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​Chapter 1:

The Girl By The Sea
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The girl was born in the spring of 1715, beneath the iron-grey skies of a New England coastline that never seemed to sleep. Her first cries mingled with the sound of gulls wheeling over the bay and the steady lapping of water against dock pilings, as if the sea itself had taken note of her arrival. Her mother, a woman of narrow hips and soft-spoken strength, did not last long after bringing her into the world. By the end of that summer, the household that had once counted three now numbered two, and the man left behind—Flora’s father, Andrew Burn—folded the infant into the crook of his weather-beaten arm and simply kept going.

They were Scots, recent immigrants like many in the coastal village that clung to the rocks as tightly as the barnacles. His accent remained thick even after years of salted wind and colonial barter. Her mother’s name had been Moira, and her portrait—a sketch in charcoal done by a sailor passing through—was all that remained of her once Flora had learned to walk and speak. The girl would sit on her father's lap in the evenings, staring at the woman’s imagined face as he told her stories, not just of her but of the old country: of lochs and hills, of sheep and snow, none of which Flora could picture but all of which lived in her mind like far-off myth.

Their house was little more than a shack nailed together from timber scraps and the stubborn resolve of those who could not afford better. It smelled of salt, smoke, and dried fish, and though it creaked under every gust of coastal wind, Flora knew no other home. She was not delicate, nor did she grow to be. From her earliest days, she trod barefoot on splintered floors and skipped stones into the tide with a stonecutter’s precision. When she was five, her father began taking her out on the water. First just to sit while he cast his nets, then to help haul them, then to row, and eventually to fish herself. The village gossips clucked behind weathered hands, but Andrew Burn never paid them much mind. He had lost his wife, not his wits, and if his daughter grew calloused and sun-dark and took to hollering like a boy from the stern, so be it.

Her clothes told the tale. Her dresses—always hand-me-downs or stitched from sailcloth—hung awkwardly from her lean frame, and her father’s attempts to patch them resembled more the netting he mended at sea than any work of domestic grace. It was Mrs. Cartwright, the widow next door, who stepped in without ever really asking. One afternoon, finding Flora perched on a barrel with a hem unraveling around her knees, she simply gathered up the fabric, measured it with quick, efficient fingers, and took it home. By the next morning, Flora had a dress that, while still patched, held together with dignity. From then on, the widow became her quiet champion.

Flora called her Auntie. The name slipped into place like a smooth stone into a palm and stayed there. Auntie Cartwright gave her baked apples, mended her clothes, and taught her the names of herbs that grew in the corners of the yard. She didn’t scold when Flora came in caked in mud or reeking of mackerel. Instead, she’d nod and say, “There’s good work in that stink, girl. Go wash up.” Sometimes, when her father was away on long fishing runs and the cottage grew cold and too quiet, Flora would sleep on a pallet by Auntie’s hearth and listen to the older woman’s stories about what the world held beyond the cove: tall ships with painted figureheads, cities where gas lamps lit the streets, and people who wore silk and didn’t know the first thing about gutting cod.

Those nights planted something in Flora that even she couldn’t name. It wasn’t a desire for silk, exactly, or even cities. It was a thirst for more. More water. More wind. More of whatever the world had not yet shown her.

She did not go to school in any proper sense. Her letters came piecemeal from her father’s clumsy instruction and Auntie’s sharper mind. She could read, just barely, and write her name in charcoal on driftwood. But she learned other things better than most: how to tack against the wind, how to feel a shift in current before it showed on the surface, how to fix a torn net with twine and a sailor’s speed. She learned to spot a squall before it hit, to harvest mussels without cutting her hands, and how to make a hook out of a bent nail. Her world was shaped by tide charts and cloud patterns, the kind of education that didn’t need paper.

By the time she turned ten, her arms were corded with lean muscle, her nails always rimmed in salt and grit. She kept her hair pinned back in a makeshift bun, though loose strands constantly escaped and tangled in the wind. Her face was often dirty but her eyes were clear, sharp as fishhooks. She had her father’s stubborn jaw, her mother’s high cheekbones, and a stare that made grown men glance away. She did not know, yet, what she wanted to be. But she knew what she did not want to be—meek, caged, silenced.

She grew up among sailors and tides, gulls and rumor. Ships came and went. Stories from Boston and Charleston floated through the taverns and into the harbor air. Sometimes, she lingered outside the docks where the older boys dared not tease her for fear she’d box their ears. She listened when sailors talked about Spanish gold and Cuban ports, about privateers and letters of marque. She didn’t yet understand the full meaning of it, but the words stuck like burrs in her mind.

Years would pass before she would find her name written in the same ink that filled those men’s logs. But already, before the age of twelve, she had begun to dream of something beyond the shore, of a life that carried with it not just the sea, but purpose, direction, and danger. Not for fame. Not for gold. But for the simple truth that the sea, wide and cold and calling, was the only place she had ever truly felt like she belonged.
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​Chapter 2:

Blood in the Sand
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It was late spring when the fight happened, one of those blustery days when the sea spat mist across the dockfront and the sky hung low like a lid over the town. Flora had just turned eleven, though she’d stopped marking birthdays with much ceremony. Her father wasn’t the sort for cakes or candles, and Auntie Cartwright’s idea of celebration was a length of new cloth and a tight-lipped smile. That morning, Flora had helped haul in the catch before sunup, her arms aching from the pull of wet rope, her hair damp and snarled from sea spray. She wore the dress Auntie had mended last week, the one with sleeves already fraying at the elbows, and her boots—too large and patched from the inside—thudded unevenly on the muddy road between the dock and the drying yard.

The boys were waiting. There were four of them, older by a year or two, idling with the loose-limbed arrogance of lads who had never been hungry long enough to know fear. They were sons of dockworkers, coopers, and one of the harbor watchmen—boys who fancied themselves the rightful heirs to the salt-blown kingdom of the waterfront. Flora wasn’t supposed to be part of their world. She was the girl who fished, who swore, who rowed like a man and climbed faster than most of them could. She was tolerated, sometimes even grudgingly respected, but never accepted. And as her shoulders squared and her voice deepened into the dry rasp of windburn, she became more of an affront to them than ever.

“Oi, Burn,” one of them jeered, stepping into her path. His name was Thomas, the largest of the lot, with thick forearms and a mop of greasy hair under his knit cap. “Heard you patched that net like a blind old maid. Maybe leave the mending to your Auntie next time.”

The others sniggered, but it was a lazy sound, the kind that lacked real fire. Still, Flora stopped walking. She didn’t like being mocked, but she liked turning tail even less. The rope slung across her shoulder bit into her collarbone as she adjusted it and looked Thomas in the eye.

“You wouldn’t know a sound net if it wrapped you up and dragged you under,” she said, steady as a deck in calm water.

There was a beat of silence. Then another boy spat into the dirt near her boots.

“Maybe she’s salty ‘cause she ain’t got her skirts in order. Or maybe it’s cause she ain’t a girl at all—just some fish-gutted mongrel pretending to be one.”

Flora saw red. Her fists were clenched before she realized it, and her knuckles connected with the boy’s jaw in a blur of motion. The slap of flesh on flesh rang out sharper than gull cries overhead. The boy stumbled back, more in shock than pain, and then the others lunged.

She didn’t think, only moved. Kicked one in the shin, ducked another’s grab, slammed her elbow into a chest. But there were too many. She felt fists strike her sides, a hand pull her hair, a foot connect with her thigh. Her vision blurred as someone clipped her cheek, and the world tilted on its edge. She lashed out with a snarl, caught one by the ear and twisted, but then Thomas’s fist met her face and the lights behind her eyes burst.

It didn’t last long. A dockman shouted, someone else threw a bucket of fish guts to scatter the fight, and the boys ran before any adult had to step in proper. Flora was left on the ground, spitting blood and swearing under her breath. Her cheek throbbed. Her lip was split. She wiped it with the sleeve of her dress and stood up slow, pride flickering like a candle on its last breath.

She limped home, muttering curses with each step, her heart burning hotter than her bruises. She wasn’t ashamed—only angry. Angry they’d ganged up, angry they’d hit her harder than they would have hit a boy, angry she hadn’t knocked at least one of them cold.

The door to the cottage creaked open before she reached it. Her father stood there, arms crossed, the lines in his face deepened by something between disappointment and resignation. He said nothing at first, only stepped aside to let her in. She slumped onto the stool by the hearth and tried not to wince as she pulled off her boots.

After a moment, she heard the familiar sound of the kettle being moved and a rag being soaked in warm water. Her father crouched before her and dabbed at her swollen lip without comment. His hands were calloused but careful, the same hands that had shown her how to tie a sailor’s knot and how to gut a mackerel clean in one cut. She looked away, cheeks burning hotter than ever.

“Ye hit first,” he said quietly.

She blinked. “No, I—”

His voice didn’t rise, but it cut clean through her excuse. “I saw it, Flora. Wasnae far off. I watched the whole thing.”

She turned to face him, jaw set, tears stinging the corners of her eyes, not from pain but from the betrayal of being seen. “They started it,” she said. “They said things.”

He nodded slowly. “Aye. They did. And you had every right to stan’ yer ground. Ye fight when ye have to. I’ll never tell ye not to. But ye throw the first punch, and ye give others reason to call ye the troublemaker. Ye start the fight, ye end up in a world of trouble when the lawmen come asking. Ye hear me?”

She bit her lip, then hissed at the sting. “I don’t care.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Ye will. And it’s not just about trouble, my girl. It’s about what kind of person ye want to be.”

She looked at him then, really looked. His hair was going grey at the temples, and there was weariness in his eyes she hadn’t noticed before. Not tiredness, exactly, but weight. A life spent working, fighting, surviving. He had never thrown the first punch either—not if he could help it.

“You always told me not to let people walk over me.”

“Aye, I did,” he agreed. “But I never told ye to lie about it afterward.”
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