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            "Hand it over."

William stepped forward. He bent as though to extend the purse directly into Reed's reach. Then he let it fall.

The pouch struck the dirt and burst open, coins scattering in a bright arc across leaves and roots. Silver flashed. Gold rolled in widening circles. For a heartbeat, Reed's attention faltered.

It was instinct more than greed. His eyes dropped to the gleam at his boots. 

William moved. His foot lashed out with brutal precision, striking the barrel of the arquebus and wrenching it sideways. The heavy weapon slipped from Reed's grip and clattered against a rock, the smoldering match snapping loose and hissing into the dirt.

Elizabetha lunged at the same instant. She did not hesitate. She drove her shoulder into Reed's chest as William struck him across the jaw with a closed fist. The force of the combined assault staggered him backward. Reed recovered quickly.

He was larger than William, broader through the shoulders, his strength honed by years of labor and violence. His fist came up hard, catching William beneath the ribs and driving the air from his lungs. William grunted and doubled over.

Elizabetha scrambled toward the fallen arquebus. The weapon lay only yards away, heavy and awkward in the dirt. She grasped the barrel and tried to lift it, but its weight surprised her. It was built for deliberate firing, not quick wielding.

Reed saw her movement. With terrifying speed, he shoved William aside and lunged toward her. William caught his leg at the last instant, dragging him back down. They collided again, rolling through scattered coins. Elizabetha and William were fighting not for coin, not for escape, but for life itself.
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​Chapter 1

The Neterbow Baby
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The wind came in hard from the water that morning, smelling of salt, pitch, and rotting weed, and Mary wrapped her thin wool cloak tighter around her shoulders as if she might keep the world itself from prying beneath it. Neterbow Port groaned behind her in a chaos of rebuilding, men hauling timber to replace the ruinous remains of the old 1571 harbor that storms and neglect had gnawed to splinters. The new pilings stood like ribs against the gray tide, half finished and stubborn. Mary stood among them with a secret swelling beneath her borrowed gown, her breath coming in shallow pulls that had nothing to do with the cold.

It was the spring of 1606, and she was eighteen years old, unwed, and already judged. The child had come too soon after whispers and promises that dissolved when the father vanished downriver with a trader bound for London. She had waited at the edge of the quay for weeks before admitting he would not return. Her mother had not spoken to her since the winter thaw. The parish women had watched her belly grow and turned their eyes away in public only to speak of it in kitchens. The law did not strike her down, but it pressed in just the same, through shame and scarcity and the certainty that a girl alone with a child would not long survive without surrendering something.

Mary had already decided before the first pains seized her that she would give the child away. It was not a choice made in a moment of panic, but in the long arithmetic of hunger and rent. She worked where she could, mending nets and scrubbing alehouse floors, yet wages disappeared like sand through fingers. A baby would mean no work at all for months, perhaps longer. There was no father to claim the child, no marriage to shelter it beneath legitimacy. She could not bear the thought of the parish officers deciding for her under the Poor Laws, binding the infant out to whatever household would take it in exchange for labor later. If she surrendered the child herself, perhaps she might choose the hands into which it would fall.

The couple waiting near the unfinished pier had seemed steady enough when they first spoke to her. Thomas and Agnes Fergusson had come down from the north some years before, drawn by the promise of rebuilding work and coastal trade. Thomas was broad shouldered and deliberate in speech, a man who had lost two sons to fever before their first winter in Neterbow. Agnes had the careful eyes of someone who measured provisions down to the last crust. They had no surviving children. When word passed quietly through the town that Mary sought a place for her unborn child, it was Agnes who approached her, not with pity, but with an offer.

Adoption was not a word spoken openly in 1616. Children passed from one household to another by necessity, by arrangement, by debt, by death. Sometimes it was called fostering. Sometimes it was an apprenticeship arranged before the child could speak. Often it was simply done and not discussed again. There were no papers promising tenderness, no magistrates ensuring comfort. A child placed with another family might be raised as kin, or might be raised as labor. The line between the two depended entirely upon the hearts of those receiving it. Mary knew this, though she did not name it so plainly. She only knew she must trust someone, and she had chosen the Fergussons because they looked at her without contempt.

The pains took her just before dawn. She had hoped to reach Agnes’s small rented room before the worst of it began, but her strength faltered near the edge of the dockyard. A laborer’s wife, startled by Mary’s cry, ushered her into a storage shed that smelled of hemp rope and tar. There, on a pallet meant for sailcloth, Mary brought forth a daughter with a voice sharp enough to startle even the gulls from their perches. The baby’s hair was dark from the first, damp and almost black against her small skull. Mary stared at her in disbelief, as if she had not expected the child to appear so whole and so beautiful... and so fragile.

When Agnes arrived, breathless and pale, she took the infant in her arms with hands that had once held sons. Thomas stood behind her, silent, as though afraid a single word might break whatever fragile covenant had formed among them. Mary watched their faces more than she watched the child. She searched for doubt, for calculation, for the flicker of regret. What she saw instead was something steadier, something that frightened her more because it suggested finality. The baby would not return with her. The decision she had made in the privacy of her mind had become flesh and breath and could no longer be postponed.

They named the child Elizabetha before the sun rose fully over the harbor. It was Agnes who chose the name, after a sister long dead. Mary repeated it softly, committing the sound to memory as if it were a prayer. There was no christening that day, no official record beyond whatever entry might later be scratched into a parish book. The transaction was as informal as most in that era. No magistrate witnessed the exchange. No fee changed hands. There was only a mother placing her daughter into another woman’s arms and stepping back because she believed it was the only mercy she could offer.

Mary did not know what would become of Elizabetha. She could not foresee whether the Fergussons would treat the child as their own or as an extra pair of hands once she grew tall enough to reach a table. She did not know that coastal life would shape the girl’s bones and temper, that the docks would become as familiar to her as any hearth. She only knew that she herself could not provide even the uncertain security that the Fergussons promised. In a world where children were often bound out under Poor Law arrangements with little regard for affection, this felt, to Mary, like an act of desperate kindness.

The rebuilding of Neterbow Port continued around them, men shouting orders as they drove new pilings into the mud to replace the shattered timbers of 1571. Ships would come again in greater number once the harbor was whole. Trade would swell and recede with the seasons. In that restless environment, Elizabetha Fergusson began her life not as a daughter of certainty, but as a child of compromise. Her first breath mingled with salt air and sawdust. Her first cradle was fashioned from borrowed blankets in a room that was not her mother’s. And as a weak, stumbling Mary turned away from the shed and managed her way back toward the narrow lane that led inland, she did not look behind her, because if she had, she might not have had the strength to leave at all.
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​Chapter 2

Never the Son of Fergusson
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By the time Elizabetha turned ten, the sea had already claimed more from the Fergussons than it had ever given, and the road south had become a familiar ache beneath the wheels of their cart. They left Neterbow when work thinned and grief thickened, following rumor and tide until they reached Alnmouth, where the river met the North Sea in a broad, shifting mouth of sand and trade. The village had once been described as ruined and nearly emptied, but by the year 1606 it was stirring back to life with a restless hunger. Grain moved through its warehouses. Coal blackened its docks. Salmon flashed silver in the nets. Timber arrived in heavy stacks, and stranger cargo came quietly by night.

Libby, as Agnes called her when her voice softened, did not remember Neterbow clearly anymore. Her earliest solid memories were of Alnmouth’s wind whipping at her skirts and the cry of gulls over the river. She knew the shape of the harbor as other children knew the shape of their own kitchens. She knew where the mud held firm and where it swallowed boots. She knew which fishermen would toss her a scrap of dried cod and which would bark at her to clear the pier. The tide was her clock, the masts her forest.

Agnes remained gentle, though life had weathered her face into careful lines. She mended shirts by lamplight and pressed warm bread into Libby’s hands when Thomas was not looking. She brushed the girl’s dark hair at night, untangling it with patience.

“You need not prove yourself every hour of the day,” Agnes would murmur as Libby winced beneath the comb.

Libby would not answer. She understood the words, but she did not know how to live by them.

Thomas had grown harder with each small coffin lowered into northern earth. Two sons had been buried before Libby ever entered their household. A third, born pale and struggling some years after they left Neterbow, survived only a winter in Alnmouth’s damp air. Libby remembered the stillness in the room, the way Thomas stood with his hands hanging useless at his sides. After that, something in him tightened and did not loosen again.

He had wanted a boy. He had not hidden it.

“A lad would have been worth the trouble,” he said once, not looking at Libby as she scrubbed mud from the hem of her gown. “A lad could haul net without complaint.”

Libby hauled anyway. She hauled until her shoulders burned and her fingers split from cold rope. She ran errands along the quay, carried sacks half her weight, and learned to tie knots with speed that surprised even the older boys. If Thomas set her to stacking timber, she stacked it straight. If he sent her to count baskets of grain, she counted twice to be certain.

Agnes did not always approve.

“You are not a dockhand,” she scolded one evening as Libby came in streaked with coal dust, her sleeves torn. “You are a girl. There is no shame in that.”

Libby wiped her face with the back of her wrist and lifted her chin.

“If I were a boy, he would not look at me as he does.”

Agnes had no ready answer.

Alnmouth itself offered little space for softness. By the 1610s, it was climbing from its earlier ruin into a brisk and unruly prosperity. Barges loaded with grain moved along the river. Coal carts creaked through narrow lanes. Salmon were salted and packed for distant markets. Timber arrived in long rafts that drifted in with the tide. The port smelled of brine, smoke, and damp wood. It thrummed with opportunity and temptation in equal measure.

There were whispers of goods that did not pass through official ledgers. Barrels unloaded at odd hours. Small craft slipping from the river mouth under cover of mist. The village had already earned a reputation as slightly wicked, a place where coin changed hands without too many questions. The Schooner Hotel, newly constructed, stood as both symbol and accomplice, its windows glowing late into the night while men drank and negotiated.

Libby lingered near such places when she could, drawn less by mischief than by movement. She watched sailors roll dice on overturned crates. She listened to arguments about cargo and price. She learned the cadence of bargaining, the way men squared their shoulders before a deal turned sour.

Thomas sometimes caught her there.

“You think that’s where you belong?” he demanded one afternoon, hauling her back by the collar. “Among drunkards and thieves?”

“I belong where the work is,” she shot back before she could stop herself.

His hand tightened, not striking her, but holding her still.

“You will not answer me like a son.”

The words hung between them, heavy and unspoken in their meaning. She was not a son. She never would be.

So she tried to be something else. She cut her hair shorter than Agnes preferred. She bound it beneath a rough cap and climbed where other girls did not. She raced the boys along the breakwater and beat them more often than not. When they taunted her, she shoved back twice as hard. When Thomas assigned her tasks meant to test her, she completed them without complaint.

On the river’s edge, with the tide rushing in and out like a living thing, Libby felt a clarity she did not find indoors. The sea did not care that she was not a boy. It did not soften for her or harden against her. It simply moved, relentless and indifferent. She found comfort in that indifference.

One evening, as the sun bled orange across the water and ships creaked at anchor, she stood beside Thomas watching a schooner unload timber.

“You watch as if you own the place,” he muttered.

“I watch so I may learn,” she replied.

He glanced at her then, really glanced, as if weighing something beyond her narrow shoulders.

“What would you do with such learning?”

Libby did not hesitate.

“Go where the tide goes.”

Thomas’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile.

“The tide takes more than it gives.”

“I know,” she said.

And she did. She had seen what it had taken from him. She had felt what his disappointment carved into her. Yet she could not turn from it. The harbor was both proving ground and promise. If she could not be the son Thomas had buried, she would be something else entirely. She would be quick where others were slow. Strong where they doubted. Present where they dismissed her.

Agnes watched from the doorway of their narrow house as Libby followed Thomas back toward the timber stacks, her gait long and determined. The port around them hummed with lawful trade and unlawful rumor alike. Alnmouth was no longer the depeopled ruin it had once been. It was alive, flawed, ambitious, and a little wicked.

And in its restless tide, a ten year old girl named Elizabetha Fergusson was already learning how to be whoever she wanted to be.
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​Chapter 3

The Cost of Honor

[image: ]




The year Libby turned eleven, the river ran low and tempers ran lower. Alnmouth’s prosperity had sharpened into competition, and the docks no longer felt merely busy but watchful. Timber stacks stood taller than a man. Grain sacks were counted twice. Coal wagons were weighed and reweighed. Whispers traveled quicker than carts, and in a place known for its slightly wicked habits, rumor could ruin as swiftly as fact.

It began with the disappearance of a crate of imported guano, newly arrived and already promised to a farmer upriver. The crate vanished between dusk and dawn. It was not the sort of cargo that drew admiration, but it drew coin, and coin mattered. By midday, fingers were pointing. By evening, Thomas Fergusson’s name was spoken aloud.

He had been seen near the warehouse after dark. He had argued with the factor over wages the week before. He was known to carry grievances like stones in his pockets. None of it proved theft, yet in a port where suspicion fed on old grudges, it was enough.

Thomas did not defend himself in the way others might have. He stood square shouldered before the town constable and said little.

“I did not take it,” he stated once, evenly.

“Then who did?” the constable pressed.

Thomas’s jaw hardened.

“I am no informer.”

It was pride, or something near to it. He would not name another man, even if that man’s guilt might spare him. In Alnmouth, informing carried its own punishment. To be known as one who betrayed a fellow laborer could close doors more permanently than any magistrate’s ruling.

The constable’s patience thinned. Theft from trade threatened not just one man’s livelihood but the port’s reputation. Harsh measures were promised. Public punishment was mentioned. The stocks at the village center were newly repaired, and whipping was not unheard of for such offenses.

Libby listened from the doorway of the Schooner’s yard, her fists clenched at her sides. She saw how Thomas held himself, unbent even as accusation circled him. She felt the weight of his silence like a stone in her chest. He would rather endure humiliation than speak another’s name. To her, it looked like honor. To her, it looked like sacrifice.

Agnes wept quietly at the cell door that night. “You must tell them who did it,” she pleaded.

Thomas shook his head. “I will not have it said I saved my own hide by ruining another’s.”

“But you did not do it,” Agnes insisted.

He did not answer her. He stared at the iron cast of the bars as if they might offer some escape.

Libby lay awake long after the house fell silent that night. The image of her father standing in the square, hands bound, would not leave her. She imagined the lash. She imagined the boys who would whisper. She imagined Thomas’s pride cracked in public view. The thought burned hotter than fear. If he would not name the guilty man, she would.

The docks were her schoolroom. She knew who lingered where. She knew which men gambled away wages and which borrowed quietly against next week’s pay. She remembered seeing Ned Rawlinson, a stevedore with quick hands and quicker excuses, slip behind the warehouse that same evening. She remembered how he avoided Thomas’s gaze the following morning.
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