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            Rachel was soaked in brine and bruises. Her temple was bloodied from where she'd deliberately slammed it into the deck rail to make the scene more convincing. Her dress—once a burgundy thing Maude Kersey had given her in a rare gesture of affection—was now torn, one sleeve hanging, the bodice clinging to her skin. Her lips were pale. Her hands, trembling. She looked like a widow begging the waves to take her too. 
She stood at the prow and screamed.
"Help! Help us, please! We're stranded! We're dying!"
Her voice cracked with salt and strain. She repeated the cries in bursts, staggering across the deck as if she could barely stand.
A fishing vessel saw them—a small sloop with red trim and a patched sail. Two men on board conferred, gestured, then dropped anchor. Rachel could see their faces as they loaded into a rowboat. They rowed hard toward her, oars slapping water, faces tight with concern and maybe a little fear. The boat thudded gently against the hull.
Rachel backed away from the side, sobbing now, half-collapsing near the mast. One of them climbed aboard, boots thudding on the deck, and called out.
"Miss? You all right? What happened here?"
She looked up at him with red-rimmed eyes and whispered, "It's too late."
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​Chapter 1:
Quiet Fields of Carlisle
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The fields around Carlisle had their own kind of silence—broad and heavy, broken only by the distant bellow of cattle or the creak of a cart wheel. Wind passed through the wheat like a preacher pacing the pulpit, full of restless intent. It was the sort of silence that made you feel watched, even when you were alone.

Rachel Schmidt crouched at the edge of the creek, her bare toes sunk deep in cold mud, one palm stained with the green of crushed moss. She’d slipped away before supper again. The sound of frogs and cicadas was louder here than her father’s voice, louder than her mother’s sighs or the evening bell from Reverend Bramble’s chapel down the hill. In her hands was a boat—carved from applewood with a blade borrowed from Silas and shaped like something meant for deeper water. It was small, but it had a pointed prow and tiny ridges along the sides where sails might be imagined. Rachel had worked on it in secret for weeks, whittling during chores, sanding it against the barn wall while pretending to fetch kindling.

She was ten years old and already certain she would not die in Pennsylvania.

The Schmidts lived three miles outside Carlisle proper, in a long, low farmhouse that leaned slightly westward from years of wind and hard seasons. The shutters didn’t quite close and the porch steps bowed like tired knees. Their land sloped downward to the creek that separated them from the next farmstead—a gray-washed parcel owned by the Tomlins, whose eldest daughter Rachel despised on principle. The soil was good enough, though Joseph Schmidt claimed God was the one who truly brought the harvest. He said it every morning before the first plow broke dirt, and every night when they knelt before the family Bible.

Dinner that evening had been boiled potatoes, cabbage, and silence. Joseph’s voice had cracked like a whip across the table earlier that day when he found Rachel with her boots off and a smudge of charcoal behind one ear. He hadn’t asked what she was drawing. He never did. Agnes had simply passed her the bowl without looking up.

Her mother had once been beautiful, or so the neighbors said. But Rachel could no longer imagine it. Agnes’s face was the color of sun-bleached linen, her lips pressed so tightly together they might never part again. She moved through the house like smoke—thin and unsettling. When Rachel was small, Agnes had brushed her hair with callused fingers, humming the doxology under her breath. Now she barely touched her.

“She’s too wild to be blessed,” Agnes had whispered once, not realizing Rachel was standing in the stairwell.

“She’s ten,” Joseph had replied.

“She’s strange,” Agnes had insisted. “She laughs when she should pray.”

Nathaniel never laughed. He was seventeen, already shaped like a man, shoulders squared from chopping wood and hauling crates to market. He wore righteousness like other boys wore coats—tight around the collar, never wrinkled. Silas was different. Fifteen and full of questions. He spoke of ships, of tides and cannons, of sails white against the sky. Joseph called it foolishness. Rachel called it hope.

She had heard them arguing again that night, voices leaking through the floorboards as she pretended to sleep.

“You’ll not join a king’s army, not while there’s work here,” Joseph had thundered.

“There’s more to life than mules and manure,” Silas had said, quieter, but firm.

“God placed you here,” Joseph snapped. “You would spit on His plan?”

Rachel had pressed her hands to her ears until the words blurred together. But her heart beat loud enough to fill the silence that followed. Silas had left the next spring.

Now she sat by the creek, the carved boat in her lap, watching the surface ripple with starlight. Her nightdress was thin, and the wool shawl she’d pulled from the laundry line scratched at her neck. The scent of manure drifted from the barnyard, mingled with the earthy sweetness of wet hay. From the house, she could just barely hear the low rumble of Joseph’s voice, reading from Exodus as he did each night.

Rachel dipped her hand into the water and set the boat down gently. It rocked once, then began to drift—slowly at first, then faster, caught by the current like it had somewhere to be.

She leaned forward, eyes following it.

“Go on then,” she whispered. “You’ll get there before I do.”

Behind her, the trees stood tall and still. Ahead, the water whispered stories she couldn’t yet understand.

Rachel stood, muddy-footed and shivering, and watched the boat vanish into the dark.
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​Chapter 2:
The Presbyterian Yoke
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The snow had fallen hard that Sabbath, white and insistent, coating the eaves and burying fence lines until the landscape looked scraped clean by the hand of God. But even a blizzard could not spare the Schmidts from worship. Rachel’s fingers ached inside her wool gloves, her breath coming in visible puffs as she trudged behind her father’s boots, slipping once on an icy patch but catching herself before Agnes could scold her. The church bell tolled in the distance, hollow and cold. She counted each clang like a slow and inevitable march to judgment.

Inside the chapel, the air was no warmer. The congregation huddled together on rough-hewn benches, stiff with wet coats and the smell of unwashed wool. At the pulpit, Reverend Ezekiel Bramble stood like a monument to hard theology—tall, gaunt, with sunken cheeks and a voice like a cracked bell. His sermon had already begun before Rachel sat down, and his words clawed their way through the pews like winter wind through a broken window.

“Temptation begins in the eyes!” he thundered. “In the wandering gaze, in the unchecked fidget, in the idle glance cast toward vanity and sin! And woman—aye, woman is the gate through which damnation slinks!”

Rachel shifted in her seat. She wasn’t sure what offended her more—the fury in his tone or the absurdity of the claim. She stole a glance at her mother, who stared straight ahead, lips moving soundlessly in agreement. Agnes looked carved from stone. Her father’s hands rested on his knees, unmoving, as if frozen into obedience.

Rachel stared at her boots. Her left heel was coming unstitched. She wondered if anyone had ever dared stand up during a sermon and simply walk out. Probably not. She imagined doing it anyway. The thought filled her with a shameful thrill.

Afterward, as they crunched back through the snow, Agnes pulled her aside just before they reached the gate.

“You can’t sit still for an hour before the Lord,” she snapped, her voice low but sharp. “You squirm and glance around like a boy. It’s unseemly.”

“I was cold,” Rachel muttered.

“Your soul is colder than the wind,” Agnes hissed. “And it may never thaw.”

That night, the fire in the hearth burned low, and no one spoke. Rachel went to bed with the taste of ashes in her throat.

Two days later, she was sent to stay with her aunt.

Martha Culpepper lived on the edge of Carlisle in a narrow, upright house with a garden that grew only medicinal herbs and grave-looking turnips. Widowed young and bitter about it, Martha had long since dedicated herself to spiritual discipline and quiet judgment. She greeted Rachel at the door with a nod and a linen apron already stained with ink and mending thread.

“You’ll be useful, if nothing else,” she said, and led Rachel inside.

Mornings began with Psalm recitations and ended with needlework. Rachel was instructed to embroider verses onto muslin samplers—passages about obedience, modesty, the wages of sin. Her fingers blistered quickly. Her stitches wandered. Martha made her pull out every line that wasn’t perfectly straight.

“You’ll never attract a God-fearing husband with hands like that,” she muttered.

“I don’t want one,” Rachel replied, and received a stinging slap on the back of her hand.

Evenings were spent in silence, reading from the books Martha permitted—mostly sermons and dull morality tales. Rachel longed for stories of voyages, sea monsters, unexplored islands, and ships with foreign names. Instead, she learned that Eve’s mistake had cost them everything, and that too much laughter was a sign of inner corruption.

But when the chores were done and the house went still, Rachel sometimes crept from her bed and slipped down to the edge of town. The river there was broader, slower, and peppered with the long shadows of flatboats and trading barges. She would sit on a half-rotted log and watch the traders at work—hoisting crates, calling to one another in accents that came from nowhere she knew. They smelled of spices and pipe smoke and distance.

She imagined herself among them, not as cargo, but as crew. She pictured a coat with brass buttons and a knife at her belt. She pictured leaving without explanation and returning only when she’d circled the entire world.

Sometimes she remembered the morning Silas had left.

He hadn’t said goodbye in words—just pressed a folded note into her hand as he kissed her hair. She’d watched him walk away with a knapsack and a compass, toward a road that seemed to stretch out forever. Agnes had wept quietly for days, scrubbing the hearth so hard her knuckles bled. She spoke Silas’s name only once afterward, muttered like a curse or a spell too dangerous to repeat. Joseph said he’d gone to find wickedness. Rachel knew better. He’d gone to find air.

A week before she was to return home, Rachel made the mistake of walking too near the wharf by daylight. A group of older girls—Mary Tomlin among them—blocked her path. Mary sneered.

“Looking for a sailor, Rachel? Or just trying to crawl into a bottle like your brother?”

Rachel tried to push past, but another girl grabbed her arm.

“She’s wild,” one of them said. “Look at her eyes. She’ll end up in the stocks or in a brothel. Maybe both.”

They laughed. Rachel didn’t. She jerked free and ran, not stopping until she reached the river’s edge, where she vomited into the reeds. She washed her face with river water and sat for an hour, breathing in the scent of pitch and rope.

When she returned to Aunt Martha’s, she said nothing.

She said nothing again the next week when she walked out of church in the middle of Reverend Bramble’s sermon, the hem of her best dress dragging through
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