee, but I have only one place to go. I see the waves in my periphery and hear them crash against the side of the ship, all my nightmares coming to life around me. Is that really how I want to die?

“Yes,” I say, clearing my throat. “Yes, I snuck aboard.”

A beat, and then two. Finally, the captain nods to the pirates on either side of me. Hauling me up, they drag me to stand against the railing, the cool metal of the blade still pressed to my throat as they shove me against the wood. It creaks under my weight, and the wind slashes through my thin layers as they angle me over.

Oh, I’m going to die. This is it; this is where I meet my end. I squeeze my eyes shut, imagining Louise’s smiling face. I’m sorry, I think. I hope you’re safe and don’t grieve for me too long, you know? But she has Mom and her job. Besides, she’s stronger than me. Eventually, she’ll move on and just be happy that she doesn’t have to text me every day.

The crew presses in further, bending closer, peering to get a good look at me, hollering for their captain to kill me. And I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that this is it. This is how I die, time traveling aboard a pirate ship with my neck slit and my blood spilling into the ocean, thrown to the sharks.

Oh, god, how did I end up here?

“Why didn’t the pirate bathe before walking the plank?” someone asks.

The captain and I both freeze, and his head turns, eyes searching the crowd.

“Eddie,” someone else says, “now’s not the time for one of your jokes.”

The captain turns to me, brow cocked, dark eyes dancing. He shrugs. “Why don’t we grant him one more joke before I make my decision?”

“Because they’ll wash up on shore!” the other man yells.

His eyes never leave mine, and the corner of his mouth twitches, the beginnings of a smile forming. If I were not so close to death, I might laugh. It’s a proper play on words—my favorite kind of joke.

“G-good one,” I say meekly.

The captain leans close, warm breath fanning my face. His deliciously dark brown eyes narrow at me, and I try not to flinch away, to instead look my would-be murderer directly in the eye. It’s as if the joke never happened. His arm is extending, and he is poised to kill, to swipe that blade across my throat and end it all. No one will ever know what became of me; all they’ll ever see is the missing coat in the captain’s cabin aboard George’s ship.

“Who are you running from?” the captain asks.
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