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​Chapter 1

First breath
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It was said that a sailor could smell the salt of the English Channel long before he saw it, and in the port towns of Devonshire, that briny scent was more familiar than rain. Here, homes were built from the wealth of the sea, but they also paid its price in kind. Devonshire families like the de Berrys had long-standing ties to the tides, its harbors lined with the humble cottages of fishermen, dockhands, and naval families. The de Berry home was no grand estate but a sturdy, salt-weathered building just inland enough to avoid the worst of the storms. Made of rough-hewn stone, its frame of oak and cedar cut from forests that hadn’t yet felt the strain of England’s naval ambitions, it bore signs of generations of pride and struggle. Each dent and scar in the wood marked years of life at the edge of the land, where the pull of the sea was a constant hum in the air.

The de Berry family, though not wealthy, held respect among their neighbors. Charlotte’s father, Edward de Berry, was a sailor—a man as weathered and wiry as the beams that supported their home. His hands bore the marks of rigging and cannon, hardened by years in the King’s service. Edward had been a younger son of lesser nobility who had traded titles for tides, finding in the rough freedom of the sea a loyalty that the feudal halls of England could not provide. Though he rarely spoke of his past, he carried the bearing of a man who had seen both grandeur and ruin, and his sea tales often darkened the evenings with echoes of storms, battles, and harrowing escapes.

In the corner of their cramped parlor sat an old, half-forgotten chest. Inside were mementos Edward had once deemed valuable: the tarnished remnants of his first officer’s uniform, a chipped spyglass, and a faded map showing the trading routes to the Barbary Coast. Though it gathered dust now, it was a reminder of the vast, dangerous world beyond the rolling hills and quiet coves of Devon. In that world, a ship might set out in search of fortune but find nothing but a pirate’s cannon, a storm’s fury, or worse—the iron grip of the navy’s press-gangs.

During Charlotte’s earliest years, England was hungry for the wealth of the seas. King Charles I had been dethroned and executed, and though Cromwell’s Republic attempted order, rebellion brewed across the waters, with Spain, France, and the Netherlands all jostling for supremacy. Ships of all kinds, from naval warships to merchant vessels to the scarred sloops of privateers, filled the ports of Devon and nearby Bristol, creating a steady drumbeat of trade and violence that never seemed to fade. The line between merchant and pirate was thin, and the seas teemed with desperate men willing to cross it for even a hint of wealth.

England’s coastal towns, meanwhile, thrived in the shadow of this maritime life. Taverns overflowed with rough sailors’ songs, and dockside merchants haggled over prices for goods as exotic as silks and spices or as simple as salted cod. The young boys who scampered around the docks all shared a common dream—to one day sail, to join the ranks of men who roamed the ocean like kings, where no law could tether them to shore. But the open seas were a promise and a threat, as cruel as they were alluring. For every merchant who made his fortune, there was a dozen more who found himself at the bottom of the ocean, his wealth claimed by a fickle fate.

In the months before Charlotte’s birth, Edward made what he intended to be his last voyage. The sea had taken a toll on his body and his spirit, and the risks were mounting as England’s ongoing conflicts with Spain and the Dutch turned each voyage into a dangerous gamble. But, like most seafaring men, he felt that final pull—a quiet voice that calls a sailor back to the waves one last time. Edward left his wife Mary, then heavily pregnant, to tend to their modest homestead and oversee the small vegetable garden that supplemented their income.

Mary de Berry, for her part, bore the steady nature of a woman accustomed to waiting. She had been raised inland, with none of the sea’s pull in her heart, yet she loved Edward and had grown to accept the price of that love. She ran the household with a quiet diligence, her hands roughened by years of churning butter, kneading bread, and sewing her husband’s weathered clothes back together. If she missed a life of ease, she never said so, instead pouring herself into the quiet strength that defined the women left behind by the tides.

One night, as a storm rattled the walls of their home, Mary went into labor. The midwife—a hunched, formidable woman with more experience in birthing calves than babies—arrived, braving the storm with her basket of herbs and frayed towels. The hours dragged as thunder rolled over the hills and wind battered the windows. But Mary’s cries were soon joined by a smaller, piercing wail that rang out like a bell. Edward, having returned just days before, was there to cradle his newborn daughter, Charlotte, and she met his eyes with the stubborn, silent defiance that would define her life. She gripped his finger much the way any newborn would, but something about her was different. 
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​Chapter 2

Within the Stone Walls
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Charlotte de Berry’s first memories came in pieces, soft and faded, like the half-shapes and colors on the old rug by the hearth. She was born into a life as rough and practical as the stone walls of their Devonshire home. It was a house of fishermen’s wives and sailor’s daughters, built from the hand-me-down stones of the nearby port and smelling always of salt and smoke. Though not wealthy, the de Berry family was proud, and Edward, her father, was known in their port village as a sailor who’d seen the farthest reaches of the sea. “Made it all the way to the coast of Africa once,” he’d boast, though most of the village doubted the full truth of it. Edward’s hands were scarred and calloused from the sea, and when he held her as an infant, Charlotte’s tiny fingers would curl instinctively around his thumb, rough and warm, her first anchor in a vast, unpredictable world.

Edward’s life was one of comings and goings, and Charlotte learned early to recognize the signs. She knew to brace herself when her mother, Mary, would suddenly fall silent for long stretches, the kind of quiet that filled the house like a warning fog. Mary’s hands worked furiously at the fire, at the bread, at the endless mending of clothes, never still, as if stopping might undo her entirely. Charlotte saw her father pack his sea chest countless times, a ritual that began with the folding of his fraying shirts and the careful placement of a silvered compass that he handled with such care it was almost reverent. He’d hug her fiercely before he left, the smell of salt, leather, and pipe smoke lingering long after he had gone. Days later, her mother would take Charlotte by the hand and lead her down to the docks, where they’d watch the ships slowly fade into the horizon, lost in the same distance that had claimed so many of their town’s menfolk.

Mary held Charlotte’s hand tightly on those walks, never quite looking out to sea. Instead, she focused on Charlotte, on the weight of her little hand, the faint but relentless tug of her daughter’s curiosity. At home, Mary taught Charlotte how to be useful, how to mend and scrub, her own hands rough and raw from a lifetime of quiet, tireless work. “Hold still, Charlotte,” she’d say, while adjusting the child’s fingers around a needle. Charlotte would shift and sigh, eager to be running with the boys who climbed rocks and tossed pebbles into the churning surf. But her mother’s grip was gentle and firm, an unspoken reminder of the many things a young girl was expected to do and—especially—to be.

“But why do I have to sew?” Charlotte once asked, her young voice carrying the rebellious sting of countless girls before her. “Jacob and Daniel don’t.”

Mary’s response was patient, a calm acceptance that could only be found in someone who had long since stopped fighting against the way things were. “Because Jacob and Daniel will need clothes to keep warm just the same as you, and they don’t know how to make them,” she replied, smoothing the thread through her daughter’s small fingers with a quiet insistence.

“What if I don’t want to make clothes?” Charlotte persisted, her tone sharper now, a spark in her dark eyes that Mary recognized all too well.

Mary paused, her gaze steady as she looked at her daughter. “Then you best hope you’re born a boy next time around,” she replied, a small smile tugging at her lips despite herself.

Though it was said with the faintest hint of humor, the words struck Charlotte deeply, lingering in her mind with an uncomfortable weight. She didn’t want to be like Jacob or Daniel, but she didn’t want to be confined to the same small rooms her mother seemed bound to, either. When she was alone, she’d sneak to the half-empty chest by the window where her father kept the treasures he dared not leave behind: a rough map, faintly inked with trade routes stretching as far as the Barbary Coast; a pocket spyglass, scratched and dented from years of use; and a small, faded journal filled with sketches of coastlines, ships, and strange animals she could only imagine in her young mind.

Her father, when he was home, filled her head with stories of the world beyond the rolling hills of Devonshire. She’d sit cross-legged by the fire, her eyes wide with wonder as he recounted tales of towering waves, storms that swallowed ships whole, and merchants who spoke languages that danced like the wind. Her mother’s brows would furrow at these stories, her hands twisting with the unspoken worry that lay in the spaces between her husband’s words. The world beyond was vast and beautiful, but it was also hungry. For every ship that returned, three more were lost to storms, pirates, or the even greater, quieter danger of loneliness that gnawed at a sailor’s mind like a slow, creeping tide.

But Charlotte could see nothing of the danger. In her young mind, the sea was pure adventure, a promise that one day she, too, might stand on the deck of a ship, the wind in her hair, free and boundless. She would beg her father to tell her stories over and over again, memorizing each tale with an intensity that worried her mother. “You’ll turn her head, filling it with foolishness,” Mary would say, a faint line of concern etched between her brows as she watched Charlotte’s rapt face.

“One day, love, the sea will call her if it chooses to,” Edward would reply, his tone resigned but tinged with the faintest hint of pride. “It called me, after all.”

And call it did, though perhaps not in the way Charlotte had imagined. Her early years passed in the quiet rhythm of village life, marked by the comings and goings of her father, the steady routine of her mother’s work, and the unspoken lessons about the limits placed on girls like her. Charlotte learned to be quick with a needle, her stitches neat and small, and she learned to read the skies and sea from her father, her young mind absorbing the shifting colors of dawn and dusk, the secrets of tide and wave. By the time she was five, she could recite stories of far-off lands, not from books or lessons, but from the memory of her father’s voice, deep and rolling like the waves themselves.

But more than anything, Charlotte learned to wait. She learned to recognize the hollow ache of longing as she watched her father leave, each departure a fresh reminder of the life that pulled him away from their small home. She felt it, too, a yearning that she couldn’t yet name, a call she would someday answer but didn’t yet understand. And while her mother taught her the ways of quiet work, of hands that mended and mouths that stayed silent, Charlotte’s heart beat with the restless rhythm of the sea, wild and untamed, waiting patiently to be set free.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3:

The Tempest and Spark
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Charlotte was thirteen when she first started to understand the strange allure of the boys who roamed the village, loud and brash, wild as seagulls on the wind. They were as constant as the sea itself, flocking to the docks each day with a boundless energy she could never quite match. She’d catch glimpses of them as they tugged at ropes, loaded crates, and scrambled over the slick stones along the shore, their voices echoing against the waves.

One of these boys, with sun-browned skin and hair as dark as storm clouds, made himself known in a most inconvenient way: by picking on her at every chance he got. His name was William Strong, and he was two years older than she was, tall enough that his shadow loomed over her whenever he blocked her path in the narrow village lanes. His constant tormenting seemed to be his favorite game, one he played with a mix of smugness and reckless confidence. He’d trip her with an outstretched foot as she walked by or yank on the braid her mother made her wear each morning, all while grinning as if it were the greatest joke in the world.

“Strong by name, weak by heart,” Charlotte muttered one day as she passed him by, her voice loud enough for him to hear. His face flushed red, a flash of surprise breaking his cocky expression, and she could see him wrestling with whether or not to retaliate.

“That so?” he replied, his voice low. “I didn’t know you could talk like a sailor, Miss de Berry.”

“Oh, I know a few things,” she shot back, quick as a whip. “Like how you wouldn’t pick on me if you didn’t have anything better to do.”

“Better to do?” he repeated, stepping closer. “Maybe I do it because you’re so... interesting.”

“Maybe you do it because you’re so... foolish,” she returned, hands on her hips.

For a moment, they stared at each other, her chin lifted defiantly as she matched his gaze, her dark eyes narrowed. She half-expected him to push her, to come back with some insult that would sting and leave her bristling. Instead, his expression shifted, a slight softening in his eyes that confused her. She felt an unfamiliar flutter low in her stomach, a sensation that felt both unsettling and thrilling.

“Charlotte,” he said slowly, his voice quieter than usual. “Maybe I bother you because it’s better than not talking to you at all.”

The words caught her off guard, and for a moment, she couldn’t find her voice. All the teasing, all the pushing and prodding, and here he was, staring at her with an expression that seemed... sincere. She frowned, trying to read his face, but he just looked away, scratching the back of his head in what might’ve been embarrassment.

“Well, it’s a poor way to talk to someone,” she managed to say, not sure if she sounded as annoyed as she wanted to. “What if I decided to hit you every time I wanted to talk to you?”

William let out a laugh, a real one, rich and surprising. “I’d like to see you try,” he said, and for a moment, there was no trace of teasing in his voice, just a strange admiration that left her cheeks burning.

But after that day, the teasing felt different. He’d still give her a nudge as he passed, still call out to her when he spotted her on the shore, but there was a new warmth in his voice, a softer undertone that made her catch her breath. She found herself looking for him, her eyes instinctively scanning the crowds for that familiar dark hair, her heart quickening when she saw him hauling nets or racing with his friends. She hated the feeling, the flutter of nervousness, the unfamiliar ache in her chest, but she couldn’t deny that it was there, and it made her restless in a way she hadn’t felt before.

One late afternoon, while she sat on a rock overlooking the shore, William came and plopped himself down beside her, silent for once. They sat like that for a while, watching the waves lap against the rocks below, the sun dipping lower over the water, casting a golden glow across the village. Charlotte didn’t say a word, unsure what to make of his sudden appearance, but he didn’t seem inclined to break the silence either.

Finally, she worked up the nerve to speak. “You never told me why you really pick on me, William,” she said, keeping her gaze fixed on the horizon.
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