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The tide rolled in.

I stepped closer to the edge, drawn by the lick of salt on the breeze. In one breath, the wind tugged back my briny curls and swept blue into the black lung of the cliffs. Sea spray flecked my cheeks, and the knot in my chest tightened.

Down below, waves tossed a broken body against jagged rocks, leaching old blood into the tidepools. Another day, another dead.

Gods – don’t be him.

Villagers trudged the shoreline, fishermen in waterlogged slacks braving the shallows. They waded towards the homebound corpse, superstition snapping at their heels. My heart thrummed an anxious rhythm, waiting.

Their families hung back, a crowd gathering at the water’s edge. I watched from above, pretending I didn’t long to push my way past them, to feel the bite of the ocean through my worn boots. Safer up here, letting the wind whip my heart’s tug of longing into submission.

All I could see were the man’s thin arms and dark hair, a grimy shirt plastered to his pale flesh. I’d seen enough bodies in the past weeks not to fear the death in his hollow cheeks, but my pulse still raced. Terrified that the body the fishermen lugged between them belonged to my father. And if not today, then tomorrow.

Seawater scattered beneath wading boots as the villagers laid the body ashore. The crowd scrambled forward, their steps swallowed by sand. Still, I hung back. I’d have my answer soon.

Sure enough, a cry cut through the dusk.

I scanned the cluster of figures, spotting a woman as she sank to her knees, head cradled in her hands – as though they could hold the weight of her grief. She was the village blacksmith, her husband one of my father’s crew. One of the few who’d returned at all.

My fingernails bit into my palms, hot tears welling at the anguish that filled the air. It was getting harder and harder to cling to old hopes when each day presented a horrifying new truth. It would’ve taken a miracle for Father to leave those waters with his life.

I shut my stinging eyes and turned back to the sea, listening to the blacksmith’s cries echo through the bay like the call of a gull. Clouds descended to the clifftops, obsidian crags glistening with fading sunlight. I inhaled, smelling the brewing storm as it whispered through the forest towards us. Not long now.

‘Ria!’

I glanced over my shoulder. Aberdeen marched down the hill towards me, lilac skirts whipping about her legs. She halted at the edge of the dead grass, eyes sharp and quizzical.

Strangled sobs rose from the shoreline below and I saw a sigh of relief escape her. I didn’t need words to tell her what we both already knew.

‘Get inside,’ was all she said, her gaze flickering to the heavy horizon before she spun around and stalked back up to the house. Any slower and I might’ve caught a glimpse of fear in her moonstone eyes. But no, that wouldn’t be my sister.

I threw one last glance at the sea, bit down on my lip and hurried after her.

Aberdeen snaked up the path with brisk steps, her raven hair pulled back in a tight braid, safe from the wind as it swept twilight into the bay.

Our cottage sat in the crescent of two hills, its backyard spilling into the woodlands beyond. Gnarled ivy overtook the crumbling stone walls and little arched doorway, but gardening had long ago lost its place on our list of priorities.

‘How is she?’ I asked, stepping over the threshold.

Aberdeen shoved a lukewarm bowl of broth into my hands and ushered me towards the stairwell. ‘Take this up to her.’

I stared down at the bowl, its watery contents stirring the hunger in my belly. We lived on the stuff in winter, but the leaves had only just turned and our cupboards were near barren already.

Worry nipped at my stomach as I took the broth upstairs, nudging my way into our bedroom. The stale air hit my nose, the small room cloying with the scent of sickness. Felicie lay with the covers shoved down to her ankles, nightdress sticking to her pale skin.

My expression tipped softly into a smile. ‘Are you awake?’ I whispered, kneeling by the side of her bed.

My older sister’s eyes slid open and a returning smile tugged at her tired lips. ‘Hi.’

‘I brought your supper,’ I offered, gesturing for her to sit up. Felicie’s head wavered as she pulled herself upright and I settled the bowl into her lap, brushing a hand over her damp forehead. ‘Bad day?’

She nodded mutely, leaning into my touch. We’d passed countless hours this way, with me wiping her fever-ridden brow, whispering stories into her gold-spun hair. Being two years younger had never stopped me from trying to take care of her.

Felicie lifted the bowl to her mouth, taking a delicate sip. Then she frowned. ‘Did Aberdeen make this?’

I tried to swallow my laugh, but failed. ‘Yes.’

‘I like the way you make it better,’ she said. 

‘I know. I’m sorry, I was in the village.’ 

Felicie’s brows creased. ‘Was it . . . ?’

‘It wasn’t Father,’ I assured her, offering what I hoped was a fortifying smile. I didn’t tell her who it was, or that he was the third washed home in just a week. I didn’t tell her a lot of things. ‘But yes, he was dead.’

When she shuddered, I felt it in my bones.

‘And the sea?’ Felicie murmured into the wooden lip of the bowl.

My fingers danced over her back, tracing a pattern of the purling waves across the cotton of her shift. If she were anyone else, I’d have lied. ‘Like magic,’ I answered.

I wasn’t supposed to love the sea, not the way I did – not when it only ever brought us ruin. Gods knew, nobody else did. But no amount of blood could ever taint that endless, ferocious blue. It lingered: saltwater pearls on my cheeks, my lips, my lashes. Flecks of the ocean’s ache followed me everywhere I went. Begging me to do the same. To follow.

Rain thrummed against the windows, lifting my gaze to the world outside. The storm had arrived.

When she was finished, I pressed a kiss to Felicie’s temple, took her empty bowl and left her to rest, occupying myself with chores as the sun sank and silvery light filled the kitchen. But as usual, keeping my hands busy did little to distract me from my thoughts.

Our father’s absence haunted this house more with each voyage, a shadow that lengthened in his wake. We’d come to whisper his name like a curse, as if prayers would ever be enough to bring him home. Northbay echoed with the truth of what had killed Father’s crew. Who.

It’d been centuries since any god’s name had been whispered with a shard of the reverence that the Heartless King’s demanded. I prayed to only one of those gods; believed in her only so far as she crashed against my cliffs. It was the Heartless King, his pirates, who loomed over us all, casting darkness down the coast and inspiring the stories we’d begged to hear as children. Back then, that was all they’d been – stories.

The dull thud of ceramic on wood broke the silence that stretched between Aberdeen and me at dinner. The sound was hollow, like most of our days here. Like my lungs, seizing every time I thought of the future that faced us.

How many nights have we spent like this? I wondered, glancing up at my eldest sister from across the table. Only four years apart in age, but there was an infinity between us, this valley of silence and cold looks that I’d never been able to cross. The fact that we came from different mothers didn’t seem to mean a thing; we’d never been even half the same.

Her silence grated on me, now more than ever. Her stoicism might’ve kept us alive in the hardest months, but with the world outside turning to frost, I couldn’t help craving a little warmth.

‘What’re we going to do?’ I ventured, braving the quiet. ‘What if he’s really gone?’

The words clogged my throat long after I’d forced them out. It was a struggle not to picture the stark reality ahead, not to imagine what our lives would become without Father.

Aberdeen didn’t even glance up when she spoke. ‘We’ll survive. We always do.’

Have, I wanted to say. We always had. Things were different this time. I could still smell the rot, still see the glassy eyes of those whose bones had rattled home to families just like ours. Ones with little chance of making it through the encroaching winter. But when Aberdeen said it, it sounded almost possible. Almost real.

I stared at her from across the table. Her dark, pointed features were shadowed. Impassive. Felicie and I shared our mother’s eyes; Aberdeen had our father’s. But her almost-black hair and sharp jaw – they must’ve come from her mother. Tall and angular, she was as far from Felicie’s soft, honeyed appearance as possible.

I blinked, scraping up the last dregs of soup with my spoon. Aberdeen was right, of course. We’d done it before, tiding over the weeks during Father’s voyages. I balanced the ledgers, cleaned the house, cared for Felicie when her lungs failed her. Aberdeen took whatever little we had to bargain with into the village. It took an iron will to refuse her; I always settled for the fairest price.

It was Father’s blood that drew us together on the coldest, hungriest days. An unspoken agreement that we’d grit our teeth and do what it took. Whatever it took. For Felicie, if not for ourselves.

The storm whistled through the broken windowpanes, shaking the timber of the cottage. The howl of the tempest masked the clang of our bowls as I tossed them into the sink, shoving the hair back from my face with a sigh.

Come home, I whispered to the wind. I didn’t know how much longer we’d last alone in a house so cold, in a land so close to dust.

Rain battered the thatched roof, the sea calling to me from above. I ignored it, scrubbed the dishes clean and retired upstairs, my restless mind soothed by the harmony of my sisters’ snores.

It wasn’t much of a life, but it was what we had. I’d do what I could to hold on to it.

I woke in the dead of the night, jolted into the cold, moonlit room. Voices shouted somewhere below, their words indistinguishable from the squall. Fists pounded against wood, against the roar of wind and rain whipping at the cottage walls.

I knew the voices, gruff and male, and growing louder. I glanced hesitantly between Aberdeen and Felicie, their faces peaceful in sleep, before tossing my covers aside and darting from the room. I hurtled down the stairs and raced for the door, throwing it open with my heart in my throat.

The storm ripped inside. Three rain-soaked figures clambered over the threshold, chased by the night. I knew two of them from the village, their gaunt faces sending panic ringing through me.

Water surged across the floorboards as they staggered in, supporting a third man between them. His head drooped against his chest, dark hair slick to his pale scalp.

The air swept from my lungs. Every nightmare from the past weeks collided, blooming into the very thing I’d feared and hoped for most. Father.

A cry escaped my lips as the villagers dragged his unconscious form into the living room. I hovered nervously as they lowered him into an armchair, his tattered clothes soaking through the upholstery.

Gods, I prayed, don’t let him be dead. 

‘What happened?’ I finally choked out.

The taller of the two men shrugged. ‘Ship washed up in the storm. She’s seen better days, but yer father took the worst, by the looks o’ it.’

I glanced down at his slumped form, taking small comfort in the slow rise and fall of his chest. He’s alive. He’s alive. But no matter how many times I repeated it, I couldn’t shake the thought that followed – How many aren’t?

An image of the blacksmith’s husband flashed before my eyes, shirt bloodied and torn, his body broken on the shore. ‘And the rest of the crew?’ I asked, dreading the answer.

The second man ran a hand over his balding head, scattering raindrops to the ground. His lips thinned. ‘Nuthin’.’

‘Damn pirates,’ his companion grunted.

A chill sluiced down my spine. Leviathan had left port with a crew of seventeen sailors. Five would be buried in dirt graves on a cliff east of the bay, and those were the lucky ones.

‘Take him up to the bedroom.’ Aberdeen appeared in the doorway, her face grave. She led the way as the two men hauled Father upstairs, no questions needed. Her footsteps were steady as the rain, unfazed by the horrors that had my heart and mind racing.

I hurried in tow, fingers gripping the banister in an attempt to stop the world falling out from under me.

The men settled Father on to his bed, the colour swept from his fair skin by some ungodly tide. They withdrew with a solemn bow of their heads, leaving Aberdeen and me standing wordlessly over his unconscious body.

The room swirled with stories we’d whispered in the dark as children, stories I’d prayed would never come true. Black-hearted pirates who sailed the raging tides, men and monsters alike at their mercy. Creatures with shark teeth and serpent tongues, and water so thick with blood it tasted of steel.

One figure loomed in all of them. A man, in some tales, a tentacled beast in others. Here in Northbay, the stories gave him eyes like an abyss, scaled skin and the fangs of an anglerfish. In Bray, his tentacles were made from shadows, his eyes gleaming red and hands like hooks of bone. No matter where we went, the moniker of the Heartless King meant one thing: monster.

Some said the cities of the north were free from King Oren’s reign because of him. Because of pirates who ravaged and pillaged and plundered. Our village knew better – the Heartless King’s fleet did not rail against King Oren in support of anyone but themselves. They did it because they could. They sank ship after ship of soldiers and sailors alike only because they were too proud to share an ocean.

I sank on to the side of the mattress and drew one of Father’s hands into mine, frightened by how cold it felt. I brushed the damp hair back from his forehead and shivered.

As if he could sense my touch, Father’s eyes flew open. Wide and startlingly blue, the horrors they’d witnessed were drowned in terror.

‘Felicie,’ he gasped.
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‘Soup isn’t going to bring him back from the dead.’

Warm morning light trickled across Father’s sunken face

as I set the bowl of broth in my lap with a sigh, ignoring Aberdeen’s snide remark. We were both on edge; it had been a restless night, overshadowed by a sense of doom that thickened with each passing hour. Father had barely been able to string a sentence together since he’d woken last night, let alone explain what had happened to his beloved Leviathan and crew.

He lay beneath the coarse white sheets, hair still damp from the sea. The smell of salt only sharpened the dread gnawing at my stomach. I could’ve woven together a thousand stories from what I already knew, but each was as violent and harrowing as the last. I was only surprised – and grateful – he was alive at all. Pirates weren’t known for their mercy.

I returned the bowl to the table by Father’s bed as he lifted his head to offer me a weak smile. There was colour in his cheeks despite the unnerving emptiness of his eyes and I forced out a sigh of relief.

At least he’s here.

Aberdeen stepped closer, her pale green dress crisp against her almond skin. ‘What happened?’ she demanded, at the same time I asked, ‘How do you feel?’

Father struggled to pull himself upright, his thin arms shaking. ‘My dears,’ he rasped, soft blue eyes hollowed by a fear I’d never seen before. ‘We’re in greater danger than I feared.’

Greater? We’d always known the perils that lurked beyond the bay, but Father had escaped. He was free. What other kind of safety was there, in this world?

Aberdeen’s brows creased, mirroring my concern. ‘What are you talking about?’ she asked, low, cautious.

‘Didn’t I always say I’d someday return to regale you with tales of my daring escape from the Heartless King?’

His humourless laugh was undercut by the dark rings that guarded his eyes.

‘So it’s true?’ I pressed, leaning in. ‘It was really him?’

Father bowed his head with a slow sigh. ‘We were just days from home when they found us,’ he began. Brown-and-grey speckled hair fell across his face, but he didn’t bother to sweep it back. ‘A single ship. His fleet was nowhere in sight, only the mightiest vessel I’ve ever seen. She towered over us, made Leviathan seem a child’s toy in comparison. But she was beautiful, too, bedecked with vines of roses that bloomed along the railings.’

His eyes were distant, fixed upon something faraway, something dark.

‘The Blood Rose,’ Aberdeen murmured. She’d come closer, perching stiffly on the edge of the bed.

I shuddered at the sound of the ship’s name. Every story I’d ever heard of it had ended in horror.

‘There was time to surrender,’ Father continued, suddenly sharper. ‘We watched them approach, just waiting. Seeing death sail towards you like that, just knowing . . . I should’ve surrendered. It was so foolish, I—’

He choked, angry tears tracking the valleys of his weathered cheeks. I squeezed his palm, willing us both the strength to go on.

‘Did you see him?’ Aberdeen urged.

Father shook his head, hands trembling under mine. ‘He never showed his face, only . . .’ He swallowed. ‘We felt him. Like some great, smothering shadow that fell over us all. I half expected the sky to collapse with the weight of it.’

A shadow: that was exactly what the Heartless King was. A darkness that stalked every life he’d ever touched. A looming threat to anything his fleet was yet to destroy. He had no kingdom, no crown, but the sea was his to reign. I couldn’t think of a power more absolute than that.

I leaned closer, terrified by what I was hearing yet not wanting to miss a word.

‘That ship was the last thing your mother ever gave me, besides you.’ Father’s grasp tightened around my hand. ‘I thought I would never see your faces again and Leviathan was the last piece of home I had. I clung to her. Some part of me just couldn’t let go – couldn’t see her destroyed. I’d heard that even the Heartless King’s pirates wouldn’t kill an unarmed opponent, but . . . still, I couldn’t lay down my sword. Couldn’t let go. My crew stood by me, and they paid the price.’

I blew out a breath. I didn’t want to hear the rest, didn’t want to picture the carnage that had followed. But Father went on, stirring a new kind of dread in the rift of my chest.

‘I’m a coward . . .’ he said, pulling his hands from my grasp. ‘I didn’t want to die, but I should have. I wish I had died before he saw me. We’d all be safer if I had.’

‘Who saw you?’ I pressed, my heart thudding against my ribs. ‘The Heartless King?’

Father shook his head. ‘Not him, no. One of his crew. A man I knew long ago, in another life. He spared me.’

I frowned. In what life had Father known pirates?

He never spoke of much before Bray – of life at King Oren’s court and his marriage to Aberdeen’s mother, nor the things that had chased him from her. Who my parents had been, all those years ago, I’d never truly known.

‘He was like a brother to me, once,’ Father went on, picking at the fraying threads of his nightshirt. ‘We grew up together in the capital. If it weren’t for him, I’d never have made it out. He convinced his companions to stay their swords, but as soon as they did . . . he asked about Estelle.’

I winced at the dull pang of grief that shot through me. He spoke of my and Felicie’s mother more than he ever had Aberdeen’s. Spoke of her laughter, her kindness, her sunshine eyes.

‘Dead, I told him.’ Father’s words came out flat, pained. ‘And the child? he asked next. He wanted to know about Felicie.’

Aberdeen’s back straightened, and I shot her a sharp look. Does she know something I don’t?

‘I don’t understand,’ I said, glancing between the two of them. ‘How does this pirate know about Felicie? What does she have to do with anything?’

‘Estelle and I fled Forea the day Felicie was born,’ Father explained to me. ‘This man, Mors . . . he helped us escape. He wasn’t exactly a pirate back then.’

Fled. Escape. My head spun. He’d never used those words before. What had they been fleeing from?

‘What does this mean?’ Aberdeen asked tersely. Her face was grave, hands clasped white-knuckled in her lap. ‘What do they want?’

‘They wanted a trade.’ The words fell from his lips like stones, his tongue stumbling over their jagged edges. ‘My life, in exchange for the child.’

A shiver tore through me. A pirate’s mercy, indeed.

‘That makes no sense,’ I said. ‘What do they want with her?’ What could one young woman do for them that they couldn’t find, or steal, for themselves?

‘I said no, of course,’ Father continued, brushing aside my question. ‘But they . . . there was this one pirate, staring down at me like I’d be her next meal. She said I was mistaken if I thought I had a choice. Told me to go home, to send . . . well, Felicie. Or we’d all pay the price.’

‘And your friend didn’t try to stop this?’ The mattress sank as I shifted my weight, my brows furrowed tightly. Some friend, I thought. Some pirates, too. This deal they’d made – a girl, for . . . what? A little blood spared? It made no sense.

Father shrugged. ‘I don’t think he had much say in the matter. The man I knew never would’ve let this happen, not to Estelle’s daughter. But here we are.’

I released a breath, letting my shoulders slump forward. I thought I’d have given anything to see my father safely home. But if I’d known it would lead to this – to pirates demanding the one thing I could never give up . . .

‘They don’t call their king heartless for nothing,’ Father muttered darkly.

‘But she’s ill,’ I said, as if it would make any difference. ‘We can’t just hand her over.’

‘We aren’t handing her over,’ Aberdeen snapped.

‘No,’ Father agreed. Not for the first time that morning, I could tell the two of them knew more than they were letting on. ‘She’ll stay here with the two of you. I know you’ll protect her; you always have.’

I bit my lip. ‘I still don’t understand.’

‘I only came home to say goodbye.’

No.

Father’s long fingers smoothed the oaken tendrils back from my face. ‘I leave again at first light,’ he said. ‘If I don’t return, they’ll come looking, for all of us. I can’t hide any longer.’

I shook my head again, wiping the smudge of tears from my cheeks. Hide? Since when had he been hiding? From what?

‘You can’t,’ I pleaded. ‘Don’t leave us again.’

‘We don’t have a choice.’

I stared at my father, trying to swallow the hurt that threatened to consume me. He was keeping something from me, I could tell. And now he wanted to leave all over again, in a way I couldn’t see him coming back from. Leave us in pieces to fight through the winter, and every winter to come, without him.

‘Go now,’ my father told me gently. ‘I need to speak to your sister.’

Aberdeen sat back in resignation, rubbing her brows, and I had to swallow to stop the flare of anger inside me from igniting. I cast a look between them, their identical blue eyes deflated with a shared understanding. How long had there been secrets there? How had I never noticed?

I rose begrudgingly from the bed and left with a wary backwards glance, my mind tripping over a tangle of new information. A pirate’s trade. My sister’s life caught in the balance . . .

The door snapped shut behind me and I stood, dumbfounded, on the landing.

He’s going to die, I realised. And we’re all going to starve.

*

Slick peel slipped through my fingers and into the sink. I rinsed the potato and reached for another, deftly carving the dirt-caked skin from its green-tinged flesh.

Felicie’s figure wavered in the glass windows as she moved through the damp yellow grass out front, scattering seed for the chickens and soaking up the weak afternoon sun. Scrawny, half-feathered things, the hens were all that remained of the livestock Father had bought with the cottage four years ago. Pitiful now, like us.

Felicie seemed better today, livened by the relief of Father’s return last night. Still, her health was fickle. Some days she was filled with the strength of a hurricane, others she could barely lift her own smile.

A familiar tightness rose in my chest. What price rested on her head without her knowing? What could the Heartless King’s crew possibly seek from a girl who had nothing? Was it the monster himself who wanted her, or was this about something else – something Father and Aberdeen understood, and I didn’t?

More than that, what was to stop them from killing Father and coming after us still? My fingers trembled, the knife slipping from the potato’s hard skin. If they really wanted Felicie, what made him think he could stop them?

I knew there was more to it, that he wasn’t telling me everything, but it didn’t change the facts. The truth wouldn’t fill our stomachs, and if we didn’t find a source of income to replace Father’s trade before the month was out, nothing would.

The clouds sat heavy against the fringe of the sky, dark and looming as my thoughts. The storm hadn’t quite passed, but it had abated for now. There was salt on the breeze that blew in through the open windows and the cool air filled my nostrils, caressing my bare arms as waves crashed against the distant cliffs. I set down my knife with a sigh, trying to remember something more than longing.

I didn’t miss the city the way my sisters did. Didn’t miss the cold nights and tight dresses and the smell of manure that edged the cobblestones. The dancing, perhaps, but not the endless hours of empty conversation, not the flushed cheeks and creeping hands of over-eager suitors. I was only fourteen when we’d left Bray, but that had never stopped them.

Here in Northbay, I was free to lose myself among the pages of my novels, to walk the bluffs that arched alongside the ocean and let the wind sweep my problems behind me. I didn’t love the cottage, for it wasn’t our home, but I had books, and the sea. That had always been enough for me.

Footsteps descended the stairs and I glanced up to see Aberdeen enter the kitchen, silk skirts brushing over the worn floorboards. Her long hair was pulled taut in its usual braid, but her eyes were weary, her cheeks wan.

‘What’s for dinner?’

I tried to fix her with a hard stare. ‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on?’

She sighed. ‘Better you don’t know.’

I let my knife fall into the sink with a clatter and drew myself up to my full height. I was tall, but Aberdeen was taller. I scowled.

‘Lie to Felicie,’ I said. ‘We both know this world’s darker than she can bear. But don’t lie to me.’

‘As if you need another reason to be better than me,’ Aberdeen muttered.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing.’ Her hard eyes pierced my indignation. ‘Don’t pretend you know half the things Father’s done to protect you, too.’

I faltered. My sister had never worn the word love well. She draped herself in clothes we could no longer afford and kept her emotions buried somewhere beneath. I’d never dared ask for more than Aberdeen gave, not when it had cost her childhood to become the mother none of us ever had. But I wasn’t a child any more. I didn’t need protecting.

I gritted my teeth, torn between my waning anger and hurt at the spite that pinched her words.

‘Just tell me the truth,’ I said, wondering how many secrets that silver tongue guarded.

Aberdeen’s eyes narrowed. ‘There’s a reason we fester in this godsforsaken village, Aurelia,’ she said harshly. I flinched at her use of my full name – the name my mother had given me. The one only Aberdeen used to scold me. ‘You never wondered why Father cast us out to the brink of the world?’

I hesitated. ‘It’s right on the trade route between Bray and Prynn. And the sea air . . .’ Father had always said the city smog would be the death of Felicie, that her lungs needed to breathe. But the seaside was no place for anyone any more. With pirates honing in on the last dregs of wealth clinging to the weather-beaten coasts and scouring the Channel between our continent and the wastelands to the west, it would’ve been foolish to think we’d be safe for long.

Why were we here?

‘We’re right at the edge of the world,’ Aberdeen remarked. ‘Nobody asks questions here because nobody wants to know what their neighbours are running from. What could chase them so close to the brink of danger.’

I folded my arms across my chest, suppressing a shiver. ‘Bray was on the water, too,’ I tried to argue. ‘Northbay is no more dangerous—’

‘Try telling that to Father’s crew.’

‘So what’re you saying?’ I snapped. ‘That we’re hiding here?’

‘It’s what we’re hiding.’ Aberdeen raised her brows. ‘Who.’ 

My mind whirled. ‘You mean Felicie?’

I glanced through the windows again as our sister picked her way back towards the cottage, taking Aberdeen’s silence as confirmation. But it still explained nothing. What was so special about Felicie that Father had fled cities to shield her? From pirates and the gods only knew who else . . .

‘Why?’ I asked. What other lies have you kept buried all these years? It felt as though the boards beneath my feet were being ripped away, one by one, exposing a pit of lies beneath.

‘Don’t ask me,’ Aberdeen said shortly. She retreated to the doorway, silhouetted by the sombre hues of the sinking sun. ‘I wasn’t the one who decided you couldn’t handle the truth.’
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The door creaked as I nudged it open and peered inside. Father sat propped up in his bed, sheaves of parchment spread across his lap, lit by the flickering glow of a candle. The smell of him, of ink and cotton and wood, was so familiar, so comforting, I almost forgot my anger at the door.

Wrinkled hands skimmed across his papers, stilling when I entered. He glanced up, a warm smile falling short of his cornflower eyes.

‘How’re you feeling, child?’

Eighteen years old and the way he called me child made me want to curl up beside him and beg for a story. I ignored his greeting, heart loud in my chest as I crossed the room to sit in the armchair by his bed.

I gripped the worn upholstery with clammy fingers and stared at him, trying to discern my father – my softly spoken guardian, my patient teacher, my favourite person in the world – from the man who’d staggered home in the night.

Age had softened his handsome face, threading his dark brown hair with grey. He usually wore it tied back with a ribbon as a nobleman would, though it had been years since he’d deserved the title. Today it sat straggled about his shoulders, frizzy and dried with salt.

I swallowed thickly. He’d always been more a scholar than a sailor, his slim body built for knowledge, not battle. He didn’t have a chance of surviving the Heartless King a second time, especially not alone and empty-handed.

‘You’ve done well with these,’ Father spoke, nodding to the documents in his hands.

Any other day, I’d have flushed with pleasure at his praise. Not today.

Heat spilled into my cheeks, my hands curling into fists on the armrests. ‘What aren’t you telling me?’

Father’s bewildered expression wavered. ‘I know you must be scared,’ he started slowly. ‘Terrible things are happening, but we’ve always known a sea merchant like me wouldn’t be safe forever.’

His hand reached for mine but I drew back. He really planned to leave. ‘I can’t let you go when I don’t understand why it’s happening,’ I pressed.

‘Dreadful people do dreadful things,’ Father insisted, his half-smile threaded with worry. ‘This is a pirate’s promise – stoking fear into the hearts of those their swords cannot reach. Soldiers couldn’t keep them out of Bray fifty years ago, and there’s nobody here to even stand a chance against them now. I can’t let them find you here; I must return to the Blood Rose.’

But you can’t, the child in me wanted to cry. You can’t leave me again. ‘What does Felicie have to do with this?’ I asked instead. ‘I know you’re hiding something, Aberdeen told me.’ 

His eyes narrowed. ‘What did your sister tell you?’

A lump clogged my throat, an angry heat clawing at my eyes. They really had been hiding things, all this time. ‘She said you don’t think I could handle it. You think I’m weak.’

The sigh that escaped him told me everything I needed to know. She’s right.

Hot tears threatened to burn through my composure. There we sat, like strangers – the father I loved lost in a fog of lies. When did he decide I wasn’t good enough? When did he stop believing I’d do anything to protect us?

‘I thought you trusted me,’ I whispered.

Father’s jaw tensed. I could see the pity clear as day in his frown. I didn’t want it – hated it almost as much as what faced us. How did we end up like this?

‘I do trust you,’ he insisted, setting the parchment aside to fix me with a look that stirred guilt in my belly. It’s his life on the line here, not mine, I reminded myself. ‘I trust that you’ll look after your sisters. You always have. But if you knew the truth behind all this . . . I know you too well, child. You’d do something foolish.’

His words cut like a knife. So I was a fool, too. No wonder they didn’t tell me anything.

‘Your mother and I swore we’d do everything we could to make sure the three of you were safe and happy,’ Father said.

Happy. I stared at him blankly. Did he honestly think I was happy here?

‘You think we’d be safe without you?’ I fired back. 

‘Safer here than in the hands of pirates.’

I sank into the armchair, arms wrapped around myself. This couldn’t be real. Pirates. The mere mention of those unwashed mercenaries and their pointed blades made my heart stutter in fear. The thought of Father facing them in the flesh again turned my blood to ice.

How had it come to this?

He could refuse to tell me what the Heartless King’s crew wanted with my sister, but whatever it was, I couldn’t let him die for it.

I glanced up, seeing my anguish mirrored in Father’s watery gaze. A tear slipped from my eye and I let it fall.

‘Just don’t go,’ I pleaded through trembling lips. ‘Please.’

‘Forgive me,’ he whispered. I knew what that really meant. Don’t cry. Stay here. Be happy. But I couldn’t. The world wasn’t made for women like us – young and poor and hungry. I couldn’t let him go, because I couldn’t protect my sisters without him.

Forgive me, then, I thought, leaning forward to press a kiss to his temple. My lips were wet and all I could taste was salt. It made me ache for the sea, made my heart throb to be far from here, to be free.

‘I leave at first light,’ Father said.

I nodded, stepping back and wiping my cheeks. ‘Then you should rest,’ I told him, retreating slowly. ‘I’ll be here when you wake.’

The lie sat heavy in my throat as I left the room and descended the stairs, knowing what I had to do.

I’d find out exactly what these monsters wanted with my sister. Her blood was my blood, too. How would they know the difference?

Rain lashed against the cottage windows, muffling the sound of my footsteps as I entered the dark kitchen. I grabbed a knitted shawl from the hook on the wall, draping it around my shoulders, and slipped an apple into my dress pocket. I’d find everything else I needed on the ship.

‘What are you doing?’

Aberdeen stood silhouetted in the doorway, moonlight glancing off her sea-glass eyes.

My stomach sank. ‘I thought you were asleep.’

She rounded the counter slowly, eyeing my laced-up boots, the bulge in my pocket. My heart fluttered, seeing the same question that was buzzing through my mind reflected in her gaze.

What was I doing?

‘Will you tell me the truth?’ I ventured, knowing there was no use lying. She’d see through me, like always.

Aberdeen’s thick brows inched upwards. ‘About what?’ 

I suppressed a growl of irritation. ‘You know what.’

‘There’s nothing to tell,’ she said shortly.

‘So you’d just let him leave?’ I spluttered. ‘We can’t hide from the winter, Aberdeen. How do you expect us to survive?’

‘What else can we do?’

My gaze darted to the window. A few hours yet until first light. Enough time for me to – 

‘No.’

I glanced back at my sister. Her hair danced like ink, eyes shining in the silver-blue light. I’d never seen her look so ethereal, so vivid.

‘This isn’t some story from your books, Aurelia. This is our lives you’re playing with.’

‘I’m not playing,’ I snapped. ‘I’m trying to protect us.’

‘Those pirates will kill you,’ Aberdeen said. ‘If the monsters of the deep don’t get to you first. What makes you think you’ll get anywhere alone?’

Monsters or not, I’d rather face death on the water than let it stalk my family here. ‘I have to try.’

Aberdeen reached out, hesitating for a moment before she laid a hand on my arm. I stared down at her slender brown fingers, firm on my sleeve.

‘You’re just a girl. I know you think you can save us, but you’ll never survive the beasts beyond the bay, human or otherwise. And what then – what if you’re dead and the pirates come looking?’

I glanced away, my eyes burning. How many different ways could she call me weak?

‘Stay,’ my sister said, almost pleading. Almost. ‘Wait until tomorrow. We can work this out, find a way to save them both.’ Aberdeen held my gaze, blue eyes piercing, seeing into me like glass.

‘Just tell me why,’ I countered, wishing I could see into her, for once. See something. ‘Tell me what they want with Felicie. Or why you’re keeping it from me, at least.’

It was futile, I knew; we were as stubborn as each other. Our stand-offs could last hours, even days. But we didn’t have the luxury of time any more.

Aberdeen knew as well as I did that we’d get nowhere like this. She shook her head, jaw set as she retreated for the door.

‘Please,’ I choked out.

She hesitated, making my heart trip over a beat. Her eyes bore into mine, reading my last, silent plea.

‘Tomorrow,’ she said quietly. ‘Stay, and I’ll tell you tomorrow.’

I blinked, the world slipping in and out of focus for a moment. ‘All right.’

Aberdeen nodded. The darkness of the hall swallowed her, footsteps fading up the stairs.

So that was it. I supposed an empty promise was as good a farewell as any.

*

Mist curled around the wooden docks, seeping into the shoreline. Shadows swarmed me as I descended the hill towards the village, passing ramshackle timber houses, the lights of candles and oil lamps leaking veins of fire into the street.

What was left of Leviathan rocked gently against the current, docked at the edge of the bay. Beside her bobbed Father’s second vessel: smaller, and in far better condition. I paused before their hulls with my feet planted on the shoreline, blood pounding in my ears. Leviathan looked like she might fall apart on the waves, but my chances of survival already felt slim – I couldn’t leave my family with a near wreck as their only means of trade.

I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel the safety of land underfoot again, but it wasn’t a difficult step that carried me from the water’s edge. Even in her condition, Leviathan’s gangway felt just as stalwart beneath the soles of my threadbare boots.

Father had never let us sail beyond the bay, but I’d shadowed him diligently as he prepared for each voyage, learning my way around the ship. Even for a small brig, Leviathan would be almost impossible to sail alone. Almost.

I knew enough to rig the sails and steer myself from the cliffs, but after that, I’d be at the mercy of the wind. Still, it felt a far safer mercy than the one I was sailing towards.

If Father and Aberdeen refused to give me answers, I’d find them for myself. I’d protect my family, even if it killed me.

It probably would.

I picked my way across the deck, stomach lurching at the dark stains that spattered the tired wood. I shivered, unable to shake the echoes of death that draped the shrouds above.

I paused at the ship’s helm with a grimace. I’d stood in the same spot countless times, Father’s hands guiding mine on the wheel, elation brimming in my chest. There was nothing as captivating as watching the ocean unfold before me, knowing I was about to be out there for the first time, a part of it. But it dawned on me rapidly that I had no idea where I was going. I could navigate – at least, I’d read enough books to know what was to be done – but I was beginning to realise how little good that would do when I didn’t have a clue where to go.

Foolish, I thought, my heart sinking. Father had been right. I was doing exactly what he’d tried to prevent. I wasn’t going to save anyone like this.

Just then, the ship began to move.

I stumbled, mystified by the way the deck lurched into motion. I rushed to the starboard rail and peered down at the waves as Leviathan pulled away from the docks. A current churned below, roiling beneath the hull.

I squinted through the darkness. The rest of the ocean lay flat – but something was moving in the dark water. Something almost alive in the way its waves wove in and around one another, like children splashing in a stream, their faces sculpted from sea foam.

I braced my hands on the rail to peer closer, but it was too dark to be sure. Too dark to know whether this magic that turned the ship, unbidden, was anything more than the sea itself, sweeping me into its embrace.

Aberdeen had warned me I’d be lucky to even make it out of the bay, but somehow I knew these spirits weren’t the kind I needed to fear. I stepped back from the edge, watching in disbelief as the forepeak rotated west. The lines tightened, sails blossoming like lily petals at night.

Leviathan glided from the cradle of Northbay’s crags, out into the unknown with only the moon’s rippling reflection to guide her. I didn’t know how she’d fare on the open waters, but it seemed the hands of the ocean wind were there to carry me where I needed to go.

Clear of the bight, I slumped down at the base of the mizzenmast, looking up at the star-flecked sky, the infinite darkness that had somehow swallowed my life. I pulled my shawl tighter around my shoulders, wondering if it was the last night sky I’d ever know.
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When the darkness lifted, my lips tasted of salt. Weak sunlight grazed my face through the sea vapour, the endless white world blanketed in fog. It was impossible to see much beyond the shimmering waves that lapped at Leviathan’s hull – until the bowsprit of another ship speared the haar.

My entire body froze over. Sleek and streamlined, the Blood Rose ghosted through the mist towards me. She towered over Leviathan, figurehead carved in the form of a beautiful, naked woman, arms stretched out along the forepeak. From her fingers flowed a cascade of climbing rose tresses, their buds blooming against the burnished wood. A black pennant flew proudly at the height of the mainmast, emblazoned with a rose-wreathed skull: the promise of a crimson death.

Blood-red sails stood stark against the white-domed world, but it wasn’t just the splendour of the colossal warship that had my heart quivering in my chest. It was the force – the dark power radiating from within. My nerves screamed for me to flee, screamed that there was something more than a heartless man aboard that magnificent vessel.

Swallowing my instincts, I strode to Leviathan’s bow, my fear blown back by the wind.

He’s only a man, I reasoned with myself. His crew had spared Father’s life. Perhaps they would spare mine. But I knew it’d take more than bargaining to leave these waters with my life.

Ropes flew over the sides of the Blood Rose and iron hooks hurtled through the air, lashing around the yardarms above me. I stumbled back, the breath catching in my throat as a horde of bodies descended. They swarmed Leviathan like insects scuttling over the bones of a carcass, bringing with them the stench of rum and rust. Rotting teeth, dirt-caked flesh and unwashed faces; they were exactly as I’d imagined them, only so much more feral and frightening up close.

Pirates.

They crowded around me, strident laughter and raucous jeers filling the morning air.

‘Look what we have here . . .’

‘Pretty thing, ain’t she?’

‘A princess, eh?’

Princess. I couldn’t tell if it was supposed to be a compliment or an insult. Leering faces swam across my vision, grubby hands restless and reaching. Their putrid stench and vulgar words brought bile to my throat as I stumbled back, dodging their advances.

Rough fingers wrapped around my arm, tugging me sideways. A man’s face blurred before me as he crowed to his companions in glee, ignoring the way I squirmed in his grasp.

‘A’ight, enough.’

A voice broke through the din and the pirates stilled. One man swaggered forth from the crowd and the grip on my arm slackened. I tugged myself free, turning to face the newcomer with a mixture of belligerence and fear.

The pirate slouched before me, his lean body shrouded in fabrics as filthy as he was, his bearded face leathery and wrinkled from a lifetime of sun. I met his grey eyes, surprised by what I found there – the glimmer of something dangerous yet bright.

My knees didn’t buckle beneath the weight of his gaze, nor did my heart thrill in anticipation of its final beat and I knew this wasn’t the Heartless King. Because I didn’t see death in him, only curiosity.

A woman lolled on his left flank, clothed in the same breeches and grimy blouse as her crew-mates, a sabre glinting tauntingly at her side. Jet-black hair hung about her shoulders, shadowing gaunt features and dark eyes. I shifted on my feet, toes curling in my boots at the distaste in her bloodthirsty gaze.

‘Gotta say, I’m surprised ye showed up,’ the bearded pirate said, lips twitching. ‘Lucroy’s daughter, are ye?’

I swallowed. ‘Y-yes.’ Someone scoffed behind me and I straightened, fists curling at my sides. ‘You summoned me, so here I am,’ I forced out, bolder.

‘Don’t look like much,’ grunted the woman.

‘Well, I’m here,’ I said stiffly, lifting my chin. Even the gods would’ve laughed at my attempts to seem brave then, with those pirates’ prickling gazes turning my skin inwards, my heart hammering so loud I could scarcely hear. ‘What is it you want with me?’

The two pirates in front of me exchanged a look.

‘Mors, what d’ye think?’ asked the bearded one, his bright grey eyes sparkling.

A third figure emerged from the crowd behind me, steps slow and measured. White hair grazed his narrow shoulders, but there was a sturdiness to his fair features that told me he wasn’t nearly as frail as he looked.

Mors. I knew instantly who he was. The man who’d known my father, who’d saved his life and tried to surrender my sister’s in the process. I quashed the simmering tempest in my chest, the rising tide of dread. I didn’t know whether to hate him or to fall to my knees and thank him. Thank him, because if things went to plan, my sisters would live to see the summer.

I kept quiet, watching warily as he approached. The entire crew’s attention fixed on me as Mors studied my face, my simple blue dress and long, tangled hair. I met his gaze levelly, praying I would give nothing away.

Mors stared into my eyes for a long time and I couldn’t tell if he was lost in them or his thoughts. They were my mother’s eyes – Felicie’s, too. Large, round, gold as the setting sun. What was he looking for?

‘Estelle . . .’ he said eventually, his gaze never leaving mine. ‘She looks just like her.’

I wondered how my mother’s name tasted on his lips, if his tongue was poisoned by guilt. His voice was almost tender, his accent polished, and if it hadn’t been for his loose-fitting shirt, his unkempt mop of hair and the small gold hoop dangling from his left ear, I’d have thought him a gentleman.

The breath of relief on my lips evaporated as Mors stepped closer. I swallowed, fighting the urge to back away as I struggled to still my pounding heart. Another step and he’d be able to hear it, I was sure.

No way he can know, I repeated to myself. I’m my mother’s daughter as much as Felicie is, there’s no way—

Mors leaned in, body angled to shield his words from the rest of the crew. He smelled of soap and salt, of sweat clinging to sun-kissed skin.

‘So, where is she?’

My eyes cut to him, a glance so full of fear that if he hadn’t been sure before, he would be now. My heart plummeted. No.

‘Estelle is dead. My mother, she—’

‘Not her,’ Mors murmured, still quiet enough that only I could hear. His lips twisted into a smile. Smug, perhaps, that he’d guessed right: I wasn’t the sister they’d sent for. ‘There’s too much of your father in you. You’re a terrible liar.’

‘I – I . . .’ I stammered, but without lies I had nothing left to say. He knows.

Mors’ smile faded. ‘How many of you are there?’ he asked, his gentle features suddenly sharpening, voice urgent. ‘Estelle’s children, I mean.’

‘Just two,’ I whispered, knowing there was no use lying. I’d failed.

Mors nodded, looking appeased. Why did he care? Who was this man to play puppeteer with our lives?

My chin
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