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Praise

‘I devoured Compass and Blade … Readers will be truly captivated by Mira and her journey to find her father and herself along the way. I know I was’

Alexandra Christo, author of To Kill a Kingdom

‘Fans of Fable and Daughter of the Pirate King will devour this’

Laura Steven, author of The Society for Soulless Girls

‘Compass and Blade beautifully blends lyrical prose, a propulsive narrative and dynamic characters … Mira is as fierce as she is brave and empathetic, and her story is utterly unputdownable. What a brilliant addition to the young adult fantasy canon’

Ayana Gray, author of Beasts of Prey

‘A pulse-pounding, seafaring adventure steeped in magic, romance, secrets and betrayal. So immersive and exciting and richly atmospheric – I couldn’t put this story down’

Aisling Fowler, author of Fireborn

‘Lyrical and carefully crafted … Compass and Blade is refreshing in its way of challenging preconceptions of what is right and wrong, and in showing how, when pressed into corners, characters may have no choice but to bend the rules of morality. It features witch’s magic, a neatly-guarded family secret and a romance that may or may not involve pressing a knife to the throat’

Gabriela Romero Lacruz, author of The Sun and the Void

‘From the dark magic of the deep to the fantastical world above, this bloody, romantic adventure will sweep you away faster than the tide. Compass and Blade will be the new obsession of readers who love Adrienne Young and Alexandra Christo’

Megan Scott, author of The Temptation of Magic

‘A turbulent voyage of romance and intrigue, Compass and Blade is a stunning fantasy that will ensnare readers until the very last twist. Magical islands, mythical beasts and underwater lore combine in this vivacious YA debut’

Jessica S. Olson, author of A Forgery of Roses

‘A heart-pounding sea adventure, with descriptions so visceral, you can taste the salt on the wind. Mira feels so raw and real that you can’t help but root for her, and the romance burns in just the right way. Compass and Blade will drag you under the waves and you won’t want to come up for air’

Cyla Panin, author of Stalking Shadows




For Rosie and Izzy,

I love you to the moon

and back and all the stars

in between
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THE THUNDER SENDS ME RUNNING. As lightning cleaves the sky, casting a flash across the sand, I see the ship. An outline. A struggling beast in the water. Its carcass is spilling cargo, wood splintered and swollen. I gasp, pulling in a breath as I stumble over the rocks. The wind whips the rain against my skin, a sharp spray of cold dashing over my cheekbones.

‘Am I too late?’ I ask as I reach the group on the beach. A hand fumbles for mine, callused fingers gripping my own.

‘You’re cold, Mira,’ my father says, blue eyes hidden under the folds of his hood. ‘Take my gloves when you go in.’

I nod, avoiding the fact that we both know I don’t need them. That as soon as I hit the water I will no longer feel the cold. Moving towards the line, I find my place along the length of slick rope. Six others are with me. Six other islanders who have the song of the sea in their blood, who can endure in the ocean and not succumb to her ways so easily. But none of them can last as long as I can. None of them can find warmth beneath the waves.

I touch the rope, the rasp of the twine biting into my palms. Waking me. Igniting the fire in my blood. I look out at the ship, imagine the dying gasps of the sailors. My heart lurches, prickles of heat shivering through my veins. I was born for this, the tide and the foam and the cold. I am ready.

I will save as many as I can. We all will.

But we’ll never tell them the truth. That we light the fires along the cliffs. That we are the beacon their helmsman followed. That we wrecked their ship on our rocks to plunder all they have, to take any cargo we can eat or trade.

This is how we survive.

Agnes is just ahead of me, her fist gripped round the rope like a promise. It’s her job to cut the cargo from the ship so it floats towards the group on the shore. I look behind me, catching Kai’s wink. He’ll be with me, saving as many as we can.

The roar of the sea echoes in my chest, and I beat my feet against the sand, in step with the others. We work as one, and I match my rhythm to theirs. We haven’t lost any of us, any of the seven who swim out to the wrecks, this season. Or last.

‘On three! All together!’

The answering call goes up all around as we shout back Kai’s words. All together. My father appears beside me as we walk, tugging his gloves over my hands, gripping my shoulder.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I say, turning back to the tide. He says nothing, but I feel his love, the ghost of it lingering as he disappears into the night. It wraps round me, a little too stifling.

The first lash of sea batters against my thighs, reaching for my chest. I take a deep breath, keeping the rope tangled in my fist, then in a rush of fire and ice I dive under. Agnes surfaces first, just ahead of me. Her red hair flashes, floating like a beacon. I keep her in sight as I work through the waves, feeling out their song. Feeling for their pull and beat. The sea is a fickle creature and, on a night like this, she can be wicked and cruel.

I fall into a rhythm, keeping the rope tucked in on my right, feeling the knot of the spliced twine, which is tied round my middle and attached to the main rope, digging into my waist. Wood floats past, along with cargo released from the hold. Perhaps they were already sinking before we lured them in. The rocks are like teeth, hidden in the gums of the ocean. And surrounding our islands there are rows and rows of them, far more than we can chart on our maps.

I dive once more, catching my rib against something heavy. A thumping ache dulled by the waves flares across my side. I bite my lip, stilling the hiss behind my teeth as my body instinctively curls inwards, losing the rhythm of the others. I stretch out, hauling my arm overhead to cut through the water, bubbles escaping my lungs as the dull ache sharpens to a point. I surface, panting, my legs tangling with the rope. Letting the others carry me for half a breath. I consider hanging on to the rope in my hands, allowing myself to be pulled to the wreck – there’s no way of binding my side until we reach the shore again – but I can’t throw the others off. We’re a team: I have to pull my weight. I carry on, sipping the air before diving down to push more flotsam away. My side grates angrily, pain roaring up my arm. I hope my ribs aren’t broken. That I’ll still be able to haul in any survivors.

‘Mira!’ calls Bryn from near the front. ‘Mira and Kai, you’re with me!’

I look up, finding the ship looming above me. She’s keeled right over, a gaping hole in the starboard side, the ocean roaring as she claws at her. Wood and crates float past us, and I scan them for bodies. For eyes and limbs and hearts, anyone that I can save. But there’s no one gripping the crates, clinging to their floating backs.

I hope we aren’t too late.

I release the rope and move towards the hole in the ship’s side. My hands scrape against the splintered wood, and I’m grateful for the gloves my father gave me. They protect my palms as I drag my body up, leaning on my elbows as I slither forward on my belly. Pain explodes along my side, stars snapping behind my closed eyelids. I try to ignore it as my feet find the ship’s edges. Bryn keeps the rope lashed to his waist, the rest of us untying ourselves as he directs us, calling orders as he stays by the gaping entrance we clambered through. We have to keep him in sight in case we need to leave quickly. He’s our leader and our escape route if the ship caves in around us.

Agnes peels away with three of the others, and I see a flash in her fist as she pulls out her blade. She makes her way deeper into the ship’s belly, searching for plunder. Searching for anything this ship carried: food or fabric or perhaps more precious things we can trade. This winter has been harsh and long, and fewer ships have graced our shores. The ache in my heart at the thought of these sailors’ deaths is nothing compared to the ache in my belly. A ship like this is a bounty with the right hold. I only hope there’s more than salted fish.

‘Got one!’ Kai calls to me, his voice echoing through the dying ship.

The wood groans as I dart towards the sound, his voice the only thing guiding me through the dark. Kai and I are always assigned to finding survivors while the others search for cargo and precious keepsakes. Kai is the strongest; he’s Bryn’s second. And I cannot stand to leave a beating heart behind. I lean down to the body on the floor, breathing hard.

‘I hit my side. The debris—’ I gasp, sinking down next to the body.

Kai glances at me with his wide brown eyes, all traces of his usual ease and warmth erased by this wreck, this night. He places a hand on my arm, and I look up at him, all broad shoulders and steady strength. He assesses me with the barest sweep, and I know what he’ll say.

‘Check him over, then lash yourself to the rope.’

‘But—’

‘Take no chances, remember? We can’t lose you,’ he says firmly. ‘I’ll go through the rest of the deck. Don’t try to move him.’

Before I can argue, he’s gone. I bite back my frustration. There’s no time to disagree; we have to work as one. And Kai’s right. I would make the same call if it was him instead of me. I turn to the body, gripping the sailor’s shoulder to heave him over, on to his front. I feel for any wounds, any gashes, and, when lightning flashes illuminate the ship, I blink down at him.

I’m sure this is the face of someone my age, or just a little older. Brown curls frame wide, unnerving eyes, and freckles crowd like constellations over his tanned skin. He’s staring right back at me, the whites of his eyes gleaming in the dark. A fleeting spark lights my veins, making my breath hitch. He’s striking in a way that isn’t quite beautiful, and yet I know that his face, the shape of his eyes and cheekbones, will haunt me. His lips flicker upwards, as though he’s trying to smile. With that smallest hint of warmth, his features align in a way that’s handsome, like this boy was made to be forever laughing and smiling. Then his eyes close, his mouth slackening.

‘Are you awake?’ I ask as the ship moans ominously. I shake his shoulders, his breath rasping as he fights for air. He must have fallen overboard and pulled himself back on to the ship. ‘Can you stand?’

He coughs, spitting up seawater as he draws himself on to his side. I lean back on my heels, putting a little distance between us. Watching him.

‘I can help you up—’

‘Leave me be. I can do it.’ His voice is husky, burned by the salt in the water. I wonder how long he lay here as the rest of the crew abandoned ship.

‘Kai!’ I call into the dark as the ship lists slowly, sickeningly. ‘Kai!’

‘I’m here,’ he says, emerging. ‘Didn’t find anyone else.’

He takes in the survivor, leaning down to grasp his arm. A frown pinches his face as the boy says something I don’t quite catch. Then Kai releases the boy’s arm, letting him fall to the wooden boards.

‘What?’

‘Leave this one,’ Kai says, already making his way back towards the rope.

I look at Kai, lashing himself in beside Bryn, then turn back to the survivor. Confusion pools inside me. Why would Kai want to leave him? Is he a threat? The boy is sitting up now, watching me. Waiting to see what I’ll do. He blinks once, slowly, and I feel that spark again, flickering in my chest. There’s something about him. Something dangerous. But, as much as we work as a team, I won’t do as Kai says, not without good reason. I won’t leave this survivor. There’s already too much blood on my hands, on all our hands, to leave behind someone I could save.

‘Lean on my arm,’ I say to the boy, helping him stand. He’s taller than me, all rangy and slim, towering up to stare down at me. He sways, forehead dipping, and I catch him, crying out as the pain in my side twists a little deeper.

‘I said to leave him!’ Kai calls as I haul him towards the rope. I want to ask him why, but there’s no time.

‘I can’t do that.’ I find Kai’s eyes in the dark, and hold his gaze. ‘You know I can’t.’

I lash myself alongside the others, tying the boy one place behind me. The rope bites into my middle as the others converge. Bryn’s sharp whistle pierces the storm twice, short and clear. It’s the signal. Time to leave.

I turn, checking on the survivor, this boy with freckles so dense they remind me of a winter night. He looks back at me as lightning splits the sky once more. The shape of his face, the depth of his eyes, burn into me, and I feel a tug. Something strange, something like the pull of the tide. Like a song that is at once familiar, and yet evades me, however hard I listen. I open my mouth to say something, but then the rope drags me forward, and I find myself in the water.

The sea is in a frenzy, churning with fury. I lean on the rope, my side on fire, and kick with all I have left. I picture my father scanning the shoreline, hauling the rope that guides us in. Agnes is just ahead, Kai a few places behind her, and, as my feet hit the sand, I turn to look for the survivor.

But he’s gone.

‘Wait!’ I shout, turning, searching. ‘The sailor we found! Kai, where’s the survivor?’

The group on the beach stop hauling the rope, and I struggle out of it, loosening the knot round my waist. I cast about, but I can’t see him. A hand slips over my arm, but I shake it off and dive under. I search and search, raking my hands through the waves, twisting as the current pulls and punches, my heart near bursting with the need, the desperate need, to find him—

I surface. Choking on the air, I no longer feel the tug. As I make my way back to the beach, to my people, I know. The sea kept him. I should be grateful for the wreck, for what we took tonight. But all I see is his face, his freckles, like a map of the starry sky. His eyes, the whites of them. Burning as they locked with mine.

They say we are lawless on Rosevear – that we’re not all human – and maybe that’s true. But when the storm clouds bloom, casting darkness over our islands, I can hear the song of the sea. The call of the deep, the answering beat in my heart.

They say we are wreckers; that we take and plunder and kill. And maybe we are what they say.

But we call it survival. 
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‘MIRA!’

I stumble up the beach, the wind and rain snatching at my skin. The others are still gathered, hauling cargo across the sand. My father finds me, running his eyes over my face, my clothes. Making sure I came back from the wreck safely.

‘I still think of her …’ he says, so softly I almost don’t catch it.

I nod, turning away. I love my father fiercely; it’s been just me and him for so long. But I can’t handle his grief as well as my own. Not tonight.

‘We’ve got a few hours till dawn,’ Bryn says, addressing us all. ‘Reckon we can haul it all on the carts? Get it stowed before the watch hears of it.’

We nod, dividing into groups. Agnes is at my shoulder, wringing the water from her hair. She grins at me, her teeth pearls in the night, and I catch the flash of her green eyes brimming with relief that it’s over. We’re safe. I grin back, glad she’s unscathed. She’s a year older than me, but we’re almost a match in height and curves. Her skin reflects the pale moon’s glow as mine does, turning tan in the summer. But her hair is the fiery sun as it sets on the water, whereas mine is the colour of the wheat that grows in the fields. I’m the one that should have been born with hair the colour of flame though. And she the sweet flaxen colour of the fields.

‘Any survivors?’ a voice calls across the beach, lantern swinging from a fist.

Bryn bows his head beside me, scraping in a breath. ‘Not tonight.’

A silent sorrow steals over all of us. We grow still for a moment, searching the sea. Some say we are heartless, that we pillage and murder with purpose, but if we don’t fill our bellies this life will end too swiftly. For us, our people, our children. I wish it wasn’t so harsh, but every winter is long and bitter. Hard to fish, harder to trade. The only way to survive is to take what we can from the merchant ships passing through from the mainland ports of Arnhem, down to the shores of Leicena on the continent. I wish it wasn’t us or them.

I wish, more than anything, that I had saved that boy on the ship tonight.

Agnes and I work as a pair, loading up the first cart. The cargo is sea-swollen and heavy, weeds already gathering at its edges. I pull off the worst of them, shouldering a crate up on to the boards of the cart. Old Jonie watches us, chewing slowly on the end of her clay pipe. It’s unlit, but she’s never without it. Her hair snakes round her shoulders, hiding her face.

‘This better be worth it,’ Agnes says, panting as she helps me haul up another crate. We’re both shivering, our limbs moving in spasms and bursts as the cold burrows deep into our bones. I was warm in the sea, but it’s too wild now to slip back under the waves and feel the blood-hot heat under the surface. ‘Remember the last haul?’

I nod. It was barrels of salted pilchards, hundreds of them. They only kept us fed for a few months, and the watch were on us like rats. Questioning and following us, handing out wanted posters. We burned them when they weren’t looking. Tore them down and used them as kindling.

The watch don’t know what it’s like. They never suffer hunger or spend cold winters hunkered down in draughty old cottages. But they do take bribes, these men from the mainland with their scarlet coats and writs and warrants, holding all the power. They take whatever they can get. Which makes them more dangerous than the sea in my eyes. They like to steal people in the night and see them swing from their gallows.

When the last cart is loaded, Bryn whistles. Our signal. We melt into the night, leaving no trace of ourselves behind. No footsteps, no cart tracks. They’re all washed away by the tide.


Our village on Rosevear is silent and watchful the next morning. The sun peels away from the horizon, bathing the island in a wash of warmth. With spring comes hope, green life, fresh food. But underneath all that is the heaviness of what we have hidden. Our haul, carefully stowed where no prying hands can snatch it. Father is mending the nets, squinting into the sunlight, so I settle beside him, drawing my knees under me, and pull some of the netting into my lap. We work in companionable silence, trading sections of the netting as our people pass to and fro. It’s always like this the day after a wreck. Like we’re all walking on scorched earth, terrified the watch will descend and start their questioning.

‘You looked like her last night,’ my father says, flashing me a glance. ‘She had golden hair plaited like you wear it too. In a long rope over her shoulder. You’ve even got her eyes now. Dark blue. Never seen the like. Well, you know.’

I picture her, that old familiar ache pressing on my chest. She had eyes like the ocean, my mother. The deepest blue I’d ever seen. Father’s are a light blue, like so many others on Rosevear, but I do not favour him. ‘I know.’

‘Sometimes I wish …’

‘What?’ I say, impatience building beneath my skin. ‘You wish what?’

‘Did you get your side looked at?’

‘It’s just bruised. It’s fine today,’ I say quickly, frowning down at the nets. Father never goes fishing the day after a storm. He says it’s bad luck, that any catch will be cursed. ‘What do you wish?’

He sets down his net and stares at me. It’s the first time he’s really looked at me in ages. I know why. I grew up too fast, shed my childhood like a second skin. Now I remind him of all he’s lost. All he could still lose if anything was to happen to me.

‘I wish you weren’t like her. Wild. I wish you didn’t have the song of the sea in your blood. It’s more than the others that go out on that damn rope. Not like Kai or Agnes – or even Bryn. It’s different. You … you’re different.’

And there it is. The real thing he’s been making his way towards saying. I took her place on the rope when she died. Just as Agnes took her mother’s. Both of them were lost in the same storm, the same shipwreck, six years ago. Bodies given back the next morning all wrong and broken on the shoreline. I was twelve when I took my mother’s place. Agnes was thirteen. We’ve grown up with the rasping feel of the rope in our hands.

What I don’t tell him, what I can’t tell him, is that I live for it. Even six years on, when Bryn whistles through the village, the signal for a wreck, I come alive. And in the sea when I hit my rhythm, when she folds me into her wild embrace, I am at peace. More than anything, I want to wake with the sea surrounding me. To find a crew and a ship to take me on, and sail away into the iron-grey abyss.

I can’t tell my father that though. My dream would lead me even deeper into the water – further from him, my anchor to this island. He would unravel. He’d never understand.

‘Father, you …’ I bite my lip as the worry floods me. I want to reassure him that nothing will happen to me. But I can’t give him that. Not when I’m one of the seven. ‘You always said you’d give me the key to her chest when I turned eighteen. That was two months ago,’ I say quietly.

It’s been calling to me, the sea, like it always does. The song of the waves, the steady slip and tumble of them. But not from the cliff edge. From the wooden chest in my father’s bedroom, the one he keeps locked. The one holding all my mother’s things, her keepsakes, her notebooks. The song luring me to that chest is sometimes so loud, I wake in the night in a fever. I tried to prise it open two years ago, breaking my nails on the wood. But it wouldn’t budge.

‘I can’t change my nature, but you have to know I wouldn’t … I won’t leave you. Not like that. I – I just need to know about her. I need to know why she seemed different. Why I’m different.’

He works the words around as though they pain him, as though they weigh too heavily on his tongue. ‘I’ve changed my mind, Mira. Give it more time.’

I laugh bitterly. I’ve known for a while now that no amount of prodding will make him give up that key. More time will turn into a year or five years, and I’ll still be on Rosevear, waiting for him to be ready. Every time I lash myself to the rope and swim out to a wreck, it feels like he adds an anchor to my shoulders. Weighing me down. Keeping me on this island. And yet I can’t shake the feeling that there’s more beneath the surface, that answers will be found inside that chest.

‘You can’t keep her secrets forever. What’s in there? What are you so afraid of?’

‘I think you know what I’m afraid of.’ He gets up, not meeting my eyes.

‘Father—’

I reach for him, regret and bitterness coiling in my throat. I don’t want to hurt him. He’s more precious than jewels, the last of my kin. But he just shakes his head, like he always does. My fingers find his jacket, the rough-spun feel of the wool rasping against my skin. He looks down at my hand, his brow knotted, and I think I see a tear forming at the corner of his eye. It’s the same look he gave me when he passed me those gloves last night. Like I am his everything, and if he gives me the key to that chest I could slip away.

‘Father …’

He sniffs, shaking me off with a smile that doesn’t seem true. ‘Get along with you. We’ll discuss it in a few months.’

I nod, knowing it’ll be the same answer, and swallow down my disappointment.

Over his shoulder, I catch sight of Agnes rounding the corner of the next cottage, and I stand, walking over to greet her. I try to forget about my mother’s chest, about my father’s unwillingness to accept who I am. Agnes has heard the fears and frustration spilling from my lips too many times. And today’s a good day. The day after a wreck always is because we are richer than before the storm brought it to us. Her red hair is pulled over her shoulder, freckles drifting like tiny stars across her white cheeks. With a fleeting jolt, they remind me of the sailor’s. The one I couldn’t save.

Her mother had blonde hair, a few shades lighter than mine. It’s her father she favours. And as she takes my arm now, leaning her mouth towards my ear, I catch the sweet scent of pound cake, made from the sugar we plundered a year ago when it was on its way to Leicena to be spun into whisper-thin tarts and delicate creations that I’ve only ever heard tell of. She’s always smelled like this; she sells the bread and cakes her father bakes. Pasties too, when we can get the skirt for the filling. Cows are valued for milk though, so it’s rare we butcher them for their meat.

‘Bryn’s called a meeting. Let your father know. I’ll save you a seat.’

I nod as she winks at me, passing me a bun studded with apple pieces. ‘Don’t tell.’

I grin, and watch as she makes for the next cottage, spreading the word. Her soft singing washes through the silent morning as I take a bite of the bun, eyeing the row of four granite cottages huddled together in this part of our village. The tart apple bursts across my tongue, and I quickly hide the rest before the two boys living in the furthest cottage in our row can run out and prise it from my hands. I’ll pass it to Father later. Apple buns are his favourite.

The meeting house is on the other side of the village. It serves as everything: church, sanctuary, the place we ready our dead for burial. Our village on the Isle of Rosevear isn’t like the Isle of Penscalo where the watch live with their high walls, glass windows and imported mainland finery. Penscalo is like another world. Or at least it is now the watch have taken over. On Rosevear, we make do with what the sea gives us. With old weatherworn cottages, slender fields covering layers of harsh granite and months of scratching a living from almost nothing. We hide our stolen bounty.

The sea gives, the sea takes. That’s what we say. That’s what we believe. But this place, this island, is in our blood, our bones. It’s everything. If you cut my veins open, I would bleed all the colours of Rosevear. The delicate pink of sea thrift growing along the cliffs, the pale golden sand, the deep navy of the roaring sea in winter. I would do anything for my island, my people.

Father shoulders his way over to his set, the other fishermen he grew up with. They stand against the side wall, arms crossed under sun-weathered faces. I feel him tracking me, measuring whether I wince whenever someone bumps into my side. Agnes narrows her eyes at another girl a year older than her, Gilly Matthews. Whereas Agnes and I wear breeches and rough white shirts, anything we can move in, swim in, Gilly likes to wear delicate dresses and lace. She twists her hair into curls, pinches her cheeks to make them glow. Sometimes I want to look like her, to care as much as she does about pretty things. But then I remember that I want to look like me.

I slip past her, squeezing into the place Agnes kept for me. Gilly rolls her eyes and flounces off, earning us a snigger from Kai on Agnes’s other side.

‘She’ll dump fish heads on your doorstep,’ he says, dark brown forearms exposed as he leans forward to rest his elbows on his legs. ‘Gilly never forgets.’

‘Let her try,’ I say. ‘I’m not afraid of Gilly Matthews.’

When the storm wind blows, I’m not afraid of anyone. There’s only one thing that sends fear shivering through me – the thought of losing anyone else. Of finding another body I love on the shore, broken and cold. I glance up, finding Father’s eyes still on me. I smile, and his frown deepens before he looks away.

I wish … I don’t know what I wish. I suppose I wish he’d trust me. That this anchor I feel, the weight of his love, wouldn’t hold me back so much. I wish he’d trust me with my mother’s secrets.

Bryn stands at the front, nodding to a few people, patting Old Jonie on the shoulder. He draws his hands behind his back, raising his chin. And, as if a spell has been uttered, we fall silent.

‘The sea gives,’ he calls.

‘The sea takes,’ we all call back, holding our fists to our chests.

‘And the watch can wait!’ a voice shouts from the back, sending a roar of laughter through the room. Bryn holds up a hand, a smile twitching his mouth, and we all fall silent once more.

‘The watch has been out on the beach this morn,’ he says, his voice flecked with gravel. ‘I know what you’re all thinking. That we shouldn’t be bothering with them. That the likes of them aren’t a scare for us. But they’ve got rifles now. Rifles.’

A muttering sweeps through the room, the heat from all our packed bodies making my cheeks flush. I’ve heard of the rifles, but never seen a man of the watch with one. I’ve heard they’re long and heavy, that they take time to load and shoot. They’re being made on the mainland, somewhere far north of the capital of Highborn, where the wilds are being beaten back to favour the progress the ruling council wish to make. Somewhere in big factories they’re building them from the metals they mine and ship over from the other side of the continent. A place called Stanvard. These rifles might be cumbersome, but if a shot catches you they’re deadly. I bite my lip, turning this information over like a copper coin. I’d still like to see the watch try.

‘They have a new captain, Captain Spencer Leggan. There’s tell that he was in the Far Isles last. Brought them to heel. Made them suffer.’

A chill creeps over us. We’ve all heard what happened to the Far Isles, the cluster of islands to the east of here.

‘The watch say the law is clear. That the ruling council of Arnhem and no one else set the laws of this land. No smuggling. No taking from a wreck. That any bounty belongs to them. ‘They sit there in that far-off capital, with their tall townhouses and their paved streets and carriages, telling us how to live our lives. Sending their men here to stamp on us. But we can outlast them. If we stay strong, stay silent, they won’t catch us. Not this time, not ever. Terry, Lish. Bring the first one up,’ Bryn says, quieting the mutters.

A man and woman sitting on the front bench get to their feet, moving towards the crate Bryn points at. It takes them a good minute to wrestle it to the front, and we’re all craning to see. This is what we all came for, to find out what we hauled last night.

Agnes’s fingers reach for mine, and we watch together, barely breathing as Bryn levers the crate open. I half stand, heart thumping like a rabbit caught in a trap.

And then I can see.

Glass beads. Hundreds of them. All glistening and beautiful, catching the light through the window. A myriad of shades and colours: greens and silvers and mauves and gold.

Glitter, they call these beads. Manufactured, like the rifles, up in the north, from what we’ve heard. Sewn into fine gowns, or looped round throats, even hanging like glistening teardrops from the fine merchant ladies’ earlobes.

A cry runs through the room, quickly followed by whoops and cheers. The flush in my cheeks blazes. All that wealth. All that beauty.

‘You know what this means, Mira? You know what this means?’ Agnes says urgently, fingers tugging on mine.

I nod. I can’t speak. People clap us on the back, hug us, wipe away tears. Because if there’s one crate filled with these beads there’s bound to be more. We haven’t had a haul like this in a decade, and there could be enough to trade for years. It means more than a full belly. It means freedom. It means choices. And this time Agnes and I have a stake in it. Most of it belongs to the island, and Bryn as our leader will direct the spending. But we were two of the seven on the rope.

We have a claim.
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WE LEAVE THE MEETING HOUSE as the sun climbs high in the sky. I try to contain it, all my joy, but it bubbles up my throat, spilling over in breathless laughter. That wreck was a blessing, and I can’t help but think it was given to us. Offered up, like we deserve it. Like we deserve so much more than aching bellies. We don’t celebrate much any more, but we used to share feast days with the Isle of Penrith. They would come over on their skiffs, or we would go to them and share any bounty of the season. We would sing and dance and light a bonfire to warm us long into the night. But we haven’t seen the people of Penrith this winter, with precious little to celebrate. I’m so ready to cast off this cold and hunger, to sing our island songs in celebration and eat my fill.

But as Kai wraps an arm round Agnes’s shoulders, walking her back to her father’s bakery, I feel a tug. That same one I felt when I found the survivor on the ship last night. I know I should follow Agnes and Kai, to sip on the cider we pressed last winter and grab a loaf of bread to tear at with my teeth. But that tug is a tether, leading me away.

Calling me down to the shore.

I follow the path along the cliffs. The breeze pulls at my hair, sending it flying round my shoulders. The tang of salt stirs through my chest, and I lean into it, wanting to be near the sea. Wanting to find the end of that tether and whatever is calling me down to the water.

‘Not celebrating with Agnes?’ a voice calls behind me.

I stop, turning to find my father coming along the path. He has his hands in his pockets, stubbornness etched in the lines of his face. He might be happy about the haul, but he’s not happy that I was involved in finding it. That I risk my life every time I swim out to a wreck while he watches anxiously from the shore.

‘I’ll go over there in a bit. I just want to—’

‘Follow in the footsteps of your mother?’ he asks. My throat grows claggy, heart picking up a faster beat as I stare at him. ‘You know she always went back to the sea after they brought in a good haul off a wreck. She said she didn’t, but I knew where she went. Back to the water, every time. Never to celebrate with us.’

A fleeting look passes over him before he blinks it away. I pull in a breath, wondering how I can reassure him that I’m not her. That I won’t vanish every few months, returning with seaweed tangling my hair like green jewels. I suppose it was never enough for her, this quiet life on Rosevear, however much she loved us. She always longed for the ocean.

‘I only need a moment. A moment alone with my thoughts,’ I say gently, holding out my hands. ‘I won’t be long. I promise.’

He nods gruffly, glancing away. We both know what’s underneath our words, the undertow threaded through every conversation we have.

‘I’ll see you this afternoon. Don’t be too long alone; the watch will be abroad.’

He turns on his heel, shuffling back towards the village. I watch him leave, the faded green of his wool jacket blending with the heather. I should go to him. Find his hand and remind him that I’m a constant; that I can resist the urge to follow my heart into the ocean. But I don’t, can’t, say any of those things. Because I’m not sure if it would be the truth.

The beach is littered with wreckage. The stripped-bare carcass lies on her side by the rocks further out, the tide flowing round her. I wince as I catch sight of the gaping hole, still spilling wood and debris. In the harsh daylight, she looks like a dying animal and I silently call to the sea to care for those souls. We don’t mean to do harm, and yet we do. Over and over.

A bitter thread grows inside me, twisting and turning in on itself. I try to shut my mind from it, and most of the time I can. But when that sailor looked up at me last night, his face as old as mine, I couldn’t breathe.

The sand is soft as powder, and I bend down, scooping some into my fist. It shifts in my fingers, spraying and glittering in the sunlight. I want to swim. Right now. I want that same wild freedom as last night, with the sea surrounding me. But I can’t stand Father wondering if he’ll lose me one day to the ocean, like we lost her.

I’ve never felt that bone-deep cold in the water, even in the depths of winter. That’s why I was chosen for the rope: I can stand it for far longer than the others. Even as a girl, I could swim further, dive deeper. It was like breathing. I never needed to be taught how. The others were chosen for the rope because they’re strong swimmers. Because they know how to handle a blade and how to work as a team. No one ever mentions how different I am, but occasionally I’ll catch someone watching me as I wade out of the water.

My mother used to say that like calls to like, and maybe we were both born of the sea. She came here on a ship, a smuggler’s drop in the dead of night, and never left. But there were periods when she would be away, when it was my father who’d tuck me in at night and tell me stories of witches and wild creatures, like the ones found in the north of Arnhem where the factories are being built now. He told me that magic comes from the corners of our world, and the witches know how to wield it. It’s only now that I’m beginning to realise that he didn’t know where my mother had gone when he told me these stories of magic, or when she would return. But she always found her way back to us. Back to him.

With my share of the wrecked ship’s cargo, I could travel to the mainland of Arnhem and pay for an apprenticeship at one of the port towns. I could join a crew and cut my own path. Find out who I am, away from this tiny island, like she did. The shipping routes go to the continent, circling the vast territories there, even as far as the mines of Stanvard to the east, where the metals are chipped away from the hot earth.

I draw in a breath, picturing the vast world beyond the Fortunate Isles. Beyond the world I know, and have always known. I trace the horizon with a fingertip, imagining the cluster of the Far Isles to the northeast, then further still to the Straits where the merchant ships pass through, hugging the Spines to the north, Skylan to the south. The wrecked ship will have come from Skylan. It will have travelled along the Straits from Stanvard, past the Far Isles, to anchor at one of the port towns of Arnhem. The merchants will have emptied, then refilled the hold before setting a course south, for Leicena. Right past the Fortunate Isles where we were waiting.

I push the thoughts of my father from my head, allowing myself a moment to give in to the dream of crewing on one of those ships. Exploring every corner of the ocean, perhaps even seeing with my own eyes the wild creatures that lurk in the deep. I’ve heard tales of the kraken, of sirens and wraiths that lure sailors and claw out their hearts. It’s so close, this dream, I can wrap my fingers round it. If only it wouldn’t end in my father’s broken heart. If only a rich cargo could buy my mother back for him.

Very few leave Rosevear. In the calling season, when Arnhem seek a champion every ten years to represent our nation in the The Trials, where they’ll compete against the champions of the other nations from the continent, occasionally someone will travel to the capital, to Highborn, and try out. Sometimes they return, bloodied and battered, and there are tales passed down through the generations warning us not to answer the call. Sometimes they don’t return at all and our island receives the news of their passing during try-outs. The calling season is soon, but no one will answer the call from Rosevear this time. No one wants to represent a nation that wants to stamp us out.

As the sun shifts, hiding its face behind a slow-moving cloud, I turn back towards the cliffs and see a body on the sand.

I freeze. It’s turned on its side, its back a curve of spine and sodden clothes. Between blinks, I find myself and run. Five steps, ten, twenty and I’m there, kneeling next to it. Blood beats in my ears, drowning out everything except this body, this person, this moment.

It’s him.

I know as soon as I touch his face. I know before I’ve turned him over. That tether inside me snaps taut, making me shudder. I pull on his shoulder, moving his face up to mine. His eyes are closed. Brown curls sweep his forehead, in direct contrast to the deathly pallor of his skin. His lips hold the near-blue tinge of the lifeless. When I run a hand along his jaw, the cold reaches up my wrist. I steel myself for death. For this survivor to die in my arms.

I place my hands on his heart. There’s a flutter, a warming. I bend my face down to his, as close as a lover, and feel the slight huff of his breath on my skin. My hands move to him, and I don’t hesitate. I bring my lips to his. I breathe, heat filling me as our mouths touch. His lungs expand like wings, and I feel his body shift beneath me.

He chokes, and I pull back, throwing myself on to the sand as he convulses, retching a stream of seawater from his body. My heart beats so fast, so hot in my chest as I watch him come back to life. He sucks in air, searching around … and he finds me.

I clear my throat, hardly daring to breathe. ‘Are you … are you all right?’

‘It’s you,’ he says, eyes burning into mine. Searing in a way that makes my heart leap in my chest. ‘It’s you.’

Then he collapses.

I rap on the door of the healer’s cottage. Her eyes widen when she sees him, whistling in that close-lipped way we all do. Two men, her brothers, appear, rushing towards me.

‘He … a survivor,’ I gasp as they carry him inside. I press my hands into my thighs, doubling over. My lungs are on fire, and I breathe and breathe until the ragged rasp in my throat is gone, and my heart has slowed.

His body was limp and almost too heavy for me. But I heaved him, the weight bowing my bones, and dragged us both along the sand. It took an age to get him up the cliffs, and I was scared I’d drop him. But I made it back, stumbling and cursing until I reached the healer’s cottage.

I straighten up, wipe my forehead and follow them inside. It’s only a small room at the front of the cottage, and she’s got him on her kitchen table. Her brothers are standing near the hearth, watching the boy like he’s got evil inside him. I cross straight to him as the healer carefully checks his bones.

‘You on the rope last night, Mira?’ she asks, pushing a strand of hair from her eyes. They’re a piercing pale blue in the folds of her brown skin.

She’s older than Father, maybe as old as our village – I don’t know. What I do know is that she’s not a witch. There’s never been any magic on Rosevear, or anyone to wield and shape it, and I think maybe that’s our problem. If she was a witch, if anyone had magic, maybe we would have prospered. Father used to say in his stories that the covens in Arnhem are generations old, their coffers running deep as the sea. Maybe if there was a coven on Rosevear we wouldn’t have to wreck to survive. But Mother never liked the witches. She used to say in her stories that they were full of greed, that they drained magic from the world. So perhaps Rosevear is better off without them.

‘I was,’ I say, placing my hand over the survivor’s protectively.

He’s still so cold. I flex my fingers round his, wanting him to wake up. And suddenly, strangely, wanting his hand to curve back round mine.

‘And he was inside the ship? Did you see him?’

I balance a lie on my tongue. But her old eyes see everything, and I know I won’t get a false tale past her. ‘He was in the ship. I tried to save him, but he slipped from the rope on the way back.’

‘So he saw you? Only you?’

‘I think so. And Kai.’

She nods, satisfied. I look up at her brothers, great hulking men with greying beards and wide-set shoulders. They meet my gaze steadily, and it’s clear why they stayed. We don’t trust the survivors. Not until we know they won’t talk, or that we’re sure they believe us their saviours. We always try to save them, but if they accuse us, or mention the watch, or if we think they know too much … some islanders get suspicious. Just like Kai did aboard the wreck.

‘He’ll live?’

‘If he stays warm enough, he might,’ the healer says, pursing her lips. ‘Jowan, Ethan; stoke the fire then get some more wood in here. He has a fever. We need to sweat it out.’

His fingers twitch, suddenly gripping mine, and my stomach flips over. Then his eyes fly open, unfocused and wide. I lean down, hardly daring to breath, and catch a fever-whisper.

‘Don’t let them kill me.’

I blink up at the healer, and she avoids my gaze. I shift away from his body, reluctantly releasing his





















OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Praise


		Dedication


		Contents


		Map


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Acknowledgements


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








OPS/images/chap_003.jpg
)

(BIAPTER 3





OPS/images/img_001.jpg
Hile Novfh,
N

AN

_/47/ n@

Hlghtorm

0N
nﬁ‘ %/f/‘”;/ \“

Ui

3 I

% 3 wito
G st mipe S0
f y =N
/. I

e k)

* Bev J/ 4

,L’f[a[/'/_ . ‘{//gf (ﬁf‘na@/mxc{//
) l/Z“_L/V“

\

X

o~

RTTAT{S LT TAOE 223

(






OPS/images/cover.png
ks RACHEL
GREENLA W

S N ’
‘Brimming with adverithie
and dreamy romance’ Magical'

CATHERINE DOYLE ALEXANDRA CHRISTO





OPS/images/logo.jpg
h

HARPER FIRE





OPS/images/title.jpg
(OMPASS
BIADE

RACHEL
GREENL AW





OPS/images/chap_001.jpg
&

(HAPTER 1





OPS/images/chap_002.jpg
o

(HIAPTER 2





