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            The sounds reached her before the meaning did. Martha stood below deck with the children pressed close, the low ceiling forcing her to crouch, the air thick with pitch and old salt. At first there were only voices, sharp and urgent, then the unmistakable sounds of struggle. Wood struck wood. Something heavy fell. A man cried out once, not long enough to finish the thought he had begun. Martha covered Eleanor's ears and pulled Henry's head against her chest, her own heart pounding so hard she thought it might give them away.

She did not need to see it to know what was happening. She had listened her whole life. She knew the sound of violence when it decided not to stop.

Above them, the men moved with a purpose that chilled her. They did not fight on their own deck. She understood that part with a clarity that made her stomach turn. The sounds shifted, moving away, the scrape of hull against hull, the thud of boots as they crossed onto the Anne and Francis. The slaughter followed there, contained, deliberate, complete.

Martha closed her eyes as the noise rose and fell. There were no long battles. No chaos. Only efficiency. Each voice ended quickly. The silence afterward was worse than the screams had been. She felt the children trembling against her, felt their small bodies trying to understand what their minds could not yet name.

Time stretched in that darkness. When footsteps returned overhead, they were unhurried. Calm. The work, whatever horror it had been, was finished.

Martha did not move until she heard Thomas's voice.

"Martha," he called down the narrow steps. "You can come up now."

She did not answer. She held the children tighter, her jaw clenched so hard it ached. A moment later, something tumbled down the steps and landed near her feet. She looked down and saw them. Shoes. A pair. Plain, sturdy, unmistakably new.

"I told you I would provide for you," Thomas said from above.
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​Chapter 1

Dark Room
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She had learned by the tender age of seven that hiding could be a kind of bravery. The room was small enough that there was nowhere to truly disappear, only corners where shadows gathered and hoped no one noticed them. She sat on the floor with her back pressed against the wall, knees drawn up, a baby boy heavy and warm in her arms. He was hers to keep quiet, hers to protect, hers to shield from the noise that cracked through the thin walls like splintering wood. The room smelled of damp stone and old soot, of clothes that never quite dried and bread that had not been baked in days. Her eyes followed the familiar shapes without really seeing them, the broken chair with one leg shorter than the others, the narrow pallet pushed against the wall, the crate that served as a table and sometimes as a step when she needed to reach the latch. She had learned the room the way other children learned games, memorizing where not to step, where the floor dipped, where the cold crept up strongest at night.

The shouting started before the fighting did, and she caught just enough of it to know how the rest would go. Her father’s voice came first, loud and loose, thick with the kind of cheer that never lasted. Her mother answered sharp and fast, words cutting through the air with the force of things that had been held too long. The baby shifted in her arms and she pressed him closer, rocking without thinking, the way she always did when the sounds grew too big. She did not watch much after the first little bit. She had learned that looking made it worse, made it stay longer in her head. Instead she stared at the wall where the plaster had cracked into a shape that looked like a crooked carriage road and imagined following it somewhere else. 

Her mother’s voice rose again, angry now, not pleading, accusing him of what she already knew. The money was gone. The bread was not coming. The children would go to sleep hungry again, and the ale stank on his breath like a bad promise.

When the first hard sound came, the kind that made the baby jerk and suck in a breath, she tightened her arms and pulled the thin blanket around them both. It was hardly a blanket at all, more a patchwork of worn cloth stitched by hands that had shaken from cold. It did little to keep the chill from creeping in through the floor, but she wrapped it anyway, because wrapping felt like doing something. She pressed her cheek against the baby’s head and whispered sounds that were not words, sounds she hoped might be enough. 

The room shuddered with the movement beyond her line of sight, feet scraping, something striking the wall hard enough to make dust drift down. From somewhere nearby a fist hammered against a shared wall, a neighbor’s voice shouting for quiet, for decency, for the fighting to stop. Another voice joined it, then another, irritation mixing with fear as the noise spilled through the building like water through cracks.

She tried to focus on smaller things, on the way the baby’s breath puffed warm against her arm, on the faint glow of light that slipped in under the door, on the sound of her own heartbeat thudding louder in her ears than the shouting. Her hands ached from holding him, but she did not loosen her grip. She knew what happened when she did. He would cry, and crying made everything worse. She had learned that, too. She had learned when to be still, when to listen, when to make herself small enough that trouble might pass her by. 

The voices rose again, her mother sharp with fury now, her father slurring excuses that sounded like lies even to a child. He had spent it again, she knew that much. The coins meant for bread and maybe a bit of meat if they were lucky had gone into his cup, and now there was nothing left but noise and cold.

The room felt smaller as the fight dragged on, as if the walls leaned inward to hear better. She watched a spider creep along a dark seam near the ceiling and wished she could climb the same way, straight up and out. The neighbors banged again, louder this time, curses thrown through plaster and wood, and for a moment, the shouting faltered. She held her breath, waiting for it to end, but it only shifted, voices lower and more dangerous now. 

She tucked the blanket tighter, pressing her body between the baby and the rest of the world, and told herself that this would pass. It always did, eventually. She did not know then that this room, this night, this listening without being seen would follow her far beyond the outskirts of London. She only knew that the baby was warm, that the floor was cold, and that staying quiet was her only way to survive.
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​Chapter 2

The Art of Standing Still
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By thirteen, Martha Farley had learned how often walls could move without ever leaving a room. Her family had moved three times in as many years, always to places that promised improvement and delivered only different kinds of disappointment. The newest lodging leaned slightly toward the street, its windows rattling whenever carts passed, its floors worn thin by other families who had hoped for better and stayed too long. When the weather was kind, Martha took Henry outside before their parents could start. It was not kindness that drove her, but avoidance. Indoors meant listening too closely. Outdoors meant air, motion, and the chance to disappear into noise that did not belong to them.

Henry was six now and painfully charming in the way children are when they do not know they are being watched. His hair curled at the nape of his neck no matter how often Martha tried to smooth it, and his smile had a way of disarming people who did not expect to be disarmed by a child in patched clothes. He trusted her completely. When she told him to stand here, to say that, to wait for her nod, he did it without question. She taught him as if she were teaching a game, because games were safer than lessons. They practiced on quiet mornings first, when the streets were thin with sound and the risks were small. She showed him how to widen his eyes, how to lift his chin, how to let his voice carry just enough without shouting.

“Again,” she would say, adjusting his shoulders with careful hands. “But slower this time. Like you mean it.”

Henry would frown in concentration, then try again, his small voice wobbling as he repeated the lines she fed him. She did not know Shakespeare by name, but she knew the rhythm of words meant to be heard. She borrowed scraps from overheard performances, from men reciting in taverns, from actors passing through who practiced loudly in the street. She stitched those sounds together and gave them to Henry like borrowed clothes. He learned quickly. Children always did when praise was involved.

When the streets grew busy, they took their places where people naturally slowed. Near a crossing. By a vendor’s stall. Just outside a tavern where the smell of ale drew men who were already half careless. Martha positioned herself a step back, always a step back, her eyes lowered, her posture harmless. Henry performed as she had taught him, stumbling dramatically over a word, then correcting himself with a grin that drew laughter. People stopped. Coins clinked into Henry’s outstretched hand. Martha watched everything.

“Say the next part,” she whispered when his confidence wavered.

“The next part,” he repeated obediently, then laughed when the crowd laughed with him.

It was never the crowd that interested her. It was the edges of it. The man whose attention was fixed entirely on Henry’s face. The woman who leaned forward, purse loosened in her hand. The gentleman who smiled indulgently and forgot where his fingers rested. Martha moved without hurry. She brushed past as if nudged by the press, her hand light, her touch forgettable. She did not look at what she took. Looking made mistakes. She tucked it away and stepped back, already scanning for the next easy mark.

By the time Henry bowed, flushed and pleased, the crowd dispersed with satisfied murmurs, convinced they had seen something sweet and harmless. Martha counted their take later, out of sight, dividing coins carefully, setting aside what might buy bread, what might buy time. Henry never questioned where the extra came from. He trusted her to know. As she always had, Martha listened, watched, and chose the moments when no one was listening at all.
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​Chapter 3

The Purse and the Price
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Her mother noticed before Martha had time to think. They were barely through the door when the purse slipped, not enough to fall, just enough to be seen, leather dark against Martha’s fingers as she reached to set Henry’s cap aside. Silence struck first, sharp and sudden. Then her mother’s voice rose so fast it startled even her. Eleanor Walton crossed the room in three strides, seized Martha’s wrist, and wrenched her hand open.

“Where did you get this,” she demanded, her face already flushed, eyes bright with something between fear and fury.

Martha did not answer quickly enough. The sound of the slap cracked through the room, louder than the door had been when it shut. It stung hot across her cheek, not enough to knock her down, but enough to make her blink. Eleanor’s voice shook as she spoke again. “You will not steal. Do you hear me? You will not become that.” She shook the purse as if it were something rotten. “This is how people end. In chains. On ships. Dead before their time.” She bent at the waist, bringing her nose merely inches from Martha’s. “Is that what you want?” 

Henry stood frozen, his small hand clenched around the coins he still thought were his. He looked from his sister to their mother, confusion clouding his face. “Martha,” he said softly, unsure. “Did I do it wrong?”

“No,” Martha said quickly, before her mother could speak again. “You did it just right.”

That earned her another sharp slap, and then a third. Eleanor then shoved the purse into the crate that served as their table, breathing hard now from the exertion of putting every ounce of strength she possessed into hitting Martha the ay she had. “Both of you. Bed. No supper tonight. Perhaps hunger will teach what sense cannot.” She turned away as she said it, her shoulders rigid, as if the sight of them pained her.

They went without arguing. Henry’s stomach growled loudly enough to embarrass him, and Martha pressed his hand to quiet him as they climbed onto the pallet they shared. The room felt colder than it had earlier, the thin walls offering no comfort once the door closed behind them. Down the hall, their father’s boots scraped, and the sound alone was enough to set Martha’s jaw tight.

The fight began not long after. Thomas Walton’s voice came thick and defensive, his words tumbling over one another. Eleanor answered him with a fury that seemed to have been waiting all day for release. Martha did not see them, but she did not need to. She knew the shape of the argument as well as she knew the cracks in the wall.

“They learned it from you,” Eleanor said, her voice sharp enough to cut. “They learned that promises won’t fill bellies. They learned that your ale matters more than their bread.”

“That’s a lie,” Thomas snapped. “I provide. They’ve got a roof, don’t they. Clothes on their backs.”

“A roof we cannot keep,” Eleanor shot back. “A room we are chased from every few months because you never have the money when it’s due. You call that providing? You call that a home?”

There was a sound of something striking the wall, not flesh this time, but hard enough to make Henry flinch. He pressed his face into Martha’s side, his breath hitching. “Make it stop,” he whispered.

Martha wrapped her arms around him and rocked gently, the way she had when he was smaller. The voices rose and fell, accusations stacking upon accusations, the same words rearranged and sharpened. She did not listen closely anymore. Listening had taught her too much already.

“Hush now,” she murmured into Henry’s hair. “I’ll tell you a story.”

He sniffed, nodding, clinging to her sleeve. Martha lowered her voice until it was barely louder than the creak of the building settling around them. She spoke of a girl who could hear secrets in the wind and a boy who never went hungry because he knew where the kind folk lived. She spoke of a house that stayed standing no matter how hard the storm tried to pull it down. She gave the story a happy ending because Henry needed one, even if she did not quite believe it herself.

Outside their thin walls, the argument burned itself out at last, leaving behind only heavy breathing and the scrape of a chair. Henry’s tears slowed, his body relaxing as sleep crept in despite the hunger. Martha stayed awake longer, staring at the dark, her cheek still aching, her mind already turning over the truth her mother had shouted in anger. She had stolen because she had to listen to what hunger was saying. And someone had to act. Who, if not her?
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​Chapter 4

Heavy Weight of a Crowd
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The noise reached them before the reason for it did, rolling down the narrow street like a tide that pulled at curiosity whether one wished it or not. Martha had just finished tying Henry’s shoe when the shouts cut through the ordinary sounds of the morning, louder than vendors, sharper than cart wheels, urgent in a way that promised trouble. Henry’s head snapped up at once, eyes bright with the same instinct that had made him a good performer. Martha felt it too, the quick calculation already forming. A crowd meant distraction, and distraction meant opportunity. She took his hand and steered him toward the sound before she could reconsider, her mind already scanning pockets that might loosen while attention fixed elsewhere.
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