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            Barefoot, she padded silently toward the stern, weight on the balls of her feet, avoiding every warped plank she'd memorized over six months of scrubbing. She kept low, breath caught behind her teeth, her shadow melting into the shadows of barrels and coils of tarred rope. No scuffing. No sound. Her fingers gripped the coil of rope. She glanced back. There was no sign of movement. Then swung a leg over the rail and paused.

Below, the sea shifted in slow rhythm, dark and vast and cold. Moonlight danced in fractured lines across its surface. The coast lay out there—she could smell it even now. Pine. Earth. The promise of land.

She closed her eyes.

And let go.
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​Chapter 1

Born of Privilege
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The house where Sarah Bishop was born stood on the crest of a hill overlooking Long Island Sound, its white clapboard sides warmed by the sun and framed by tall locust trees. The year was 1759, and the Bishop estate, with its rows of peach trees, tidy boxwood gardens, and wide pillared veranda, spoke of a family thoroughly woven into the silk-threaded fabric of colonial wealth. Her father, William Bishop, a man known for both his temper and his library, had made his fortune trading goods along the coast and with sugar islands farther south. He had taken his bride, Margaret Van Cortlandt, from a line of landed Dutch gentry, and together they had raised a home of order, education, and subtle power.

Sarah was born at dawn on a stormy March morning, her first cry nearly drowned by the low rumble of thunder rolling in from the sea. The midwife, a blunt Scotswoman named Goody Pratt, had looked at the squalling, pale thing wrapped in linen and murmured, “This one’ll be clever. Quiet in the bones, though.” She was right in her way. Sarah was not robust—prone to fevers, with a chest that wheezed in cold weather and limbs that bruised easily—but her eyes, even in infancy, carried a kind of startling watchfulness. They were a soft storm-grey, the color of pewter polished by candlelight, and they missed nothing.

Her earliest years were steeped in books, music, and the gentle rhythms of cultivated life. Margaret taught her letters herself, kneeling beside Sarah’s little writing desk with hands stained faintly with ink and lavender. By the time she was six, Sarah could recite psalms in both English and Latin. By seven, she had corrected the family tutor when he misquoted Horace. She preferred solitude, often found curled in a sunlit alcove with a volume of Ovid or the household’s only copy of Natural Philosophy in the Service of the King’s Garden. Yet, she was not withdrawn. When her brothers, Thomas and John, tumbled through the halls with muddy boots and bruised elbows, Sarah would rise from her bench and gently scold them with such sincere concern that they often grew quiet before their nursemaids intervened.

Her mother, though soft-spoken, ruled the household with a quiet will. She had a manner of asking questions that made disobedience feel like personal failure, and her children adored her with the kind of aching love that borders on reverence. It was Margaret who first noticed the way Sarah paused before squashing insects underfoot, the way she would rescue worms from flagstones after a rain. When a neighbor’s boy caught a fox cub in a trap and brought it proudly to show the Bishop children, Sarah stared at its bleeding paw and asked, in a voice flat and cold, “Did it beg you first, or did you only imagine it did?” The boy had flushed, stammered, and dropped the creature. Sarah carried it away, later burying it beside the orchard with a flower tucked into the crook of its mangled foreleg.

In those years before the war, the Bishop home was both a haven and a hive. Letters arrived weekly from London. Ship manifests were reviewed at the dining table. Margaret planned charity teas while William debated tariff laws with local merchants in the parlor, pipes in hand and brows drawn tight. Though Loyalists to the bone, the Bishops were not blind. The colonies were growing restless. The whispers that crept in with the post—about taxation, representation, sovereignty—grew louder with each season. Sarah, only ten, overheard far more than anyone realized. She would press her ear to the wall of the study and listen to names like Hancock, Adams, Otis. She didn’t yet understand their politics, but she understood the tension they wrought. The air in the house had changed. Her father’s voice had become clipped. Her mother lit fewer candles at supper.

One evening in the summer of 1768, as fireflies danced among the garden hedges and a harvest moon rose silver over the sound, Sarah sat beside her mother embroidering a sampler she did not particularly care for.

“Why does Father defend the king?” she asked suddenly, knotting her thread.

Margaret’s needle stilled. “Because he believes in order,” she said after a long pause. “And because loyalty is not always agreement—it is... duty. The king’s peace, as your father calls it, is a wall that keeps the world from unraveling.”

Sarah thought about this, biting her lip.

“But what if the wall is crooked?”

Her mother looked at her then—really looked—and Sarah would remember the softness in her eyes, and the sadness, for the rest of her life.

“Then it becomes very difficult to stand beside it without leaning.”

Sarah did not ask again, but that night she dreamed of walls made of smoke and men with no faces climbing ladders to set them alight.

Though still a girl, Sarah already carried a contradiction within her. Raised to uphold a society that gave her every comfort, she nevertheless began to see the cracks in its foundation. The slaves in the kitchen, the debtors her father laughed about, the whispered cries of injured sailors brought to their dock in the middle of the night—these things troubled her in ways she could not name. She did not challenge them yet, but they lodged in her like small thorns. Her health continued to wax and wane, the doctor prescribing warm milk, sea air, and rest—always rest. She resented it. She wanted to run until her legs ached, wanted to learn fencing like her brothers, wanted to speak her mind without being told to mind her voice.

And so, in the calm before the storm, Sarah Bishop began to learn the art of silence. Not the silence of submission, but the silence of careful watching. She read history not for heroes, but for patterns. She memorized maps. She began to track the tides, learning when the ships came and when they left. She listened, always listening, even as the tea shipments dwindled and red-coated soldiers were seen more frequently near the ports. Even as her father stopped receiving certain neighbors. Even as the question no one asked out loud began to hang in the air like gunpowder: When war came, which side would claim their blood?

In time, Sarah would forget the sound of laughter in that great house, forget the warmth of the kitchens and the embroidered cushions in the parlor. But she would never forget the smell of sea salt in her mother’s hair, or the way her father looked over his shoulder when he spoke of “the colonies,” as if the walls themselves might betray him. She was born of privilege, yes—but beneath the silk and sermons, something harder was already growing in her. Something forged not of status, but of steel.
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​Chapter 2:

The Flames of War
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It was the smoke that woke her first—thick and acrid, curling beneath her door and scratching the back of her throat before she even opened her eyes. Sarah sat bolt upright in her bed, the linen sheets damp with early-spring sweat, her breath already tight in her chest. At first, she thought it might be another dream, like the ones she’d had all winter—visions of fire and storm and faceless men howling like wolves—but then came the unmistakable crack of wood splitting under heat, and a woman’s scream that had no place in sleep.

She flung the covers back, feet finding the cold floorboards just as the hallway door burst open. Thomas stood there, pale-faced and wild-eyed, shirt half-buttoned and streaked with soot.

“They’ve come,” he gasped. “Privateers. The house is burning, Sarah—we have to go.”

But it was already too late for that.

By the time they reached the grand staircase, flames were licking up the balustrade like orange fingers reaching for heaven. The west wing, where the servants’ quarters were housed, had vanished into a curtain of smoke. Somewhere beyond it, a man shouted in a thick brogue, and a musket fired. Sarah could barely see through the stinging haze, but the sharp sound of her mother crying out drove her forward. She covered her mouth with her sleeve and descended the steps two at a time, Thomas behind her, coughing and shouting something she couldn’t understand.

In the foyer, the front door had been splintered inward. A half-dozen men in mismatched naval coats stormed through the opening, boots slick with mud and blood. One grabbed a silver candelabra from the mantle and laughed. Another tore down the Bishop family portrait, the canvas slashing open like flesh beneath a bayonet. William Bishop stood at the base of the staircase, trying—somehow—to reason with them, arms raised in peace, his voice hoarse but clear.

“I am loyal to the Crown!” he shouted. “This home is protected by the governor’s—”

He didn’t finish the sentence. One of the men struck him across the face with the butt of his musket, and he crumpled to the marble floor, blood pouring from a wound above his eye. Margaret screamed then—a sound that seemed to rise from somewhere far below the earth—and Sarah ran to her mother, arms outstretched, only to be yanked backward by a rough hand that closed like iron around her wrist.

She fought, of course. She screamed and kicked and bit until the man cursed and backhanded her across the cheek. Her vision swam. The last thing she saw before blackness crept in at the edges was the grand chandelier crashing from the ceiling, shattered crystal raining down in the golden firelight, like stars falling in reverse.

They dragged her down to the dock, her gown torn, her hair loose and sticky with ash. She was only half-conscious as they rowed out to the brig anchored offshore, her limbs leaden, her mouth filled with the bitter taste of salt and soot. Around her, other prisoners groaned—two men from the village, a servant from their household, her own brother Thomas, hands bound with rope and face slack with shock. The ship loomed above them, its sails black against the pale moon, its name unreadable but no less ominous.
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