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I guess I never thought about how it would look—really look—for a 16th-century pirate ship to pull into the dock outside the Sand Shaker until I saw it happen.

Even in the dark, I could make out the flicker of a lantern’s flame, but it wasn’t just firelight. The light seemed to pulse—like heat lightning in slow motion. At first, I thought I imagined the ship. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me. Maybe I’d had one too many drinks...

But I hadn’t. I never do. Besides, we’ve got practice tomorrow.

Maybe I just wanted to believe in something wild and uncontrollable—something that didn’t follow rules or make sense. Maybe I wanted magic, because that’s what this moment felt like.

The air felt colder than usual for October, even down here on the Gulf. Salt mingled with something sharper, like the scent of autumn leaves just before they fall. The dock creaked beneath me, familiar, but tonight, every sound felt too loud. Too still.

I thought I was dreaming—until Gabe and Fox hollered something behind me about a line dance. Yeah, I play pro football. And yeah, I love dancing.

But even with a good beat calling my name, I couldn’t look away.

The ship docked. And then—like something out of a fever dream—a woman leapt down onto the pier.

Even stranger still, she walked right up to me, stared into me with a face asking kiss or kill. Then her expression changed as she gasped, “Jack? Is that you?”

How the hell does she know my name?

Wait—maybe she’s a fan. Jack Monroe, right? Social media, PR stunt, maybe something our new owner cooked up?

Still. Something about the way she said it... it didn’t feel like fandom.

Her brows were furrowed, her body caught in that split-second tension between fight and embrace—like she might run straight into me, or straight through me. Yeah. It felt like recognition.

“Yes, it’s me. Why are you looking at me like I’m the ghost, if you know who I am?” I said slowly, narrowing my eyes. 

She just stood there, staring at me like I should know why she was staring at me. Like I’d done something wrong or maybe something right...she looked confused and maybe a little bit afraid, but seeming like she didn’t want me to know any of that. 

“Who are you anyway?” I asked. Okay, maybe that sounded defensive. But hey—that comes with the job. And this whole thing was getting weirder by the second.

Her eyes narrowed. “Anne Bonny,” she hissed, eyes furrowed. I felt like she was going to throw me off the dock. I mean it—there was a moment, a flicker in her body language. She was close enough to do it. Close enough to kiss me, too.

The wind shifted, cooler, and the scent of distant rain mingled with burning wood. Somewhere, someone had lit a bonfire. It was the season for it. Fall festivals, harvest nights... but this woman and her ship didn’t belong here.

My cousins Fox and Gabe would tell me to trust my instincts, and my instincts were telling me this woman wasn’t some influencer in pirate cosplay. Her eyes didn’t sparkle for show, they stormed. She looked at me like she knew things no one should know. Like she knew those kinds of things about me. Things I didn’t even want to know about myself.

Like she knew me.

She glanced over my shoulder and something changed. Her stance, her eyes. Her whole expression. I heard Gabe and Fox jog up behind me, but I didn’t move. I couldn’t.

I knew good and well not to when faced with something untamed.

But I also knew—from a book I read growing up—that you’re responsible for the things you tame.

So I just stood there.

Watching.

And very, very interested.

Then—lights. Voices.

Suddenly, we were surrounded by people. Flashbulbs. Phones. A mic shoved right between our faces.

And behind her, the outline of the impossible ship stood resolutely against the darkness, like a relic out of time—still, silent, and somehow... watching.
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The fog didn’t spit me out so much as push me—first soft, then hard. Like even it couldn’t make up its mind whether I belonged here or not. I don’t remember pickin’ this dock. But maybe I did. The ship rocked underneath me, steady as breath. I clung to it, to that rhythm, tryin’ to hold onto what little I knew.

I remembered the fight—her. The one who called herself “Madam.” She didn’t act like one, though. She fought like a pirate. Took my ship. So I waited ‘til I could take it back and I did. Took her junk with it—a pile of useless things and one damn book that got me thinkin’ too much. That was the last clear thought I had before the wind turned strange and the fog swallowed the ship whole.

Now I’m here. Wherever here is.

I scanned the harbor, heart tickin’ faster. Somethin’ was wrong. Nothin’ felt the same here, somethin’ was off—the air didn’t pull at me, didn’t speak. It just hung there. 

I looked up. The stars looked right but felt wrong—the North Star was too bright. Too low. Flickerin’ like it was trying to tell me somethin’.

The air smelled wrong, too. Like metal. Like fire that hadn’t burned yet. 

And then there was music. A fiddle?

No. Not like any I’d ever heard. Too smooth. Too clean. But it still made my feet want to move.

And then I saw the lights.

And then—I saw him.

Jack.

Or Calico Jack Rackham, as he used to call himself like all those names meant somethin’.

I couldn’t breathe. Not from fear. Not from runnin’. But because I knew that face better than I knew my own.

I’d kissed that face. Cursed it. Mourned over it.

He looked the same. But not.

He stood different. Straighter. Like someone who didn’t flinch anymore. His mouth had lost that smug curl. And his eyes—

His eyes met mine like a wave breakin’ just before it pulls you under.

“Jack?” I said. Barely. “Is that you?”

But I already knew it couldn’t be.

My Jack was dead. I watched it happen—watched through the slit in a jailhouse wall as they dragged him to the gallows.

I heard the sound the rope made.

That Jack had betrayed me and I had betrayed him. Maybe he’d loved me once. Maybe I’d loved him. But then he left. Then I left. And when we found each other again but everythin’ happened too fast to make sense of it before the snap.

And now here he was.

Standin’ like a ghost who hadn’t figured out he’s supposed to be gone.

He spoke— “Yes, it’s me. Why are you looking at me like I’m the ghost, if you know who I am?”

His voice—damn him—still slid under my skin like a knife wrapped in velvet. Then, “who are you anyway?”

There it was. That edge. That arrogance. That smooth, slippery tongue that got him in and out of too many beds and too many lies.

I wanted to knock his teeth in. 

Or maybe throw him in the water—whoever he was. 

I started to turn. Wanted to march straight back onto that ship and vanish into the fog again and whatever waited for me there. But then he looked at me again. Looked hard, like he really saw me—not just the image of me he used to hold onto when he needed somethin’ to feel like home.

Before—when he was alive.

But I couldn’t look back at whoever this was like that.

Not now, not ever.

I’d heard enough sea stories to know that this was probably a trick— 

I turned my body away and tried to breathe, but the air was shiftin’ now—louder, full of voices. Lights.

Flashes.

Somethin’ squealed—some high pitched squeak, but it wasn’t an animal, it was person. Maybe two. 

Behind him, the noise was growing like a mob. Boxes with lights. People yellin’ questions. Shouting names.

Tools? Weapons? I didn’t know what half of those things were, but they glinted like teeth and flashed in the dark.

I wanted to run.

Wanted to vanish.

And yet...

Jack’s eyes hadn’t moved from mine.

That part was new.

The Jack I remembered always looked away first. Always cracked a joke when people got too close. He never listened—and that cost him everythin’.

But this Jack?

He stood there. Steady. Like a damn anchor somehow roped to me.

I didn’t hate it.

The people swarmed closer.

“Are you an influencer?”

“Is this part of the Halloween crawl?”

“Who’s your stylist? That coat is killer!”

My sea legs failed me. The dock didn’t move. That was the worst part. It was still. Too even.

I stepped back. Boots slipped. My balance went. I reached for anythin’—

His arm was there. Fast. Steady.

I steadied myself and shoved his arm off, heart poundin’ like a war drum. Everythin’ around me screamed wrong. Too loud. Too fast. Too bright. 

Too much. 

“She’s a Swashbuckler cheerleader, right? From TikTok? Babe, do the cheer!”

I didn’t know what a TikTok was. Or a Swashbuckler cheerleader.

But I knew a crowd.

I knew what they turned into when things got loud and someone didn’t back down.

My body remembered before my mind caught up. I knew what I used to do in taverns when the mood turned and I had to take control fast; so I did it—the only thing I knew would work to get ‘em to quiet down—I opened my mouth and sang.

Leave her, Johnny, leave her
Oh leave her, Johnny, leave her
For the voyage is long and the winds don’t blow
And it’s time for us to leave her—
The words came up like saltwater, desperation, and pure reflex.

I’d sung that shanty with too many crews on too many nights. In ports and coves and decks soaked with the marrow of life and death.

It was a warnin’, that song. A goodbye.

My voice rang out, loud and sharp. I meant it to slice through the noise like a blade.

And it did.

The crowd stilled.

Then—

A second voice joined mine.

Deep. Certain. Familiar.

Jack.

He didn’t miss a beat. Picked up the line like he’d been born into it. Like it had never left him.

Like he’d always been singin’ beside me, and he had been. 

Before. 

But this time, there was somethin’ different. A weight I hadn’t heard before. A truth he never let show. 

That’s what shook me—not the voices, not the flashes. That uncharted depth.

This moment was familiar the same way Jack was—

But nothin’ about any of this felt right. It seemed like the whole world had shifted a quarter turn to the left and I was the only one who’d noticed.

The crowd erupted into laughter. Applause. 

Flashes popped like lightnin’ from their little black boxes.

I didn’t flinch. 

But I could still see him. And I could feel him, too, that connection there again, somehow—and he did too, I could see it right there in his eyes, locked on mine like the rest of it didn’t matter.

Like we were the only two people left in the world.
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Anne Bonny? The badass Irish pirate I’d been obsessed with in undergrad?

No. Couldn’t be. But a woman who needed help? Maybe.

I barely got the words out—"Are you okay?"—before I realized she might’ve just been embarrassed from stumbling. Or maybe not. Her silence wasn’t shy. It was intentional.

She looked at me like she knew me. Like I was the ghost. The air shifted—charged, humming with something just out of sight. I had the sudden sense we were being watched. Not by people. By...something else.

And she—whoever she was—was waiting.

Not for help, for me to say something. Something only I would know.

I knew that’s what she was waiting for. 

Which was ridiculous—I’d never seen this woman in my life. But part of me itched, like if I could just dig deep enough, I’d find whatever she needed.

If she was who I thought she might be.

The real Anne Bonny. 

But she couldn’t be.

Right? When the Soul Trade ended they said we didn’t need to be watching for time travelers anymore. 

That didn’t matter right now. This woman seemed to trust me and she needed help.

Before I could say anything to her again, the crowd surged.

It had started small—curious glances from the patio at the Sand Shaker—but now people were filming, livestreaming, gasping as the galleon pulled into the marina like it was the Pirates of the Caribbean ride come to life.

Gabe ran over, yelling something about TikTok followed by Evelyn, her PR smile on; I guess she learned how to flip that switch during her psych undergrad with Jane Caldwell. Never got the full story there, but it was one of those connections you didn’t question—like tide charts or playoff schedules.

Fox had run over to the biggest bunch of people, arms stretched out, blocking us and shouting for security, trying to push the crowd back. Then came Chloe—arms crossed, skeptical but supportive as always.

And Anne—if that was even her name—stood in the middle of it all like a stray cat in a room full of pit bulls. Not scared, just calculating, like she’d fought bigger dogs and lived to tell the tale.

“Jack,” Gabe said, slipping in beside me. “What the hell is going on?”

“This woman showed up on a pirate ship,” I muttered. 

Fox frowned. “You never come out here alone at night.”

I didn’t answer.

“You okay?” Gabe asked, voice quieter now.

I shook my head. “I was just... thinking.”

About what, I didn’t say. And I didn’t remember anymore, really. Not with the way the air felt right now, crisp, electric, and loud. And not with the way her eyes hadn’t left mine.

I didn’t have time to say more, because that’s when Anne nearly slipped—and then the crowd crashed in, there’s really no other word for it. Things spiraled quickly with reporters and cameras and live feeds but then she started singing a shanty I hadn’t thought about since college. The words spilled from her like waves and hit something buried in me.

I joined in without thinking and honestly? It sounded like we had done this together before. 

When we finished, there was a beat of silence—then the crowd burst into applause. More phones streaming. Lights. Questions.

Chloe stepped in looking like she was about to go to war for me, “Is she part of some kind of marketing stunt?” she whispered harshly. I shook my head no, still trying to figure out what to do next. 

The vibe might’ve changed, but the pressing crowd hadn’t. Reporters pushed closer.

Someone yelled my name. Anne flinched like it was a gunshot. She didn’t look like an influencer now. She looked alone and, even if she didn’t want anyone to know it, she looked afraid. I had to do something. 

“She’s new,” I blurted. “She’s, uh, shadowing our cheer team. European specialist. Kind of famous over there. You know. Intense...improvisational training.”

Blank stares. 

My mouth kept running.

“You know. Intense... situational improvisation. It’s big in Europe.”

No response, lots of eager faces, still waiting. 

“She’s also my girlfriend.”

Silence. 

The kind of silence that is a response.

What did I just say? 

Gabe coughed a laugh. 

Fox swore under his breath. Chloe raised her brows, first at me, then at him—they’d lived this kind of trainwreck before. Only that time, the trainwreck was them and I got the luxury of not being in the spotlight. 

They looked back at me knowingly. 

Evelyn kept smiling.

Anne just tilted her head at me, like she was trying to decide if I was stupid or brilliant.

—
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WE GOT OUT OF THERE fast.

My house was just down the coast. Technically the team’s off-season recovery house, but I’d sunk enough of my own money into upgrades that it felt like mine. Solarpunk paradise. Ivy-curtained terraces. Solar-charged glass panels that doubled as art. Inside: yoga mats, antique maps, a collection of seafaring books, and a kitchen that opened out to the Gulf breeze.

Almost getting thrown off a dock, singing a 17th-century shanty in public, then taking a pirate goddess home? Probably the second or third weirdest thing my cousins and I have pulled off down there at the boardwalk. 

Anne didn’t speak the entire drive. She seemed panicked, not out loud or anything—but I could tell she was struggling. She had trouble getting into the Jeep, like she couldn’t figure out how the doors worked or was scared they’d trap her. I took the top off, hoping that’d help. And then she shivered so I offered her a flannel jacket from the back—“It’s old, but warm.” 

The worn blue and green fabric just fit over her red coat, it seemed like she tugged it closer, like it was part of an armor she was putting on, just in case.

She stared out into the night like she was trying to memorize every palm tree—just in case she didn’t get another chance.

I set her up in the guest suite. It had its own lock and back entrance, facing the water. She looked relieved and uneasy all at once.

“The code to the door’s 417219,” I told her.

She raised an eyebrow.

“College thing. Golden age of piracy. And my jersey number.”

I showed her how to punch it in, she blinked back at me like she’d never seen a keypad before. 

“You can change it once I’m gone—just press here.” I added, handing her the welcome manual our managers had put together for VIP guests.

“There are fresh towels in the bathroom, and I texted the facility manager when we were loading up and asked him to bring some changes of clothes that I hope are in your size...”

She raised her brows at me in question.

“It seemed like you might need some.”

She nodded back at me, looking more reserved than before. She cleared her throat, “My ship’s back there somewhere so I guess you could say I’m travelin’ light.”

I nodded, hesitating, taking a minute to breathe in the air coming through the open window — it smelled like salt and something older, just like it
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