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MERSEY

Way down in the thick of the woods, the thunk of my axe cut through the quiet. Winter hadn’t lost its hold yet; the chill in the air was knife-edged, but I was covered in gods-damned sweat.

I wiped my forehead with the back of my sleeve and swung again, cleaving the log in two. I knocked the pieces into the pile beside the stump, my brittle fingers pale against rough bark as I set the next log in place, then—

Thunk.

I was used to this rhythm now. Cut, sweep, replace. I’d been stuck at home for ten months and this steady ruination was about the only thing holding me together. And with every swing, I thought of the sea. I thought of everything I almost had. The wind in my face, my back to the world, ocean bared before me.

Damned pirates. I wanted their heads on that stump, not wood. 

I glanced up at the canopy with a sigh, watching my breath mist. The world was sharp as my axe head. Cold grey, the frost clinging to jade fronds, the tang of salt in the air. There was nowhere the sea couldn’t reach me, even here, buried deep in the pines.

I inhaled and swung again, the soft forest scent swallowed by the bite of the ocean. I was born with her teeth in me – so used to the ache the sea had torn open inside me I’d hardly known how badly I needed to be out there until I couldn’t be any more.

Thunk.

It was menial work, this, but I did it for myself more than I did it for Gran. Common work, she called it, though it was common work her trading empire, Elmwood, couldn’t survive without. Her company spanned the whole town, snaked in every direction out from Bray, but lumber was their biggest export and I’d chosen the woods. I liked the solace, the space to reminisce. I liked that it was the threat of wolves that drove me home in the evenings and not the stamp of a timecard.

I liked using my hands again, carving up the bones of the forest the way I had pirates, once. I was almost a hunter again.

It kept the idleness at bay, and at the end of each week, Alda the woodswoman would press a handful of tarnished coins into my palm. I earned enough to get by, enough to remind myself how it felt to be self-sufficient. And I got stronger, too. I was broader, burlier than I’d ever been. All the better for the day when I’d answer the call of the sea again, once I managed to shake the shackles of this town and my promise to Gran.

I huffed out an icy breath and returned to my work, listening to the chirp of birds against the faint backdrop of rushing waves.

So close, I thought. I’d come so close to everything I wanted. I’d tasted the breeze like it was my own, streaked it redder than the curls of my hair, painted my name across the whole damn sky. I’d been set to own a ship of my own, to be its captain, before the summer came.

I’d bury the pirates who had cost me that life in these very woods before I ever called Bray my home.

A rustle in the bracken made me snap to attention. I scanned the trees that ringed the clearing, pulse quickening. Rabbits were common around here, sometimes foxes, too. I could only pray— 

A howl ripped through the glade, raising every hair on my body. Damn it.

I swallowed, trying to stay calm as I turned in a slow circle, alert for the slightest sign of movement. I’d fought pirates before, killed a few myself. Countless rabbits, foxes, deer.

Never a wolf.

My heart hammered in my chest but I forced out a slow breath, fist clutched around the smooth handle of my axe as I glanced up at the darkening sky. Wolves usually hunted at night. We’d find the remains of lumberjacks bled out between pine needles and dawn mist, though that was nothing compared to what had been happening since the pirates broke our treaty. Fifty years of a peace agreement that had benefitted us all and made Bray believe pirates could all be as good as my Pa was. They’d thrown it away so violently I’d almost forgotten to fear the real wolves.

My left hand inched into the crimson folds of my cloak, fingers curling around the whalebone hilt of my hunting knife. I held my breath, on high alert.

Frills of red mushrooms stood out like fresh wounds, blotches of forest blood against dewy wood. Creaking boughs sighed under the weight of the wind. Beyond that, stillness.

I stacked the last of my wood, drew my red cape around my shoulders and paced slowly backward, finding the narrow, trodden path that led up to Alda’s hut. I wasn’t about to die out here.

The little wooden cabin was where my supervisor lived and worked, where she kept track of all the parts of the forest we tore down each day, how much Elmwood would gain from exporting it and how much would be left for the rest of us.

Poking my head inside, I spotted her frowning over her writing desk, boots propped up on a rough-hewn wooden stump. She set down her charcoal pencil and glanced over at me, rubbing her brow.

‘You can head off,’ she said in that quiet, commanding voice.

Looking at Alda, built taller than anyone in town, with her tangled mess of walnut-brown hair and arms like the trunks we cut for a living, her voice ought to have been brash and booming as thunder. But inside, Alda was soft and sighing and wise.

I hovered in the doorway. ‘Any word from Rye?’

Frown lines seeped like rivers along the crags of her face as Alda shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

My stomach turned. Her son was only a few years older than me. One of the few still brave – or foolish – enough to lead a mission out of the harbour. To seek revenge for what these pirates were doing to us. To find out why. If Rye’s crew made it home, they’d be the first since the summer.

I clenched my hands into fists at my sides. ‘I’m sorry, Alda,’ I blurted out. ‘It should be me out there. I wish—’

The woodswoman waved me off. ‘No one can stop the Heartless King,’ she said, a sad smile on her lips. ‘Not even you, Mersey Drake.’

I clenched my jaw. We both knew she was right, but I resented it all the same. What if I could?

When I was little, it was tales of pirates that had stopped us from fearing the wolves. It was legends of a god-like king and his daring crews beating back the reach of armies from the south that made us proud to belong here. Proud to live on the brink of an ocean that would fight for us.

Things were different now. Pirates had turned into our enemies, making the ocean too fraught to touch. The Heartless King’s fleet was killing us, and no one knew why.

I left Alda where she was, my heart still beating a little faster than usual as I took the path back through the woods towards Bray, trying to shake the mantle of dread that had settled over me. The Heartless King wouldn’t stop. No one in the north had enough power to make him, and the king in the south would hardly care to save us. My grandfather – my Pa – was the only one who’d been able to broker peace: a pirate who’d left his life at sea and brought a treaty back with him. Fifty years it had held, even after Pa’s death. Why had those bastards broken it now?

A sound in the trees made me freeze.

I clutched my hunting knife tighter in my left hand, axe raised in the other. Another rustle. The hairs on the back of my neck tingled. There was something out there, watching me – I could sense it.

Its howl echoed through my mind.

Come on then, wolf.

Baying laughter burst from the bracken and out on to the path leaped Fen, his grin wide and wicked. ‘Hullo, red.’

I let loose a growl of irritation as his amusement rang out, head thrown back, his pale skin like alabaster in the shaded light, high cheekbones flushed to match my freckled ones.

‘You’re unbelievable.’

Fen snickered. ‘Should’ve seen your face.’

He wore a smart green coat, hunting cap pulled down over his rich brown curls. Slung over his shoulder were two fat foxes, their russet pelts bright against the wintry woods.

I pursed my lips. ‘You’re joking.’

Fen’s yellow-green eyes brightened at the sourness in my tone. ‘No, ma’am,’ he said delightedly, hefting the weight of our dinner higher on his lean shoulder. ‘Made a quick stop on my way home.’

‘You caught those? In that?’ I eyed the crisp white shirt beneath his coat, nothing more than a spatter of blood on its cuff to indicate he’d been hunting at all.

Fen winked. ‘Sure did.’

‘Damn you.’ I slid my knife back into its sheath with a roll of my eyes. ‘Didn’t think you’d be back until tomorrow.’

Fen shrugged, ambling a step ahead as we followed the path out of the forest. ‘Negotiations wrapped up early,’ he said, glancing back with a smile. His eyes glittered in the cool light, sharp as the frost beneath my boots. ‘Thought you and Gran could use the company.’

Gran. He always called her that, though we were far from related. It had bothered me for so long, somewhere along the way I’d forgotten to mind. Even if I asked him to stop, Fen would hardly listen.

My cloak was a rill of scarlet amid the frost, and I lifted its hood over my head as we wove through the woods, a futile attempt to keep the rust weaves of my hair from snagging on branches. Gran had stitched the cloak for me herself, such a blood-bright red I felt like a shadow in its folds, lined with the soft, grey pelt of a wolf she’d slain in her youth.

Wearing it was a reminder to us both: that she’d been bold and brash once, too; and that no matter where I went or who I became, Gran was the one who’d made me. Stitched me with the same hands that held up this town. No matter how bold or brash I ached to be, I would never not owe her for that.

I looked ahead at Fen as he meandered through the trees, his long gait traipsing with ease over the writhing roots. He never missed a step, Fenris Kell. He was happy here, working for Elmwood, for Gran.

We were both eighteen, both worn to fine points by the ragged world. But the older we became, the more Bray folded in around me and the less I felt like a hunter, like the tides were mine to chase.

I sighed, kicking at stones on the worn-down forest trail. We reached a bend in the creek and Fen stepped lithely across, turning back to offer me a hand like he always did. Water rushed over river stones as I made the leap, chin high. I brushed past him, ignoring his proffered hand. Like I always did.

Side by side, we slipped through the teeth of the woods and into the safety of town. Ramshackle houses staggered the waterline, growing sturdier as the cobbled streets led away from the harbour. 

Cloaked figures hurried to and fro, cursing at the frost. Each winter grew colder and longer in our corner of the world; so far from the warmth and riches of the south, with only Elmwood’s trade to connect us.

The company emblem was stamped across every barrel of rum, every stray wagon that lined the street: a jagged elm leaf framing the face of a wolf. Gran’s voice rang through my mind, words like legacy and duty and daughter – but here, with the rushing of waves and the smell of salt so close, they were easy to ignore.

It was in the maw of that endless blue beast that I belonged, becoming a story like the ones Pa had told. This life, killing rabbits and cutting wood and trying to care about Elmwood the way Fen did . . . It would never be enough for me.

In the harbour, skeletal masts stood out like a forest of dead wood. Almost all belonged to Elmwood now, Pa’s old ship – my ship – included. All run ashore for months. Like me.

Beyond the salt-drenched quay, the sea roiled. Hungry waves lapped at the heavy clouds, black on grey.

My first memories were of being down there with my grandfather, Ellis. Pa had spun stories of what our town had been. Bray, a haven for sailors and pirates alike. But those pirates he’d trusted had made it clear what they thought of his legacy.

My heart clenched as we followed the main road, my view of the water eclipsed by market stalls and rambling townhouse rows. 

There wasn’t much left beyond Bray now. Only the woods and the winter, even in spring. Only knives and fox-hunting and being hunted back by the shadows on both sides of the shore.

Watery light spilled through an alley between the buildings, granting me a glimpse of the waves curling against the sky. Out there lurked something darker than wolves: the truth – that Pa’s stories had never been ours; that pirates and sailors were not the same; and that they’d turned on us – on his memory – as easily as the tides.

When that first ship had ghosted into the harbour just over a year ago, I’d been the first to leap over her hull. Standing on the taffrail, I’d seen it all. Slick crimson coating the planks, the sky reflected in its thick, dark waters.

I’d seen their bodies. The crew weren’t just slain, they’d been torn apart. The same thing had happened to every ship since, bar one. Their holds hadn’t even been touched – whatever this was, it wasn’t about stealing riches. It was about ruin. Seven ships and a decades-long peace treaty in tatters, and still no one knew why.

Only the Heartless King was inhuman enough to have wrought the kind of devastation I’d seen. The townsfolk had known his name longer than I’d been alive. Even Pa, who’d sailed among his very crew, had spoken of the tyrant with a jagged tongue. As though mere words could never capture the exact shade of his darkness, the truth of all he spilled with his sword. Blood, terror, awe. Pa’s stories had painted him as a god; Gran would call him nothing but a monster.

I didn’t care what the stories said: the Heartless King had torn up everything Pa had done for Bray. He’d cost me my freedom, my sea.

My axe was tired of wood – it ached to meet him.

Gran’s was the proudest of the houses ringing the town square. The timber walls creaked as Fen slammed the door behind us and we stomped off our boots in the dimly lit entryway, the sound of a crackling hearth rising to meet us.

I could feel my mood lifting as I crossed into the living room where the fire roared, setting my boots down to dry in its blaze.

‘You’re in early.’

Gran sat in her high-backed chair, posture regal as ever, her aged face carved by shadows in the dim light.

‘Fen’s back,’ I said, bending to let her kiss my cheek. Her bony fingers were cold as they gripped my chin, her lips dry. She inhaled against my skin like she always did, making me laugh and squirm away.

‘Good day?’ she asked, her croaky voice a balm against my bristly soul.

I tossed my cloak over the back of a green velvet armchair and threw myself into it, stretching my feet out towards the fire with a hum. ‘Not bad.’

I looked over at her: vellum skin and sharp eyes, poised in that chair of hers. It echoed the one in her office next door where she spent most of her days, towering over parchments and peddlers. Stubbornness ran in our blood, and I knew Gran wouldn’t die until Elmwood had a new woman at the helm, one who could push Bray into a future half as fraught as the way we lived now. We both knew it had to be me. I was the end of the line – there was no other choice.

‘Mersey girl,’ Gran said, drawing my attention back to the room. ‘Will you come in from the woods yet? You know I hate you working out there this time of year.’

As though summoned by the roll of my eyes, Fen sauntered into the room, slouching against the back of my chair.

He slanted me a wry look, lips twisting. ‘I keep telling her, Gran.’ He smirked. ‘It’s breeding season. You should keep indoors with me, like a good little lady, red.’

Little—

I swung out, aiming a smack at his arm, but Fen stepped nimbly away, grin widening. ‘Don’t worry,’ he went on, giving Gran’s shoulder a squeeze. ‘I’m home now. I’ll protect her.’

To my dismay, she offered him a smile. ‘Good boy. You always do.’

I glowered at them both. ‘When have I ever needed protecting?’ 

It was all they seemed to want, the both of them. To protect me from the things I was determined to face. To keep me on land when I should’ve been out there. Fighting.

‘Since that grandfather of yours decided to raise you into a sailor,’ Gran said, with a frown. ‘You are as strong and capable as anyone in this town, but you are a Drake. The future of this town rests in your blood.’

I gritted my teeth. Sometimes Gran seemed to forget she owned a company, not a town. Bray’s future I could handle. Pa had made me a good sailor from a young age, but I’d been a great pirate-hunter, ten months ago. Fen had seen it first-hand – why wasn’t he defending me?

My best friend just huffed a shaky laugh and stooped out of the room. ‘Dinner in twenty.’

His shadow disappeared down the hall and Gran fixed me with a look. Disapproval shone clear in her blue eyes.

I groaned, sliding down in my seat, toes reaching for the orange kiss of flames. ‘What?’

Gran gave a weary sigh. ‘Fen does good work for me, little red,’ she said, throaty voice stirring like the embers in the hearth. I knew I would always be little to her, always be hers, but the words still grated on me. ‘You ought to thank him. Especially when it’s your work he does half the time.’

‘He’s my best friend,’ I grumbled. ‘He always takes your side.’

Best friend. Fen was more than that. He was my oldest – and only – friend in the world. He was all the family I had, besides Gran, and I’d treat him however I damn well pleased. Not to mention he enjoyed the work. I never would.

Gran’s voice came out heavy, and it draped heavily on my shoulders, too. ‘I know this isn’t the life you long for, but we only get one world. If you wish to mean something to it, to own some part of it, you must play by its rules.’

I just shook my head, sinking further into my chair. She didn’t know my world. Out on the tides, captains made their own rules. Someday, when it was safe again, I’d have no one to answer to but the sea, and I wouldn’t own anything in parts.

I searched for the words to tell her, the ones that would finally make her listen. But the longer I stared at Gran, the more I saw the shadows under her eyes, the raw skin of her bottom lip. She worried for me. She loved me so fiercely, and all I did was give her grief.

I’d spent so much of my time buried deep in the woods that I’d hardly noticed how old Gran had become. Heavy skin draped her cheeks, drew her eyes deeper beneath wispy brows. Her thin hair sat prim and white above her shoulders; my red curls came from Pa.

Pa, who’d given up the life he loved for Gran. I’d listened to the longing in his stories for years. Would he have wanted the same for me?

‘Gran?’ I croaked, my pulse racing.

She looked up, gaze bright and sharp. This was my chance – I had to convince her to release me from my promise. I’d die if she didn’t. Figuratively. I’d probably die in a more literal sense if she did.

‘Can I sail again?’

Gran’s blue eyes – a mirror of mine – grew sombre. ‘Of course you will. It was our promise, remember?’

I chewed the inside of my cheek. ‘I know. I mean . . . soon. I’m eighteen, and you always said I’d have Pa’s ship by now. The sea will never be completely safe, and if things don’t change . . . well, who’s to say I can’t be the one to do it?’

The pause she took told me everything. We were so similar in so many ways, Gran and I – she’d raised me, after all. But this . . . the sea was like a channel between us. All she wanted was a good life for me, for this town. A future for Elmwood.

‘It isn’t safe,’ Gran said. ‘You know that.’

Her thin smile was a reminder that it was my own words tying me here. I’d made the promise, but I’d made it for Gran.

Because there was a war brewing on the horizon, and she was too afraid of losing me in it to set me free.

‘Our people are dying,’ I said quietly. ‘How can you bear it?’ 

It was not only her blood in me, but Pa’s too. The pirate foolish enough to fall in love with a Drake, brilliant enough to make her love him back. Breaking Pa’s treaty was akin to spitting on his grave, yet Gran seemed far more concerned with my safety than his memory.

I was to inherit my grandfather’s ship; why not avenge him, too?

The wisps of Gran’s brows drew together as she said, ‘You are so precious to me, Mersey girl. So strong and clever. I don’t want to see your talents wasted by that wild side of yours. One can be powerful without scoring the blood-soaked proof of it into the world.’

And what of the pirates? I wanted to ask. Who would make them pay for the blood already spilled?

‘I’d have thought you, of all people, could understand that some things are bigger than life and death,’ Gran said softly.

I glanced up. ‘Like what?’

‘Like making the world a better one.’ Her gaze was like a hand on my shoulder. Pressing, guiding. ‘Like making yourself a place in it.’

Chills spiked down my arms. That I could understand. My heart sang out for it. It was a melody – mixed with the pounding of my blood – that made me think of the sea.

Elmwood is not my place.

I wanted to tell her, once and for all, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t hurt her. ‘I just miss it,’ I said instead.

Gran’s face softened. She reached over to press her dry palm against my cheek. ‘Elmwood was not named for the trees, you know,’ she said, her voice falling into a familiar rhythm. I knew the words well. ‘My great grandmother, Elm Drake, did not just found a company. She planted a seed in a village that did not know how to grow. She made this town. Not those pirates, with their tainted gold. Carrying her legacy is an honour, one I thought I lost when I failed to bear a daughter of my own.’

I bit my lip, eyes fixed on the fire. ‘You didn’t fail.’

 I glanced up in time to catch her rueful smile.

‘No. I thought it would all end with your father, but the day you were born was the happiest of my life. Elmwood must live on with you, Mersey girl. With your daughters.’

My hands clenched in my lap. I wanted that burden no more than I wanted daughters of my own. But I’d had this conversation one too many times to think there was any getting through to the old woman beside me, no matter what I said.

I rubbed a hand over my face, smoothing out my expression. This was what Gran wanted for me: Fen and I making a home in a house with a burning hearth and little muddy-footed children, chased inside by the howl of wolves at dusk. Me and Gran and her henchmen visiting faraway cities on behalf of Elmwood to cosy up to a king and his nobles for business.

Handed down from daughter to daughter for generations, Elmwood should have been as much in my blood as the salt. It was supposed to be an honour, inheriting a legacy like that. Gran’s trade had pulled this town through the toughest times, giving jobs to sailors who no longer had them, rooting a little stability in the cobbled streets. Enough to survive now that we’d lost the sea. We were at least a little safe, as long as we stood on dry land.

I thought of Rye and his crew and my stomach jolted. I thought of Alda and her partner, sitting in that little hut each night, waiting for a son who’d likely never come home. I thought of my own hands and how they ached to put an end to it, to carve out my future anew.

I wondered what Gran would fear losing most when safe wasn’t an option any more.

‘I don’t mean to upset you, little red,’ she said, reaching for my hand with her withered one. I bit my tongue, wishing it had been a real wolf in the woods that day, not Fen. Wishing I had some proof to show her that I was as fierce a thing as any in this world, that she didn’t need to keep protecting me.

‘I wish I was strong enough to watch you go out there again,’ my grandmother said. ‘But I can’t, not with what’s happening. Elmwood can’t afford to lose you.’

I turned my hand over, fingers curling over Gran’s. A lump grew thick and choking in my throat.

Elmwood. It always came down to that. Leaning on logging, leading Bray away from the water, relying on business with the south. It was wealth our proud northern town didn’t take well, but there was little choice. The south had its riches and armies and progress, and a seemingly endless need for wood.

She can’t keep this place alive on her own, I reminded myself. I’d have nothing, be nothing, without Gran. No cloak to warm me in winter, no ship to gaze at longingly from the shore. Even if Alda was right and I was no match for the Heartless King, even if I never sailed again . . .

No. That was unthinkable.

The idea of turning my back on Gran churned my stomach, but the thought of turning my back on the water for good hurt worse.

The great clock above the fireplace ticked away, setting me on edge. I could still see it: the way Gran had looked when we’d set off on that last voyage. The look in her eyes lingered like a fresh wound, ten months later. I had never seen her look afraid before.

Damned pirates – this was all their fault.

An eddy of cinders sparked in the air, spiralling back to the hissing coals. The smell of roasting food wafted in from the kitchen and my stomach growled.

‘I love you, little red.’ Gran pulled her hand from my grasp, reaching up to stroke the fiery coils of my hair. A smile touched her puckered lips, making my racing heart stumble. ‘Too much to lose you out there.’

My lungs tightened. Soon, I swore to myself, heart pounding in my wistful chest. I’d find a way to break free from this without letting her down.

The wax tears of the candles puddled on the mantel. The clock ticked louder still.

‘Dinner’s ready,’ Fen called, swinging around the doorframe and sauntering to my side. He rested a hand on the back of my chair, his long white fingers like snow against the forest-green velvet. A dimple tugged at the corner of his mouth. ‘Hungry, red?’

I tore my gaze from the spitting flames. My heart was racing, the dark walls narrowing in. ‘Lost my appetite,’ I told him, ducking from my chair as I grabbed my cloak and slipped into the hall.

I took the stairs to my bedroom two at a time, blood pounding frantically in my ears. I couldn’t be free fast enough.

I draped my hood over the hook behind the door and stepped back, staring at it. A river of crimson, spilled on wood. It had meant something so different, once. Not just a blaze of colour but a symbol, a promise of who I was becoming.

I’d worn that hood every day I worked towards my title, turning the world around me red as its wool. For three months since that first attack, I’d turned from a sailor to a vengeance-seeking pirate-hunter and relished every second of it. I’d turned eighteen ready to take my place: Pa’s old ship, a crew of my own. Captain. Everything I’d ever wanted had been close enough to taste, like a story already unfurling on my tongue.

I slung up my dagger’s scabbard and leaned my axe against the wall. Maybe it was only a story, but someday, I would make it true.

When I closed my eyes, I pictured colossal ships cutting fangs over the water, the tides like bated breath in the maw of a monster. Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled.

Louder, the sea roared. Come home.
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