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            She swallowed hard and shifted slightly, feeling the floor tilt beneath her in a way that was unmistakable. This was not the restless rocking of a ship at dock. This was travel. The ship had set sail while she slept. The thought sent a tight thrill through her chest, half fear and half something dangerously close to triumph. Eliza pressed her hand to the crate beside her, grounding herself, breathing through the rush of it. She had wanted this, she reminded herself. Or at least she had wanted inside the ship. The sea had decided the rest.
Time felt strange where she hid. There was no sun to mark the hours, no bell she could clearly hear. The darkness around her was deep, but not complete. Somewhere beyond the wood and cargo, light existed. She could feel it the way she felt weather change, a sense rather than a sight. It was day outside, she was sure of it, though she could not explain how she knew. The ship's movements felt purposeful, awake. Men would be working now, adjusting sails, watching horizons. The thought made her stomach twist, and not only with nerves.
Hunger returned with a sharp insistence, reminding her of what she had not eaten and what she might not eat again for some time. Eliza pressed her lips together and tried to think. Food would be somewhere aboard, she knew that much. Ships carried stores, and sailors ate. The question was whether she could find it without being found herself. She shifted again, testing the space, feeling the stiffness in her legs. Staying hidden meant starving quietly. Moving meant risk. She weighed the options the way she always did, not with hope, but with calculation.
"What have you done," she whispered to herself, the words barely leaving her mouth. The ship answered with another gentle roll, indifferent and steady.
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​Chapter 1
The Girl The City Refused
[image: ]


Madrid in the spring of 1818 did not care that Eliza was twelve, nor that her hair burned red beneath the grime like a warning flare no one heeded. The city rose each morning to bells, boots, and bread ovens, and she rose with it from whatever corner had not chased her away in the night. Sometimes it was a church stoop still warm from yesterday’s sun, sometimes the narrow mouth of an alley that smelled of onions and old water, sometimes the shadowed space behind a butcher’s stall where bones were thrown without ceremony. She learned early that the city rewarded stillness and punished hesitation. To pause too long was to be noticed, and to be noticed was to be questioned. Eliza learned to move like smoke, head down, shoulders narrow, hands quick. The people who saw her saw only a nuisance. The people who did not see her were the reason she survived.

She was called different names depending on who needed something from her or wanted her gone. Chiquilla when a vendor felt momentarily kind, Rojo when her hair caught the light, Rata when she lingered too close to baskets or barrels. She answered to none of them and all of them, because a name was a small price to pay for staying alive. No one asked where she came from. No one asked where her family had gone. The questions that mattered were simpler. Was there bread within reach. Was the watchman facing the other way. Was the hand fast enough to lift and disappear before the shout came. Eliza learned the weight of a loaf by feel, the sound of fresh bread against stale cloth, the exact second when hunger overrode fear and made the choice for her.

She stole because there was no one to teach her how not to. Hunger stripped shame from her long before it touched her bones. She learned which stalls were watched by sons eager to impress their fathers and which were watched by men too tired to care. She learned the mercy of crowds and the cruelty of quiet streets. When she was caught, which happened often enough, she learned how to run without looking back, how to twist sideways through spaces meant for children smaller than she was, how to vanish into stairwells and courtyards that swallowed sound. Once, a baker caught her wrist and called her niña as if it were a kindness. She bit him hard enough to draw blood and ran until her lungs burned and her vision dimmed, clutching half a loaf like treasure.

She slept with one arm curled around whatever food she managed to keep, guarding it even in dreams. Rats learned quickly that she was not an easy mark. Other street children learned the same. She was thin but fierce, quiet but watchful. Her red hair made her memorable, so she learned to dirty it, to hide it beneath scraps of cloth or ash, to braid it tight so it would not shine. When rain came, it betrayed her anyway, blooming copper against gray skies, and she learned to curse the color even as it warmed her in winter and dried faster than darker heads around her. She did not know where she would be tomorrow. She only knew where she would not be. The city taught her that lesson daily.

Madrid in 1818 was restless, and even a girl who lived at ground level felt it. Men argued in doorways. Soldiers passed more often, eyes sharper, hands nearer their weapons. Talk of kings and constitutions drifted through taverns and markets, words too large for her to carry but heavy enough to be felt. Change pressed against the city like weather. Eliza felt it in the tightening of rules, in the sudden cruelty of guards who had once looked away, in the way hunger seemed to deepen as uncertainty spread. She learned that empires tremble first at the edges, and that the poor feel the cracks before the walls fall.

There were nights when she dreamed of water instead of stone, of movement instead of walls, though she had only a vague memory of the sea. Ships came to her in pieces, in the smell of tar carried inland on carts, in the ropes coiled near warehouses, in the songs sailors sang too loudly when drunk. She did not yet know why the thought of ships settled her breathing, why the idea of leaving did not frighten her the way staying did. She only knew that Madrid had taught her how to survive, not how to live, and that the city was already trying to forget her. Eliza learned to forget it first.
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​Chapter 2:
Salt Memory
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She was sitting as high as she could climb, wedged between broken tiles and a leaning chimney where the rooftops of Madrid sloped away like a frozen sea. From here the city looked quieter than it ever was below, its noise softened into a distant breath. Eliza pulled her knees close to her chest and pressed her chin against them, letting the wind cool the grime on her skin. It was in these moments, when hunger loosened its grip just enough to allow thought, that memories crept in uninvited. This one came like the smell of salt after rain, sudden and sharp, and it pulled her backward before she could stop it.

She was very small in the memory, small enough that the world seemed made of legs and hems and swinging hands. The ground beneath her feet was uneven wood, and it creaked with a sound that frightened her at first. There was water nearby, vast and alive, slapping against stone and hulls with a rhythm she felt more than heard. She remembered clinging to a woman’s skirt, fingers tangled in rough cloth, her face pressed against a hip that smelled faintly of sweat and sour wine. The woman was pale, paler than the others around them, her skin stretched thin as if the light passed straight through it. Even then Eliza had noticed how her mother’s hands trembled, how she paused to catch her breath as if standing itself was a labor.

They stood at the wharf while men shouted and ropes creaked and gulls screamed overhead. Eliza remembered the sound of her mother’s voice more than the words at first, thin and pleading, like paper tearing slowly. Then the words returned, clearer now than they ever had before. “Would anyone give something for a servant girl,” her mother asked, eyes darting, voice pitched low but desperate. “She is strong enough. She will work.” Eliza had not understood then what ‘servant’ meant, only that her mother’s hand tightened painfully around her wrist as if she were afraid she might vanish.

Now, years later, sitting above Madrid with her stomach hollow and her heart hardened by streets, Eliza understood too well. The servant girl had been her. The coins had been real, clinking softly as they changed hands, though she could not remember the faces of the men who listened or the one who finally nodded. She remembered only the way her mother’s shoulders sagged with relief, or perhaps defeat, and the way she did not look back. Even in the memory, that part stayed sharp. Her mother had turned away first.

As a child, Eliza had believed for a long time that her mother must have been sick. She remembered the paleness, the shaking hands, the way she sometimes leaned against walls as if the ground itself were unsteady. She told herself, even later, that it must have been medicine her mother needed, that the coins were for survival rather than drink. It was easier to imagine sacrifice than abandonment. But sitting there now, older and less forgiving, Eliza knew the truth did not change the wound. Whether the money bought wine or medicine, she had been sold all the same, handed over like bruised fruit no one wanted unless it came cheap.

She could not remember what happened next, not clearly. Faces blurred. Voices overlapped. The wharf dissolved into movement and noise and fear. Somehow she had ended up inland, far from salt and ships, swallowed by the sprawl of Madrid. She had gone through too much since then to trace the path cleanly. Hunger erased memory. Survival rearranged time. She only knew that she had learned early how quickly hands let go and how slowly the world forgot.

Eliza shifted on the rooftop and looked out again over the city, letting the memory settle like dust. Beyond the buildings, far beyond them, lay the sea she had not seen since she was barely old enough to speak. The thought of it stirred something restless in her chest. Ships meant leaving. Ships meant answers, or at least movement. For the first time in years, she allowed herself to imagine finding her mother again, somewhere near that endless water, still pale, still shaking, still breathing.

She did not imagine tears. She did not imagine forgiveness. If she found her, it would not be to say she had been missed. It would be to stand close enough to be seen and say, quietly and clearly, “You were terrible.” The words felt heavy, but right. Eliza hugged her knees tighter and watched the light shift across the rooftops, wondering if the sea would remember her even if her mother did not.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3:
A Ship That Answered
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It took Eliza months to decide, months of turning the idea over in her mind while seasons shifted around her without ceremony. Hunger made plans difficult, but not impossible, and the thought of the sea refused to loosen its grip. Madrid had taught her how to survive, but it had also shown her the limits of staying. Streets did not open outward. They closed in. Every day felt smaller than the one before, and the city had begun to recognize her too well. So she began to walk when she could, drifting west and south in slow, careful stages, following roads where carts traveled, and strangers mattered less. She begged when she had to, stole when she must, and learned the language of distance by the ache in her legs. Twelve years old and already seasoned by loss, Eliza carried nothing with her but stubbornness and a memory of water wide enough to swallow everything else.

The coast announced itself before she saw it. The air changed first, sharper and alive, threaded with salt and rot and something metallic she could not name. Then came the cries of gulls, ragged and fearless, and the constant movement of people who lived by tides rather than bells. Eliza lingered at the edge of it all, watching. Wharf towns were louder than Madrid but less watchful in a different way. No one cared where you came from if you did not get in the way. Ships mattered more than faces. She followed the sound of rigging and hammering, her heart beating faster with each step, drawn forward by the memory she had carried like a secret map.

She stopped short when she saw it. Rising above the smaller vessels like a cathedral of wood and iron, the ship dominated the harbor, its hull dark and clean, its lines sharp with purpose. Men swarmed across it like ants, hauling ropes and shouting orders that snapped through the air. Cannon ports lined its side in disciplined rows, each one promising power she could feel in her chest. Painted along the stern in bold white letters was its name, HMS Devonshire, placed where no one could mistake it. Eliza stood still, mouth open, her breath caught somewhere between awe and disbelief. She had never seen anything so beautiful, not in Madrid, not anywhere.

She edged closer, careful to stay where she would not be noticed, her eyes tracing every curve of the ship. Seventy-five guns, she heard someone say, and the number settled in her mind like a challenge. This was not a merchant vessel. This was something else entirely, a floating declaration that the world could be commanded if you were bold enough. Eliza pressed her fingers into the rough wood of a piling and whispered the name to herself, tasting it. Devonshire. It felt heavy and important, like a word that changed things just by being spoken.

A man nearby noticed her staring and laughed, not unkindly. “You’ve never seen a warship before
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