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    Dedicated to those who have dreamt with hope 
 
    and never held it in their arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "There is a brokenness 
 
    out of which comes the unbroken, 
 
    a shatteredness out of which blooms the unshatterable. 
 
      
 
    There is a sorrow 
 
    beyond all grief which leads to joy 
 
    and a fragility out of whose depths emerges strength." 
 
      
 
    Rashani Réa - "The Unbroken" 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The Failock Sea spoke gently. 
 
    From within her quarters aboard the Visundr, Isaura listened to the steady ritual of nighttime waves brushing against the hull and the relative quiet of the ship. Most of the men would be in their bunks by now, leaving the night crew to man the cargo freighter until dawn. If she wanted to go out there, this was the moment. 
 
    As had been her routine each evening, Isaura cracked open her cabin door to listen. The sea breeze streamed in like a visitor she’d been ignoring, ruffling the strands of blonde hair that had escaped the hood of her cloak. Hearing nothing more than the murmur of sailors and the creak of ropes, Isaura stole out from her cabin for the breath of fresh air she’d been longing for all day. This was the only time she could be sure Captain Wendelsson had retired to his bunk and would be unavailable to herd her back inside like some vulnerable lamb wandering away from the flock. 
 
    When she’d negotiated her passage aboard his ship, she had agreed to obey his rules while on board, she just hadn’t expected one of them to be so outrageous. Her ability to accede to his edict that a single and unchaperoned woman should not traipse about the deck had expired within a day of this two-week journey from Dinark to Eisland. Isaura made other arrangements to secure her freedom of movement—even an unaccompanied woman was entitled to air, wasn’t she?—and sailors taking the night shift were more than happy to exchange their silence for the services of a healer. She had only just finished her apprenticeship, but natural talent and five years learning from renowned healer Hekla Larsdottir inspired their confidence where her twenty-five years might not. 
 
    The wheelman, Gunnar, sighted her as she stepped onto the deck. He shot a quick look toward the entrance to the crew cabins and then beckoned her over with a toothy smile. 
 
    “I’d hoped you might come out. Watch your step now. Kristofer’s been decorating the wood from his watch,” he nodded toward the crow’s nest at the top of the mast he stood beside, then gestured at deck boards. Even in the dim light of the lantern secured beside the wheel, Isaura made out the chunky splatters speckling the area. 
 
    She stepped carefully around them, wrinkling her nose. “Is he sick?” 
 
    “Ate something what didn’t agree with him.” 
 
    “Like the cheese I told him he’s allergic to?” 
 
    “Aye,” he chuckled, swiping wisps of his frothy red hair out of his wind-worn face. “Said he couldn’t believe the gods would be cruel enough to cleave him from his favorite food. He sent a few coins over the side in appeal to Ægir and supped on both cheese and faith.” 
 
    And idiocy. Isaura dug into the satchel slung across her shoulder. “What did he think the Lord of the Ocean could do to alleviate a dairy allergy? That’s not exactly His domain.” 
 
    Gunnar shrugged. “A sailor knows better than to pray to other gods whilst crossing the Sea King’s territory, especially with the temper of this year’s storm season.” 
 
    That was true enough. Several ships had gone down in recent months. Even in the midst of sorting through the wreckage of her life, the news of them had reached Isaura’s ears. No survivors, only bits and pieces of debris scattered across the white-capped waves. Not all storms were spun by the gods of Aegirheim, but even the oldest sailors couldn’t recall when the sea had been as treacherous as this. 
 
    Isaura had planned to wait for a calmer season before leaving the greater isle of Dinark for Eisland. After that day at the market though, drowning by sea sounded preferable to drowning by sorrow. Now that she was out here, remembering those accounts turned her gaze skyward with a nervous pang. 
 
    She needn’t have worried. The night sky twinkled quietly above, the breeze a steady puff against the sails, and although she could not see the slide and shift of the waves, they whispered an untroubled hiss from the darkness. All was well. 
 
    A low call came from the crow’s nest. The flicker of the distant torch high above outlined the silhouette of someone leaning over the railing of the basket. 
 
    “Keep your voice down lest you want the captain to come out,” Gunnar called back in the same lowered tone, cupping his hands around his mouth. He turned back to her. “I don’t suppose you have something in your miracle bag to stop that fool boy from painting the ship more than he has? We’ll be up swabbing the deck till midday as it is.” 
 
    Isaura grimaced sympathetically and retrieved the tonic she’d been looking for from her satchel. “Two draughts now and two at sunrise,” she instructed. “That should settle the digestive upset.” 
 
    Gunnar took the clay flask and set it in the canvas sack sitting on a loop of rope at the base of the mast. With a quick whistle, he signaled with his hands—two fingers, then two fingers again—before sending the sack upward on the pulley. When it arrived, the silhouette dipped down to retrieve it, then signaled something back. 
 
    “He sends his thanks,” Gunner told her. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure.” 
 
    “Do you mean to head to your spot, miss, or have you inhaled enough of the perfume Kristofer provided us down here?” 
 
    That had been her intention, but the night was cooler than she’d expected, her fingers already stiff since she’s forgotten to bring her gloves. Still, the quiet of her cabin made her chest feel tight and her thoughts deafening. She usually slept better after she spent time in the night air with the Failock’s song filling her head. 
 
    “I think I’ll take in the view a few minutes before heading in.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, what is it you look at from the prow? Not much to see in the dark.” 
 
    It was hard to explain why the absence of a view comforted her. For some reason, she liked the inability to see ahead. No reason to worry about what might happen if you didn’t know it was there. Then again, being blind to things hadn’t spared her from any heartbreak. 
 
    “It helps me clear my head,” she told Gunnar. 
 
    The wheelman nodded, as if that made perfect sense. “Not too long, if you please. Captain’s been checking in on us at odd times and I’d rather he didn’t decide his night crew needs a flogging for insubordination.” 
 
    She gaped. “Would he really do that?” 
 
    “He’s in a mood this trip.” 
 
    “Because of me,” she sighed in exasperation. “What is Wendelsson’s displeasure with me? I paid him well and haven’t gotten in anyone’s way.” 
 
    “Captain’s not used to passengers, this being a cargo ship. And, well,” Gunnar offered a slight smile that gentled the blunt words that came next, “might be he resents not having a choice in the matter, what with you mentioning your father’s name.” 
 
    “I never gave him my father’s name. Only mine.” 
 
    “Johansdottir, you told him, on your way to Eisland to see your father. There’s but one Johan living there, and no man, even a captain, would refuse to bring home the daughter of a celebrated knight such as he, retired or not. As I’m sure you knew, miss, smart as you are.” 
 
    She didn’t try to argue it. He was right. In a week’s time, a passenger liner could’ve taken her, but she hadn’t wanted to wait. She couldn’t bear another seven days. If she were honest, she had more or less bullied her way aboard, forcing the captain to make adjustments, including, though she’d argued it unnecessary, giving up his cabin to ensure she slept secure and separate from the crew. 
 
    Isaura stared at her boots. “I never meant to be a nuisance.” 
 
    “Not to worry, miss. We’ve had a merry time watching the captain bluster and stomp,” Gunnar replied, all smirk. “Haven’t had a ship’s healer in a few voyages neither, which has been fine indeed.” 
 
    She smiled and patted his shoulder. “You’re a kind man, Gunnar.” 
 
    “Might be that I am. Just don’t mention it to Kristofer. When I tell him I mean to toss him overboard if he so much as looks at cheese again, I want him to believe it.” 
 
    “Your secret’s safe with me,” she laughed as she stepped away. “I won’t stay out here long.” 
 
    The wind had picked up, blustery and damp. Isaura pulled her cloak tighter around herself, grateful she’d remembered to put on that second pair of woolen stockings under her layered skirts. The darkness greeted her as she reached the prow and braced her forearms against the railing. The shredded sigh of waves splitting against the Vinsundr’s nose echoed from the inky black. 
 
    Isaura stared into the absent horizon. Tonight, it gave no comfort, the initial pleasure of the open air blowing away like the gusts skimming past her cheeks. Six months ago, she would not have believed she’d be traveling home to Eisland, or that she’d even think of the rural isle of her childhood as home again. Dinark, the kingdom’s Great Isle and glittering capital, had become home to her. Love and her studies had made it so, even in five short years. Hekla , her mentor and friend, had filled her days with purpose and learning, while Jan’s loving arms met her in their little home each evening. 
 
    Isaura’s thumb rubbed at the ident on her finger where her wedding band had rested. She wondered if Jan had retrieved the ring from the floorboards after she’d chucked it at him, if he’d dredged up more emotion than that infuriating calm he had used to tell her it was over. 
 
    “Isaura, aren’t you tired of pretending?” 
 
    It didn’t matter, she informed the wounded, bitter pit lodged in her guts. That life was gone. That love, too, was over, no matter how much passion Jan had professed at the beginning. A lesson in managing expectations, really. Why had she thought he would still love her after learning she was broken?  
 
    With difficulty, she pushed the thought of him aside. Better to think ahead to the reunion waiting for her on Eisland, and her father’s enthusiastic letter of reply when she’d written to say she was coming. For a visit. Shame had kept her from telling him of her failed marriage, or asking to move back to the family farm as she had no home to return to in Dinark. He would take her in, blessed as she was with the best of fathers, but her need for it, at her age, was humiliating. 
 
    Maybe it was better not to think of this either. 
 
    Instead, her hand went to the silver broach on the collar of her dress, a farewell gift from Hekla . Isaura had gone slightly faint at the sight of her mentor pinning the Helm of Awe there. The eight spiked tridents tipped with onyx gems radiated out from a central point, a symbol of both protection and strength. 
 
    “But I’ve only just completed my studies,” she’d argued. “I haven’t earned the healer’s sigil yet.” 
 
    Hekla  had brushed aside her hands, ivory braids swaying as she shook her head. “Then do so,” she told her and pulled her into a tight embrace. “One day, and not far off, your skill will surpass mine. May it remind you of your worth and that not all love is fickle.” 
 
    Love and friendship. Shame and heartache. Endings and beginnings. Such was the storm of Isaura’s thoughts that she didn’t notice the pungent scent of rain until she turned to go back to her cabin, and glanced upward. The stars had disappeared. 
 
    A jagged bolt of lightning ripped across the sky and illuminated a monstrous spiral of clouds. She gasped. The clouds hung so low they almost snagged on the mast. Kristofer’s warning cry went up from the crow’s nest. 
 
    “Typhoon!” 
 
    The word sent a jolt of confounded terror through her. A typhoon? That wasn’t possible. Typhoons occurred in warmer climates, far south of the kingdom’s chilly northern isles. Another crackling blaze of lightning fractured the sky and sent an avalanche of rain plummeting down, soaking her through in an instant. 
 
    The crew swarmed onto the deck, appearing as if out of the rain itself, rushing to take down the sails and secure anything loose. She spotted Captain Wendelsson with them. His bellowed orders threaded the rising wail of the storm, though Isaura couldn’t make them out. Thunder roared. Waves slammed against the hull and she gripped the railing with both hands to keep from being thrown from her feet. She caught a glimpse of three men grappling with the spinning wheel at the helm before someone seized her arm. 
 
    Her startled shout was lost to the wind. Gunnar stood beside her, his red hair gone black where it plastered to his brow. He shouted something she didn’t hear. She followed when he tugged her away from the railing. His sea legs far sturdier than hers on the lurching deck, he guided them between the chaos of men toward the quarterdeck and the ladder that led to the crew cabins. There, he paused.  
 
    “Get below,” he had to shout in her ear for her to catch any of his words. “Lock yourself in quarters and find something to hold on to.” 
 
    She nodded with a glance toward the crew. Her eye landed on Captain Wendelsson. The expression on his face was frighteningly neutral, like a man concealing all emotion lest he give away the truth of his thoughts. She’d seen Hekla  wear the same one around dying patients. 
 
    Fear squeezed her heart. She needed to let Gunnar get back to the wheel, but couldn’t stop herself from asking, “Is the ship going to make it?” 
 
    Gunnar was less skilled at hiding his thoughts, his eyes wide with alarm. “Storm feels wrong. Unnatural to come up like this.” He shook his head. “If we have to abandon ship, the life rafts are on the starboard—” 
 
    The hairs on the nape of her neck rose and Gunnar whirled around. A spear of lightning dropped from the swollen sky. It impaled the main mast, a needle of white flame. The wood cracked like a cannon shot, splintering as it snapped in half. The thrashing outline of Kristofer where he tumbled from the crow’s nest followed the sails as they fell into the sea. 
 
    The ship pitched down sharply, hurling Isaura and Gunnar away from the ladder. She lost sight of him. A wall of seawater muscled over the railing. It swept her off her feet, thrusting her up a deck turned vertical. Then the ship righted, the water rushing back and taking her with it. She skidded across the deck, arms flailing for purchase in the utter darkness. Before she could find it, she bashed into something. Hard. The impact jarred her back and almost knocked her senseless. Distantly, she was aware of rolling, of crashing through the railing and falling. 
 
    It felt like forever, a suspended moment without beginning or end—until she plunged into the frigid shock of the sea. Icy cold raked her body and brought her back to herself. Waves swarmed her, shoved her down, sideways, up. Seawater filled her mouth. Panic filled her belly. Her skirts tentacled her legs in heavy fabric while the Failock tossed her around like a toy. She fought with all the desperate fervor of trapped prey, thrashing, gasping for tiny sips of air before the waves pushed her head under. When her arm bumped against an object, one her body recognized as something other than the liquid iron of the sea, she grasped it. Her fingers closed around the slanted rim. A skiff? One of the life rafts? The rescue it offered sent relief and terror and dread through her all at once. It could save her. It could be torn away. 
 
    Isaura didn’t know how she held on to it with her numb fingers. Didn’t know how she managed to clamber into its narrow shell without capsizing it, but she did. She lay on her back, gripping either side while the rain battered her face and the waves punished her injured back. She held on all night. She held on until the scream of the wind quieted until the shear and crest of the waves gentled, and the sky bled with the colors of dawn. She survived. She wept for it and for the souls who had drowned with the noble Visundr. Gunnar, Kristofer, and all the others. 
 
    It wasn’t until the end of the following day that she realized it would have been better if she’d drowned along with them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    On his patrol in the southern deep of the Fathoms, Leonel felt it. The sea hummed a discordant note. Blood, it said. Blood in the water to the north. A storm raged. 
 
    It was happening again. Exactly as he’d told them it would. He let out a vicious curse and summoned his trident to his hand. The weapon’s long, cool grip appeared in his palm, its savage three-pronged head sending off a cerulean glow that lit the waters around him. Power poured into his body and spirit, lending him strength and magic imbued in a weapon created by Ægir himself. 
 
    With a snap of his black tailfin, Leonel hurtled toward the south, taking the deep currents for greater speed. Even as he sprinted over seamounts and abyssal hills, he knew he’d be too late, just as he knew there’d be a landweller ship at the center of the destruction. It was as if the tempests knew to strike when he was too far to stop them. Not that he could get anyone in court to believe that theory. 
 
    Leonel reigned in his focus. Politics didn’t matter now, only speed. As he went, he whistled warnings in every tongue of the Fathoms—Danger to the north. Stay away. They heeded his command. Dolphin pods, eelpouts and iridescent mackerel charged in the opposite direction. He pivoted sharply to avoid a bloom of jellyfish gathered above Silver Basin and sprinted onward. The cool waters streamed over his chest and arms as he speared through them, his short, dark hair slicked back with his momentum. It was night in the world above, though his eyes did not need the sun to see. Swaying anemones and carpets of algae made the seabed glow with living light. 
 
    More than a dozen landweller ships had been scuttled over the past three moons. Too many to be a coincidence. Only a smattering of debris, the torn ocean floor, and the rapidly dissolving tingle of magic remained. Had it not been for the that, he’d have assumed the storms were naturally occurring. Instead, the water tasted polluted, fouled by some magic he didn’t recognize. Only a few in Aegirheim could summon the destructive force behind these tempests, and the traces left behind was nothing like theirs. Someone else was doing this. He’d brought these concerns to court and they’d mocked him until his ears burned. 
 
    “You fuss over waves and wind, son of my wife?” King Ægir had asked, his smile slight, his silver eyes hard beneath his coral crown. “Do you not have enough to do as the guardian of our sea?” 
 
    He’d ignored the bait. “The squalls are fueled by neither weather nor gods, my king. I cannot find the source of their magic. The threat merits your attention.” 
 
    “Threat?” Ægir repeated, amused. He tilted his head toward Leonel’s mother seated beside him. “Your mortal merchild brings us dire reports indeed. Shall we prepare for imminent attack?” 
 
    The court tittered, laughter shielded behind limpet shells and seagrass fans. Leonel spared only a glance at his mother where she sat on her amber throne of polished aragonite, her fair face wreathed in a cascade of blue-green hair and indifference. As he’d expected. The goddess Ran had never defended him as a child and he shouldn’t expect her to start now. It certainly shouldn’t anger him anymore. 
 
    It shouldn’t, but it did. 
 
    “Your Majesty knows there are some who would attack, if given the chance,” he’d answered tightly. “The gods are immortal, not invulnerable, and hubris has felled the powerful before.” 
 
    He’d recognized his mistake as soon as the words left his mouth. As usual, anger made him stupid. The court deadened with silence and Ægir grew as still as a petrified reef. The king’s spear, twice as long as Leonel was tall, glittered in the light of the hall’s bioluminescent pools. Faint disapproval replaced the impassive expression on his mother’s face, though she didn’t speak. 
 
    “Is this how you would persuade us of your wisdom? With insults?” Ægir stood, his cape of indigo sea silk and pearl pooling around him. “Think you, mortal minnow, that you know more of that ancient enemy you allude to than us? We who lived before there was salt in the sea?” 
 
    This time, Leonel was smart enough to shut up. The question housed only traps anyway. 
 
    “Evidence,” the king demanded then. “Proof of a true threat is required before the gods will intervene in something so trivial as a few drowned humans.” 
 
    It was not the dead humans Leonel worried for, but the creatures harmed by the devastation left behind—creatures he had sworn an oath to protect when he won the trident. But it was difficult to persuade gods to care about mortal lives that were destined to die at some point anyway, and his idiotic remark had ruined any chance of convincing them by that point. This was typical of the court. The truth didn’t matter as much the appearance of it. The king wanted evidence? This time, Leonel swore he would find it. 
 
    Tailfin sour with fatigue, lungs calling for air, he pulled hard on the trident’s magic to replace breath and rest, and doggedly pushed on. The first sign of the storm came with a deadened taste to the sea, a bitter wrongness he recognized as the same unfamiliar magic he’d encountered before. Only more intense. The currents still churned with uproar. Grim hope surged in his chest. He might actually catch it this time, and if whoever conjured this abomination lingered nearby, Leonel had already contemplated a variety of ways to make them regret underestimating him. 
 
    He caught his first glimpse of the initial damage; long, jagged scars across the ocean floor. It was all he saw before a riptide smashed the current he traveled through. It punched him out of the stream, hurling him end over end down another lane. In the wrong direction. 
 
    Growling, he fought to right himself, tidal forces bearing down on him like a fist. He didn’t have time to be delayed like this. Trident clenched in his hand, he beckoned its power forward, channeling the magic to unlock the undertow sweeping him farther and farther away from the storm. Nausea swamped him. Using this much magic would cost him later, but it would be worth it if he could just— 
 
    Another crosscurrent slammed into him, tangling him in a knot of intersecting streams. They wrenched him in multiple directions. His bones shuddered under the pressure. Muscles screamed in protest while whirlpools of trapped fish spiraled along with him. They clung to him instinctually, terrified and helpless. He watched a seahorse torn apart before his eyes. With a roar and a mighty flex of his tailfin, he burst free of the vortex. Only a few creatures escaped with him. The rest remained pinned. He sensed them calling for his help. 
 
    Guardian! Guardian! 
 
    Leonel turned away and reached for the indifference of the gods. There was still a chance he could reach the storm before it vanished. These creatures would perish but the sacrifice was worth it if he found what he needed. To stay for such little lives was ridiculous. That would be a mortal choice. Weak and short-sighted. The court already expected him to fail as guardian, regardless of winning the tournament. Ægir and his half-sisters. His mother. They expected him to act small, to choose wrong, to think in terms of years instead of millennia. Choosing to stay would prove them right. He was so sick of proving them right. 
 
    Guardian! Guardian! 
 
    And yet, he couldn’t make himself abandon them. With a resigned groan, he turned back. One by one, he set his will and power against the labyrinth of snarled currents, redirecting their courses to their proper place, cursing himself all the while. The captured lives swam free, tiny starbursts of grateful joy as they passed him. He smiled for it. The scar bisecting the right side of his mouth pulled taut, as ever an intruding reminder of that long ago lesson: Dwell not on victory. 
 
    When at last Leonel returned to the initial marks of the tempest’s path, the pale glimmer of sunlight played across the surface. He came up for a breath and to confirm what he already knew. The storm had passed, the skies clear and the winds gentle. He was too late. 
 
    He refused to give up. He’d never arrived so quickly behind one. There might be something more he could learn than the previous times. If he had to spend a season scouring the seabed for clues, he would. Whatever force was behind this couldn’t hide forever. 
 
    Submerging once more, Leonel slowed his pace to carefully survey the damage. It was worse than he’d ever seen it. The tears in the seabed went deep as if a spearhead had sliced at the ocean floor itself. The waters left in its wake were cloudy with sediment, tattered kelp trees, and severed fins. And yes, the fibrous remnants of a landweller ship too. Leonel made a swiping motion with his hand to push away the sands obscuring his view, using a minor enchantment rather than the trident’s power. The selkies had taught him a few of these smaller magics when he was young and it spared him the toll the trident took on his body. 
 
    The water cleared, revealing the decimated vessel resting among the ravaged seabed. A much larger ship compared to the others the storms had devoured, rent down the middle like a mollusk shell cracked open. Human bodies floated among the wreckage in breathless suspension, limbs flared at their sides, hair undulating around slack faces. As had been the case at the other sites, there were no predators come to pick at the easy meal. Another unnatural detail, though perhaps the lingering fetid taste of the strange magic kept them away. Even as it dissipated, swimming through it was almost unbearable. Still, it was a clue he shouldn’t ignore. Never before had he arrived when the stain of it was still this pure. If he subdued the way his body instinctually repelled it and let it seep into his skin, he might be able to figure out its origins. 
 
    Risky to test this on himself. It could be poisonous. Then again, if he sickened, maybe that would be enough evidence for his mother and Ægir to deign the problem worthy of their vaulted attentions—however, he doubted he’d be granted an audience before he was scheduled to deliver his usual report. Anew, Leonel regretted letting their antics get to him. He should’ve made a game of it, a puzzle to entertain the court, for they dearly loved a game involving him. If only his pride allowed him to use their desire to humiliate him to his own advantage. Why did he cleave to his pride like a shiny gem only he valued? It made him prone to challenge instead of deference. It revealed his battered heart. It lost him every battle of wits. 
 
    A song interrupted the troubled drift of his thoughts. Low ragged notes of grief he recognized even before he turned to see the family of blue whales. Two younger females and an older male trailed behind the wake of their matron. It was she who cried, a long, wrenching song of despair that wrapped around his soul and squeezed. He went to them immediately, fearing her injured. What he saw made him jerk to a horrified stop. 
 
    Along the bow of her nose, she carried the body of a newborn calf. He was dead, the pale underbelly ripped open, the small tailfin limp. They must have been separated when the storm appeared. Had the calf been caught in one of those violent crosscurrents, trapped and torn apart? His little body slipped off his mother’s nose and she adjusted to catch him again. She seemed unable to let him go, all the while singing her agony while her family followed in its chorus of silence. 
 
    Leonel swam alongside her. He pressed a hand to her and offered a melody of sympathy and regret. Her eye, ancient and sorrowful, met his gaze. It held no blame. Ever had these great creatures shown him kindness. She sang something else then. Whalesong did not speak in words. Like the sea, it made itself understood with tone and inflection. She asked a question, formless, yet clear. Why did her child smell wrong? 
 
    He frowned and went to the body. She slowed to allow him to glide along her broad nose to her infant. Even newborn, the calf was four times his height, making the savage wound down his abdomen all the more heinous. When Leonel came within arm’s reach, the sense of the foul magic nearly punched the breath out of him. Unlike landwellers, all sea creatures had immunity to magic that repelled it from their flesh, but the young were vulnerable for a time and required their mother’s protection. The power used here must have overwhelmed the calf’s fragile immunity. If the wound hadn’t killed him outright, the magic would’ve poisoned him to death. And Leonel was fortunate indeed that he had hesitated before doing the same. 
 
    He forced himself to edge closer. The residual stains of the storm’s power seeped out of the wound like a trail of oil. He still didn’t recognize it but there was a familiar note that he hadn’t noticed before, or that had been too diluted by the time he arrived. It almost reminded him of— 
 
    He drew back in shock. Dirt. Sand mixed with soil and air. The taste of land. This couldn’t be. Landwellers had no magic. They were borne from clay and sunlight and earth. They could not wield it or touch it without being unmade. It was illness to them. Madness and death. 
 
    And yet…the sense of rock and root was undeniable. He swiped a hand over his face, unable to form an explanation. Almost, he thought to bring this revelation to Ægir and his mother. The king’s demand thundered in his memory. 
 
    “Evidence. Proof is required.” 
 
    If he went now with only his word to back up such an implausible discovery, it’d be a wasted effort and he didn’t have time to drag his tailfin through their political sludge. He was on his own with this. At least now, he finally had a definitive clue: The land and the sea were somehow connected to these unnatural storms. But which land? The great landmasses had been submerged by the Eldingar a thousand years ago in their bid to spread the sea over the entire world. Seven large isles remained and a smattering of smaller islets. One of the latter was closet to this area. Black Pebble Coast. If the magic had been poured into the sea from that place, there had to be a trail.  
 
    He bid farewell to the whale family with a song that shared their grief and promised to find the answer to what was happening in the Fathoms. With more hope than certainty, he followed the clearest trail left behind; the debris field. It was large but looked much like the others had, offering no more secrets and diminishing with every passing moment. When he reached its end, he went back and retraced the path. Already the magic had dispersed, leaving behind wreckage and death, but no proof that it was anything more than the caprice of the sea. 
 
    Leonel paused when he reached the end of the debris field again, both to calm his frustration and to draw power from his trident. There’d been an echo of something here, so faint, he thought he might’ve imagined it. He called on the trident’s magic to amplify what he’d sensed, and immediately doubled over. His body protested fiercely the use of so much power today, an irritating reminder that Ægir hadn’t intended a mortal to win the trident. 
 
    Yet, remembering his triumph gave him the strength to endure the cost. And there, he hadn’t imagined it. One last remnant of the ship had been separated from the rest. Distant now, the waves pushing it farther and farther away. He hurried after it. 
 
    The night sky returned to the world above by the time he found it. Disappointment jabbed him in the chest. A boat, as small and insignificant as a lump of seaweed, bobbed on the surface. It sat low in the water thanks to a little hole in the bottom that spilled water into its shell. 
 
    Leonel watched from below, unsure of his next course. He’d wasted an entire cycle of the sun chasing nothing more than a bit of detritus caught by the currents. 
 
    Then the boat capsized and a body tumbled into the sea in a billow of yellow hair and layered garments. Another dead landweller. What a shame they could tell no tales. Finding a witness would have been of immense help, especially since the origin of the storms somehow began in their world. Perhaps he should search along their harbors. 
 
    He started to turn away. A flicker of movement made him stop. He could’ve sworn…Had that arm moved? Yes, there the legs gave a weak flutter. Silver seas, the human was still alive. A survivor of the storm who could answer all his questions—It was almost too good to be true. 
 
    Until he realized it was. The Blue Laws, the rules of the sea and Ægir’s commands that Leonel himself enforced, forbade the rescue of any landweller. Once within the realm of the Fathoms, unless able to rescue themselves, the human forfeited their life to the sea. It was a core dictum of the Blue Laws. 
 
    The landweller—the woman, for he recognized the cumbersome garments as those worn by their females—struggled to push herself to the surface. Her limbs, stiff and uncooperative, did not give her the momentum she needed. She sank, fingers splayed, reaching toward air she couldn’t touch. Her body convulsed, agony written into the lines of her body. Leonel had never seen a human drown before. It was awful. 
 
    Awful because of what he’d lose with her death. Did not the king demand evidence? By letting this human die, it would defy that command, wouldn’t it? Even if he broke one law, by saving her he’d be obeying another. Right? Sympathy didn’t motivate the act, but practicality. Surely, that was forgivable. He would have the witness he needed, a resource on land to help him search for the one wielding the storm magic. A greater good to balance out the wrong. 
 
    And if no one found out about it, so much the better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    When Isaura discovered the leak in the boat, she was almost relieved. Thirst had become the focal point of her existence. A full day without water and her tongue had turned into a heavy piece of dried flesh in her mouth, her throat a hot wasteland of need and pain. Not that her voice served any use. There was no one to hear her cry for help and any movement sent fire through her muscles. 
 
    Isaura lay still and silent and dying. Alone. Weren’t the beloved dead supposed to comfort their kin as they passed on? She would have dearly liked to see her mother again. The details of her face had faded in the years since Isaura was a child, but she remembered her long, black hair and warm sepia skin. She remembered the way her own lighter skin darkened in the hot summers they’d shared in Sparna, the southern great isle of her mother’s homeland. She remembered the love in her mother’s brown eyes as she counted the freckles first on Isaura’s nose, then on her father’s. 
 
    “Stars on your skin,” she’d say. “I’ll make wishes of them.” 
 
    Her poor father. Now he’d lost them both. At least he had Auntie Erla there with him. And Jurek too. He would watch out for them. Isaura had no moisture to give to tears, too weak to do more than shudder. She hadn’t thought it possible to feel more alone than when Jan left her. This wasn’t the end she’d envisioned for herself. No husband. No children. Her practice as a healer barely begun. And now a lonely death. Gods, her life had become a tragic spectacle, hadn’t it? 
 
    The hard, blue sky seemed to agree. As the hours passed, it shimmered in her vision, blurry along the edges. A dire sign of dehydration. Another day to endure, less if the gods were merciful. A breath that would’ve been a laugh if she’d had the strength whispered through her cracked lips. The sea gods had offered mercy when the ship went down. She’d been the one to reject it by climbing in this boat. 
 
    That was when she noticed the leak. Cold water seeped up from the bottom to press around her body in a cool skin. She shivered violently, wincing at the lightning sharp aches in her body. She searched for it with hands caked in dried sea salt and found the split board just under her hip through which the sea gobbled up her wedge of dry land. Isaura didn’t try to shore it up, even if she’d had something with which to do so. It was better this way. Faster to drown than to die of thirst. Painful still, but lesser, and the freezing water might numb the worst moments. Perhaps she’d fall asleep before the boat gave way beneath her and she wouldn’t feel it at all. 
 
    She didn’t fall asleep. The night had returned before the sturdy skiff finally gave in, and so too had her fear. Breath reduced to shallow gasps, she shook with terror and cold, eyes fixed on the devouring shadows. Black sky. Black sea. Her mother hadn’t come. 
 
    She didn’t want to die. Please, she wanted to live. 
 
    “Isaura, aren’t you tired of pretending?” 
 
    The boat sank under her. She took her last gasp of air and the water closed over her head. Down she drifted, the constant chop of the sea vanishing. Soundless. Lightless. Darker than any night she’d ever seen. Her salt-stiff hair billowed around her head now, a slow-motion veil tickling her cheeks and ears. The icy sea crept into her bones, drugging her limbs while a growing fire burned in her lungs. The Embrace, the sailors called drowning, and it was true. The Failock wrapped itself around her, a smothering softness she couldn’t escape. Saltwater stung Isaura’s eyes but she didn’t close them, her chin tilted up toward the surface she couldn’t see. She reached for it. She kicked. Her body responded dully. The living world floated farther and farther away. 
 
    Her lungs contracted behind her ribs, desperate for air. Panic gripped her. Isaura couldn’t restrain her body any longer. The last of her breath burst out in a tide of bubbles and she sucked in the cold, hard sea. It filled her chest like raw flames. She coughed and gasped the thick brine, her diaphragm inhaling and expelling in wrenching spasms. The agony was beyond anything she could have imagined. Until, just as suddenly, the pain eased. Her body quieted. Her mind grew vague. It was almost over. 
 
    Something solid and heavy gripped her around the waist and she catapulted upward. Was this what it felt like when the soul left the body? Pressure against bones. A cage of tidal forces. It didn’t matter. Everything faded from her senses. Darkness—complete, possessive—became all the world. 
 
    Except for that pain against her back. Its bruising insistence claimed her attention just as she’d sunk beneath the thick soup of nothingness. It hurt. It wouldn’t stop. It squeezed her ribs until she felt sure they’d shatter. Raw agony climbed up her throat. Spilled from her mouth. 
 
    Now, the icy air awoke on her skin. The cold draft, the sea enveloping the lower half of her body. The sea inside her chest. Another impact between her shoulder blades arched her forward. More seawater gushed between her lips.  
 
    The compression she felt around her ribs increased. A tightening vice. No, an arm. It braced her against something. Someone. The pounding against her back started up again, purging the water from her body in ragged bursts. Tears tracked her cheeks. Groans she couldn’t voice welling up, but it didn’t stop until she was empty. Hollowed out. Isaura had the distant sense of turning over, of knuckles digging into her sternum. 
 
    Breathing. She wasn’t doing it. The realization was like flint against a stone. Her lungs stirred to life and then she was wheezing, choking in strangled breaths that hurt in the most wonderful way. The air curled into her, an old friend gentling the chilly ache. Warm arms buoyed her in the frigid sea, which seemed strange—both their presence and their warmth—but she clung to them instinctively. 
 
    Isaura had no idea how much time passed before her body finally calmed and her gasping quieted. She shook with exhaustion and cold. She wanted to sleep and was afraid to all at once. Shock. She recognized it. She’d seen it in patients, though to see it and to know it had no comparison. Had the water gotten warmer? The feeling in her fingers and toes seemed to be returning. But that was impossible in the icy waters of the Failock. It was barely spring. 
 
    She became aware of a sound, a soft whistle by her ear, followed by a series of chirps. She didn’t know what to make of them. The night sky wheeled above when she struggled open her eyes, a crowded pantheon of hard, clear light. 
 
    She let out a startled gurgle when a man’s face leaned over hers and blocked her view. Pinpricks of glowing indigo illuminated features framed by short, dark hair. A mural of bright tattoos sketched a dotted pattern over his temples, across his brow, and down the slim bridge of his nose. Dark, expectant eyes gazed down on her, their irises slashed with glowing shards of blue. 
 
    He looked like one of the merfolk, or at least, like the paintings that hung from the walls of every harbormaster’s office and perhaps in the quarters of ship captains too. There’d been one in Captain Wendelsson’s cabins at least and she’d spent plenty of time studying it during the voyage. The old sailors said the merfolk used to swim alongside the ships of men when storms came, guiding them away from the rocks or back onto course for home. They were considered lucky once. But they were extinct, vanished from the Failock Sea some thirty years ago. 
 
    He tilted his head slightly, mouth compressing as he began to hum. Different from the whistles and chirps, his tone modulated in a smooth glide along a low register, a song of all flat notes. When she only stared in return, he exhaled sharply, then began a fast tempo of clicks. 
 
    Languages. He was trying to speak to her. 
 
    In the dialects of the sea. 
 
    The idea struck her as so preposterous, she wondered if she might actually be dead. Could he be one of their spirits then? A guide to rescue her from the halls of the drowned? She’d never believed in that sort of thing, but it seemed more plausible than to have been saved by a creature who shouldn’t exist after a shipwreck no one else survived. It hurt to consider the possibility. She’d wanted so much more for herself than the sum of her life up till now. 
 
    Her head throbbed and her thoughts grew hazy even as the man’s strange speech turned urgent. The silvered drape of the sky blurred with the luminescent points on his face until she could barely distinguish where one ended and the other began. 
 
    “There are stars on your skin,” she murmured and drifted into a darkness that covered them both. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    When the landweller’s eyes fluttered shut, Leonel bit back a curse. Of course, she wouldn’t speak any language of the Fathoms. Idiotic of him to have tried. He’d only caught a few of her words. It was close to Norn, the tongue of Aesir, but differently accented and oddly sequenced. Something about stars. 
 
    Delirium, most likely. That head wound was troubling. It purpled her face from temple to hairline with a seeping gash at the apex of a sore-looking lump. Other abrasions on her hands and feet oozed blood into the water. She might have others he couldn’t see. 
 
    Not an ideal situation. Predators would scent injured prey from a great distance and it was best not to draw witnesses while in the midst of committing a crime. Especially this one. For all his self-convincing logic, he knew Ægir’s punishment would be severe if this was discovered and the gods were already irritated with him. 
 
    Well, it was done now. He could only hope the risk would be worth it. To that end, he had to ensure the landweller actually lived through the ordeal and their kind didn’t excel at survival in his world. He’d barely gotten to her in time as it was and since he couldn’t use magic, her wounds were beyond his ability to heal. The closest land was Black Pebble Coast which would take several cycles of the sun to reach, even for him. Too long.  
 
    A ship, then, one of their floating isles to take her the rest of the way. But to find one, he’d need help, though he’d called Ava twice now, she still hadn’t appeared. 
 
    Leonel glanced at the skies with a sigh. The moon hung high above. It was always tricky to call Ava at night, even if her dolphins got the message to her. The fair-weather undine sought her own amusements when the sun went down and might not answer a summons, even one from her little brother. He tried again, sending another pulse through the waters only she would hear. 
 
    “For your sake, let’s hope she doesn’t ignore me,” he muttered to the landweller in his arms. She gave no answer, silent and slack in his grip. At least her breath didn’t sound so strained anymore. That was a good sign, right? He hoped so, for all he could do in the meantime was enchant the surrounding waters to keep her warm and the sea calm. 
 
    He shifted to his back, rolling her onto his chest to rest his arms and to see her better. She lay there limp, her legs falling to either side of his tailfin, her cheek pressed over his heart. She seemed too pale and too deeply asleep. Such terrible sounds she’d made, choking on seawater, her features rigid with panic. If he’d have made his decision sooner, he could have spared her that. 
 
    Sympathy has no place among the gods. 
 
    He could almost hear the king’s reprimand, the words both insult, and expectation. Though Leonel was not a god himself, fallible and prone to sentiment, he ought to strive towards his stronger nature. He ought to comport himself with the perfect objectivity required of the Fathoms’ guardian. Those lectures always left Leonel’s mood sour and frustrated, especially since he often deserved them. He glanced down at the landweller and closed his heart to any sympathy. Her pain and suffering did not matter. Her life was only his responsibility insofar as she helped him spare the sea from further harm. If she survived, that was. 
 
    Leonel cast a glance around him, glowering at the empty sea. Still no Ava. 
 
    “Why are immortals the slowest creatures in the sea?” he muttered. 
 
    “Grouchy as usual?” 
 
    Beside him, the watery outline of a head and shoulders emerged from the surface before quickly shedding away, details sharpening into Ava’s smirking face. Her long hair spread on the water’s surface in a spill of gold and silver. 
 
    “What took you so long?” he demanded. 
 
    “I respond with urgency when it’s called for. It’s you mortals who behave as if everything is urgent.” 
 
    He couldn’t help the smile that came to his face. Keeper of the sea’s relationship with the sun, Himinglava—or Ava, as he’d called her since he was a minnow—was as inconstant as sunlight on a cloudy day, and just as fickle. Except with him. It was always good to see her, even under these circumstances. 
 
    “We mortals don’t have the luxury of centuries to waste,” he countered. 
 
    She gave a flip of her dolphin tail, splashing him in the face. “Neither do I. My renewal is coming soon, after all. Twenty-five human years pass so quickly.” 
 
    His smile guttered at the reminder. Not long from now, she wouldn’t know him anymore. 
 
    “Take off that serious face, Leonel. It’s really not as attractive as you think it—What’s this?” Her face brightened with interest as she noticed the woman draped over him. “Have you finally decided to heed my advice and enjoy a human? They’re much more fun than those dim-witted selkies you hang around.” 
 
    “Ava, she’s unconscious. I’m not trying to enjoy her.” 
 
    “This one does look a bit soggy. Couldn’t you find a livelier specimen?” 
 
    “She was injured when her ship went down. I called you because I need your help.” 
 
    “You saved her from a shipwreck?” Her playfulness vanished and she lowered her voice to an irritated whisper. “Are you out of your mind? You’re supposed to enforce the Blue Laws, not break them.” 
 
    “That storm shouldn’t have happened. It was just like the others, coming up out of nowhere and ripping through an area that should’ve been calm.” 
 
    She ran a webbed hand over her face. “Please tell me this isn’t about those conspiracy theories you spouted in court.” 
 
    He stiffened. “Do you think me so incompetent that I can’t tell the difference between a natural storm and a conjured one?” 
 
    “Oh, calm down. I know you can. And so does my father.” 
 
    “If that were true, he would have intervened when I appealed to him at court.” 
 
    “Well, he might have, Leonel, if you hadn’t implied his impotency to defend his kingdom in front of everyone.” 
 
    “I did not do that.” 
 
    She leveled a frank look on him. 
 
    “If I implied anything, it was that he’s blinded by arrogance.” 
 
    “A public reprimand coming from the queen’s bastard son, yes, I’m certain the court noted the subtle difference.” 
 
    The words shouldn’t have stung. They were true after all, but the truth always filled him with shame. Ægir never spurned Ran for bedding and siring a child with a merman. That scorn he had wielded upon the merfolk with thorough brutality. When Leonel was born, the king claimed him under the protection of the royal family, but he never treated him as part of it. With the exception of Ava, neither did any of Ægir’s nine daughters, and the billow maidens had made extensive sport of Leonel’s childhood. 
 
    He was the appointed guardian of the Fathoms, victor of the great tournament and wielder of the trident, and yet no one ever saw him as anything more than an outcast. 
 
    “I have no head for subtle words,” he told Ava quietly, “and I can’t change my bloodlines, but the sea is in my care. If I misbehaved in court it’s because the king ignored all the warnings I gave him in private.” 
 
    Ava sighed. “That does sound like my father. But breaking the Blue Laws like this, you must see the madness in it.” 
 
    “I had to,” he insisted. “I need a witness. The damage, Ava, it’s the worst I’ve ever seen it. There were so many casualties.” 
 
    “That will matter less than your disobedience,” she said, compassion in her amber eyes. “My father will have your skin for defying him. He’ll make an example of you and our sisters will enjoy watching him do it.” 
 
    That much was true. 
 
    “I did this to protect the Fathoms,” he tried to explain. “Some power is casting these storms on our waters. The tidal currents are shifting, surely even you immortals have noticed that. And there’s more,” he added gravely. “I found a link between the land and the power causing the storms.” He explained the dead calf and the strange magic mixed with the unmistakable sense of the shore. “This isn’t someone poking at landweller ships for amusement. There’s a purpose behind it.” 
 
    A worried look pinched her brows. “Magic wielded by the land. Is that even possible?” 
 
    “It was done before.” 
 
    “But that was a thousand years ago against the Eldingar,” she argued. “And there were consequences to granting humans the ability to sail the seas. With the old gods banished to the Orom Abyss, what need is there to do it again?” 
 
    “Maybe someone has another war on their mind.” 
 
    “War,” she startled at the word. “Surely not. No one could challenge Ægir’s power.” 
 
    “Not without allies, you’re right. If I can determine the nature of this connection to the land, I can find the one betraying the sea. I can find the proof the king demands to stop these storms.” 
 
    “And for that, you need a witness.” She exhaled quietly and held his gaze. “Very well, I’ll be your accomplice, but if Ægir finds out, I was never here. I vex my father enough without adding an infraction of this magnitude to the list.” 
 
    Leonel suppressed a smile. He’d witnessed Ægir’s fury over Ava’s frequent visits to the human world often enough. No matter how many times he warned her to stay away, she never listened. 
 
    “I’ll keep your name out of it. Thank you, sister.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. Your human looks decidedly stale. Have you given her any water?” 
 
    He frowned. “Why would I do that when there’s water all around?” 
 
    “She can’t ingest seawater, crustacean-head. Don’t you know anything about landwellers?” 
 
    He didn’t, in fact, but he had heard the merfolk shared an ancient ancestry with humans. Perhaps their bodies lost the ability to filter the salt from the water over time. That was only a guess, of course. He knew precious little of the merfolk as well. The inheritance of being the last of his kind. 
 
    Ava tipped her head toward the sky and inhaled deeply. “Dawn is still a ways off. When it comes, I’ll keep the skies bright for you. For now, I’ll call down the rain and you can get her to drink.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll need your help to find a ship. Her best hope for recovery is dry land.” 
 
    She tapped the tattoo of the trident on his hand, the weapon stored alongside his spirit when not in use. “Can’t the trident tell you where the humans sail?” 
 
    “Its magic can’t be used to break the Blue Laws.” 
 
    Her pale eyebrows rose. “Really?” 
 
    “Ægir wanted a guardian for his realm, not a usurper. I suppose it’s his way of ensuring loyalty.” An understandable precaution, though it irked his pride. The limitation had never been set on the billow maidens over the many years they had taken turns as guardian. 
 
    Ava gave an elegant shrug. “Fine. I’ll send my dolphins to find one of their ships. Watch for them. They’ll guide you toward it.” 
 
    Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too far. The woman’s face seemed to grow paler every time he looked at her, the dark bruise on her head a garish contrast. 
 
    Ava pinched his cheek. “Don’t worry, little brother. Most likely she’ll make it.” 
 
    “Such confidence you inspire.” 
 
    She laughed, the sound like sunlight sparkling over the waves. “You did well to keep the waters warm. The cold is hard on them. Try to rouse her in the morning. Their healers seem to keep charges with head injuries awake. It might be important.” 
 
    “That’ll be difficult since she doesn’t speak any language I know.” 
 
    His sister sent him a mocking look. “She probably speaks Nornish, a variant of Norn. You were taught the language, just as I was.” 
 
    “Is it the same one I hear the sailors speak?” 
 
    “The ones of these northern isles, yes. They don’t all speak the same tongue. You really don’t know anything about them, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t walk human shores,” he said, flipping his fin at her for emphasis. 
 
    “You’re amphibian, Leonel. You’d have at least a couple of days until you withered away. Plenty of time to enjoy yourself, as I’ve long encouraged you.” 
 
    “You enjoy them enough for the both of us.” 
 
    “I so do,” she grinned, moving away as the first drops of rain splashed down. “Get some water in her. You’ll figure out the Nornish as you go.” 
 
    With that, she disappeared beneath the surface with little more than a ripple marking her departure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Nothing about death was as Isaura expected. It felt warm, instead of cold. Buoyant, rather than heavy. Not that she’d complain about it. She’d had enough of cold, thank you, but the contradiction struck her as odd. 
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    The incessant, nagging voice came as a surprise too. Death was supposed to be a slow descent into sleep, right? A quieting of the mortal senses in preparation for the afterlife. 
 
    “Wake now. You must.” 
 
    Not an increasingly frustrated command grating on her nerves like a rooster’s crow. It had grown brighter at least. That much she’d heard from patients who’d recovered from near-death illnesses. But they’d told her the light comforted, a soothing illumination. This was more blinding than anything else, piercing the throbbing pain of her skull. 
 
    Pain. The thought trickled through her muddy thoughts. Pain was for the living. Maybe that meant— 
 
    A sharp pinch at her arm catapulted her from the dazed reverie. Her eyes cracked opened. Scathing light rushed in and the ache at her temple turned monstrous. She was going to be sick. A startled gaze met hers a split second before she was flipped onto her front. Her panicked reflection on the shiny surface of the water stared back at her. She threw up on it—seawater mostly, surging up with the acid of her empty stomach and turning her throat to scorched earth. She clutched at the arm across her collarbone while her belly clenched and cramped, what little she’d expelled turning to dry heaves that left her gasping. 
 
    Soft clicks came above the miserable sounds she made. A warm palm made small circles between her shoulder blades. Odin’s blessing. At least something didn’t hurt. She wanted to close her eyes again. She wanted to sleep, but the healer’s part of her mind told her that would be unwise. If she was alive—and the distress of her body certainly felt like life—then she’d have to fight the impulse to sink into hazy oblivion. 
 
    Gods, but it was so bright. For the moment, her own head and downward view blocked much of it. Isaura concentrated on steadying her breath, gazing at the shadowy billow of her skirts below the surface of the water. And something else. The slow, undulating swish of—she choked—an enormous, black tailfin. As it shifted behind her legs, she let out a ragged hiccup of alarm and jerked backward. The back of her skull bashed into something, prompting an eruption of snaps and whistles that had the distinct ring of pained curses. 
 
    The arm supporting her pivoted her around, bringing her face-to-face with…well, she didn’t know who. With one hand clamped over his nose, his head tilted backward and his eyes squeezed shut, most of his features weren’t visible. A man, anyway. She grimaced at the droplets of blood rolling down his chin from beneath his palm. Oh. That was probably her fault. 
 
    “Safe,” he said in a muffled and almost unintelligible Nornish. “You are safe with me. Understand? No hunters here.” 
 
    Obviously, there were no hunters here. They were in the middle of the sea— 
 
    It all came spiraling back then: Raindrops falling on her skin. A palm at her lips, feeding glorious water into her parched mouth. 
 
    And a face, vivid with trails of indigo on his skin. 
 
    That tailfin was his. She had a flash of the painting in the captain’s cabin, the iridescent scales of a fish beneath a human face and form. 
 
    “You,” she rasped. “You’re a…” 
 
    Fairytale. Fantasy. She must have gone mad out here. 
 
    He lowered his hand, swiping at the underside of his nose. “Of the merfolk,” he muttered and glowered at the blood dripping between his fingers.  
 
    “They’re extinct.” 
 
    He gave her a look of supreme irritation. “One left.”  
 
    In the daylight he hardly looked the same. Without the ethereal patterns on his face, he appeared human. Short, dark hair plastered his head with low cheekbones underlining dark eyes. Shards of aquamarine flecked the black irises like chips of ice. The contrast gave him an otherworldly gaze, though human enough when they didn’t glow. He wore no clothing and she had an eyeful of sleek, sun-gold skin, broad shoulders, and lean musculature. 
 
    Well. If this were fantasy, at least it was a pleasant one. He felt real enough to her touch. Excluding her obvious concussion, the bloody nose she’d given her rescuer, and the expression on his face that said he questioned whether she was worth all the trouble, this was still a better situation than she’d found herself in the previous day. Tenuous hope filled her chest. She didn’t even feel cold anymore. Curious that. The sea didn’t have hot spots, did it? 
 
    His mouth was moving. He’d been speaking, she realized. Something about the storm. Waves and wind? 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    He paused with a flicker of frustration. “Direction,” he said, pronouncing it carefully. “Where do—did—they came from?” 
 
    “The storm?” 
 
    “Also. From what side?” 
 
    “Everywhere. The night was calm and then…” Chaos. Screams. “…Then it wasn’t.” 
 
    “The moon. Where was it in the sky before this storm?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Try remembering.” 
 
    She did, but her thoughts could not locate the memory over the throbbing of her head. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Try,” he pressed, terse with it. “It is important.” 
 
    “I can’t—It was too dark.” 
 
    She wished it were dark now. The sunlight was an assault. 
 
    She closed her eyes. “What does it matter? It was a storm. A sudden and deadly storm.” 
 
    “This was a different storm. Unnatural.” 
 
    Gunnar had said that too, just before… 
 
    Without fully meaning to she pressed her brow to his shoulder. He held her perpendicular in the water with one arm hooked beneath her shoulders. The sway of his tailfin moved them forward and back, a dizzying dance.  
 
    “I can’t remember now. My head feels like it’s about to split open.” And the fatigue was dangerous, especially how difficult it grew to resist. 
 
    “Sleep is bad,” he said after a moment, his voice resigned if not gentle. 
 
    “I know. I’m a healer.” 
 
    “What is this word?” 
 
    “It means someone who helps the injured and sick.” 
 
    “Can you heal the self?” 
 
    She smiled slightly. “Not without medicine.” 
 
    She’d been wearing her satchel when the storm came, but it was gone now. Torn off when she went overboard most likely. 
 
    “Medicine,” he repeated with more of his careful articulation. “What is this?” 
 
    “It’s made from plants and other things. Arnica would be most helpful right now.” 
 
    “That is unknown to me, Healer.” 
 
    “Since it’s a flower found in the mountains of Dinark, I’m not surprised.” She paused. “And healer is a title. My name’s Isaura.” 
 
    He didn’t answer or offer his own name. She sensed his tightly checked desire to ask more questions about the storm. The inquiries for her health had the air of clinical assessment more than heartfelt concern. Impatience clung to him like a scent. So much for the romantic legends of the merfolk.  
 
    His strange eyes scanned the sea as if he waited for something. She followed his gaze but saw nothing but the Failock’s endless horizon. He held her close, treading water to keep their heads above the surprisingly mild ripple of waves.  
 
    “So, what happens now?” she asked. 
 
    “You will stay awake. I will take you to a ship.” 
 
    Her heart soared for a brief second. Then she frowned. “Shouldn’t we get moving in that case?” 
 
    “We are waiting.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Dolphins.” 
 
    She stared at him in growing irritation. “Is there any way you could elaborate or must I truly ask what you’re talking about?” 
 
    Without looking at her, he sighed as if she strained his tolerance. “Dolphins will find a ship, then we follow. It is foolish to swim without a direction.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know where we are?” 
 
    Now he met her gaze, brimming with affront. “The Fathoms is my sea.” 
 
    “Fathoms? You mean the Failock?” 
 
    “What is the Failock?” 
 
    “The sea of course! Just—Nevermind. Where are we in relation to Eisland?” 
 
    “What is Eisland?” 
 
    This conversation was impossible. “It’s my home. It’s where I was going when…” Her voice choked up and she pinched her mouth closed, horrified she might burst into tears. Her head throbbed and begged for rest. She took a deep, steadying breath and pushed the impulse away. 
 
    “Your shore. It is possible we have another name for it,” he said, gently enough that she risked a glance at him. His hard expression had softened a degree. “Closest land is Black Pebble Coast. Home is there?” 
 
    Black Pebble Coast. The name made her smile, for indeed the shores of Eisland were covered in lava rocks. She remembered the first time she laid eyes on it as a girl not long after her mother’s death. The voyage from Sparna to her father’s northern homeland had seemed endless. Then she’d seen it. As if by magic, that wide swath of onyx beach seemed to shimmer even beneath the cloudy skies. For a while, living on the family farm with Auntie Erla and Jurek where she spent the remainder of her childhood, Eisland became home to her as much as Sparna had been. Then she’d found another home with Jan in Dinark. Just a small apartment, but they’d had plans to move somewhere bigger once they had children. Then the children never came. 
 
    A soft click from the merman brought her thoughts back to the present. He watched her with a questioning look. Realizing she hadn’t answered him, she said, “Black Pebble Coast, yes, that must be Eisland.” 
 
    He examined her a moment more before nodding. “That is good. This place is closest and afterward—” 
 
    His head snapped to the side and he broke off with a sharp trill of surprise. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Hunters come. They are—What is your word? They have fin on top.” He made a sharp whistle and jutted his fingers upward and toward his back. 
 
    “Sharks?” she squeaked. “Is that what you mean?” 
 
    “Yes, those.” 
 
    “But you’re stronger than they are, right? You can kill them if they get too close?” 
 
    “Kill them?” His eyes narrowed. “It is their nature to hunt.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to matter? They want to eat us.” 
 
    “They do no wrong. They come because of you. This bleeding.” 
 
    “Oh, well, many apologies. How inconsiderate of me to be injured in a shipwreck.” 
 
    He made a snort of disdain. “Your kind should not even travel the water. It is not your world and you disturb ours with your crossing.” 
 
    “And if the great continents weren’t underwater from the Gods’ War millennia ago, we wouldn’t need to, but here we are. Can we resume discussing our shark problem?” 
 
    “They break no laws. I will not harm them for a dirtwalker who should not be here in the first place.” 
 
    “So, I’m to be fish food? I don’t believe this. You are the worst rescuer in history.”   
 
    His brow thunderous, he hissed out a breath followed by an orchestra of clicks low in his throat. The sounds held a suspicious lack of courtesy. 
 
    “That better not be directed at me or I’ll pan-fry your tailfin in butter and garlic.” 
 
    He didn’t reply beyond a cursory glower, turning his gaze toward the sea behind them. Isaura saw nothing, no tell-tale dorsal fin slicing the water toward them, but Leonel’s expression became troubled. Maybe he didn’t need to see them to know they were there. The thought scoured away her irritation with him, her heart thudding rapidly. Really, it was stupid to insult the only person who could save her from dying out here. He had a point after all. The sharks didn’t deserve to die for behaving as they naturally would. She just preferred not to be the prey in this equation. 
 
    He turned back. “Can you swim?” 
 
    “I—Usually.” 
 
    “What is this answer? Yes or no?” 
 
    “When I’m not injured, sick, or dehydrated, yes, I can swim. Right now, I’m not sure.” 
 
    He acknowledged this fact reluctantly. “I cannot lead the hunters away while holding you.” 
 
    She considered. “I think I could float for a while without help.” Her skirts pulled heavily on her legs though. The weight would surely throw off her balance. “Wait a moment.” 
 
    Ignoring his curious gaze, Isaura tugged on the laces at the back and extricated her arms from the sleeves of her overdress, letting the garment slip down and sink into the depths. She shifted to lay on her back and Leonel followed her lead, adjusting his grasp to guide her there. She inclined her head slightly to keep her ears above water. 
 
    Exposed to the chilly air, the thin underdress clung to her like a second skin. She ignored the sudden burst of embarrassment. He wasn’t human, after all, and clearly didn’t wear clothing himself. For him, nakedness was normalcy. Right? She risked a glance at his face. Ah. Maybe not. 
 
    She cleared her throat loudly. His gaze snapped to hers and she lifted a brow at him. 
 
    He blinked a few times before his startled expression settled into a neutral one. “You are ready? We try?” 
 
    She spread her arms out. “Yes.” 
 
    Watching her carefully, he let his hands fall away. After a minor wobble she found her equilibrium, letting the water tension and her body’s buoyancy keep her afloat. She didn’t enjoy the vulnerability of having her back toward anything swimming below but if a shark arrived, there was precious little she could do anyway. 
 
    “This’ll work,” she told him, chagrined at the slight tremor in her voice. 
 
    Leonel expression was dubious, though he seemed to silence any objections. “How long can you do this?” 
 
    “Float? As long as I have to, I suppose.” 
 
    “I will return soon as able. The water will grow cool after a time.” 
 
    “I understand. Just, try to hurry.” 
 
    As aggravating as he’d been, now that he was about to leave her, Isaura had to resist the impulse to ask him to stay. She’d been alone in the water after the ship went down. That clawing despair. 
 
    He offered no word of reassurance. With a curt nod, he dipped below the surface, and was gone.  
 
    For a while, she distracted herself by repeating lists of medicinal herbs in alphabetical order. Then by ailment. Then by location. The sun moved across the sky and she began to worry. 
 
    “He’ll be back,” she told the terrified doubt nudging her thoughts. “He will.” 
 
    But that wasn’t always true, was it? Even with those one trusted with all their heart. 
 
    “Isaura, aren’t you tired of pretending?” 
 
    If she could ask for one thing before she died out here, it would be to forget those words. They seemed to follow her everywhere, the memory chasing right behind it. She smelled again the delicate scent of lilies she’d brought home from the market that night. When she opened the door to find Jan sitting at their table, waiting for her, she’d known the moment she’d been dreading for the past year had come. The moment she’d known would come ever since the diagnosis. 
 
    Don’t be a coward. Sit down and talk to him, Isaura told the memory of herself, knowing, as she always did, what happened next. 
 
    Instead of facing the truth, she’d ignored it, breezing into the room and striking up a running monologue about the day, the things she’d learned from Hekla , the noisy streets, the stew she planned for dinner. Jan had said nothing from his seat, letting her ramble on until she ran out of words and banged around in the kitchen to make the stew she hadn’t actually been planning. When that was done, when she had nothing more to talk about, nothing more to do with her hands, Jan called her to sit beside him. She didn’t go, standing beside the fireplace with her gaze fixed on the pot above the grate. 
 
    He sighed quietly. “Isaura, we can’t ignore this anymore.” 
 
    That was when true fear had settled into her. She’d always been able to distract him from speaking the thoughts she saw churning behind his dark, blue eyes. With a glance she saw he wouldn’t be deterred this time. The candle flickered on the table, the shadows playing across Jan’s handsome face. The face she had loved from the moment they met, the one that had looked on her as if she made the sun rise. It didn’t look that way tonight, hadn’t looked that way for months. Now, his features were that of a stranger, resolute, clothed in regret. 
 
    She returned her gaze to the fire, humiliated fury rising up like the bubbling stew. 
 
    “Ignore what, Jan?” she said between clenched teeth. “Tell me what it is that we’ve been ignoring?” 
 
    “Isaura—” 
 
    “This isn’t the future I’d wanted either, but I still loved you. I still wanted to be your wife.” 
 
    “That’s not what this is about. Love was never the trouble between us.” 
 
    “Oh, I know what the trouble is, Jan. I know you’ve been looking for a way out since Hekla explained my situation.” 
 
    He stood, a hint of anger threading the calm. “That isn’t so, and you know it.” 
 
    “Do you think I’m not disappointed too?” Heartbroken. Sliced to ribbons by the shattered dream. “I can’t change what’s broken in me and give you the children we always wanted.” 
 
    “I never expected that of you, but it changed things between us. What we had began to fade and we’ve both been trying to hold on. It’s only made us miserable.” He came a step closer. She prayed he wouldn’t touch her. She prayed he would, that he’d take back the words, that he’d say he loved her and she wasn’t broken, that she was all the family he needed. “Isaura, aren’t you tired of pretending?” 
 
    Floating in water that chilled with each passing moment, Isaura stared up at the empty sky and breathed out a sob. The words were a drumbeat in her head as she watched time slip past. With it, the doubt grew as loud as her clacking teeth. It hardened into certainty while her body shivered, wretched with injury and abandonment. 
 
    He wasn’t coming back. There was no pretending anymore. 
 
    She was alone.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    He’d been gone too long. Leonel felt the urgency to return, and rushed along the currents as though he chased an outgoing tide. It had taken a lot of cajoling and maneuvering to lead the hunters off the blood they tasted on the water. The trail the woman—Isaura—had left in her wake was as clear as phosphorescent light. The certainty of a meal made the creatures stubborn even in the presence of the Fathoms’ guardian. When at last they acceded, it was with clear reluctance, which concerned him. If it somehow reached King Ægir that Leonel had inexplicably prevented a catch, there’d be questions he’d rather not answer. 
 
    While he scrubbed the trail clean, Ava’s dolphins had found him, whistling and clicking in their excitement. A landweller island, they’d chirped, nudging at him with their rounded noses. Moving, moving, landweller island. 
 
    According to their scouts, it wasn’t far either. Less than a day. Silver seas, he might still pull this off. If he could get Isaura to her kind, they’d take her back to land where she could recover and hopefully remember more of the details he needed. 
 
    Knowing he couldn’t deliver her to the ship in plain view, he’d taken the time to locate old debris on the ocean floor—a chunk of driftwood caught by the seaweed. If the humans believed the merfolk to be extinct, he preferred to keep it that way. The Fathoms knew, landwellers robbed the sea to extremity enough already without thinking they could acquire something new. 
 
    Relief flood him when he spotted Isaura still floating where he left her, her shadow a slim silhouette against the daylight above the surface. He needn’t have worried. He’d expected no less from such an irrepressible creature.  
 
    Leonel let the driftwood float upward on its own as he bobbed to the surface beside her. The sight of her sent a harpoon through his stomach. Her face was ashen, her eyes closed, dark lashes splayed against the sallow skin. The water had grown cold in his absence, but not even a shiver marked her body’s awareness of it. 
 
    “Isaura?” He touched her brow and startled at the heat. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    He pulled her close, warming the frigid temperatures. She didn’t react to him, as if she were as inanimate as the driftwood bobbing nearby. He placed his ear to her chest. A faint heartbeat replied and he shut his eyes in relief…until he realized she wasn’t breathing. 
 
    With a shot of panic, he bundled her against him, and lifted her head out of the water. The selkies had taught them the way of revival. He pressed his mouth to her parted lips and exhaled. Her chest rose and fell. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He tried again. And again. Still, she took no breath on her own. 
 
    He shook her. “Breathe, Isaura.” 
 
    She didn’t. Leonel rushed her to the driftwood, leaning her against it for better leverage. He cupped her face and gave her breath again. 
 
    “You must live,” he demanded. “Isaura. You must.” 
 
    No answer, no hint that she’d heard him. He refused to give up. Pressing a hand over her fragile heartbeat, he leant her his breath until he was dizzy and panting for his own. 
 
    Defeat crowded his mind. He shouldn’t have left her like this, injured and sick. How could he have done that? He’d shown more concern for the hunters than her life. Maybe that was why she’d given up. He imagined what she must’ve thought as time passed. Why bother fighting the inevitable? Why believe his word he’d return? Hadn’t he made it clear he didn’t care? That this predicament was somehow her fault for being here? 
 
    And it wasn’t. The storms were to blame, the ones ripping apart his sea along with the landweller ships. Why had he been so angry with her? Here he’d found a witness at last and he’d treated her like her survival was an annoyance. 
 
    When had he become such a kelp-brained idiot? 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He bent to give her another breath. “Come back. Please.” 
 
    A soft wheeze drifted between her lips. His heart leapt and he risked pooling a bit more magic around them to warm the waters further. He rubbed at her arms, smoothed a thumb across her cheek. 
 
    “That’s it. Strong heart. Return to it.” 
 
    He babbled soft words of encouragement as she struggled to breathe. In between, he helped her along, supplying the air when she faltered until she could manage it alone. Her eyes still closed, her hands sought his shoulders, weak fingers gripping him there. 
 
    “Don’t go,” she rasped. 
 
    The anguish in her voice took him aback. “I will not.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be alone.” 
 
    “I’m here. I will stay.” 
 
    Her eyes opened slightly. “I tried, I really did. I’m sorry I’m broken.” 
 
    “What…” He frowned, silencing the reply that came to his lips. She spoke into memory or delirium, not to him. Her brown eyes held such terrible loneliness his heart pulled with kindred sorrow. He recognized that emptiness. It lived alongside him like a sea creature that inhabited the currents he swam. He cupped the back of her head. “I will not leave again.” 
 
    Deep relief filled her glazed eyes, another look that jabbed him for his previous callousness. Which was irritating. He hadn’t risked breaking the Blue Laws for sentiment. He hadn’t proved them all wrong and become the guardian he was because of a soft heart. 
 
    This act was no different. Necessity alone motivated it. And if, by some outrageous chance, more lurked behind his actions then…Well, then it had to be that idiotic moment when curiosity had adjusted his gaze toward her upturned body. He hadn’t expected the sudden whirlpool low in his belly, the astonishment that seized his lungs. Humans and merfolk shared a distant ancestry, but he hadn’t known—that was, he hadn’t realized he’d feel… 
 
    Leonel shook his head, disgusted with himself. Loneliness indeed. A frail and pathetic excuse for gawking at an injured woman. The sooner he got her out of the water, the better. 
 
    Carefully, he turned her around and draped her arms over the driftwood. Green and slimed from one end to the other with algae, it couldn’t be pleasant against her skin, but it supported her weight well. 
 
    “There’s a ship nearby,” he told her. “Home is near. You must keep fighting.” 
 
    “Home,” she murmured. “I should’ve asked you to stay. I should’ve tried harder.” 
 
    Leonel didn’t know what to say to that. She wouldn’t want him to see or hear these things, much as he hid his sorrows deep inside where they could not be exploited or mocked. It didn’t feel right to let her think she spoke with the subject of her ramblings. 
 
    “I am not…I am Leonel,” he told her. “My name.” 
 
    She blinked at that, seemed to try and focus on him. “A Sparna name,” she whispered. 
 
    “What is Sparna?” 
 
    Her laugh was only a breath. She didn’t answer. He braced his hands on either side of her and propelled the log forward. Her legs drifted backward against the upper part of his tailfin. She felt so slight against his frame. He hadn’t noticed that before, as if her decline during his absence had drained away her will and left her shrunken. 
 
    “The second largest Great Isle,” she mumbled then. “Sparna is far south where it’s warm and beautiful.” 
 
    “Shore of Clear Waters?” He made a slow whistle that dipped low. “That is Sparna for me. A place of deep water and soft sand.” The selkies went to the islets off that coast when winter came. He’d gone once or twice, but preferred the rough currents and cold brine of the north. 
 
    “Yes, clear waters. Sand like silk,” she said.  
 
    “Why do you say my name is from there?” 
 
    “Leonel means young sea lion in their tongue.” 
 
    “A strong diver.” That pleased him. Why hadn’t his mother ever mentioned this? And why did she choose one derived from a landweller language? As ever, that sense of betrayal stung him. Such a simple thing, to know one’s own name, yet he was denied even that. 
 
    Isaura’s eyes began to drift shut. 
 
    “And you?” he said. “Your name has a meaning too?” 
 
    “Also from Sparna, like my mother.” She struggled her eyes open again. “She named me for the lost continent of Isauria where the old stories say forests of flowers grew.” 
 
    Isauria. Another name he didn’t know. He hadn’t realized landwellers labeled everything differently. 
 
    “Where do the storms come from?” she asked suddenly. “You said they’re unnatural.” 
 
    “They are made by magic to destroy human ships.” 
 
    “The gods are angry with us?” She licked chapped lips and blinked rapidly, clearly trying to concentrate. “Was it the storm goddess…Ran? She sent the lightning and the waves?” 
 
    “What kind of lightning?” he asked sharply. His mother had not cast a storm across the Fathoms since he was born. Bored with that leisure, he’d heard her declare when Ægir asked her once, but there were tales of her legendary tempests; lightning like a needlework of white fire and waves that swelled as high as mountains. 
 
    “It was everywhere. It dropped from the sky and struck the mast.” She shivered. “The waves, they were like arms trying to drag us down. The sailors were screaming. The water came over the railing.” Her eyes squeezed shut and her mouth trembled. Her heart beat so fast he could feel it through her back where she was pressed against him. 
 
    Her fear, so alike to the helpless lives who had been trapped within the knotted currents, stirred his compassion. He resented it and this protective instinct he labored under. He should not be telling her to remember her injuries and save her strength, as he did now. He should be asking more questions. She owed him a debt.  
 
    By the time he wrestled down this weak-willed side of himself, he spotted the landweller boat on the horizon. It was just as well. Isaura’s speech had grown unintelligible, jagged with remembered fear and exhaustion. As they closed in on the ship, the daylight waned in the world above. Fortunate timing. He would not need to risk using magic to hide himself from them. He wasn’t sure he could manage the physical toll of the trident either way. He dragged with fatigue himself. The use of that much magic the night before had siphoned most of his strength. The consequences of having a mortal form and wielding a weapon meant for the gods. 
 
    Leonel brought them to a halt a safe distance from the broad side of the ship. 
 
    “Your people are there,” he said quietly in her ear. “Can you call to them?” 
 
    Her lips moved but no sound came out. He touched her cheek. Her skin felt too warm. Figures moved about the upper planks of the vessel as it moved horizontally to them. Voices reached his ears, conversational. No one appeared to notice a woman floating in the water. It another minute, they would pass them by. 
 
    With a resigned sigh, Leonel sunk lower behind the log, and sent up a piercing whistle. The voices went silent for a few heartbeats before someone shouted in alarm. He dipped below the surface long enough to see the belly of the ship begin to slow.  
 
    Mustering what energy left to him, Leonel enchanted a bead of water, forming it into a hard, opalescent sphere the size of small, round stone. His head spun from the effort, though he’d used his own magic for the task. He really needed sleep after this wretched ordeal. 
 
    Clasping the bead in his hand, he surfaced. A none-too-distant splash caught his ear and he peered over Isaura’s shoulder to see a smaller craft had been lowered into the water with two passengers. A string of silhouettes crowded the edge of the main ship, backlit by the fading sunlight as they gazed toward Isaura’s position.  
 
    “They’re coming.” He placed a hand between her shoulder blades. Her eyelids fluttered but didn’t open. He considered the token in his palm, then carefully tore a length of cloth from the sleeve of her garment, twisting the object within its salt-stained folds. 
 
    “When you are well, find a place near the water,” he said, knotting it around her upper arm. “Call to me there and I will come. Can you remember? I must see you again.” 
 
    She whispered something, the faintest breath of sound. He leaned close to hear it. 
 
    “Thank you.” The edge of her mouth tilted up. “Young sea lion of the Failock.” 
 
    He snorted and pushed a strand of dark gold hair from her face. He made a soft whistle, a flicker of bright sound that warbled along the edges. 
 
    “That is you,” he said. “In a speech of the Fathoms.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    He didn’t tell her, wondering at the sudden impulse to give her the name in the first place. The clumsy splatter of water from the encroaching boat grew louder. He had to leave. 
 
    “Grow strong and survive, Isaura.” He cupped the back of her head briefly, and departed.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    She didn’t remember much of the trip home. Startled faces and warm blankets. The sway of another ship. There were questions too while gentle hands tended to her head and her bruises. 
 
    “The Visundr,” she’d murmured in reply. “Captain Wendelsson’s ship.” 
 
    This time, when someone asked who she was, she gave her father’s name. Then she’d slept, a hard, dreamless oblivion, broken only if a cup was put to her lips. When at last the twilight haze lifted, Isaura knew she was in the home of her childhood, even before opening her eyes. The rustle of the farm’s iron gall trees through the window. The smell of Auntie Erla’s flat cakes. Her blanket too. She recognized the frayed wool along the edges, the scratch against the linens beneath. Grey, red, black. It felt like memory under her fingertips. 
 
    A chair scraped in the corner and someone drew near. The scent of leather, ink, and the seashore reached her. 
 
    “Papa,” she whispered. 
 
    His voice shook with an oath and his calloused palms took her face in them. “You’re safe, my duckling. You’re home.” 
 
    Someone else had said that too. Another voice that spoke above the lapping of the sea. The echo disoriented her. 
 
    A softer pair of steps came to an abrupt stop at the doorway. “She’s awake?” 
 
    “Auntie?” Isaura asked and opened her eyes. 
 
    The curtains had been shut halfway over the window on the wall beside her, one set of shutters cracked to let in the fresh air. Sunlight spilled in through the gap, a friendly light illuminating the exhausted joy on the faces of her father and her auntie. 
 
    “Sweet, my child,” Auntie Erla’s lip trembled. “We thought you lost to us.” She came forward with a steaming mug. “Your fever went down only last night. Can you drink this?” 
 
    Isaura recognized the scent of feverfew and chamomile doused with honey. Her stomach twisted with the idea of swallowing any despite knowing she’d have to force herself. It took only a moment to assess that the heaviness of her body and head meant that though she’d improved, she was still sick. 
 
    “I can see that mind of yours already spinning,” Auntie chastened as moved to her bedside. “You are the patient here, understand? You’ll rest and eat as I tell you, healer or not.” 
 
    “I will,” she promised with a wan smile, taking her father’s arm as he helped her to lean against the headboard. Even that made her dizzy. There’d be no standing for a while yet. “You might want to keep a bowl handy though.” 
 
    Erla handed Papa the mug. “I’ll go and fetch one. And some bone broth, now that you’re awake.” 
 
    “We’ve been up night and day with you,” Papa said as she left. “We’ve no healer in the village anymore, not since Bjarki enlisted him as the personal physician for the castle. He’s not allowed to treat the likes of us anymore.” 
 
    “Bjarki.” The name was familiar. She took a sip of the tea and her jaw tensed nausea. “Do I know him?” 
 
    Her father’s expression soured. “You might have seen him when Jurek went to tourney in the capital. He’s the one they disqualified after he poisoned another knight’s horse.” 
 
    She remembered that tournament clearly. That knight had almost broken his neck when his horse collapsed halfway through a joust. 
 
    “He lives here now?” she asked. “In the castle?” 
 
    “Our new lord brought him over recently. Bjarki’s been Lord Aron’s dog for quite some time from what I’ve been told. He’s got him commanding the village enforcers.” 
 
    Lord Aron Nilsson. There’d been a riot of political gossip involving Lord Aron six months ago when the king banished him from the capital. He was the uncle to Dinark’s young king and served as regent until the King Andri came of age last year. She’d forgotten most of the particulars regarding Lord Aron’s offense. Her life had been in complete upheaval around the same time. As to why a man like him would marry into the noble house of Eisland, she didn’t know. Eisland was a minor province of the kingdom compared to greater Dinark. It didn’t even have a court. 
 
    A detail of her father’s words stood out. “Enforcers? Since when does the village have anything like that?” 
 
    He waved the issue away. “It’s nothing to worry for right now.” 
 
    She thought to argue, but was too tired. “How long have I been here?” 
 
    “A week. They say the ship almost sailed right past you.” He closed his eyes briefly, rubbed at his lower lip. “Odin’s blessing. It’s a miracle you survived in that water at all.” 
 
    Memory flashed in her mind. Leonel’s determined face. Hard black eyes cut with aquamarine. Saltwater on his lips, warm breath pooling into her chest. 
 
    “I must see you again.” 
 
    “Can you remember?” 
 
    Remember. There’d been something important there. She tried to recall, her head aching with effort. 
 
    “I’ve written to Jan,” Papa said, wresting her attention back. “Word will have reached him by now that your ship went down, but he likely hasn’t gotten the news that you survived.” 
 
    Isaura suppressed a groan, curling her hands around the warm mug. “You already sent the letter?” 
 
    He frowned. “Of course, I did. Regardless of what I think of the man, I wouldn’t leave your husband mad with grief when you were safe at home.” 
 
    Mad with grief. There was an exaggeration. She imagined he’d be saddened, but heartbroken? No. He’d made it clear he could live without her. 
 
    Papa’s frown deepened at her silence. “I told him he was welcome to stay here until you were well again, if that worries you.”  
 
    She sighed. “I wish you hadn’t done that.” 
 
    “I know the last time he came with you to visit I was less than generous with my words, but this is different. I know what it is to be a widower. I would never do that to another man, even him.” 
 
    No point in hiding the truth anymore. “Jan left me, Papa.” 
 
    “What?” He leaned back. “When?” 
 
    “Six months ago.” 
 
    He blanched. “Six months? Where have you been living all this time?” 
 
    “In our apartment in Dinark Central. Jan moved in with his brother. I wanted to tell you, but I was just,” she swallowed, her throat thick with shame, “I couldn’t think what to say.” 
 
    “I wish you had. Half a year alone over there,” her father shook his head. “I would’ve come.” 
 
    “You hate the capital.” 
 
    “I hated Sparna too, but I lived on that blisteringly hot, gods forsaken southern isle for years because I loved your mother. And you’re my greatest love. Besides, those capital fops are nothing compared to the bugs on your mother’s homeland.” 
 
    Isaura touched his dear face, prickly with the scruff of his white-blond beard, and reminded herself that she was not unloved, even when she felt like it. 
 
    He covered her hand with his. “Tell me what happened?” 
 
    “Jan…met someone else.” 
 
    Not precisely true. Well, it was, though the phrasing was more how she felt about it than the way it truly went. Jan had told her he’d met someone a few months after their divorce. There’d been no overlap. No affair, which was both blessing and curse. If he had cheated, it might have been easier to come to terms with at the end. Anger would certainly be preferable to this aching hollow in her chest.  
 
    Being here, remembering the arguments she’d made for marrying and leaving home after such a quick courtship, Isaura felt ill with humiliation. She couldn’t tell her father the real reason her marriage had ended. How many times had he written asking if he needed to start building the creche he’d promised to make for his first grandchild, or whether he should plan a trip to the capital within the next nine months or so? She grew to hate those letters with their loving hints. They highlighted her brokenness all the more and the fact that the dream of a holding a babe, sweet and warm in her arms, hadn’t been hers alone. Because of her, her father’s line would end. How could she tell him that? Easier to disparage Jan, though it made her feel ugly for her cowardice. 
 
    From the look that came onto her father’s face, the truth may have been wiser. His jaw clenched so hard she feared he’d never pry it open again. He released her hand and pressed his palms to his spread knees. They curled into fists, one hand edging toward his hip for the blade he hadn’t carried in years. 
 
    “That—That damned fiend of a hedge-born swine—” 
 
    “Papa.” 
 
    “—empty-trousered, yellow-hearted knave—” 
 
    “Papa,” she exclaimed. “Please, it’s not…entirely his fault.” 
 
    “Is that what he told you? He forsakes his vows and your love, but it’s not entirely his fault?” 
 
    “He met her after we separated. While he was living with his brother.” 
 
    He stood. “How is that better? He should never have left you to begin with!” 
 
    “What is all this shouting?” Erla reentered the room, a steaming bowl wrapped in a towel in one hand, and an empty basin in the other. She gave Papa a stern look. “Brother mine, you realize your daughter is still sick, don’t you?” 
 
    “Jan’s abandoned her for some trollop of the capital. Get me my sword.” 
 
    Isaura covered her face with one hand. This wasn’t how she’d wanted to explain things. Of course, she’d penned a dozen drafts of a letter that never seemed right either. Maybe there didn’t exist the right words to say her husband had fallen out of love with her. 
 
    If the news startled her auntie, she recovered quickly. “Quiet yourself and sit down, you old ninny. You’re not a knight of the king’s realm anymore. If you need something to grip, take this,” she shoved the basin into his hands, “and quit behaving the fool at your child’s sickbed. You’re upsetting her.” 
 
    He sent Erla a baleful glare which vanished as soon as he turned back to Isaura. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he resumed his seat and took her hand. “Forgive my temper.” 
 
    Auntie set the soup down on a side table. “It’s no wonder she hadn’t told us yet with you erupting into a fit of righteous, paternal nonsense.”  
 
    “Keep your judgement to yourself. Elder sister or not, she’s my child.” 
 
    “Pah. You were a fool as a boy and you’re the same fool now. Fatherhood hasn’t changed your blockheadedness.” Erla sat at the foot end of her bed, the severe expression aimed at her brother softening to sympathy as she looked at Isaura. “This trip home, it’s not for a visit then, is it?” 
 
    She ducked her head and pretended to swipe at wisps of hair to disguise the tears she swiped away. She detested the way she still wept over this, as if the grief were endless. “We had the marriage officially dissolved a few months ago. Afterward, I considered staying. My training had finished and Hekla  intended to transition some of her patients to me. I just couldn’t do it.” 
 
    Because she’d kept running into Jan. It wasn’t intentional. After five years of marriage, even with the distance growing between them, their habits and routines had become enmeshed. When Isaura had spotted him across the city plaza, another woman clasping his arm, their heads bent close, chatting as they strode past the shops, she’d frozen in her tracks. It made no difference that Jan let her know in advance. “I didn’t want you to find out from someone else,” he’d told her, and she’d both appreciated his thoughtfulness and resented him for it. His kindness had been the first thing she’d admired about him and she did not want to admire a man who’d stopped loving her. 
 
    Despite the warning, the sight had been like a slap in the face. Then he’d smiled at the other woman, and seeing the warmth of a smile that had once been directed at her, one she hadn’t seen in a long time, had brought her to the stark reality of the situation. Dinark was no longer her home. 
 
    “Does that mean you won’t be going back? You’re staying?” her father asked and had the grace not to look completely ecstatic given the circumstances. 
 
    “Yes, I’m staying. Here, if you’ll have me—at least until I can set up my practice and afford a room in the village.” 
 
    “A room? I won’t hear of it. This is still your house,” Papa said, trying and failing to smother the grin spreading across his face. Isaura didn’t mind. It was nice to know she’d been missed. 
 
    “Technically, it’s my house. And my farm,” Erla said, with a mischievous wink. “But of course, you can stay. As long as you like.” 
 
    “Your house and your farm,” Papa snorted. “As if you’ve any talent in the distillery. Before I came back from Sparna, the quality of your ink was on par with muddy water.” 
 
    “I’ll admit you improved the recipe, but my ink was satisfactory. The gods know you’d never sell any of your precious ink without me. All that knightly growling might work on the battlefield but not in the market.” 
 
    “What do they expect, offering such low prices? It’s an insult to the work required.” 
 
    She favored him with a patient, if condescending look. “That’s called haggling, baby boy.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like it. It’s dishonorable. And by the way, Mam and pap only gave you this farm because I signed up for the king’s service and you’d clearly had your heart set on spinsterhood.” 
 
    “Ah yes, such regrets have I,” she fluttered a hand over her heart in feigned dismay. “If living with you is any indication of married life, it’s clear most of it involves cleaning up behind your lot, with your muddy shoes and your smelly—” She broke off, gaze snapping to Isaura as she covered her mouth. “Oh, my dear. That was thoughtless of me to say after all you’ve been through.” 
 
    Oddly, she found comfort in the familiar refrain of their bickering. She’d been hearing it since she was ten years old when they’d moved to Eisland. 
 
    “It’s all right, really. Just the sounds home.” She gave a reassuring smile before an colossal yawn overtook it. 
 
    Erla stood. “We’ll leave you to rest then—so long as you drink down the rest of that tea.” 
 
    Isaura took the mug from her father and dutifully swallowed down the rest. Then, because she knew it would make her feel stronger in the long run, she managed a few spoonfuls of the broth Erla had brought. 
 
    “Good girl. I’ll check on you in a bit,” her auntie relieved her of the mostly full bowl, patting her cheek before leaving the room. 
 
    Isaura lay back in her bed, exhausted. 
 
    Her father kissed her temple. “Get some sleep.” 
 
    The sweet gesture sent a crushing wave of sorrow over her. She was really in Eisland again. Her old life was really gone, and all the dreams she’d had gone with it. 
 
    “Papa,” she managed. He paused at the doorway. “A long time ago you told me Jan wouldn’t stand by me if things weren’t perfect. You said it was foolish to leave everything behind for love.” She swallowed thickly. “I should’ve listened to you.” 
 
    “Nay, my duckling,” he returned to her, his eyes sad as he smoothed back the hair from her brow. “I taught you to listen to yourself.” 
 
    “I’ve made a failure of my life.” 
 
    “Things didn’t turn out how you hoped, but you reached for what you wanted. I’m proud of you for that.” He closed the open shutter, softening the sounds of the outside world. “Now it’s time to reach for something else.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Isaura sensed him in the room moments after waking. It was dark outside, the curtains drawn over the closed shutters. Moonlight wove its way through the crocheted lace, casting silver patterns on the floorboards. He’d made no sound, but a cursory glance betrayed his whereabouts in a pocket of shadows gathered at the far corner. 
 
    “I heard about your promotion,” she said, her voice rough with sleep. “Captain of the Guard. Very impressive.” 
 
    There came a beat of silence, then Jurek chuckled. “I thought I’d gotten better at this. What gave me away?” 
 
    “That’s not where my rocking chair should be.” 
 
    “Alas, I haven’t the same knack for skulking as you.” 
 
    “A knight’s daughter has to learn a thing or two early on or she’ll never have any fun.” 
 
    “Yes, I seem to remember you got your father’s squire into trouble plenty of times.” 
 
    She sat up slowly with a grin. “How was it my fault you couldn’t climb a rope made out of bedsheets?” 
 
    Flame brightened in the lantern Jurek held up, illuminating the smile curling one side of his mouth. “Strange indeed that it hadn’t been part of my official training. At least you always made good on the fun you promised during our ill-conceived adventures.” 
 
    “Lesson one,” she recited, imitating her father’s baritone, “A knight always—” 
 
    “Honors his word.” Jurek’s smile widened. 
 
    “Or hers, as the case may be.” 
 
    “Very true.” He moved from the rocking chair to kneel by her bed, setting the lantern on the side table. His smile had disappeared. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Grateful to be home.” Bantering with him made her feel a bit like her old self, though she’d always felt at ease around Jurek. His clear blue eyes had a way of showing concern that never felt like pity. 
 
    A lingering scent of rain, horse, and leather clung to him, as it always had when they’d been children growing up in this house. He didn’t wear his uniform she noticed, but a simple black tunic and silver belt, muck splattered and damp. The hem looked as if it had been dipped in mud. 
 
    “Did you take a swim in a puddle on your way here?” 
 
    He smirked. “Father sent word that you’d woken but I didn’t hear of it till late afternoon. I came here straight from the barracks and it started to rain.” 
 
    “How’d you get past Erla with these filthy clothes?” 
 
    He winked. “I have my ways.” 
 
    “Snuck in through the root cellar again, didn’t you.” 
 
    “You were the one who showed me how. That makes you the sneak.” 
 
    “The word you’re looking for is ‘resourceful’, Jurek.” The room had grown cold and she pulled the blankets higher on her chest with a shiver. “Tell me more about being Captain of the Guard. I was so proud when I heard.” 
 
    He acknowledged her words with a nod, but a grim look settled over his features. He went to the fireplace and set about banking the extinguished coals. 
 
    “Are you not happy with the position?” she asked. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at her, then shook his head. “It’s not what I expected.” 
 
    She frowned. “That sounds ominous.” 
 
    Jurek set the flint to the piled tinder. Small flames leapt up in a burst of orange and red. 
 
    “I don’t mean it to be,” he said quietly, his back still to her. His hands slowed where he fed woodchips into the infant flames. “Joining the castle guard and serving the Einarsson house is more than I dared dream for my life, given how it began.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” She paused. “Is it the new lord?” 
 
    He didn’t answer immediately. Then he turned back, his expression enigmatic in the dark. “If I asked you to help someone, as a healer, would you do so? In confidence?” 
 
    “Of course, I would. Why do you speak so mysteriously?” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be,” he said again. “But it’s a…delicate situation.” 
 
    Delicate? 
 
    “Jurek, have you gotten some poor village girl into trouble?” 
 
    His brow lowered incredulously. “I would never. I have more honor than that, Isaura. Think you so low of me?” 
 
    “All right, don’t excite your knightly pride. The term ‘delicate situation’ typically implies one thing.” 
 
    He gave a slight smile. “It’s nothing to do with me directly. It’s the health of another, and it’s vital no one knows she receives your services.” 
 
    Concern stirred in her stomach. In Isaura experience, there were only a few scenarios in which a woman had to keep the care of her health a secret. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    He hesitated. “I’ll tell you more once you’re better.” 
 
    “If someone needs my help, then I’m well enough.” 
 
    “Isaura, you nearly died out there. You’ve been ill for a week. It’ll hold.” He spoke firmly but a bleak expression stole over his face at the mention of her near death. He returned to her bedside, the low fire outlining his broad form. “Father told me about Jan.” 
 
    She averted her gaze. “We just…grew apart.” 
 
    “That’s what he said. I’m asking what really happened.” 
 
    “That’s it. That’s what really happened.” 
 
    But the trouble with brothers, even those who were not related by blood, was they knew too well when their sister lied, especially someone as perceptive as Jurek. 
 
    “Isaura,” he said, that judgmentless concern filling his eyes, “Tell me.” 
 
    “I don’t want Papa to know,” she whispered. “Nor Erla. Not yet.” 
 
    “They won’t. I promise.” 
 
    Her fingers twisted tightly in the blankets. “The truth is…I can’t have children.” 
 
    He fell silent a moment. “You’re certain it isn’t him?” 
 
    “Hekla diagnosed me.” And she was not about to go into the details of a woman’s cycle and what her infrequent menses meant. “We also knew it wasn’t him because Jan had a child before.” 
 
    “What?” Jurek demanded. 
 
    “He was very young when he married the first time. His wife and the baby died during the last epidemic.” 
 
    “You never told me that.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just,” she sighed. “You might not have blamed him for it but somehow you and Papa would’ve argued more against my marrying him. If that’s possible. Neither of you ever liked him.” 
 
    Jurek snorted and opened his mouth with a ready retort. Then he seemed to reconsider, and closed it again. Isaura heard what he didn’t say. She turned her gaze toward the fire, the flames already burning low again. 
 
    “You can say it. You were right not to like him.” 
 
    Another long pause followed before he answered. “I didn’t want to be.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Well then. It seems I’ll have to arrange for some leave from my post.” 
 
    “Some leave? Why?” 
 
    “For my trip to Dinark, of course.” 
 
    Isaura rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Oh, you and Papa are so ridiculous.” 
 
    “I promised the man that if he hurt you, I’d break his legs. I warned him on the day you wed. As a knight, I have to uphold my oaths.” 
 
    She took in his severe expression, the coiled tension in his body. She started laughing before she could stop herself. 
 
    “I mean it, Isaura.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, but I can defend my own honor, thanks very much. Or did you forget how soundly I beat you the last time we threw knives together?” 
 
    “Ah, but you didn’t bring your bracers with you to the capital. Not to worry, I won’t forget mine when I visit him.”  
 
    “Jurek, my point is, if I’d wanted his legs broken, I would’ve done it myself. And anyway, it’s not entirely his fault.” Strange she kept repeating that. 
 
    Jurek went very still. “Say that again?” 
 
    “He always wanted children. We both did. How can I force him to stay if it meant giving up that dream?” 
 
    “Force him to stay. Issy. You gave him your heart. Your worth is greater than a broodmare.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Do you? Because it sounds like you’ve convinced yourself otherwise.” His hands curled into fists, so alike to her father who’d mentored him into knighthood. “If I ever see that popinjay again, I’ll turn his guts into harp strings.”  
 
    She could only shake her head at his bluster. “As if you’d harm an unarmed man.” 
 
    “He could borrow something of mine.” 
 
    “The only weapon a scribe like Jan wields is his quill.” She leaned back against the headboard. “But if you’re offering musical instruments, I’d rather you sing for me.” 
 
    That brought him up short, the way it always did. She wished he didn’t despise his talent, that he could separate the marvel of his voice from his ugly past and the orphan he’d been before her father found him. She would have stopped asking all together for how it pained him to remember if not for the times she’d overheard him singing when he thought he was alone. 
 
    Jurek rubbed his face. “I haven’t sung in so long it’s likely all rust in there.” 
 
    “Even your rust would be like listening to the music of Valhalla. I used to imagine the Valkyrie in flight when you sang. Shieldmaidens on winged horses.” 
 
    “My voice incites the image of warrior women. Now I’m fully convinced to sing.” 
 
    “Please? I’m sick, remember?” She affected a cough. Unfortunately, it turned into a real one. 
 
    Jurek brought forward the cup of water left on her nightstand. “I will sing if you will rest,” he said as she took several sips. “Don’t tell Erla or she’ll be after me for a song as well. Our secret, yes?” 
 
    “Our secret,” she agreed and settled herself under the covers again. 
 
    He cleared his throat, troubled concentration falling over the angles of his face as he considered what to sing. He never took requests, but Isaura had discovered long ago that Jurek always chose perfectly, as if his talent leant him the ability to sense the precise song his listener longed to hear. 
 
    His mouth parted, then he paused. “I almost forgot,” he said, tugging open the drawstrings of a pouch tied to his belt. “The captain of the ship who rescued you gave me this. They’d found it tied to your arm when you were brought aboard.” 
 
    Into her palm he dropped a cool, round marble. The size of a hazelnut, it had the look of a glass bead with a swirl of pale blue captured inside. The weight of it surprised her. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    She squinted at it. “I had this with me?” 
 
    “Yes. One of the sailors pinched it, thinking it worth something. They flogged the man for theft, so I truly hope it belongs to you.” 
 
    The memory came roaring back. She could almost smell the ocean brine, algae slick beneath her cheek as the log she clung to bobbed among the waves. There came a hand, a touch on her back, a whisper by her ear. 
 
    Find a place near the water. Call to me there. 
 
    Can you remember? 
 
    “Are you all right?” Jurek’s voice was worried. 
 
    “It is mine, yes. Thank you.” She shut her hand around it and held it to her chest. 
 
    She did remember, though it felt like a dream now. If she told her family that a merman had saved her from the sea, they’d only worry for her sanity. She scarcely believed it herself. And if Leonel had wanted them to know he was there, he’d have stayed. He must’ve feared revealing his presence. 
 
    Call to him. She would, the moment she could walk without getting dizzy. She’d be dead if not for him. At best, he’d been unfriendly toward her, almost irritated with the task of keeping her afloat and alive, but he’d done it. He’d mocked, harassed, and cajoled her into keeping her eyes open, breathing, surviving. She’d needed that anger. And toward the end, when she’d had nothing left, those stony expressions had turned to compassion, acerbic words traded for gentler ones. That too had fueled her will to live. 
 
    She closed her eyes. “Will you give me a song now, heart brother?” 
 
    He sighed. “You’re sure you wouldn’t prefer I remove one of Jan’s limbs?” 
 
    “Very. Sing me to sleep.” 
 
    He did, his voice rich and deep like a full goblet of red wine warmed by the fire. His choice, as always, was perfect. An old ballad of Eisland, it spoke of the tides like the sweep of time, smoothing old footprints from the sand, leaving only memory behind and a clear shore on which to make new ones. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Someone had broken into his home. 
 
    Leonel’s sanctuary lay in a small, sheltered bay on a tiny islet of rock and scrub grass so isolated not even the seagulls bothered to land there. A small, half-submerged cave entrance led to a stone wall, one he’d discovered held an opening beneath which led into a large cavern. No one knew it existed, as far as he could tell, making it a perfect sanctuary.  
 
    Still, he took precautions so he’d know if someone had crept in while he was away. No longer was he the frightened minnow, powerless to defend himself against the terrors his half-sisters inflicted on him, but nor was he reckless. Though ten years had passed since he won the trident, his half-sisters had never forgiven him for it. The passage of time was nothing for beings who lived forever, their grudges as fresh as they day they were formed. 
 
    Thus, when he returned home after his usual patrol, Leonel’s vigilant eyes spotted immediately that someone had entered in his absence. He sighed heavily for it. He’d finally grown accustomed to this deserted place. Now, he’d have to find another. 
 
    Readying himself for a likely ambush, the typical game of his sisters, he went to the alternate entrance. A narrow channel that ended on the opposite side of the main entry, he’d it created some time ago. Just wide enough for him to push his shoulders through, the surf carried him along, sending him into the cave’s pool on a short waterfall. Before he submerged, he caught a glimpse of his visitor standing where the pool lapped against the rubble shore. It made him wish his sisters had come to attack him instead. A visit from his mother was infinitely worse. 
 
    Surfacing, Leonel made his way across the pool. “My queen honors me with her visit,” he said, dipping his chin low enough the water splashed across his lower lip. “Had I known you awaited me, I would have come sooner.” 
 
    His voice held no mockery, his bow perfectly executed, but he knew she’d sense the disdain beneath. His reverence irritated her, which was why he displayed it so often, and especially here, in his sanctuary, where she must know she wasn’t welcome. 
 
    Draped in a robe of sand stars bound together by gold filaments, her tresses flowed down her narrow frame in a blue-green tapestry, the ends disappearing into the water as if the sea itself grew from her head. 
 
    What did she want? Had she come to reprimand him for his behavior in court last time? If she only knew he’d done far worse since then. He couldn’t read her intentions from her impassive face, but he noted she wore no crown today. Ah, so she’d come in the role of mother instead of queen. A pity that was the only way he could ever tell the difference. 
 
    “My son,” she said. “Come ashore. I would share a few moments with you.” 
 
    She turned to stroll along the edge of the stone wall. Carved with eaves that housed his small collection of trinkets, she paused at each one to inspect its items. The sight made him stiffen, as if he’d unwittingly bared his heart for her viewing. She had to realize that, given the way she demurred with exaggerated interest, knowing her presence would prompt him to remain rather than find an excuse to leave like he wanted. Always a game of strategy between them, of evoking and resisting a reaction. He hated these interactions, even more so here where he’d though himself safe from them. Yes, he’d be searching for a new cove soon. 
 
    For now, he sent a ripple of magic down the length of his tailfin. His legs emerged, flesh and bones replacing the scales. An imprint of them remained on the skin. The pattern marched down the outer side of his thigh and calf, a black tattoo of the sea that lived within him. 
 
    She kept her back to him while he slipped on the garments stored in a stone chest to one side. Court garb mostly, filmy robes and sashes of dark-blue and amethyst. He detested draping the false skin over himself, partly because it itched, but mostly because it signified his station in court. And its lack thereof. 
 
    She’d turned back to survey him as he cinched the sash tightly around his middle, the robes clinging to his wet shoulders like seaweed he couldn’t shake off. 
 
    He bent on one knee and bowed low. “The Goddess Ran blesses me with her favor. I am humbled that you have sought my company.” 
 
    “Stand, Leonel,” she answered, her words slightly clipped, which improved his mood greatly until she added, “I have a gift for you.” 
 
    This was new. Typically, she would ask after his health, his patrols across the Fathoms, the strength of his link to the trident—all questions she could bring back to Ægir for report. His answers were always the same: He was well, devoted to his tasks, and the bond to his trident stronger than ever. A gift though, she’d never tried that tactic before. 
 
    He considered how to reply and decided his customary replies were safest. “I am unworthy of such consideration. I give my service to your realm without expectation—” 
 
    “Silence your insincere pleasantries,” she cut him off with a wave of her hand, her tone strangely fatigued rather than annoyed. “This day marks ten years since you took up the mantle of guardian. It is also the day of your birth. I would celebrate it with a gift.” 
 
    The anniversary came and went every year without her remarking on it. Why now? Before he thought better of it, he asked the question aloud. 
 
    She smiled slightly. “A decade is auspicious for mortal lives like yours. You have lived thirty turns of the world today. An achievement.” 
 
    Leonel didn’t know what to make of her praise, or his dumbfounded surprise that she knew his age. He supposed such things were normal for mothers to know, but his mother could never be described as normal. One could not be born to the Goddess of the sea, an immortal of boundless power over the waves and tides, and anticipate anything typical of mothers. 
 
    He shrugged. “My heart beats, my lungs fill with air—It’s hardly an achievement when there’s no choice in the matter.” 
 
    She tilted her head, her expression one of faint rebuke. “Not so. You have done well for yourself. No one expected you to succeed in managing the trident’s power, or to perform with such competence as guardian. They assumed the magic would’ve driven you mad by now.” 
 
    As many had hoped, he wagered. 
 
    “I appreciate your kind words of praise.” 
 
    “Not just mine. King Ægir and your sisters too.” 
 
    Half-sisters he amended silently. He couldn’t help it. They’d sooner relinquish their immortality than praise his success. 
 
    As for the success itself…well. He’d competed for the position of guardian mostly because of the court’s dismissal. Only the royal children were allowed, the decree had stipulated. The resultant by-blow of the Goddess’s affair with one of the merfolk hardly qualified in the court’s opinion, particularly given the dishonor the vanished race brought upon themselves. Sneer as they might, Ægir had accepted him into the royal family as a distant relative. No official status, but undeniably one of the royal children. 
 
    What Leonel hadn’t expected was to win. Every hundred years a tournament was held and the billow maidens competed in a friendly competition to determine who would assume the position as guardian. It certainly hadn’t been friendly last time when he competed. It had almost killed him, and in fact, he’d have given his life to claim that victory. Impressive really, the motivation spite inspired. What he hadn’t expected was the role to mean so much to him. The trident had given him an insight into the sea he’d never known before. The beauty of the Fathoms and the life that swam within it filled his heart. His devotion to the sea was real and the purpose being guardian gave him well worth the toll it took on him. Worth, even, the years such power had siphoned from his lifespan. It was said the merfolk lived close to two hundred years. He’d be lucky if he lived half that. 
 
    Ran moved closer. “Will you receive your gift, my son?” 
 
    She only ever called him that where no one could hear, but no more did it make his foolish heart burst with affection. Now, the words made it slam shut. 
 
    “Rather than a gift, I’d have preferred your support for my concerns in court,” he said, stepping around her to block her view of his things. She had the look of someone about to touch them. 
 
    She lifted her brows an inch. “Your concerns?” 
 
    “The storms, my queen,” he said with well-rehearsed patience.  
 
    “Your worry is heard and weighed by all,” she replied. “We simply do not share it. The mortals on land have no power over the sea. It is merely an odd season. You must remember your tenure on this world does not match ours. We have seen such things occur before.” 
 
    “There have been accounts of lightning falling from the sky like spears,” he said, watching her closely, “with waves as high as the clouds. Isn’t that similar to your storm magic?” 
 
    The power he’d sensed hadn’t felt like hers, but if wielded by someone on land, he might not recognize it. 
 
    Her aqua gaze held his, empty of threat or offense or any other clues to her thoughts. “Do you ask if I am behind them?” 
 
    “The similarities caught my attention.” 
 
    “I have not cast my net across the bow of a mortal ship since your conception, my son.” She shrugged, swishing the waves of her boundless hair, causing the water in the pool to ripple. “Can you imagine how the court would deride me for my hypocrisy? Birthing a mortal child whilst dragging those of others beneath the Fathoms? I’d never hear the end of their whispering.” 
 
    He believed her. Gossip like that would concern her more than the amusement of crushing finite lives. The queen of the Fathoms had little to gain by targeting the landwellers and the more storms he saw, the more Leonel felt certain there lurked a specific purpose behind them. 
 
    “Is there anyone else capable of that type of power?” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    “But there once was?” 
 
    She waved a hand. “It matters not. They are gone.” 
 
    “Who were they?” When she ignored him, turning back toward the pool, he slipped around her to cut her off. “I asked for their name. As guardian of this sea, I would have you give it to me.” 
 
    Storm clouds darkened the placid blue of her eyes. She faced him fully. “We do not invoke their legacy, though you come perilously close to it now as you did at court. Be warned, my son. Their name is not to be spoken.” 
 
    There was only one name that prompted such a reaction. He almost blurted it aloud in his astonishment. The Eldingar. Leonel knew the great enemy of the Gods’ War had been powerful, but their legend spoke of sinister magic, spells fed by tragedy and nightmare. When their lust for conquest threatened to drown the world, the Aesir and the Vanir, two long disputing pantheons, joined forces to defeat them. The conflict cracked the foundations of the earth, leaving a rent in the seabed. The Orom Abyss. Into that chasm the Eldingar had been bound, a place without light or sound, so deep it was said to touch the boundaries of the underworld itself. 
 
    To hear their magic was at all similar to the gods who ruled the sea was shocking. Yet, if this were true, it could be their power unleashing the storms. But if they’d broken free, the whole of the Fathoms would’ve felt it. The combined might of the gods had been poured into that prison to hold them. Escaping it could not be done quietly and even the Eldingar’s magic couldn’t reach the surface from those depths. 
 
    Or so he’d always been told. He’d never seen it himself. No one was allowed within a league of that place. A thousand years had passed since their imprisonment. Maybe something had changed, something that granted them access to a landweller who could wield their power in their stead. But how and to what end? He could think of only one way to find out— 
 
    “No, Leonel.” 
 
    His mind churning, he looked up to find his mother’s eyes hard with scrutiny. He didn’t bother to deny what must have been plainly written across his face. To his chagrin, he realized hadn’t been keeping a neutral expression affixed. 
 
    “Why not?” he asked. “Why is it forbidden to go there? If they’re contained, what threat could there be?” 
 
    “A reason is not required. Your obedience is.” 
 
    “The storm magic is similar to yours and no other has ever commanded it—except them, by your own words. Let me ensure they aren’t behind this.” 
 
    She shook her head, a gentle sway. “Above the abyss is a labyrinth of traps and chains. These would ensnare you and there you would perish.” 
 
    “I will keep my distance. If they’re in place, that would be confirmation enough.” She continued to shake her head. Leonel felt his patience fray. “The king instructed me to find evidence and I mean to do so.” 
 
    “You were instructed to attend to your duties as guardian, not chase this inane investigation. The storms are a nuisance but no threat to us. The only threat I see before me is the one you inflict on yourself with this foolishness.” 
 
    Leonel silenced the arguments that sprang to his mouth. She didn’t believe him and it didn’t matter. With any luck, the landweller he’d rescued would call and provide him an avenue to investigate the issue on his own. 
 
    If she called. The sun had risen and set ten times since he’d rescued Isaura from the sea. She might have lost the gem he’d given her. She might have forgotten what he’d told her to do with it. Or, more likely, she might not think she owed him anything at all. He had no idea whether landwellers honored life debts, but he grew less optimistic as time passed. Humans scoured the seabed greedily and destroyed each other on their fragile vessels with flames that turned the air black and the water red. Such creatures may feel no compunction to offer repayment for saving a life. 
 
    Unless…Could she have not recovered? She’d been hot with fever and injured. He thought of her face, the lines of pain and delirium carved around her features, the suffering in her brown eyes. Concern wound its way through in his stomach. Perhaps he’d been too slow to get her to her people. He’d lingered nearby until they’d brought her back to the ship. Perhaps he should’ve followed it until they reached their harbor, just to be sure she’d made it safely. 
 
    It troubled him, the thought that she may have died. He might have rescued her for practical reasons but he couldn’t deny the part of him that had been pleased to do it. 
 
    “Leonel,” Ran’s voice pulled him from his reverie. She eyed him curiously. “What thoughts distract you so?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he told her, working an unconcerned look onto his face. “Merely a patrol I thought to go on.” 
 
    Inwardly he cursed at himself. Once again, he hadn’t been guarding his expression. Likely because he was home. This was the only place he let his guard down. Living alone, while isolating, at least gave him a respite from hiding what he thought and felt. Another reason to resent Ran’s intrusion. 
 
    “Perhaps it is unwise to dedicate yourself so fully to your obligations,” she said. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “I thought to suggest finding you a mate.” 
 
    He gaped at her and then laughed aloud. “And where would you recommend I find one, Mother? Are there merfolk Ægir spared you haven’t told me about?” 
 
    “You are compatible with other creatures. The selkies for instance.” 
 
    “The selkies don’t take mates.” 
 
    “If there is one you favored, she could be persuaded to do so.” 
 
    Persuaded. What an auspicious beginning that would be. 
 
    “No,” he said, managing to keep most of the growl out of his voice. “I’m not interested in a mate.” 
 
    “Very well, we can discuss it another time. But for now, your gift.” 
 
    How much longer would this visit last? He bit back a resigned sigh as she held out her hand. Between her thumb and forefinger, she held a narrow fragment of amber the length of his palm. It shone with a soft luster in the phosphorescent light of his home. At first, he mistook it for a gemstone, but saw then it was too transparent, the edges buffed into gentle curves. 
 
    It was beautiful. He wanted it, his mind going to the perfect ledge where it could be displayed.  
 
    “The landwellers call it sea glass,” Ran said, watching his face. “It is formed by broken shards of bottles that wash in and out along their shores. The sweep of water running over it repeatedly turn it into a lovely remnant. Am I correct that you have nothing like it in your collection?” 
 
    She knew he did not. Of course, she must, just as she could sense his desire for it. Almost, his fingers twitched to take it. He clasped them tightly behind his back. With difficulty, he moved his gaze from it to meet hers and kept his tone indifferent. “I don’t venture onto their shores for trinkets.”  
 
    “Then I am happy to have brought it for you. The merfolk always enjoyed creating little alcoves of treasure, as you have done. I am pleased by the way you have continued the tradition.” 
 
    He froze. She never spoke of merfolk customs. No one did. They’d vanished from the sea shortly before his birth and Ægir had outlawed any mention of them afterward. Even his mother had observed this dictum, though he’d begged her as a child to tell him something of the race. She’d always refused and then punished him. Now, here she stood, speaking of their tradition, one he unknowingly followed, as if it were a common topic of conversation. He wanted to ask about it. Why did they collect shiny things? What did they do with them? Did it mean something?  
 
    But to ask would be to lose to her game, for certainly she’d refuse again. He could see it in her expression. If he asked, she could relay that to Ægir who would call him to court for a public reprimand and a reminder of the lowly, dishonorable creatures whose blood he shared. No, he would not blithely swim into that trap. 
 
    He straightened, slipping behind the familiar shield of formality. “I am honored by your gift, my queen, but can’t accept.” 
 
    “Oh? Why is that?” 
 
    “I only keep that which I find myself. Tradition, as you say.” 
 
    She gazed at him steadily and Leonel gazed back, silently urging her to contradict him. To tell him more. He would trade all his treasures to know more about the merfolk. To know who he was. 
 
    “Very well, my son. I shall have to divine another gift that will suit you better.” Ran slipped the sea glass into the folds of her robe and Leonel watched it disappear with a stab of longing. She stepped to the edge of the rock bordering the waters. “You will return to the palace soon, I hope? It has been some time since you visited Aegirheim for anything other than a report.” 
 
    He never visited, actually. He never went there unless he had no alternative, but saying so would only extend this excruciating façade of motherly concern. His monthly report to the king would be a few days. Maybe he could combine the two, if only to stave off another appearance in his home before he found a new one. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, bowing. “Your invitation is more gift than anything else.” 
 
    That earned him a dubious backward glance, though she only nodded and stepped into the waters. A moment later, she was gone. 
 
    Leonel turned back to his wall of treasures. The sight mocked him and he was clutched suddenly with the overwhelming desire to rip them from their shelves and smash them to pieces. He held himself perfectly still, the bones in his hands aching where he clasped them behind his back. His mother’s words rang in his ears. 
 
    The merfolk always enjoyed creating little archives of treasure. 
 
    It was outrageously unfair that she held the strings of his identity and could pull them at will. He hated how much he wanted the information. Hadn’t he let himself be tormented enough as a boy? Hadn’t he learned that every morsel of history they gave him only starved him for more? He ought to have figured out a way to anticipate these blows and protect his heart from them. 
 
    He’d collected small details about the merfolk over time, each one as precious to him as the bits and baubles along the stone wall: The merfolk had been an insular community. They’d had their own monarchy, one whose king bowed to Ægir’s greater reign. They had a language distinct from the others in the sea, though he’d never heard it spoken. They’d valued family. They bonded to their mates for life. 
 
    And his father had doomed his people to extinction when he pledged himself to the Goddess Ran. The king might have spared the child born of his wife’s betrayal, but Ægir had felt no such sympathies for the rest of the merfolk. There’d been no witness to what happened, but from one day to the next, the merfolk were gone. Leonel hated his father, loathed him for this selfish lust that destroyed the entire race, though it was a hate turned inward. He knew nothing about the merman. His mother never spoke of him, nor did she ever seem wistful or sad when Leonel had dared to ask. What had they shared? Love, or only curiosity and disaster? It was this, the not knowing, that made Leonel feel like a stranger to himself, blind to half of what he was. 
 
    Well, he wouldn’t be his father, that much he knew. He’d never exchange the safety of the many for so transitory a thing as desire. Or love, if that’d been part of it. His mother had chosen a merman’s form and mortality for her son, but he wasn’t one of them, no matter if he collected worthless bits from the sea as they had. He glared at the items in their organized piles, despising himself and the impulse that drove him to keep them. 
 
    The hands he’d held in check behind his back curled into fists and Leonel strode forward, reaching to for the nearest thing—a pearlescent shell he’d found in the shallows once. A sudden tug in the pit of his stomach stopped him. The feeling rippled outward, travelling along his skin, a prickle urging him back into the water. He turned toward the sea lapping along the edge of the stone and sensed the direction it pulled him. 
 
    The gem. The landweller called to him with the gem he’d given her. She was alive and she’d remembered. 
 
    With a laugh of exalted surprise, he turned and dove into the water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Isaura tugged at the clasp of her cloak, and for the hundredth time, ordered herself to stop fidgeting. Yes, it wasn’t every day that one summoned a heretofore extinct creature of the sea, one that hailed from a watery world of magic she’d almost drowned in. That didn’t mean she should be nervous. Did it? 
 
    Her hand went back to her clasp. Maybe some fidgeting was permissible, though each time she touched it she thought of Hekla ’s broach she’d lost during the storm. It was a mere object, but the loss pained her. Wearing it reminded her of her friend and the accomplishment of her studies. She could use a bit of extra confidence right now, especially since she didn’t know what to expect. As it was, she began to doubt he’d show up. There was still no sign of him and an hour had passed since she’d set the glass marble into the sea and watched it dissolve like a cube of sugar. The curl of blue captured within had streaked out to sea like a bolt of lightning, and vanished. 
 
    Why did he ask to see her anyway? The memories hazy from the delirium, she still recalled the urgency in his voice. 
 
    I must see you again. 
 
    Whatever the reason, he obviously wasn’t rushing to get here. She’d linger another few minutes, at least until she felt strong enough for the trek back. The walk down to the seaside cave wasn’t far from the coastal boundaries of the farm, but it required maneuvering down a stone slope—nothing so intentional as a set of steps, more like roughly hewn indents in the rock weathered by the endless wind this time of year. She’d visited this area often as a girl, and later with Jurek, where they’d pretend to defend Eisland from a pirate incursion. 
 
    The cave itself was ancient. Beautiful, too. Isaura sat on an elevated ledge abutting the waters. A hollowed-out section of the cliff, the cave had been carved over the long years as the tide chipped away at the rock, forming an arched entry through which she gazed out at the sea. 
 
    Isaura wiped her hands on her skirts and stifled a yawn. She ought to start back. Papa and Auntie Erla had been dubious about letting her go off alone in the first place. From their reactions when she’d voiced a desire for a walk, one might’ve thought she’d suggested flinging herself from a cliff. 
 
    “You have to regain your strength first,” Papa had insisted. 
 
    “And how shall I do that if I continue to lay about?” 
 
    “But why do you have to go by yourself?” Auntie Erla asked. “At least let me accompany you.” 
 
    That had been more difficult to dissuade, not least because it was a reasonable request. She managed it, using the excuse that she needed time alone to think over her situation. Their sympathy and understanding left her sour with guilt. It was true, she would need to consider that distressing topic, but it hadn’t been her motivation here. 
 
    Ever since Jurek had returned the glass sphere to her, she’d been able to think of little else than Leonel’s request. If she were being honest, curiosity had pushed her to come more than anything else. She couldn’t help it. She’d been half-dazed a lot of the time but Isaura recalled the luminescent points on his face in the dark, the utterly black eyes slivered with aquamarine. 
 
    Another half hour passed and still nothing. With a sigh she stood up, adjusting her scarf in preparation of the wind waiting for her on the climb up. It was just as well he never came. When she really examined why she’d come it was obviously an attempt to distract herself from contemplating her future. Well, she might as well turn her mind to it on the trip home. The gods help her if Papa and Auntie Erla actually asked what she’d decided and she had no answer. She wished Jurek could have stayed longer. He hadn’t returned since his nighttime visit a few days ago. Then he had only remained until morning and was gone before the end of breakfast. His new post, most likely, which he’d said little about—and nothing more regarding the individual who needed Isaura’s help, whoever she was. Another mystery to consider. 
 
    The wind gave a welcoming keen as she started up the incline out of the cave. Isaura winced at its chilly bite, pausing to pull the scarf over her nose and mouth. Tomorrow, she would head into town to help Papa make deliveries. If she intended to stay in Eisland, she would need to familiarize her with the village again, and make everyone aware she was available if they required the services of a healer. In the interim she could help out around the farm. She’d always enjoyed working with the kiln, fashioning the inkpots for each batch— 
 
    A distant whistle caught her ear. Isaura halted, her heart lurching. She looked behind her, but she could no longer see the water beyond the rocky ledge within the cave. Had that been her imagination? The wind? 
 
    It came again, a shrill whistle, louder this time and followed by a series of clicks almost lost to the surrounding gale. A rill of nervous excitement shot through her as she started back. 
 
    Her muscles protested the return trip, and she made sure to watch her step as she hastened, every moment worried he might leave before she got there. The urgency irritated her—she’d waited quite some time, after all. He could do the same—but this logic failed to alleviate the feeling. 
 
    She didn’t see him at first when she stepped into the cave. The sky had grown overcast as she’d waited, dimming the light through the seaside entrance. Then she spied movement near the farthest point of the ledge from her, the shadow of a tailfin treading water beneath the surface. With the lower half of his face still submerged, he watched her, dark eyes as filled with tension as the water he stared across. He didn’t call out or move closer and neither did she. He had the look of a deep-sea predator, lurking in the dark for the moment prey wandered too close to the edge. 
 
    Isaura snorted at herself. The imagery her mind could conjure. This was the same being who’d saved her life.  
 
    Nevertheless, she didn’t move from where she stood at the base of the incline as she said, “I’d given up on you. I’ve been waiting a while.” 
 
    He didn’t reply other than to rise a bit more from the water, enough that she had a clear view of his face. Somehow in the interceding days she’d forgotten how striking he was with those low cheekbones and deep-set eyes. She recognized the serious expression well enough, that slight pinch between his brows, the hint of a frown. His gaze shifted behind her, wary. That was new. 
 
    “I’m alone,” she told him. “No one knows I came here, or about you.” 
 
    He didn’t move or speak. Well, this wouldn’t do. Resolved to end the impasse, Isaura strode to the ledge, set her pack down, and folded her skirts beneath her to sit on the chilly stone. Imitating a tactic of her mentor when dealing with skittish patients, she adopted a casual air and busied herself with something other than him. Erla had packed a lunch for her. She withdrew the bread and cheese stowed in her bag and, stomach twisted tight with nerves rather than hunger, took a healthy bite from the small loaf. 
 
    “What took you so long to get here?” she asked around stuffed cheeks. 
 
    The strategy seemed to work. He drifted closer, eyes still scanning the area she entered through before returning to her. 
 
    “I was not nearby,” he said quietly, his body slipping gracefully through the water. “I no longer expected your call.” 
 
    He stopped midway through the distance from water to shore, treading in place. 
 
    “I was sick for quite a while,” she said, answering his implied question. “That fever was rather stubborn, and the glass ball you gave me was only recently returned.” 
 
    “The ones of the ship, they take it from you?” he asked, making a sharp click that held a tone of disgust. 
 
    “The captain made sure I got it back.” 
 
    “And you are well? No more…heat?” He touched his brow and moved closer still. The chips of blue in his black irises glimmered faintly. 
 
    His brows ticked upward when she didn’t answer and she realized she was staring. And that she still had a wad of bread in her mouth. She hurried to swallow it down before speaking and almost choked on it. Splendid. 
 
    “No more fever,” she croaked, roughly clearing her throat. So much for looking casual. “I’m almost back to my usual strength.” 
 
    Faint amusement crinkled his eyes as he looked on. “I believe this.” 
 
    She shoved the treacherous bread back in her bag and withdrew the small parcel she’d wrapped this morning. “I brought a gift for you.” 
 
    The change in him was immediate, like shuttering a lamp in the middle of the night; he darkened. 
 
    “Why?” he demanded. 
 
    She hadn’t expected boyish eagerness here—and the “gift” itself was extremely humble—but immediate belligerence seemed a bit extreme. They came from different worlds, though. Could this sort of thing have a different meaning for him? 
 
    “I don’t mean to offend,” she said. “Are gifts considered…bad in some way for your culture?” 
 
    The question seemed to weary him. He shut his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them again the anger was gone. 
 
    “Gifts are common. Gestures of good sentiment. I am,” he paused, swimming right up to the edge she sat by with a flex of his tailfin. Something like chagrin passed through his gaze. “I am unpracticed with gifts.” 
 
    An odd contradiction. Gifts were common but he was unaccustomed to them. 
 
    “It’s just a small token,” she said, holding out the cloth wrapped item. “I can never repay you for what you did but I wanted to offer something.” 
 
    As gifts went it wasn’t much indeed. A sweet pastry as thanks for saving her life seemed rather meager after what they’d been through. But then, what did one give a creature of the sea? Did they even keep possessions? She glanced at his bare chest and the dark shimmer of his tailfin. For a certainty, they didn’t have pockets. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, taking it from her outstretched hand. 
 
    “It’s a dessert.”  
 
    “Something to be eaten?” 
 
    “For pleasure instead of sustenance. This one is my favorite. A kleinur, just baked this morning.” 
 
    He examined the parcel balanced on one palm. 
 
    “Oh.” She realized he didn’t know what he was supposed to do. “Open the ends of the cloth. The kleinur is inside.” 
 
    He followed her instruction and extracted the sweetened twist of fried dough rolled in sugar. Passing the cloth back to her, he held it in a loose fist, rotating his hand to look at it from different angles. “Your favorite. This one has meaning for you?” 
 
    “My mother used to make them when I was a girl.” 
 
    “No longer?” 
 
    “She died a long time ago.” 
 
    His gaze flicked up to hers. The hard angles softened a degree. “An honorable gift.” 
 
    She smiled. “It’s only a pastry. I wasn’t sure what sort of thing your kind finds valuable. It’s said the merfolk coveted beads and lengths of colorful fabric to tie in their hair.” 
 
    The softness vanished. “Where did you hear this?” 
 
    “Just local legends. Things I’ve heard from old sailors, that’s all.” 
 
    “What more? What more do they say?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The merfolk never really showed themselves often, from what I hear. It’s likely more folklore than fact.”  
 
    His expression hardened. Isaura struggled to keep from mirroring it. Why was this a touchy topic? What did it matter to him if humans had rumors about his kind? 
 
    “Is no matter,” he said, terse in a way that suggested the opposite was true. “I am here for the debt.” 
 
    “What debt?” 
 
    “I saved your life. Repayment is owed. You will—” 
 
    “Wait a moment,” she jutted a hand forward. “What do you mean I owe you? I mean, yes, obviously I do owe you my gratitude, but I would’ve died out there.” 
 
    “Precise. To save you I take much risk. You are owing to me.” 
 
    Risk? She’d been the one floundering in the waves. What risk was there to him? Then another, darker thought occurred to her. 
 
    “Are you saying the only reason you did it is because you want something from me? You would’ve let me drown otherwise?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Outrage crept into her voice. “So, the glass bead was, what, some kind of marker?” 
 
    He clicked twice as though translating the word for himself. “Marker, yes, to advise you are ready to repay. What else?” 
 
    What else, indeed? She hadn’t thought it a memento exactly, but she never considered he’d saved her life for any reason other than mercy. When someone needed help, one didn’t count the coins in their pocket to decide whether to give it. 
 
    She leveled a narrowed gaze on him. “Exactly what sort of repayment did you have in mind? 
 
    “You will tell me more about the storm now,” he said. “The one that attacked your ship. Tell me what you remember.” 
 
    “You asked me this before and I told you what I remembered. It was too dark to see anything.” 
 
    His tailfin slapped the surface of the water. “You are well now. You must remember more.” 
 
    “That’s not how memory works, and even if it was, the storm came out of nowhere. Lightning struck the mast and cracked it in half—” 
 
    “Yes, lightning. This you say already.” Features twisted with impatience, he surged upward and braced his forearms on the lip of the stone, splattering her with water. “What did you feel, smell, taste? Describe this better. More.” 
 
    Isaura scrambled back from the puddle of seawater he’d splashed onto the area and stood. 
 
    “Listen,” she said, roughly twitching her skirts straight. “I didn’t come here to be interrogated about what happened. It was a storm, one that killed everyone on board except me. I don’t,” she swallowed down the surge of images, “I didn’t see more than flashes of gigantic waves. I didn’t taste or smell anything but salt, or feel anything but cold and bruised. I only came here because I wanted to thank you and give you that small token of gratitude.” 
 
    Which he was currently squeezing to death in his fist. 
 
    “What I need is information. Not gifts.” He punctuated the remark by hurling the pastry at the rock wall abutting the ledge. It landed on the stone in a soggy splat. 
 
    Well, this was familiar, this molten desire to wring his neck. So, it hadn’t been the fever or the situation, then. It was him and his surly, contemptible manner. Disappointing, but helpful too, especially as she collected her satchel, turned away from the being who’d saved her life, and headed toward the incline without another word. 
 
    He called after her. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Home. I’d say that little tantrum concludes things between us.” 
 
    “You can’t leave.” 
 
    She snorted. 
 
    “I didn’t have to save your life, landweller. You owe a debt.” 
 
    “Fine, next time I visit the harbor, I’ll toss a few coins into the sea in thanks to Ægir.” 
 
    He made a low guttural sound of frustration. “He did not spare you. I did.” When she said nothing, his voice rose incredulously. “You would leave this debt unpaid?” 
 
    “I’ll find some way to carry on.” It would bother her, yes, but she had no qualms with leaving a mark on that ledger between them. She was not about to apologize for needing help. Debt or not, he wasn’t entitled to be an ass to her. 
 
    “Isaura.” A deep splash sounded, as if he’d punched the water. “Come back.” 
 
    Her stomach boiled with anger. She didn’t dare say anything else or she’d lose her temper completely. She took two steps up the incline. 
 
    “Please.” He made a soft whistle, a warbling trill of bright sound. “Please. I need your help.” 
 
    It was the whistle that made her pause. Her memory stirred. 
 
    That is you. In a speech of the Fathoms. 
 
    Had that been real? 
 
    Isaura turned but remained where she stood. The tarry cauldron in her belly still bubbled, but she’d never ignored a call for aid before. 
 
    “My help with what?” she said, words clipped. 
 
    He’d braced himself higher onto the ledge, hands splayed against the stone, muscled arms locked beneath him. He took a deep breath as if he understood saying another wrong thing would send her the other direction for good. 
 
    “Your people, have they not noticed the frequent destruction of their ships by storms?” 
 
    “I’ve heard it mentioned that the season is more turbulent than usual.” Unnatural. That was what Gunnar had called the storm. A prickle of anxiety moved up the back of her neck. “It’s something else, isn’t it?” 
 
    “There is magic behind them. Someone directs this power toward the ships. Someone on land.” 
 
    She drew back in disbelief. “There’s no magic on land. Even if there was, humans don’t possess any. If magic is behind it, then it must be coming from your world.” 
 
    “It is not from the sea.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    His jaw clenched. “Because I have investigated this since it begins. And because I am guardian of the Fathoms.” 
 
    “Is that like a knight? What does a guardian do?” 
 
    “I protect.” 
 
    For all his demand for details, he certainly didn’t give many himself. She considered what he said, then shook her head. 
 
    “You must’ve missed something.” He scowled fiercely. “Don’t give me that look. If magic is behind the storms and the land has no magic of its own, then logically the sea must be connected to this in some way.” 
 
    He lowered himself to his forearms, his brow furrowed. “It did not originate with the usual sources. The currents hold only traces after. This means the magic touch the air first or it would not so quickly dissolve. Also means an unpracticed user.” 
 
    “And the only unpracticed user would be someone on land?” She walked slowly back toward him but kept her distance this time, stopping a few paces between her and the ledge.  
 
    He eyed the distance she maintained before nodding. “I believe someone from the sea gave ability to a human, but only a few can create storms of such power and they are not behind this.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Your world has nothing of interest to them.” 
 
    She caught his meaning. “You think it was an exchange of some sort.” 
 
    “It is the only motive that makes sense, but I don’t know to whom and for what. The storms harm many creatures. They injure the seabed, fracture the currents. No one of Ægir’s realm would desire that, no matter what a landweller offered.” 
 
    “Is there anything outside of Ægir’s realm?” 
 
    “All that swims in the sea is under the sovereignty of our king.” His gaze drifted to one side, narrowing slightly. She didn’t know him well, but she’d recognize that expression on anyone. 
 
    “You have a theory though, don’t you?” 
 
    “An unlikely one.” 
 
    “Well, whenever I diagnose a patient, if the likely sources of illness come up negative, then it’s time to check the unlikely ones. I think the same philosophy applies here.” 
 
    He sighed. “I’m not allowed to pursue it. It is in a place that is—how do you say it?—beyond my waters.” 
 
    She understood a moment later. “Outside of your territory?” 
 
    “Only the gods may enter there and they do not believe my theory.” His gaze grew troubled, his thumb dragging across a scar over his lip she hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    Isaura’s thoughts were troubled too. Perhaps they needed to work this problem from the other side—the culprit on land. Not every ship that crossed the Failock went down. Could that mean certain ones had been targeted? And if so, for what purpose? She tried to remember if there’d been anything special about the ship she’d sailed on but nothing came to mind. 
 
    “The ship captains,” she blurted. “That’s how we can find out.” 
 
    Leonel eyed her curiously. 
 
    “This theory of yours, what you need to do is present more evidence. If there’s a correlation between the power fueling these storms and the ships it destroyed, then it must mean someone wanted to make sure those specific ships never reached port.” 
 
    “Why would they wish this?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but they must’ve had something in common. The ship captains might know the answer to that. If we find out who is doing this in my world, it would lead us to whomever they made the exchange with, and if that happens to be the same as your theory—” 
 
    “The gods would grant me access,” he finished the thought, expression brightening with a glint of determination. “How can this be done?” 
 
    “Step one is to find out who stands to gain from the destruction of the ships. Determining the common thread between them will point us in the right direction.” 
 
    “And you will ask the captains of your shore?” He held her gaze evenly. “You will help me to find these answers?” 
 
    She hesitated, recalling his earlier implication that she owed him. This was why he’d saved her. He needed someone with legs to help him search for those responsible on land. Brutal practicality there, measuring someone’s worth in terms of their usefulness to one’s own goals. Yet, he’d called himself the guardian of the sea. A protector. The way he spoke of the harm done to his world, it mattered to him beyond assigned duty. She knew that look well. It was the weight of responsibility. The fear that one’s failure would cost another’s life. He cared about the fate of those depending on him. 
 
    She moved closer and crouched down eye-level with him. “If you hadn’t needed my help, would you have really let me drown?” 
 
    “Yes,” he didn’t look away as he said it, nor when he added, “With regret.” 
 
    Brutal honesty alongside that practicality. She got the sense that he operated in terms of absolutes. That explained his rude and overbearing manner about this supposed debt she owed him. In his mind, he’d completed his side of the equation, and she’d reneged on hers. An unforgiveable infraction in a mindset of strict balance. Who’d have thought she’d run across the equivalent of a knight in the sea? She snorted to herself. Men of command. At least she was familiar with them and their frustrating certainty of things in a world that every healer knew had no absolutes. 
 
    Except for their word. She could always count on that, and if what he said about the storms was true, she couldn’t simply turn away, not when more lives would be lost. 
 
    “This issue affects both our worlds, so I will join your investigation,” she told him, “as a partner. I won’t be subservient to you because you saved my life. I’m grateful, I truly am, but if we’re to work on this together, we go into it even. My life is complicated enough without someone expecting me to genuflect every time I take a breath.” 
 
    His mouth twitched. An almost smile? “I agree to your terms of partnership.” He held up one hand, fingers spread wide. “We are even.” 
 
    She glanced between him and his hand. Obviously, a gesture of some kind, but what? 
 
    He noted her uncertainty. That almost-smile touched his lips again. “Your palm to mine. An agreement.” 
 
    Ah. Their version of a handshake. She removed one glove and pressed the flat of her hand against his, surprised again by the warmth of his skin. Looking at his human half, it was easy to forget he belonged in the water, especially since his hand looked like a man’s. No webbing between the fingers. She didn’t know why she expected there would be. Like a man’s, it was much larger than hers, though she had callouses to match his. She worked her hands ragged in her trade, the skin usually raw from constant washing, the callouses and dry patches earned by working with herbs, mortar and pestle. Yet, it looked softer pressed to his wide palm. His long fingers towered over hers. Large hands made for carving through the sea. 
 
    “Let us meet in three turns of the sun,” he said, pulling back. “Can you return then? At this same light?” 
 
    “You mean this time of day, three days from now?” she clarified. He nodded. “That shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Is enough time to find the answers we need?” 
 
    “It should be, though much will be rumor and speculation. Sailors tend to be full of those.” 
 
    “Very well. Meanwhile, I revisit the places where the storms fell. In case I missed something,” he added the last with a wry smirk. 
 
    An answering one turned her on lips. “Nothing wrong with being thorough.”  
 
    “Until three turns…three days, then.” He retreated from the ledge, then paused and looked at her as if debating whether to speak. 
 
    “Something else?” she asked. 
 
    “Be cautious with your inquiries.” 
 
    “Cautious?” 
 
    “Whatever the reasons behind the storms, one of your people uses magic they shouldn’t have to kill kindred landwellers. Do not risk yourself overmuch.” 
 
    His warning, however chilling, was thoughtful. “I’ll be subtle. I appreciate the concern for my safety.” 
 
    “Of course,” he shrugged. “If something happens to you, I lose my only resource on land.” 
 
    With that, he submerged and was gone. So much for her assumption of heartfelt concern. And here she thought they were building a rapport. 
 
    “Irritating fish,” she muttered, and wiped away the seawater dripping from the hand that had touched his. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Later, as Leonel made his way through the deep currents to the site of the first shipwreck, he realized what an utter crustacean he’d been. What kind of remark was that—his only resource on land? It might be true but did he need to say it, especially after she’d agreed to help him? No. 
 
    Nor, he recalled with a stab of regret, should he have treated her gift with such dishonor. He’d have to apologize when he saw her next. 
 
    Or would that put him at a disadvantage in their dealings? Might she use it against him later and withhold information? 
 
    No, she’d said they were even. She’d meant that. Why couldn’t he shake the suspicions crawling into his thoughts? Something about the way she’d put her hand to his, that lingering touch rather than the usual quick press, had set him on edge. He’d had time to feel the much smaller shape of her palm, the slender fingers chilled by the air. It had turned his thoughts to the danger of this investigation. What if her questions caught the attention of the landwellers behind the storms? 
 
    Well, he didn’t have the luxury of worrying for her safety. His duty was to the life swimming within the Fathoms, not that which walked the shores. If she said she could do it, then he believed her. Besides which, Isaura did not strike him as a creature who wandered thoughtlessly into danger, not with the analytical mind she possessed. Her creative intelligence impressed him. The most he’d hoped for was a witness who could describe the nature of the storms. Now, he had a partner seeking the answers he could not obtain on his own. 
 
    That dual sense of relief and dread invaded him again as he sighted the first bits of debris spread across the seabed. He shouldn’t trust her so easily. She might not even return three turns from now. She might not find the information he needed. 
 
    She might set a trap for him. 
 
    However doubtful that seemed, it was possible. He’d been caught unawares many times in his childhood, when his half-sisters used his loneliness against him. Leonel touched the scar at his mouth ruefully. He’d learned that lesson the hard way. 
 
    Was it yet another aspect of his race, this aversion to solitude? Leonel pondered the question as he glided over the wreckage. The ship had been cracked in two by the storm. Its remains rested amongst the seaweed like two halves of an abandoned shell. Heading into the larger section, he reminded himself that he needed to drown this desire for companionship once and for all. Except for Ava’s playful comradery, and his mother’s blessedly infrequent visits, he lived alone. It was better that way. The only company he fully trusted was his own. 
 
    This, then, was the source of his uneasiness when Isaura touched him. It also explained his coarse behavior. That same want from his youth rose up when he was near her. Indeed, it had been tugging at him from the moment he’d saved her life. There, it made sense finally. Now that he was aware of it, he could subdue the impulse and behave in a more honorable fashion. Including apologizing for destroying her gift. He grimaced again as he recalled it. Yes, he’d have to make amends for that. 
 
    Setting his mind to his task here, he threaded through the rotting, wooden passageways of the vessel. As it had been the first time he’d searched it, he found little. Bits of personal belongings drifted in the gloom—lengths of fabric from their outerwear, bulky sheaths they wore on their feet, the occasional glint of something shiny. No hint of the magic that had done this, though it had left its mark. The sea life had not returned to this area. Not the fish, the seafloor dwellers, nothing. Not even algae coated the remains of the landweller ship. No additional clues, either. He checked the other half with the same result. 
 
    Something about this nagged at him as he moved on to the next wreckage site. It was identical to the previous one. Debris, drowned wood, and floating bits and pieces from the lives that had boarded the vessel. Nothing more…Yet, his thoughts didn’t settle. He couldn’t put his fin on what it was exactly. 
 
    It wasn’t until the fifth site, that the answer hit him. There were no bodies. If the sea hadn’t reclaimed any part of the ship or disturbed its contents, the bodies couldn’t have been consumed. Where were they? 
 
    Leonel darted between the compartments of the ship, seeking any sign of them. Even if some had been tossed overboard, a few would’ve stayed hiding inside. He’d seen it before with other shipwrecks and the remnants left behind after the life in the Fathoms had consumed them. He found no traces here, not even bones. Could they have been dragged away by hungry creatures to devour elsewhere? Possible, but his instincts doubted it. 
 
    He spent another day visiting each site, forgoing his usual patrols. The storms had scuttled fifteen ships in all and at each one he found their broken frames and scattered debris, but no sign of the landwellers who’d sailed them. He didn’t stop to sleep, driven by an ever-deepening apprehension he couldn’t name. Something very wrong was at hand. 
 
    When he came upon the most recent wreckage, he jerked to a halt. Darkness shrouded the remains of Isaura’s ship. Shadows slithered about it, curling and twisting like a thousand intertwined eels. Then he tasted it. Dark magic, bitter and metallic at the back of his tongue. It was not the same as the power he’d sensed when the ship had first sunk. Something else had come. Something he didn’t recognize. 
 
    He called his trident to his hand, closing a fist around the solid heft of its grip. Shimmering with magic, Leonel thrust it forward, sending a spear of pale-blue light into the writhing gloom. The darkness cringed back, emitting a deep, rumbling growl that vibrated through his bones and shivered the scales of his tailfin. Leonel whistled sharply, a shattering sound of unmistakable warning. The darkness swelled in response, puffing outward like bloated flesh ready to burst. 
 
    Leonel clicked a series of commands to stop and disburse, arcing upward to position himself above it. The shadows spread outward, groaning as they engorged. He drew hard on his trident’s magic, surrounding the growing mass in a shimmering net. He had no idea what lay within or what toxic tide might wash out from this thing. For that matter, he couldn’t be sure his power would contain it. He had never seen anything like this before and was grateful the sea life had already abandoned the area. 
 
    The darkness encroached on his net, and Leonel whistled another warning that went unheeded. The wretched taste of its magic polluted the surrounding waters until he thought he might gag on it. Just as the swollen mass brushed against his power, it burst like a bubble of foam touching the air. No poison gushed out. As if it had been made of nothing at all, the shadows splintered into minute specks that dissolved and vanished. 
 
    Except for the body they left behind. 
 
    A landweller body, he discerned, though barely recognizable, its flesh expanded with the sea that had drowned it. It floated perpendicular, unmoving in the absence of currents. The remains of the ship sat nestled on the sea floor, now looking the same as all the others he’d visited. Had this darkness occupied the other sites? He hadn’t gone back to the old wreckage after examining them. 
 
    Sweeping the light he cast down from his trident over the area, he approached the body with caution. Traces of the strange magic’s fetid taste lingered. It grew faintly stronger as he neared the dead human—a man, so far as he could tell, the tattered clothing typical of the males he’d often seen walking the decks of ships. Strands of red hair surrounded a grossly distended face, the lips parted in death like a pair of turgid grubs. All this, Leonel had expected. He knew the sight of a drowned body, knew the misshapen distortions they took on and their eventual disintegration. 
 
    This was different. Whereas every other landweller’s skin turned rubbery and pale, this one’s flesh was dark blue. He recalled the bluish cast on Isaura’s lips before he’d warmed the waters for her, but that had been a faint tint. Nothing like this aberration. Could the magic infesting the ship have caused this? And where were the other bodies? There should be dozens of them in each ship, not just this one. He couldn’t make sense of it. 
 
    The decision came easily then. He would tow the body back to Ægir and report what he’d seen. If the king wanted proof that something abnormal was behind the storms, surely this qualified.  Steeling himself, Leonel reached out to touch the corpse and make certain it wouldn’t fall apart on contact. He gripped its arm. The flesh was hot. 
 
    Its eyes flashed open. 
 
    Leonel reared back with a trill of alarm. He released it immediately, but its hand snapped out and seized his throat. It fixed him with an empty gaze, a film of white covering once blue irises. He recognized it, his heart thumping wildly. A draugr. Silver seas, the reanimated bodies of the drowned were supposed be a myth. No magic could give life to the dead. 
 
    Leonel pried at the bruising grip around his neck. Soggy flesh peeled away beneath his fingers, making his stomach twist in disgust. It didn’t loosen its bony clamp on him. He still had his trident. He could cleave the abomination in half with a swipe of its three-pronged blade. 
 
    And then what? Haul the pieces back to Aegirheim? The king would not be swayed by an eviscerated corpse. He’d likely argue it was the trident’s magic that had caused the dark-blue discoloration. The scalding grasp at this throat would leave marks, but wouldn’t deprive him of the breath held in his lungs. No, it just made his skin crawl. He had time to think of an alternate solution. 
 
    The dead man opened the swollen remains of his mouth. Oily black ooze surged between the parted lips and encircled Leonel’s head. The stench of decay enveloped him, coating his skin. A slimy touch worked at his closed mouth. True terror plunged into his heart and Leonel thrashed, swinging his tailfin up to bash the corpse’s head. Through the dark veil clouding his view, he caught the outline of its skull tipped oddly to one side, but the hold on his throat didn’t loosen. He brought his trident to bear, ready to sever the arm. 
 
    The slippery prod at his mouth moved abruptly and plunged into his ears. It burned like a spurt of boiling water thrust from the volcanic vents. He let out a ragged cry and lifted his trident to strike, blinding bright magic sparking along its length. 
 
    “Hold, merchild. Let us speak.” 
 
    Voices boomed in his head. He almost struck anyway, the hope that he could still salvage the landweller corpse all that stayed his hand.  
 
    Norn. The words had come in Norn, the language of the gods. How could that be? The pain made a tumble of his thoughts. 
 
    “This form of dialogue brings discomfort but is the only way available to us.” 
 
    “Who are you?” he thought at them in the same tongue. 
 
    “We are opportunity. A chance to unseat your sovereign oppressors. All those who have looked down on you.” 
 
    They spoke in a cascade of whispers, a grinding, grainy sound that made his skull throb. It didn’t escape his notice that his question had gone unanswered.  
 
    “Yours is the power behind the storms?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why? Why do you harm the sea?” 
 
    “Sacrifice is required with any crusade. All will be made right once the thieves are brought low. This time, we will not be defeated.” 
 
    Sensations came with the words—torment, determination. A hatred so deep it felt like desire. Leonel collected the words like shattered shell fragments. Sovereign oppressors. Thieves. They spoke of Aegirheim, of the gods themselves. They spoke of war. Only one thing had ever been powerful enough to confront the gods, their name all but unspoken in the millennia that had passed since their imprisonment. 
 
    “You are the Eldingar.” 
 
    It was as he’d feared then. The signs and rumors were true. 
 
    “We are justice,” came the reply. “Soon, the tides will rise. The beasts who roam the clay will drown and the self-crowned sludge who hoard their tithes will take our place in the darkness. Join us, merchild, and reclaim the legacy they have stolen from you.” 
 
    His legacy? What did that mean? 
 
    It didn’t matter. Somehow, the old gods found a way around the powerful magic that bound them and intended to resume the same war that had nearly destroyed the world. If they were trying to make an alliance with him it could only mean they hadn’t completely broken free of their prison. They must have had help to reach a landweller who could cast the storms. He needed more information. 
 
    “I am only one. If the king discovers my betrayal before you make your move, there will be no one to defend me.” 
 
    “Others have added their strength. You would have allies.” 
 
    “What allies?” 
 
    A pause followed. Did he sound too eager? 
 
    “The singers,” they said. “Among others.” 
 
    He nearly cursed. If the sirens were involved, they’d acquired a powerful ally indeed. Their territory was in a distant and isolated part of the Fathoms, but Ægir had granted them a measure of independence. Leonel could not enter that area without their consent or the directive of the king. 
 
    “When do you plan to strike?” he asked. 
 
    “Questions, questions. Pledge yourself to our cause and you will know more.” 
 
    “I do so pledge,” he lied. “I want the Fathoms returned to the glory it deserves. I want to be free of Ægir’s rule.” 
 
    “Pretty, what you say,” they murmured. “We were told you would swear. We were told you would lie.” 
 
    “Who did?” he demanded. “It’s no lie.” 
 
    “Then you will prove your worth. You will demonstrate how true you are.” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, though he sensed a trap. 
 
    “From the ship below, you stole a prize from us. A child of clay. Return it to us and we will believe your pretty words.”  
 
    Isaura. They wanted Isaura? 
 
    “She’s on land now. Out of my reach.” 
 
    “Your kind can walk the land. Take her. Bring her here. Hold her below the waves until the sea fills her body.” 
 
    Such a picture they made. He could almost see it. She wouldn’t expect him to drag her into the water when they met again. Once her feet left the soil, she’d be powerless. They would trust him if he did it. He could find out the identity of this other ally they referred to who clearly knew him. Someone in Ægir’s court? One of the frequent visitors from Asgard? This was his chance to ingratiate himself to the enemy, to work against them from the inside. Isaura was only one life. One life in exchange for many. 
 
    But he’d given his word. They were even. Partners. He imagined the act, her struggles, brown eyes wide with fury and terror until her gaze dimmed and her limbs slackened she became as flaccid as the bloated corpse still clutching his throat. 
 
    A shudder wracked him, his chest tightening with an unbearable ache. 
 
    “What say you, Little Minnow?” 
 
    He answered immediately. “I’ll do it. I will bring the landweller here to die.” 
 
    “We give you two turns of the sun. Do not fail us or your suffering will know no end.” 
 
    The voices fell silent. The darkness retreated from his ears and his skin. The dead man’s hand left his throat as liquid shadows coated its body, disintegrating it bit by bit until nothing remained. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The village was not as Isaura remembered it. The buildings were the same, the small stone houses abutting the harbor, the brick lane that marked the beginning of Sell Street, the little stalls selling food and tools and clothing and other sundries. The village looked exactly as it had a year ago when she last visited. Yet, it wasn’t the same at all. 
 
    As she rode in the open carriage with father and Auntie Erla, the trailer behind them full of clay barrels of ink and inkpots, Isaura realized it was the quiet that caught her attention. No one milled about the streets as they once did. No one called out as they passed by, only lifting a hand in greeting. 
 
    Sitting on the far right next to Erla, Isaura leaned in to murmur, “Has someone died? What’s wrong with everyone?” 
 
    She glanced at Papa who, now that Isaura looked more closely, had as grave an expression on his face as all the others. 
 
    “Things have been different since the Lord Aron took residence in Eisland,” Auntie Erla kept her voice low. “He’s installed his own enforcers independent of the castle to maintain order in the village.” 
 
    Isaura frowned. Enforcers. Her father had mentioned this. “I thought the village council performed that function.” 
 
    All the village ever needed really was arbitration on the occasional disagreement. There was hardly any crime here greater than a loud drunkard, the infrequent brawl, or children pinching sweets. Anything more substantial, and the council would involve the castle garrison. Jurek’s men. 
 
    “His Lordship disbanded the village council when he arrived,” Erla’s mouth twisted in dismay. 
 
    Isaura sputtered. “What?” 
 
    “Afterward, there was a protest, especially when higher rents were imposed and a tax on lands beyond the village. Several from the council were arrested in the middle of the night. We haven’t seen them since.” 
 
    “Dear gods,” she whispered, glancing around the streets. No wonder a heavy pall had fallen over the place. “Lord Einarrson would never have done such a thing.” 
 
    Erla nodded solemnly. “We grieve him all the more for the fever that took him and his son.” 
 
    “What of his sister, Lady Katrin? New husband or not, why would she allow Lord Aron to enact such cruelty? Her family has lived beside us for generations.” 
 
    “We haven’t seen much of her ladyship either. She rarely leaves the castle. Now and then we see her walking along the upper battlements but she hasn’t been to the village since her marriage.” 
 
    “But she used to visit all the time.” 
 
    “When her brother lived, yes. The rumors coming from the castle, well, they don’t bear repeating.” 
 
    Isaura’s hand went to her throat. “Why didn’t you tell me it had become so dire here?” 
 
    “You were ill my darling. We didn’t want you to fret for things you could not control, especially after all you’d been through.” 
 
    “I mean why didn’t you tell me in your letters? Either of you,” she added, leaning forward to look at her father. He kept his eyes on the street, watchful in a way that reminded her of his knighthood days. What was he looking for? 
 
    “Naught you could’ve done from the capital either,” was all he said. 
 
    She quieted the indignation that sprang to her throat. Still shielding her from things he thought she shouldn’t know. Some things never change, no matter what her age. He still should’ve told her after she’d recovered. This was information she needed to know, especially since she intended to live and work in the village. 
 
    Her thoughts returned to the morning. Thinking to surprise Papa and Auntie Erla with breakfast, she’d risen early—only to be taken aback by the practically bare larder. The buttery beneath the stairs, which her auntie always kept fully stocked, had only a few portions of salt-wrapped meat, a grain barrel just a quarter full, and a few other meager provisions. 
 
    Understanding hit her. “These taxes, they’re hurting the farm, aren’t they?” 
 
    She must’ve said that a bit louder than intended for her father glanced at her as they neared the end of Sell Street where they’d make their main delivery. 
 
    “Times are leaner but we’ll be all right.” 
 
    “Papa.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to worry about it. Besides, with Night Market coming next week, we’re selling more than our usual inventory. The taxes aren’t due for another sennight. It won’t be a problem.” 
 
    What would they do after that? Night Market, the annual fair in which the shops opened at sunset and sold specialty items until midnight, brought in a large amount of funds to the farm. Once a year they made the coveted, and far more labor intensive, red and blue inks. This extra silver was typically used for resupplying inventory, investments and repairs to the farm—not for large tax payments. By the empty shelves in Erla’s pantry, it seemed likely what was left of the money would be used to pay for day-to-day expenditures like food. 
 
    Isaura would have to find employment immediately to help them. She’d gone down to the harbor yesterday with Papa when he made smaller deliveries to the captains and the harbormaster, introducing herself to offer the services of a healer to the anchored crew. Her intention hadn’t been to garner income so much as quietly inquire about the sea storms, but that would have to change. A few had come to the house afterward with ailments and minor injuries, but no one had heard of any rumors that the lost boats had something in common. Speculation mostly to do with Ægir’s fickle moods. 
 
    She imagined Leonel would find that information less than helpful when they met tomorrow. At least she’d earned a few coins and maybe she could think of something before then. 
 
    Meanwhile, she’d look into setting up a practice in the village to bring income to the farm. Isaura had noticed Papa’s lean frame but hadn’t realized what it meant until she’d seen that larder. She could only imagine how he and Auntie Erla had deprived themselves of what little they had caring for her. And they’d hardly let her lift a finger to help them on this delivery. 
 
    Well, full recovery or not, she wouldn’t allow that to go on. 
 
    “What’s Jurek doing here?” Papa said as he steered the carriage toward the front of the scribe’s office. 
 
    Thoughts returning to the present, she turned her gaze that direction. Seeing the scribe’s office sent an unexpected crack of pain through her. She’d met Jan there for the first time while on a delivery not unlike the one they made now. He’d been a student at the time, eager to learn from Herra Pietersson, the master scribe. He’d been standing on those front steps, taking in the sun when they pulled up. Then he’d glanced her way and stilled. 
 
    Why did those memories feel so vivid knowing how it had ended? Love’s treachery, to force one to remember the joy with equal clarity as the pain. 
 
    “Are you all right, dear?” Auntie Erla said beside her. “You’ve gone a little pale.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Auntie.” 
 
    Jurek stood just outside the doors, talking with Herra Pietersson, and she concentrated on the sight. Isaura had never seen Jurek in his full uniform. He’d joined the castle guard after she left. Dressed in all black leathers but for the blue falcon crest of the Einarsson insignia on his chest, silver embroidery decorated his high collar and marked him as Captain of the Guard. With his long sword sheathed at one hip and a flintlock strapped to the other, he had the mien of a fearless warrior. Nothing at all like the hollow-eyed boy covered in blood that her father brought home when she was twelve. 
 
    Auntie Erla swatted impatiently at Papa. “He sent a note that he would meet us here. He wants to take Isaura on a walk around the village since it’s her first time out again. Don’t you remember anything?” 
 
    “When did he send a note?” Papa grumbled, clucking at the horses as they came to a stop. 
 
    “You were busy in the shed, fussing over the tints and oblivious to everything, as usual.” 
 
    “That’s called focus, sister sweet.” 
 
    Isaura hadn’t seen Jurek since that first visit two nights ago. His note made no mention of the favor he’d asked her then, but she had no doubt his offer to take her “on a stroll” was connected to it. As if she didn’t know every street and alley of her hometown. Hopefully whomever he wanted her to help wasn’t in dire need. She’d lost all of her supplies with the ship and hadn’t had time to make much more. 
 
    Jurek approached her side of the carriage and gave her a warm smile. “You’re looking so much better,” he exclaimed. His smile turned impish. “Or maybe it’s just that you combed your hair today.” 
 
    “Gallant Jurek,” she said as he handed her down from her seat. “How kind of you to notice. Goodness me, you look so proper in your uniform. I think someone’s taken to bathing weekly.” 
 
    He smothered a grin while he offered Erla a hand. “With a bucket and sponge, naturally. It would be foolish not to follow your fine example.” 
 
    “Too true. However, I don’t have occasion to grunt and sweat in the training yard like you. Perhaps you’d like to borrow some of my perfumes for those riper days between scrubbing? Something floral?” 
 
    Jurek laughed and Erla shook her head with a sigh. “To think we used to hope you pair might marry one day.” 
 
    “Erla.” She exchanged a glance with Jurek who appeared equally startled. “Don’t say that. We grew up in the same house for Gods’ sake.” 
 
    The older woman shrugged. “You’re not siblings by blood and you’re a handsome pair. Even when you came of age you tramped around together. Is it so hard to imagine that you might’ve gotten into the hayloft sometime and—” 
 
    “Auntie Erla, stop.” Isaura clapped a hand over her eyes in horror.  
 
    “Gentle Aunt, Isaura is as a sister. I wouldn’t—A man would be fortunate indeed to—but I could never, um…” Sweat beaded Jurek’s brow. 
 
    “Stop torturing my children, Erla.” Papa came around from the driver’s side, greeting Herra Pietersson with a handshake. Both men looked far too amused. “Why don’t you see to our accounts with the shop. I’ll start unloading.” 
 
    Jurek gave him a relieved smile when she left. “Heart-father, well met.” He thumped his chest and bowed his head in knightly deference. He always did that, even though Papa hadn’t been a knight in years. 
 
    Papa slapped Jurek on the shoulder and went to the back of the trailer. “How are things at the castle, my boy?” 
 
    “Well enough, sir,” he answered, but all humor vanished from his eyes. 
 
    “Any of Bjarki’s enforcers about this morning?” His keen gaze scanned the street while his hands moved about their task. 
 
    “It seems someone had a barrel of lager delivered to their barracks. They’ll be a while at their breakfast.” 
 
    The tension she’d seen on her father’s face during the drive in eased. He lifted a brow at Jurek. “Someone, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. He didn’t give his name, apparently.” 
 
    “Well now,” he said as Isaura stifled a smile behind her hand, “be sure to thank this heroic lad for the favor of a peaceful morning.” 
 
    “I will, sir. Let me help you unload the pots.” 
 
    Papa waved him off. “I’m an old man, but not that old. Take our girl on that walk you promised. This shouldn’t be more than an hour.” 
 
    “No need to wait on us when you’re done. I can bring her back to the house later,” Jurek told him, confirming her suspicion about this so-called walk he’d proposed. 
 
    Papa hefted the first barrel out of the trailer. “Very fine, then. I can’t promise your aunt won’t speculate on more between you though.” He tossed a wink their direction and headed off. 
 
    “At least she doesn’t pin my hair up in fancy braids anymore whenever you’re around,” Isaura offered as Jurek guided her down the road. 
 
    “You wore braids in your hair? I don’t remember that.” 
 
    She knocked him on the arm. “You never even noticed?” 
 
    “Can’t say as I ever notice much when it comes to hair,” he said, running a hand through the short strands of his own brassy locks. “I’m sure it was pretty?” 
 
    She smacked his arm again. “I’ll take that to mean other attributes on a woman catch your notice more?” 
 
    He sent her a look of full rebuke. “Listen, she made me shave every night before dinner.” 
 
    “That hardly compares. My head ached for hours afterward.” She poked him in the ribs. “At least the milkmaid enjoyed your shaves. From that hayloft a couple of times, if I recall.” 
 
    Jurek grimaced as he led her to the end of the street, murmuring under his breath about nosy little sisters. The village tavern sat on the corner, a large, brick building with a few patrons milling nearby at all hours. At the moment, there was no one, which struck her as odd. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what we’re really doing?” she asked. “Given that we explored every cobblestone of this village, I doubt we’re going for a stroll.” No wonder Auntie Erla thought they were up to something romantic. 
 
    Jurek features turned grim. “You remember what I told you the night I visited?” 
 
    “That someone in a delicate situation needs my help. I thought this might be about that.” 
 
    “It is,” he said gravely. “I’d hoped to wait a bit longer till you’d settled in, but she’s worsened.” 
 
    As they turned the corner by the tavern, Isaura noticed the front door was shut and the shutters drawn over the windows. She couldn’t remember a time when the place was closed during the day. Worry stirred in her chest, especially when she spotted Sigurd, the tavern keeper, standing in the side entrance doorway as if he’d been waiting for them. 
 
    “We’ve had some trouble, Captain,” the older man said by way of greeting as they approached. He sent an anxious glance inside. “She’s been wanting to leave and we’ve had a cursed time convincing her to stay.” 
 
    Jurek’s expression tightened. “She brought embroidery keep herself occupied. Is the bag in the room with her?” 
 
    “She finished it twenty minutes ago. I had to close the place lest she push past your men and come downstairs. The noise was bothering her something fierce.” Sigurd ushered them hurriedly inside and shut the door. “Good day to you, mistress Isaura. Odin’s blessings upon you child, we were all praying for your recovery.” 
 
    “I should’ve brought something more complex to occupy her,” Jurek said before she could reply. “Twenty minutes. No wonder she’s ready to bolt.” 
 
    The interior of the tavern seemed dark after the bright daylight outside. Mugs and blown out candles littered a few of the tables in the main area across from the bar. Jurek didn’t wait for Sigurd to point the way. He took Isaura by the hand and led her behind a curtain to one side of the bar and up a narrow flight of stairs. Voices caught her ear before they made it to the top. 
 
    “You will take me back this instant, guardsman,” a woman grated out. “I’ve been here nigh on an hour. If he finds out I’m gone, I risk my sister’s safety.” 
 
    “The captain made sure your absence would not be noted. I beg you to trust us.” 
 
    “I trust no one but myself where my younger sister is concerned. Don your cloak immediately and escort me back or I will depart on my own.” 
 
    Jurek cursed softly, releasing Isaura’s hand and pounding up the remaining steps. He reached the landing just as a woman exited the room on the left. They nearly collided. Jurek’s hands went up to steady her but she jerked away. He immediately tucked them behind his back and retreated a pace to give her room. Isaura glimpsed the woman’s face. Her steps slowed to a stop and her mouth fell open. 
 
    Garbed as a commoner in a simple homespun dress and patched cloak, Isaura recognized Lady Katrin by the long braid of rose-gold hair hanging over her shoulder. She was only five years her senior if she remembered correctly and as imposingly lovely as a queen, but the careworn lines around her mouth and hazel eyes made her look older. Pale as well. Too pale, her lips chapped. When she pressed a hand to the doorframe, clearly dizzy, there were sores between her fingers. 
 
    So, this was her patient. No wonder Jurek had been secretive. 
 
    “My lady, I’ve brought my sister, Isaura,” Jurek said, bowing his head and gesturing her direction. “She is a skilled healer and has agreed to help you.” 
 
    “Has she.” Lady Katrin met her gaze with a penetrating look Isaura had trouble holding. “And you would trust her with my secret?” 
 
    “I do. I trust her with my life.” 
 
    His solemn words made Isaura’s heart turn over. Knowing his past, his faith in her meant a great deal. 
 
    The statement seemed to impress her ladyship as well. “A man like the captain does not say such things easily.” She stared at Isaura another moment before reluctantly heading back into the room. 
 
    Jurek watched her go and then joined Isaura on the stairs. “I’m sorry for all this,” he said over her shoulder to Sigurd who stood at the bottom of the stairwell. “Go ahead and open up again.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Sigurd asked. “She didn’t like all the sound down here.” 
 
    “It’s better not to raise suspicions. I’ve made sure to occupy Bjarki and his enforcers, but rumors of your closed doors might draw them around.” 
 
    The other man nodded and disappeared into the lower room. Isaura stared after him, flummoxed by all this intrigue. What was going on in their village? 
 
    Jurek touched her arm to lead her up. She pulled away. “Who are these enforcers that have everyone rattled?” she demanded. “I’m told the council is disbanded, that some of them went missing, and now I hear you speak of those who replaced them like they’re an enemy?” 
 
    “They are Lord Aron’s men,” Jurek said, glancing toward the room above with clear desire to leave the stairwell. “Much has changed here since you left. Since her ladyship’s brother and nephew died.” 
 
    “What has changed? Everyone talks around it all the time.” 
 
    “I will answer you, I promise, but after we’ve seen to her ladyship. She needs your help and I fear she won’t linger here much longer.” 
 
    “That’s another thing. You might’ve warned me this person you spoke of was Lady Katrin Einarsdottir,” Isaura hissed. “What does she need my help for anyway? I thought his Lordship retained a healer in the castle.” 
 
    Jurek’s scowl hardened his sky-blue eyes. “The man doesn’t move without Bjarki’s say so. Given Bjarki’s particular skills as an interrogator for his lordship, I can hardly blame him.” 
 
    “Interrogator. You don’t mean…” 
 
    “Bjarki takes great pride in extracting information.” 
 
    She leaned back, appalled. “Who has he been interrogating?” 
 
    “Lord Aron has his own dock separate from the main harbor. Whatever dealings he’s involved with, arrivals drop anchor there. Sometimes they’re spirited to the dungeon, and others times the ships sail away soon after without ever leaving the quay. His lordship does not inform me of what he’s up to.” His anger dimmed, replaced with self-condemnation. “The sounds that come from that dungeon, I could never have imagined a man capable of them.” 
 
    She shuddered, and took her brother’s arm. “That isn’t your fault, Jurek. What can you do? You’re under his command.” 
 
    “Are there not higher commands than those issued by men?” he said, then lifted a hand as though to set the question aside. “Not something to be answered in Sigurd’s tavern. Right now, my highest priority is Lady Katrin’s well-being.” 
 
    “I promise to do what I can. I don’t have my supplies with me but I can evaluate her condition.” 
 
    He hesitated. “If possible, could you try not to touch her during your examination?” 
 
    She felt a glare moving over her face. “I need to assess her health. That may require some discreet physical contact. If she finds me too common to lay hands on her, then—” 
 
    “That’s not it,” he said firmly. “She is not at all pompous. It only seems that way at first because her manner is different from ours. Physical touch bothers her. Anyone’s.” 
 
    She paused. “She’s pained by it?” 
 
    “Not bodily, no. It discomfits her, as do loud noises and disrupted routines.” He ran a hand through his hair, leaving the already tousled strands in further disarray. “It took an enormous effort to convince her to come here. Please, Isaura. I fear she may be dying.” 
 
    The plea in his eyes would’ve convinced her to help even without the heartfelt appeal. That too was strange. She glanced up the stairs, then back at him. 
 
    He shook his head before she could even voice the question. “Nothing like that between us. This family accepted father’s sponsorship to take me on as squire, despite his retirement and despite my past. They wrote to the king on my behalf. I am what I am because they bent the rules to give me a chance. Now the sisters are all that is left of them.” 
 
    She hadn’t known the Einarsson family had gone to such lengths. No wonder he was desperate to help them. Jurek’s loyalty, once earned, was as solid as steel. 
 
    She gave his arm a squeeze. “All right. Let me see what I can do.” 
 
    The room was a small affair when she entered. A bed covered in thick patchwork blankets, an abused wardrobe, and a window on the far wall with one shutter closed. Lady Katrin had settled herself on the very edge of the bed, her back straight, her posture that of someone ready to spring up at a moment’s notice. With her gaze trained on the middle distance, Isaura could only see her profile, but it was immediately clear the woman was suffering a headache. By the slight squint and tightly pinched mouth, it was likely a migraine. 
 
    The guardswoman standing sentry moved to the door, pausing first to murmur a few words to her captain. Isaura stepped away from the entry, but didn’t approach her patient just yet. That mention of her aversion to loud noises and disrupted routines tugged on a memory. Hekla had a few patients like that. She tried to remember how she’d approached them, but mostly recalled her mentor advising to allow the patient to set the speed and tone in those encounters. 
 
    “My lady, I’m here to help you if I can,” Isaura said. “May I approach?” 
 
    Her gaze didn’t turn her way. She nodded once. 
 
    Isaura eased forward a few steps, halting within arm’s reach when the other woman stiffened. “I understand you’ve not been well lately. Can you tell me any specific symptoms?” 
 
    Lady Katrin lifted her chin and quietly cleared her throat. “I don’t wish to remain here long so let us be frank. I am being steadily poisoned which is causing my health to decline on a daily basis. Your task is to determine which poison has been used and provide me with an antidote.” 
 
    “Poisoned?” Jurek appeared at Isaura’s side, expression slack with shock. “My lady, you said you were ill.” 
 
    “I am,” she answered still gazing out the window. “The poison has made me so.” 
 
    “But that is an attack on your person, my lady. I should have been investigating those behind it.” 
 
    “There’s no need. My husband is behind it.” 
 
    Isaura felt her own face go slack with shock. “His lordship is poisoning you?” 
 
    “He married me for our lands and title since he had been stripped of his own. I married him because the law does not allow an unwed woman to maintain property for more than three years after the death of its heir. I could not allow our legacy to revert to the king. The Einarsson family must remain on Eisland.” 
 
    “You are certain it is his lordship behind this?” Jurek’s hand gripped the hilt of his sword tightly. “Why would he do this?” 
 
    Her gaze went to Jurek’s boots. For all that she’d stared Isaura down in the stairwell, she seemed unable to meet their eyes now. She fidgeted with the loose ends of the needlepoint on her lap. Isaura caught a glimpse of the impossibly complex embroidery of the Failock. So many shades of blue, grey, and white. It looked more like a painting than a weaving of thread. 
 
    “If you require a reason, then I suppose it must be that I no longer serve a purpose. It was a calculated risk. No one but the disgraced lord banished from the king’s council would even consider taking a thirty-year-old bride from a rural isle like ours. Aron was desperate and bankrupt, while I was only desperate.” Her fingers smoothed repeatedly over the embroidery on her lap. “I did see this coming. My younger sister Lilja and I hoped we could preempt him beforehand. She just needed time to arrange a better marriage for herself so I could pass the castle and stewardship of Eisland to her and her husband. Unfortunately, Lord Aron was cleverer than I anticipated and sequestered Lilja somewhere among the nobility loyal to him in Dinark. If I do not cooperate and keep my silence, I may never see her again.” 
 
    Jurek lowered to one knee. “If she’s among the nobility, then she can be recovered and taken to safety. Allow me to send someone.” 
 
    Her gaze sharpened, though it remained on his boots. “No.” 
 
    “Then I will at least detain Lord Aron for what he’s done to you.” 
 
    “You will do nothing. I demand it.” Her eyes snapped to his, then flicked away. “You are a knight, not a lord. Bjarki would be well within the law to arrest you and any others who lay hands on a nobleman.” 
 
    “My lady, do not ask me to stand by while you are harmed. I took an oath to protect this family.” 
 
    “I will ask it, for yourself as well as for me. In a code penned within her letters, Lilja works to secure her own freedom. If I move against Aron, I would disrupt any plans she’s made. I must wait. Wait and survive.” She glanced at him again. “Besides, the king would be forced to have you hanged if you attacked a lord, even if he’d thank you for ridding him of Aron’s meddling.” 
 
    Jurek looked ready to declare himself willing to face those consequences. He’d faced them before as a boy, a mere minstrel’s son, standing over his mother’s body as he struck down the merchant who’d caved in her skull with a brick. He’d have faced the hangman then if not for her father’s intercession with the magistrate. Jurek’s honor, forged in the fires of tragedy, had cooled into solid steel, unbreakable and unbending at times. Isaura wasn’t sure Lady Katrin knew how much she asked of him with this. 
 
    “Let’s attend first to her ladyship’s health,” Isaura set a hand on her brother’s shoulder. “That’s why we’re all here. If you could, Lady Katrin, please describe the symptoms you’re having.” 
 
    “Headache,” she answered immediately, touching her temple. “Sharp pain in my fingers. In my knees too. My ankles, my shoulders. My arms and legs. I’ve had difficulty concentrating as well. While reading, my thoughts will drift away from the words on the page.” 
 
    “Is this unusual for you?” 
 
    “In my whole life, my mind has never wandered from the book in my hands.” 
 
    “Very well.” She lifted a palm. “May I check your pulse?” 
 
    Lady Katrin inclined her chin and held a breath, every muscle going rigid to brace for it. Then she nodded. Isaura came forward slowly, giving her plenty of time to draw away if she desired, and placed two fingers firmly to the side of her neck. As expected, her pulse thudded a rapid beat, but it was weak too. 
 
    “May I examine here further and by your shoulders?” she asked, low and calm. 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    There was swelling in her throat, her body telling the tale of illness, but no fever. Her joints pained her terribly, though she tried to hide it when Isaura pressed at the juncture between shoulder and neck, and along her arms. She took one of Lady Katrin’s hands and examined the stores between her fingers. They appeared raw and tender, but dry. 
 
    She stepped back. “How long have you felt this way?” 
 
    “It started about three months ago and worsened as time went on.” 
 
    The poison was cumulative then, which was in line with Lady Katrin’s claim that she’d been dosed daily. 
 
    “Has anyone else had this issue? The servants?” 
 
    “No one but me.” 
 
    “Not in the food then.” Jurek stood, hand still clamped on his sword as if he could draw steel against the poison itself. 
 
    “Could it be hidden among your perfumes?” Isaura asked. 
 
    “I wear none. I can’t abide strong smells.” She glanced around the room, mouth twisting. Yes, there were indeed quite a few odors in the tavern. 
 
    “What about your bath powders or soaps? Do you alone use them?” 
 
    She paused, eyes lifting to meet hers. “Yes.” 
 
    “Who gives them to you?” 
 
    “The servants prepare my amenities but they’ve been with our house since my father’s time.” Dismay pulled at her weary expression. “We pay them well and treat them fairly, but men like my husband have ways of divining and exploiting weaknesses.” 
 
    “Those who are that close to you are loyal, my lady. I made certain of it when you married his lordship.” Jurek began to pace. “He would have to bribe all the servants in that case. Your ladyship would have heard if your house coffers had been thus depleted.” 
 
    “Nothing’s been taken that isn’t accounted for—that information I have managed to secure, though it may not matter.” She exhaled softly. “He entered our marriage with little enough but over the past few months, he’s made several large ventures that have paid off. At the time, they’d seemed reckless to me. I never dreamed they’d be so profitable, but with this storm season sinking so many of the king’s ships, he’s amassed immense wealth.” 
 
    Isaura felt the blood drain out of her face. “The king’s ships? All the lost ships belonged to the crown?” 
 
    “I’m not certain. Many of them were.” 
 
    “How is Lord Aron profiting from this?” she asked, and then tempered her urgent tone when Jurek sent her a look. “Forgive me, my lady, it may be important to his motives regarding you.” 
 
    “Aron has never forgiven his majesty for throwing him off the council—deserved as it was. He’s invested in several competing trade negotiations with Sparna and Groonland against the king. When the ships sank and the crown couldn’t deliver on its trade promises, the other isle nations agreed to purchase from Aron instead. With such funds, he can buy a lot of loyalty among the king’s enemies at court, and bit by bit, regain the power he lost.” 
 
    Isaura’s thoughts buzzed in her head. Lord Aron. He was the one on land casting the storms across the Failock. For wealth and self-interest, he condemned countless sailors to drown at sea and harmed Leonel’s world using power beyond his comprehension. Her heart sped with fury. The question remained, how was he doing it? She prayed Leonel would know the answer. This uncovered a large piece of the puzzle, but many more remained. If only they could figure out where the storms would strike next. 
 
    Lady Katrin lifted a hand to her temple and closed her eyes. With a stitch of remorse, Isaura set these other thoughts aside. For now, she would concentrate on solving a different mystery. 
 
    Intercepting Jurek where he paced, she said, “If you could bring me these amenities her ladyship uses, I could identify the poison inside. There are only a few that are odorless and colorless that would have a cumulative effect like this.” She turned to Lady Katrin. “Meanwhile, I’ll get a restorative ready for Jurek to take back to you. It will help to ease some of the symptoms and slow the impact of whatever it is he’s given you.” 
 
    Lady Katrin nodded. “My thanks to you, Healer.” With a concerted effort, she met Isaura’s gaze. “As ever, my captain’s judgement in others is unparalleled.” 
 
    Isaura offered a bow in reply. She only hoped she could live up to such lofty praise.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Leonel arrived early to their meeting place. He swam a continuous circuit along the cave’s crescent ledge of rock while he settled in his mind what he was about to do. When Isaura arrived, he’d hear what information she’d gathered, then offer her the gift he’d brought to apologize for the one he’d destroyed. She would lean over the water to take it from his hand. Then, he’d pull her from the shore. It would be easy. She wouldn’t expect it of him. 
 
    Because you gave your word and she believed you. 
 
    Leonel gripped the stone ledge, halting himself abruptly. His gut twisted. He’d gone over it a thousand times since the old gods had made their demand. It would be hard to live with; he’d admitted that to himself already. He’d prepared himself for it, but now that he was here and the moment fast approaching, his doubts crept back in. 
 
    His fingers stung where he’d scraped them against the ledge and he rubbed his face with his other hand. No, this feeling didn’t come from doubt. He knew with certainty that if he brought Isaura to them, if he held her below the surf until she drowned, they would bring him into their confidence. This roiling sensation was guilt. In his tenure as guardian, he’d never taken a life. Most of the Blue Laws called for confinement or reparation as punishment. Even those that brought harsher consequences didn’t require a life. The sea, for the most part, was harmonious with itself. 
 
    This would be murder. 
 
    Murder. 
 
    The word had kept him from sleep, yet he could see no way around it. To save them all, he had to be ruthless. Commit evil in the name of preserving good. And in a way, he was righting a past transgression. He broke the law to save her life. To take it again was to restore the balance he’d upset. 
 
    Leonel snorted. No, he would not lie to himself. Isaura didn’t deserve this. It was wrong. The act would tear part of his soul from him. 
 
    He’d do it anyway. 
 
    Ears primed for the first sound of her arrival, he heard Isaura’s footsteps on the stones long before she entered the cave. She didn’t see him at first, her gaze distracted. Troubled even. He shoved down the impulse to ask. Whatever it was, it soon wouldn’t matter. 
 
    He called out to her and she looked up in surprise before giving a wave of greeting. 
 
    “I thought I was early,” she said, setting down her ever-present satchel on the ledge. 
 
    “You are. I arrived earlier.” 
 
    “Anxious for the information I gathered?” She sat on her knees and folded her hands in her lap. “I have good news, if you can call what I discovered ‘good’. I know the identity of the person making the storms.” 
 
    That struck him speechless. In three turns of the sun she’d figured it out? 
 
    “Don’t look too impressed,” she added, watching his face with a slight smile. “While I’d love to credit myself with uncanny skill, luck more than anything played a role.” 
 
    “Luck presents opportunity. Skill is required to make use of it.” He gripped the ledge, fingers brushing against the folds of her skirt. “Who is it?” 
 
    “The new lord of Eisland. Lord Aron Nilsson.” 
 
    “A ruler among your people?” 
 
    “In a sense, yes. Eisland is a province of the kingdom of Dinark, but we’re under Lord Aron’s authority.” 
 
    He searched his memory for any mention of this landweller in Aegirheim. The gods knew the names of the more renowned sailors, but this wasn’t one of them. “I don’t know the name. Why do you believe it is he?” 
 
    Leonel listened attentively as she explained the common thread between the sunken ships was that they were bound with cargo to fulfill trade contracts with other nation isles. Their loss endangered these contracts, putting a landweller king in default, prompting the loss substantial gold. Leonel had known humans used the ore as currency, but he hadn’t realized they valued it as highly as King Ægir did. How odd to find a commonality between gods and mortals. A pity it wasn’t something more admirable. 
 
    “This lord on your isle, he has benefited from the shipwrecks?” he summarized. 
 
    “Greatly.” 
 
    Contempt rose up in him. “Then he has done this only for greed? For want of riches, he puts our worlds in danger?” 
 
    “And for a personal grudge against the king of Dinark. I doubt he realizes the full consequences,” Isaura said. “Do we have any idea how he could even wield this power? Or who might’ve given it to him?” 
 
    “Magic is drawn from within the self. He cannot carry any beneath his skin or it would corrupt mind and body.” 
 
    “It’s harmful to us?” 
 
    “Human bodies are incompatible with magic. It is illness to you. There must be an object he uses that holds power. Did he carry one with him? It would be something from the sea.” 
 
    “A man of his station wouldn’t share the same room with a person like me.” She tapped a finger against her lips. “There is someone I know who might be able to search for it. I’ll have to think of some reason to ask.” 
 
    He nodded along before realizing none of this mattered. He’d have all the answers once the Eldingar counted him as one of their allies. Isaura would never leave this cave to ask anything of anyone. The twist in his gut returned. She’d given him the information. No more stalling. 
 
    “I have something for you.” Unwrapping the seaweed from his upper arm, he extracted the item, and held it up for her to see. “A gift and apology for the token I destroyed.” 
 
    She touched a hand to her chest, eyes widening as she beheld the pearl resting on his palm. It pleased him to see her awe. This was one of his favorite treasures among his collection. A silvery blue with pink overtones colored this one rather than the usual white. A rare find. He’d never come upon another like it. 
 
    “This,” she breathed, “this is far too valuable compared to—granted, you behaved like a mule last time—but this is too much. Your apology is enough and I accept it.” 
 
    He had no words for a moment. “My apology is enough.” 
 
    “Don’t do it again, mind you, but yes. I forgive you for it.” 
 
    He could only stare.  
 
    Forgiveness. He hadn’t anticipated that. She made it sound so easy. She made it sound like kindness offered without price. Had anyone given that to him before? His transgressions had only ever been tolerated, not forgiven, and his apologies always required a gift, something he wouldn’t wish to give away. A tremor shook his upraised hand. She had to take it from him. She had to come close enough so he could be sure she couldn’t escape when he pulled her in. 
 
    He swallowed. “I want you to have it.” 
 
    Her gaze went from the pearl to his. “It is beautiful, but I saw the way you looked at it. This belongs to you.” She reached out and covered his hand with hers. “I couldn’t.” 
 
    His chest tightened. He hadn’t thought it possible for a landweller to continue to confound his expectations like this. In the name of preserving good, he’d told himself. No, that made this too noble. Too heroic. He wouldn’t allow that for himself. It would hurt. It should. That was the cost. 
 
    His hand closed around hers. Again, it felt small compared to his, but strong. He liked the sturdy sense of her, the long, cool fingers slowly warming in his. She held his gaze, trust in her brown eyes, and didn’t pull away. 
 
    Because you gave your word. 
 
    The thought held him immobile. He loathed himself for it. In his place, the gods would do this without a second thought. Why did he strain against it? 
 
    Weakness, that was why. Mortal weakness. Worry for the infinitesimal time she’d suffer as she died. Anguish for cutting short a life that only lasted an eyeblink when measured in the scope of millennia. He was the son of a goddess. The Guardian of the Fathoms. Her death should not matter. His guilt should not matter. 
 
    “Have you been ill?” 
 
    He blinked, the question shredding the spiral of his thoughts. “What?” 
 
    “You seem pale. There are dark circles under your eyes.” Her grip firmed around his. She retracted her arm, reeling him closer to the edge she leaned over. “For a human, that indicates lack of sleep. Does it mean the same among your kind?” 
 
    “It—Yes, it does.” Her voice was so level, the question so ordinary, it disoriented him. “The merfolk share ancestry with humans. From long ago.” 
 
    “Do they really? I suppose that makes sense since the top half of you looks human.” She inspected his face, her own sobering. “Had you worried I wouldn’t find any information? Is that why you couldn’t sleep?” 
 
    “I have slept,” he said, gaze dropping to their joined hands. She held him tightly. He’d hardly have to exert any force to— 
 
    “It seems you also share the same telltale signs of lying as human do,” she noted wryly. “What about eating? You’re a little hollow-eyed.” 
 
    He hadn’t taken a meal in a long while, actually. “I’ve eaten.” 
 
    “See, your words say that, but the look of you tells a different story.” 
 
    “What does it matter? Why do you ask this?” Was his weakness rising to the surface? He wondered in these moments of mortal worry, whether he gave some outward sign of it. Well, he could fix that. With one quick tug. 
 
    Do it. Now. 
 
    “Leonel, I ask because your well-being matters. I’ll bring you a tisane when we meet next—an herbal remedy for sleeplessness.” 
 
    She had to stop talking. He couldn’t see this through if she continued to treat him with such unprompted generosity. 
 
    “It’s not needed,” he answered, gruff. 
 
    Now she looked annoyed. “Who guards the guardian, Leonel? If something happens to you, will anyone else investigate the storms?” 
 
    “Nothing will happen to me.” 
 
    “That’s your plan? Avoid the unexpected? What if you collapse from exhaustion in the meantime? Is there someone who will help you?” 
 
    He thought of his cove. The ruined safety. The pool. His trinkets filling the shelves. The silence filling his heart. 
 
    “There is no one.” 
 
    The words slipped out with far more truth than he’d intended. He should’ve said he didn’t need anyone. 
 
    Isaura’s face softened for an instant before she gave a curt nod. “Then it’s decided. Next time, I will bring a tisane and you will drink it and you will rest.” 
 
    He listened for the steel-edged subtext hidden beneath her solicitude, but it wasn’t there. She genuinely cared. For him. A stranger, and not even a human one. The unselfish impulse was as rare as the blue pearl caught between their two palms. 
 
    He couldn’t do this. It was mortal and weak, and the old gods might make good on their threat to punish him, but his soul cried out against it. For once, he would listen. 
 
    “I will drink it and I will rest,” he echoed and released her hand. 
 
    “Good.” She leaned back, drying her hand on her skirts. “Did you find anything new while revisiting the shipwrecks?” 
 
    Since he’d made his choice, he might as well explain everything. Briefly, he went over the way the sea life hadn’t returned to the sites, the missing bodies, and the darkness swarming the ship she’d sailed on. Her face paled when he described the draugr the Eldingar spoke through. 
 
    “Magic can reanimate the dead?” she whispered. 
 
    “It shouldn’t. Dead things are meant to stay dead. Perhaps the Eldingar have dwelled too long near the border to the underworld.” 
 
    “The Eldingar,” she repeated and touched a hand to her throat. “The Defeated Gods? That’s the theory you’ve been working to prove?” She paled a bit more. “They nearly drowned every speck of land last time and that was when the Aesir and the Vanir knew what they were doing.” 
 
    “And this time there is only us.” He would not soften the truth of it. “Now you see why I hardly sleep.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed, her resilient mind already overpowering the fear. “But if they’re still in their prison, how can they be behind the storms? Some element must have changed to allow their magic to reach the surface again, right? Or to at least to tempt an ally toward helping them.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that might be. The sea is unchanged and the abyss has held them for a long time.” 
 
    She frowned. “What do you mean the sea is unchanged. Of course, it has.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Leonel,” she gestured at him as if it were obvious. “The merfolk disappeared.” 
 
    He leaned back in surprise. She was right. The merfolk once wielded magic of their own. Could its absence in the Fathoms have caused a change, an imbalance of some kind that gave the Eldingar the reach they needed? But to whom? They’d told him the sirens had joined their cause, but the singers were feral, an ally better used as a weapon rather than a fellow conspirator. Certainly not the sort to entice a human into an exchange of magic. It must be this other they’d spoken of, though in that case he should’ve been able to recognize whose magic it was—Realization struck him. 
 
    “It is a mixture of three,” he murmured. “That’s why the magic feels unfamiliar. The Eldingar, their ally, and the land.” He shook his head, aghast. “This is how the storms are made and why they are tearing apart the sea as well as the ships.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Isaura said. “What do you mean, mixture of three?” 
 
    “Magic comes from within, as I told you. It identifies with the—how is it said?—the pulse of its wielder in the same way we answer to our names. Joining two different forms of magic would cause great…” he trailed off, forming the enormity of it with two hands spread far apart. 
 
    “Catastrophe,” she filled in. “And the destruction appears to be the intended effect. If this is common knowledge among you, what do you suppose they offered someone to convince them to do it?” 
 
    “A very good question.” 
 
    Curiosity burned in her eyes. “What did they offer you?” 
 
    “Nothing of value,” he said treading carefully with his answer. “Power and recognition. Belonging among them.” 
 
    She regarded him steadily in a way that saw and heard and knew things he’d rather she didn’t. Had he revealed something unintended? He went over his words again but there’d been no hint that he’d initially agreed to their terms. Such a look she gave him, as if there was no secret beyond her ability to divine. 
 
    “Believe it or not, this is a good sign,” she said, surprising him. “They wouldn’t have tried to sway you to their side unless they worried you could stop them.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “Or alert those who could.” 
 
    “If that were true, they’d have tried eliminate you rather than bribe you.” 
 
    His lips quirked. “Familiar with this stream of thinking, are you?” 
 
    “I’m good at puzzles.” 
 
    That, he believed. 
 
    “Your confidence in me aside, without knowing how they intend to escape, or any proof I can present to greater powers for help, I may be unprepared when the moment comes.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that.” She tapped her chin, a gesture he was quickly learning meant she had an idea. “The best way to get them to show their hand is by interfering with their current strategy.” 
 
    “The sinking of the ships.” 
 
    “Exactly. We don’t know why they’re doing it, but if we prevent it from happening, our enemy will have to change tactics. That’s when they’ll give away their intentions.” 
 
    “A large assumption,” he warned. “How do you know they don’t have another plan ready? 
 
    “This is the one they preferred, the one that keeps them hidden. Every time a storm occurred, you were too late to stop it or track it. If we figure out where the next one will be and position you there in advance—” 
 
    “I could discover who supplied it to the landweller. I could find proof to present in Aegirheim.” Simple and ingenious. “How do we find which ships they will hunt?” 
 
    “The Merchant House,” she said instantly. “Lord Aron has been investing a great deal in specific goods just prior to storms destroying ships with that exact cargo. They’ll have records of those exchanges, and I’ll bet a copy of the harbormaster’s forecasted arrivals log too. Eisland is a stopover port between Dinark and other isles the kingdom has trade alliances with. If we get our hands on it, we’ll have the very schedule our enemy is using.” 
 
    “Putting us one stroke ahead.” He beamed up at her. “They will not expect this. Well done.” 
 
    “Let’s try it out before we celebrate how incredible my plan is.” 
 
    He clicked in disagreement. “It is incredible. You are a worthy partner, Isaura of Eisland.” 
 
    “Well. You…The same to you,” she managed, while a blush spread across her cheeks. Flustered by praise, was she? Unfortunate, yet charming too. A grin made its way to his lips before he quite realized it and her eyes lingered there. Was she looking at the scar over his mouth? It pulled the skin taut on one side. Abruptly self-conscious, he ducked his head. 
 
    “When do we meet?” he asked. 
 
    “As soon as possible. The day after tomorrow.” 
 
    His brows rose. “Is that enough time?” 
 
    “If what you say is true, it’s imperative we get to the truth as soon as possible. Lord Aron risks both our worlds with his ambitions, even if it is in ignorance, and these storms, when they hit a ship…” Her fists clenched on her skirts. “It’s no easy death. There may only be the two of us to stop them, but a smart plan can overpower a strong arm any day.” 
 
    The ferocity in her expression brought a glow of admiration to his chest. The landwellers had no magic, but in her they too benefited from a guardian. His smile almost resurfaced before he caught it in time. He hadn’t realized the hope a determined ally could bring to his bleak outlook. 
 
    “Tomorrow then,” he agreed. 
 
    “At this time of the afternoon again?” 
 
    He paused. Tomorrow he was due at court to give his usual report to Ægir. The report itself didn’t take long, but he was typically made to wait most of the day before granted an audience to deliver it. After last time and his disastrous attempt to get the king to see the threat before him, they’d have him wait long enough to grow mold. 
 
    “Tomorrow I must complete a separate task. Can you come at night?” he asked. “When the moon is highest?” 
 
    “That would be a couple hours after midnight.” She pursed her lips. “Nighttime is a bit difficult. Everyone is at home at that hour and would find it rather unusual if I wanted to go on a walk in the dark.” 
 
    She gave a wry smile with the comment. He didn’t return it. She must have a mate and young with whom she shared her cove. Why had that never occurred to him?  
 
    “I’ll find a way to meet you after dark,” she said. “This is too important to risk delays.” 
 
    “Good. Until then.” He held up his hand to finish the agreement, then jerked it away before she could respond in kind. He had no wish to feel the lingering press of her cool skin against his. Pathetic enough that his mind still remembered the sensation from last time. Instead, he gave a slight wave of farewell, ignoring the baffled expression on her face as he pushed away from the ledge and swam off. 
 
    A bitter feeling followed in his wake. He snapped his tailfin to shake it and his ridiculous envy off. What had made him think she lived alone? Perhaps it had been the look in her eyes when he’d held her in the Fathoms, that shadow of loneliness he thought he’d seen, so alike to his own. But she’d been delirious and afraid, nothing more. Such idiocy he nurtured in himself, seeking familiarity where there was none. And why would he want that anyway? 
 
    He was still contemplating this question when he arrived home. Once more, the stone he set to alert him to intruders had been moved. Weariness dragged at him. His mother again? Hopefully not another visit to discuss prospective mates. 
 
    It wasn’t his mother. Whoever had come was long gone, though the wreckage of their visit remained. When he emerged from the pool, he found his possessions had all been hurled from their shelves and smashed upon the stones. Fragments floated in the water and deep grooves scarred the rubble shore, as if a tide had crashed into it repeatedly. This hadn’t been his sisters. They enjoyed leaving a mess, but never used the sea to inflict the damage. 
 
    It was a message and Leonel understood. He had failed the Eldingar’s test. They knew where he lived. 
 
    The promised consequences had already begun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The major flaw in Isaura’s ingenious plan was not sneaking out of her father’s house after nightfall. She hadn’t done it in years, but found the lack of practice had dulled neither her skill, nor her memory. The creaks in the floorboards of the old house were right where she’d left them. Wearing an old tunic, breeches, and cloak she’d dug out of a chest of drawers in Jurek’s former room, she slipped from the house without waking anyone. 
 
    This was the easy part. The potential for disaster would come with convincing Jurek to help her break into the Merchant’s House tonight. She contemplated how best to present her plans as she carried a bundle of her own clothing down to the seaside cave where she’d meet Leonel after midnight. Better to be prepared in case she had to return to the house when others might see her. Believable explanations would be difficult if she strode in wearing her brother’s clothing. 
 
    As she trekked down the road toward the village, she checked the bracers concealed under her long sleeves. She didn’t expect to run into anyone on her way, and she kept to the side of the path, but with all the changes to Eisland, it was better to be prepared on that account as well. She’d gone to Papa’s armory for them, but hadn’t expected they’d be in as pristine condition as when she’d left them. Her father must have been oiling the leather and cleaning the blades regularly, as if she’d stop by at any moment to compete with Jurek in the training yard like when they were young. The sight had filled her with sudden emotion. Those were good days. She’d had no real talent at swordplay unlike her brother, but knife throwing, that she’d enjoyed immensely. Isaura still believed it was one of the reasons Hekla had agreed to mentor her. 
 
    “A knife-throwing healer,” she’d cackled, broad cheeks rosy with laughter. “And why not, after all?” 
 
    Ahead, she spotted Jurek along the side of the road, his breath a white cloud in the bracing night air. Hopefully he hadn’t been waiting too long. She called his name quietly as she approached, though he’d already turned toward her. 
 
    “Why are we meeting out here in the middle of the night?” he said as soon as she came close. “It’s cold enough to freeze my leathers to my skin. I could’ve come by the house during the day to retrieve the restorative.” 
 
    “What, you find this cold? I thought the castle guard had a reputation as a hardy lot.” She poked him in his gut, which felt much like prodding a stone wall. “I think it’s refreshing.” 
 
    “Isaura,” his tone warned. “I could be catching a few hours sleep before my watch. Instead, I’m out here and—What are you wearing?” 
 
    The moon had only just begun to rise but the sky was clear, sending a silver cast over them bright enough to see how she’d dressed. 
 
    “It’s my disguise,” she said. “And it’s also the reason I wanted to meet on the road. I need a favor.” 
 
    “A favor that requires a disguise?” he scowled as though he thought she played a trick on him. “What could that possibly be?” 
 
    “I need you to be my look-out while I sneak into the Merchant’s House.” 
 
    “Sneak into the—Isaura, are you mad? Have you any idea what they would do to you if you were caught?” 
 
    “Obviously, or I wouldn’t be asking you for help. I just need a look at a couple of ledgers.” 
 
    “That is simply theft of another kind. There’s a reason those are locked inside.” 
 
    She put a hand on her hip. “I truly don’t require an explanation of what the Merchant House does.” 
 
    “That’s good, because you’re not breaking in there.” 
 
    This wasn’t going at all as she’d hoped. “I wouldn’t contemplate something like this unless it was important.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I can’t allow you to do it.” He came a step closer. “If you were caught and they discovered I was aware of a crime and didn’t report it, I would lose my position. My freedom too, as there isn’t a crime you could commit for which I would stand by and watch you be flogged.” 
 
    Her heart pinched with regret. What a fool she’d been to have not considered the risk to him. She should’ve gone alone. Too late now.  
 
    “Tell me what’s going on,” Jurek urged, reaching out to clasp her arm. He glanced down in alarm. “You’re wearing your bracers.” 
 
    “Only to defend myself.” She chewed her lip, hating herself for the lie she was about to give him. There seemed to be no other way. He’d never believe her true reason for doing this. “Jurek, the truth is, the farm is in trouble.” 
 
    Even in the dark, his face turned pale. “What?” 
 
    “I overheard Papa and Auntie Erla talking. They’ve been struggling under the new taxes and now the Merchant House delivered a past due notice on a bill of goods they say Papa ordered.” 
 
    “What goods?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but they told them it was lost aboard one of the ships that went down this season. It doesn’t matter. It’s a cheat. Papa never ordered anything and now the Merchant House is calling in the debt knowing full well the family can’t pay. You should see the kitchen larders, Jurek. They’re practically empty.” 
 
    Jurek stared into the night, shoulders drooping. “I should’ve come around more often. If I hadn’t been so caught up with castle intrigue…” 
 
    “That’s precisely why they didn’t tell you. They didn’t want you to jeopardize your position.” 
 
    “This is my fault. I’ve challenged his lordship on several occasions. Lord Aron punishes my family since he cannot punish me.” 
 
    She was going straight to the underworld for these lies. No Valhalla for her. Hella would greet her warmly in the frozen wastes of Niflheim. Jurek had already seemed so tired before, burdened by the threats to Lady Katrin. She couldn’t do this to him. She would simply have to find another way to access those ledgers. Isaura opened her mouth to admit the deception. Jurek spoke first. 
 
    “This visit to the Merchant House, your intention is to remove the record of sale against the farm?” When she nodded, he asked, “I assume you’ve already planned how to break in quietly and without being seen?” 
 
    “Yes, but there’s a moment when I’ll be visible from the street.” 
 
    “For which you need a look-out.” He squared his shoulders. “Then let’s go.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked, torn between what she must do and betraying her brother’s trust. 
 
    “This is for our family,” he said without hesitation. “I am with you.” He waved her forward. “Tell me the plan.” 
 
    Her strategy to break in was simple—She wouldn’t break in at all. The Merchant House abutted the magistrate’s office where bills of exchange were witnessed, signed, and made binding. That building had a balcony at the back with an unobstructed view of the harbor. From the gossip she’d heard, the magistrate preferred conducting business there, hollering commands down to his scribes and errand runners like an emperor from his throne. More importantly, for her purposes, it had a pulley basket that hauled documents up to the man during business hours. She intended to scale those ropes to get to the balcony. From there, she’d climb onto the roof which would give her a straight path to the roof of the neighboring Merchant’s House. 
 
    “How do you plan to get inside once we’re there?” Jurek asked as they neared the outskirts of the village. “Through the chimney stack?” He said it in jest, but at her lack of reply he blanched. “You cannot be serious.” 
 
    “It’s the only entry that’s open. They lock their shutters and doors.” 
 
    “A chimney stack is not an entryway.” 
 
    “Come, where’s your imagination? You said the same thing of the attic at home and we used it for years to sneak out at night. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “I remember getting caught.” 
 
    “Only the once.” 
 
    Jurek turned his gaze skyward as though silently appealing to the gods for aid. “What if you get stuck trying to climb in or out? I should be the one to do this while you act as the look-out.” 
 
    She pointed at his solid form. “If you worry about me getting stuck, what chance would you and those shoulders have? Besides, you don’t know what you’re looking for. Trust me, this will work.” 
 
    He gave a noisy sigh of equal parts annoyance and resignation. 
 
    She smiled up at him. “Let’s use the same signals we used as children. Do you know them still?” 
 
    “Of course.” He sent her a fond look that quickly turned serious. “Be quick, Isaura. If I am late to my watch, I risk Lady Katrin’s safety. Given the hour, I won’t be able to accompany you back home.” He hesitated at that, clearly conflicted. “Perhaps—” 
 
    “No,” she cut him off before he could voice what he intended. “Return to your watch on time. Papa trained me to take care of myself.” 
 
    He lifted a brow. “That was long ago. You had time to practice combat and weaponry in the capital?” 
 
    “It’s like swimming. Once you’ve learned, you can’t forget.” 
 
    “Speaking as one who trains the castle guard, I haven’t found that to be true.” 
 
    “Now Jurek, if that’s a request to assist you in the training yard, you have only to ask.” 
 
    He snorted, reaching over to tug on a lock of her hair. “Heart-sister. I’ve missed you.” Then he reached into the leather bag at his waist and extracted two small pouches. “Take these with you in case we can’t speak again before you return home.” 
 
    “The powders her ladyship has been using?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. She has not improved despite ceasing to use them.” 
 
    “That might take more time if the effect is cumulative.” She tucked them into her satchel. “If there’s poison in this, I’ll find it.” 
 
    By then they had reached the main path into town and Jurek signaled for quiet. Late evening had come, leaving the streets empty and the shop windows dark and closed as they entered Sell Street. At the far end, Sigurd’s tavern spilled a bright wedge of light onto the cobblestones, the muffled play of a fiddle dancing behind its doors. A trio of patrons milled by the entrance, mugs in their hands. Jurek struck out an arm and motioned her back against the building behind them. One of the drinkers wore a dark hat over an impressive set of ears. An enormous tassel dangled over one side from the apex of the headwear, perhaps to draw attention away from the fans growing out of his head. She squinted. He seemed familiar. 
 
    Just then he shifted, a cocksure face illuminated by the tavern’s light. Bjarki. He wore a crest over his leathers that matched the two men he stood beside. 
 
    Enforcers. She hadn’t had any encounters with them yet but the whispered stories of beatings and harassment left her eager to avoid them at all costs. She’d wager her right arm they hadn’t paid for those ales they guzzled down. The castle guard abstained from drink altogether before going on duty and certainly during it. Here this lot imbibed freely. Perhaps that was the idea. The more Isaura knew of them, the more she understood their purpose was the bully the village into submission. What allies would Lady Katrin find among her people if they were too afraid to stand up for themselves? 
 
    The men headed back into the tavern and Jurek motioned her forward. They hustled across the street. Isaura followed behind her brother, matching his steps. He clung to the shadows as if made of one himself. They slipped into the alley alongside the magistrate’s office. A wooden fence taller than her by a hand width bordered it with a wrought iron door spiked along the top. Locked, of course. Isaura looked between the bars and assured herself no one was back there. 
 
    “Will you need a boost to scale this?” Jurek whispered, eyes trained on the opening to the street. 
 
    “Please, I’ve climbed worse wearing my skirts.” 
 
    “And fallen.” 
 
    “Yes, but on the other side. The fall was always intentional.” 
 
    Humor seeped into his vigilant gaze. “You’re incorrigible. Come, I’ll give you a lift over since I’m here.” 
 
    Kneeling alongside the fence, Jurek laced his fingers and made a bowl of his palms for Isaura to step into. With his help, she was up and over the fence in two fluid motions. The darkness felt more complete in the back patio of the magistrate’s building. She gave thanks for the bright moon tonight or she’d have been completely blind. 
 
    Jurek appeared on the other side of the iron door. “I’ll stay to the edge of the street. Keep an ear open for any signal.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “And be careful. Promise me that too.” 
 
    “Are you this motherly with your guards?” 
 
    “Only the reckless ones.” He started to smile, then gave her a stern look. “Stop making this fun.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll hurry,” but she sent him a wink and turned away to the sound of his exasperated sigh. He was right. This shouldn’t be fun, but somehow it was. After months living in a bog of grief and loss and shame, tonight she felt awake, her heart pounding with a nervous thrill instead of sorrow. It was good to feel useful and she found, when she gripped the ropes of the pulley dangling beneath the shadowed outline of the balcony, she could almost forget the things she would never have. 
 
    Testing the mechanism above, Isaura tugged on the cables. The wheel gave a rusty squeak on its axel but felt sturdy when she put some of her weight on it. Pulling her gloves on, she readied herself for the next part. As she’d learned alongside Jurek in Papa’s training yard years ago, she wrapped the rope around one leg, and placed her other foot on top of her wrapped one to create a foothold. The technique helped eased some of the burden off her upper body as she climbed but it quickly became clear she hadn’t done this in a long time. 
 
    When Isaura reached the top and clambered over the railing of the balcony, her clothes were damp with sweat and her arms shaky. So much for that thrill of adventure. Easing down the chimney stack of the Merchant House and back up was going to test her limits. She took another moment to catch her breath then pulled herself onto the beam of the balcony’s railing to reach the roof. She extended her arms to grab the ledge. 
 
    Jurek’s signal came. A loud cough, then a sneeze. Perfectly ordinary sounds for anyone but her brother. Jurek never took ill. Isaura scrambled down from the beam and hid in the shadows cast by the roof’s overhang. 
 
    “Captain Jurek,” a man drawled. “What might you be doing out here? At this hour you’re usually tucked up in the barracks with your embroidery.” 
 
    A pair of guffaws followed. Isaura peeked around the edge of the building. She had a partial view of the street. Bjarki and the pair of enforcers they’d seen loitering outside the tavern formed a wide arc around Jurek. They appeared to have carried their ale mugs with them, though Bjarki stood in front of her brother with his other hand close to the flintlock at his hip. 
 
    “If you’ve an interest in my needlework,” Jurek’s gloved fingers skimmed the hilt of his sword, knife-lined bracers glinting in the torchlight, “I am at your disposal.” 
 
    “It’s a bright moon tonight, don’t you think?” Bjarki tipped his head skyward. “Makes it easy to keep an eye on things. Like earlier, I could’ve sworn I saw you crossing the path with someone, only now you’re here by yourself.” 
 
    “The shadows can play tricks on the untrained eye.” 
 
    Jurek had his back to the alley and she couldn’t see his face, but she recognized the looseness of his posture, the absence of tension he always held when he prepared for attack. They wouldn’t do that, would they? He was captain of the castle guard. They wouldn’t dare. Isaura chewed her lip as she watched. 
 
    The man to his right sidled closer. “Pray tell us, what brings you to an empty street in the middle of the night, Captain?” 
 
    “Treason, mayhaps?” the fellow to his left ventured. “An errand for his lordship’s treacherous shrew? That one brought you quickly to heel. Rumor has it she’s colder than the Failock Sea between the sheets, but maybe you’re the sort to enjoy that.” 
 
    Jurek’s hand flicked out. The flash of steel glanced past the man’s head before a dagger plunged into the dirt. He reared back, his ale mug smashing on the ground. He clutched a hand to his ear. 
 
    “He cut me!” 
 
    Jurek’s sword was in his hand now. He spoke so softly she almost didn’t hear his words. “Speak ill of her ladyship again and I’ll split more than a little skin.” 
 
    All three of them drew their flintlocks. Oh gods, they were going to shoot him. They were going to shoot her honorable idiot of a brother. Isaura’s thoughts swam with panic. She had to do something. Her fingers went to the knives her own bracer, but her throw would be awkward from this angle, obstructed by the building and the fencing. She was too far. Too far to do anything 
 
    Lantern light pulsed beneath the balcony doors she leaned against and voices spoke from inside. 
 
    “Come and see the moon from my balcony, sweetest,” a man entreated. The magistrate? What was he doing here? 
 
    “It’s chilly out,” a woman simpered. “I’ll get cold.” 
 
    “I will keep you warm, my teacup.” 
 
    The latch on the doors jiggled. Isaura’s gaze whipped around her. There was nowhere to go. Nothing to hide behind. She rushed to the pulley ropes and heaved herself over the side as the doors swung open. The wheel squeaked against the axel bearings when she lowered herself a few arm lengths. She halted immediately, her eyes squeezed shut, but the pair were too occupied with each other to notice. 
 
    “Such a gorgeous view,” the woman exclaimed. 
 
    The magistrate affected a dreamy sigh. “I was just thinking the same thing.” 
 
    A pause, then a giggle. “Stop now, you’re making me blush.” 
 
    If every muscle in her body wasn’t straining to hold onto the ropes, she’d have rolled her eyes. Wasn’t the magistrate married? What was happening to Jurek? She couldn’t hear her brother and the other men over the inane prattle above. Isaura had only a partial view of the street now. She didn’t think they’d moved. There hadn’t been a gunshot at least. The night carried the murmur of their voices but she couldn’t make out the words above the saccharine scene overhead. 
 
    While the magistrate waxed over the moon and the woman’s superior beauty, Isaura’s arms quaked with fatigue. She didn’t dare try to climb down for fear the wretched, unoiled contraption would give away her presence. Sweat rolled down her temples. The breathy sounds of embrace floated down. Good Gods, couldn’t they take it inside? 
 
    Another handful of moments passed and at last she heard the balcony doors close. Unfortunately, her arms had nothing left to give when she tried to descend. Her own body weight tore her grip from the ropes. She swallowed a gasp as she fell and tried to curl into a ball to brace for it. She landed on her side. The frozen ground greeted her like a hammer blow. Hot pain shot from her ribs all the way up her arm and something sharp tore into her back. It was impossible to stifle the whimper that followed, but she didn’t have time to lay there stunned. 
 
    Her fingers found the gash a twig had sliced below her shoulders. She tested her legs, her ankles, checked her skull, her hands, her wrists. Nothing broken, but she felt bruises already forming along her side. 
 
    Fear for Jurek had her staggering to the wrought-iron door of the fence. She risked the clank the bar made as she unbolted the lock. She’d never be able to climb the fence with this injury. As expected, the occupants in the magistrate’s office were far too distracted to hear anything. Isaura stepped into the alley and leaned back against the stone wall, panting. 
 
    At the entrance to the alley, stood Jurek. Bjarki and his men had gone, replaced with a woman Isaura didn’t recognize. She was stunning, her waist-length hair a silver-gold shimmer in the moonlight. She wore only a sleeveless tunic and knee-length breeches with boots that reached her shins. Her skin ought to be blue in this freezing weather, but she looked at ease as she stood hipshot, regarding Jurek with an amused and irritated expression. It was then Isaura focused enough to hear the argument underway between them.  
 
    “You certainly looked like you could use a hand,” the woman said. 
 
    “Is that what you call the spectacle you just made?” Jurek slammed his sword into its scabbard with a vengeance. “The gossip you set loose will last far longer than that altercation would have.” 
 
    “It worked didn’t it? Now they’re off to get drunk on the Sparna spirits I brought to port instead of killing you in the street.” 
 
    Jurek gave her an unfriendly look. “They would not have bested me.” 
 
    “Better they think you came here for a tryst with a merchant sailor than whatever mischief you’re really about.” 
 
    “You think you’ve helped me.” Her brother’s voice turned venomous in a way she’d never heard. “You drop anchor here and are gone within a day or two. This is my home. I am captain of the castle guard. What standard can I expect my guards to uphold when their leader is the subject of rumored debauchery?” 
 
    “Debauchery?” the other gave an exasperated laugh. “Gods and stars, what a talent for exaggeration you have. I was only trying to help.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” 
 
    “No one cares if you spend the night with a woman, you know. In fact, they might think you’re actually human.” 
 
    Jurek spoke through his teeth. “I would rather they suspect me of treason than have my name associated with yours.” 
 
    Silence fell like a stone. Isaura looked on in astonishment. She’d never seen Jurek so angry before, nor had she ever heard him make a cruel reply to someone unless poised to do battle with them. Who was this person? 
 
    The woman cleared her throat. “As it happens,” she paused. Took a step back. “I’m headed out from port tonight, so you don’t have to worry you’ll see me again for some time.” 
 
    “Out from port. What are you talking about? No ship sails from here at night.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to be somewhere else right now. I don’t know why I even came.” For the first time, a note of uncertainty entered her voice. She gazed down the alley where Isaura hid, but the shadows were thick. She didn’t see her. 
 
    Jurek unfastened his cloak from his shoulders. “You’re always dressed poorly for our weather. Take this before you’re too ill to sail.” There was no give to his expression but his tone had lost its razor edge. 
 
    She ignored the garment he held out to her and turned away. “I’m never cold. You know that.” 
 
    “Ava.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Captain. As usual, it wasn’t a pleasure.” 
 
    She headed down the alley Isaura occupied. Isaura’s hand went to the closed gate, debating whether to risk the sound it would make. The woman would surely see her when she passed by. 
 
    Jurek caught her arm. “Ava, wait. Not that way.” 
 
    The woman glanced down at his hand as if his touch was the last thing she’d expected. “Why not? This path leads to the harbor.” 
 
    “It does. I ask that you go another route.” 
 
    “For what reason?” He didn’t answer, but released her arm. She scowled at him. “I know how to defend myself.” 
 
    “I did not claim otherwise.” 
 
    “Then what is your concern?” her tone sharpened. She glanced in Isaura’s direction again, eyes narrowing. “What were you doing here so late?” 
 
    Jurek only shook his head. “Not this way. Not tonight.” 
 
    A pause, and then she moved away from the alley, striding past him with a shrug. “The line between mysterious and annoyingly secretive isn’t as fine as you seem to think it is, Captain.” 
 
    “As you say,” he murmured. 
 
    When he glanced down the alley Isaura took the opening, tossing first one, then a second coin onto the stones. They chimed faintly—the signal that all was well. He gave the barest of nods before following after Ava. 
 
    Isaura lingered until she could no longer hear their steps. Her side was a white knife of pain as she limped her way out of the village. She tried not to think of the night’s failure, pondering instead the bizarre interaction between her brother and a stranger she’d never seen before. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Leonel sensed the tension in the water the moment he neared the palace of Aegirheim. An immense cave served as the undersea hall of the Lord and Lady of the Fathoms. Found in the deepest part of the ocean, save the Orom Abyss, the journey there posed a challenge even for the swiftest swimmers. Drunken nixies often idled along the entrance, fins as translucent as the flesh of a jellyfish dancing in the current while frog-like arms waved visitors inside. 
 
    Today, the water sprites did not dance. They hugged along the outer edges of the cave, bright, bulbous eyes flickering as they watched him pass. Where once they rushed out to tease and invite, now they shrank back when he glanced at them. Darkness shrouded the wide mouth of the cave in their absence. 
 
    A tingle of forewarning brushed the back of his mind the farther in he went. King Ægir’s reputation for lavish entertainment was known across every realm of the gods. Leonel was always forced to thread his way through boisterous merriment, turning down countless mugs thrust into his face of Ægir’s renowned ale. Now, it was as though the palace had been abandoned. 
 
    His legs replaced his fin as he emerged through the enchanted barrier separating the watery halls from those of air. These too were empty. No guests. No cups littering the area, magically refilling themselves with beer or mead. Something was most certainly amiss. 
 
    Already wearing the robes and sash of his required court garb, Leonel passed a hand over himself, shucking the dripping water with a short pulse of power. The silence pressed down while he walked past rock walls threaded with veins of luminescent gold. When he turned the corner that led toward the main hall, faint music reached his ears. A happy tune on strings. He let out the breath he’d been holding. Perhaps the festivities had simply been moved in there. Unusual still, but not the dire sign these empty passages indicated. 
 
    Then he saw his sisters and froze. They stood in the entryway to the main hall, clustered in a small circle facing each other. The murmur of their whispers too low to hear, they hadn’t noticed him. Their presence, though never a welcome sight, worried him less than the uncertainty on their faces. Ava wasn’t among them. 
 
    The scar on his lip itched and the instinctual desire to back away from them hummed along his skin. He ignored it, striding forward with purpose. 
 
    “Is there ought amiss?” he asked. 
 
    Eight heads turned his way, uncertainty shifting to suit their respective opinions of their half-brother: indifference, irritation, and disdain. Nothing unexpected there at least. 
 
    Then Adda stepped away from the group, her expression shifting into one so menacing Leonel almost retreated. Lady of sharks, Keeper of the red tides, her hair flowed in a scarlet river from her head, the teeth she bared at him as pointed as those she wore in a collier around her neck. 
 
    “What have you done?” she demanded. 
 
    “Am I accused of something?” 
 
    “The king cleared the halls. He claims it is in preparation for a feast they are planning for Odin and his kin, but never has he closed the palace for such a reason.” She moved closer. “Thus, I ask again, what have you done?” 
 
    “Why do you assume I’m the cause?” he said calmly, though a bubble of apprehension formed in his stomach. 
 
    “Ever are you the cause of disruption in our family,” Adda replied, every word dripping with acid. “Ever do I regret not feeding you limb by limb to the hunters as a squalling merchild.” 
 
    “Perhaps we still can,” Hron glided forward, a step behind her sister. Black eyes from end to end, she held up a hand and a tiny whirlpool gathered in her palm. “There are deep places where you could dwell.” 
 
    “Where the ocean floor could drink your screams.” Hevring came to stand beside her twin, her jellyfish cloak twined along her shoulders to thread its barbs into the blue-green skin at her collar. 
 
    They were in a mood today. Usually they saved their threats for when he was alone and cornered. 
 
    He smiled thinly. “Is this any way to welcome the guardian of your sea?” 
 
    Adda came closer until they were only an arm’s length apart. “You are unworthy of that title.” 
 
    He leaned forward. “I seem to recall you placed last in the tournament. If I am unworthy, then you are even more so.” 
 
    It was dangerous to mock them but he didn’t care at the moment. Maybe he was in a mood as well. 
 
    She hissed between her sharp teeth. “I know not what cheat you employed to steal our birthright from us, but—" 
 
    “I’m impressed you continue to repeat this claim, sister,” he shifted his gaze to one side as though he tired of the conversation. “It’s embarrassing, really.” 
 
    A flash of movement, so fast he would not have blocked it in time if he hadn’t kept her in his peripheral vision. His trident appeared in his hand, swift to his call. With a deafening clang, the prongs caught the spear of ice aimed for his eye. Adda’s hands gripped the other end, though her gaze held on the trident, a mixture of envy and rage swirling in her ruby eyes. 
 
    The air grew cold suddenly, a sparkle of frost drifting down as Kolga, his eldest sister, placed a pale hand softly over the joined weapons. Goddess of the artic waters, of sea ice and icebergs, her chilly blue eyes turned a look of rebuke on Adda. 
 
    “Blodughadda,” she said, inciting her sister’s full name, the sound of her voice sending a jagged shiver down Leonel’s back. “We stand outside Aegirheim’s main hall. Do not demean our palace with this trifle.” She gestured vaguely with a twist of her ivory fingers, but Leonel understood. The trifle was him. She never took part in the games his sisters played with him, but nor did she protect him. In his whole life, Kolga hadn’t spoken or looked at him directly, as though he did not exist at all, but her sisters she watched over as a second mother. Those times when she put a stop to his torment, it was never for his sake, but to spare them from any consequences. 
 
    “Come, let us go in,” she coaxed Adda. “The mystery of our father’s displeasure will solve itself shortly.” 
 
    Adda reached over to touch Kolga’s bone-white hair. The spear melted away in her hands. “You are right, of course.”  
 
    “Is that my son arrived at last?” his mother’s voice called from the throne room. She appeared at the entryway, dressed in a gown of citrine studded with black pearls and glittering with sea salt. She glanced over the scene before her with disinterest. “Come within, Leonel. You may spar with your sisters later.” 
 
    Adda leveled him with one final glare before rejoining her sisters. They walked together into the throne room. Leonel trailed behind at a distance, watching the way they clasped each other’s hands. His brief triumph dissolved into the familiar sadness that followed these encounters. It seemed a terrible misfortune, to be born into so large a family and yet be so alone in the world. 
 
    The emptiness of the main hall diverted his attention as he entered the circular space. Only a few musicians plucked at their strings, rather than the cacophonous orchestra that typically played. Once more, the absence of dancers and drinkers stirred dread in his chest. His mother idled alongside a massive table set to one side. Made from the rib of a monstrous whale and set upon legs of pink coral, the pale surface curved along the rounded periphery of the throne room, long enough to seat more than a dozen guests. A smattering of his mother’s attendants fluttered about as she instructed them to adjust various tokens set along the table—place settings, he realized. Draped in veils of white, they moved like white caps along the tide of her authority. 
 
    As usual, the heat of the hall made him sweat. No fire burned within the palace, the source of light and warmth emanating from the enchanted gold embedded in the walls. Here, a gigantic pile of the ore taller than Leonel had been mounded at the center of the tiled floor. Every guest that graced the king’s halls paid homage with handfuls of polished coins. It shared space with Ægir’s celebrated kettle. Gifted to him by Odin himself, the Lord of the Ocean brewed his ale in the mile-deep cauldron. The sight of that bottomless black iron sunk into the floor like an abyss of its own always unsettled Leonel—though not as much as the canny gaze of the king who stood beside it now. 
 
    Leonel went to one knee immediately. “My king.” 
 
    “Son of my wife,” the king acknowledged. “Guardian of my waters. Rise.” 
 
    He did, careful not to meet his eyes again, uncertain of the king’s mood. Typically jovial and irreverent around his guests which were ever in abundance, Leonel hadn’t seen such sober countenance in many turns. It surprised him to find Ægir didn’t wear his court garb. Dressed in seal-skin breeches that reached his knees, his feet shod in steel-toed boots, the king stepped slowly away from his great kettle. His height twice that of Leonel, his chest a broad expanse of muscle, he possessed an intimidating specter. At his side, he carried an even taller spear. A white-tipped blade with an onyx shaft, the same weapon he’d wielded to defeat the old gods, it hummed with the weight of power and legend. 
 
    “Bring you news of the Fathoms?” the king inquired, one hand brushing the ivory beard usually adorned with charms, seashells, and beads. Today, the navel-length hair held no decoration. 
 
    “I do, my lord. I come to deliver my report.” 
 
    “Have you.” He halted at some distance to regard Leonel steadily. “I thought perhaps you came to confess.” 
 
    Leonel’s pulse jumped. He held himself very still. “Confess, my lord?” 
 
    “You deny what you have done?” 
 
    “Forgive me, my king, I deny only the knowledge of what you speak.” 
 
    “I speak of treason.”  
 
    Leonel’s stomach dropped. The king knew. Somehow, someway, he’d been told that Leonel broke the Blue Laws. He glanced at his sisters who watched on with furrowed brows and anticipatory confusion. Not them, then. His mother continued at the table in congress with her attendants and seemed not to be listening. 
 
    Leonel met the king’s gaze this time. Pretending ignorance served no purpose. 
 
    He straightened. “I will confess that I broke the Blue Laws. I deny the allegation of treason.” 
 
    The musicians stopped. A murmur spread through the hall and the attendants stilled. From the corner of his eye, his mother paused at her task. 
 
    “Speak to me of your broken faith,” the king said. He hadn’t moved or blinked. “By what reason do you confess to defying my edicts whilst claiming loyalty to my service?” 
 
    “Only that I acted in the interest of protecting your realm and the lives of your subjects.” 
 
    “You saved a landweller from drowning. You denied hunters the meal of her flesh. This is not in the interest of my subjects.” 
 
    Such detail he knew, as if someone had been watching every move Leonel made. 
 
    “Her ship was attacked by one of the unnatural storms. I sought only to find the evidence you requested of me. I fear a threat is coming—” 
 
    “Yes, your fears are known to me. I had the prison of the old ones inspected.” 
 
    Leonel started. Glanced at his mother. “Sire?” 
 
    “No change was found. The Orom Abyss is untouched. Its inhabitants remain as trapped as when they were cast inside.” 
 
    He stood speechless. His mind spun. He knew the Eldingar were behind this. How could it be that nothing had moved or changed within their prison? 
 
    ”Did you think we did not hear your concerns?” the king asked, a dangerously soft demand. “Did you think your king so incompetent he would not listen to the word of his guardian?” 
 
    “My lord, I—” 
 
    “Silence.” Ægir’s voice rang across the rafters of the hall. “You took it upon yourself to undermine my authority. You dismissed your orders and betrayed your oaths. And not alone, either. You had an accomplice, did you not?” 
 
    Speech came easily this time. “I acted alone, sire.” 
 
    “I warn you, do not lie to your king.” 
 
    “I do not lie, my lord. I mean only that no other is at fault for my crimes.” The least he could do was keep Ava out of this disaster he’d made. 
 
    “Thus, you refuse to tell me the name of your accomplice.” 
 
    “I cannot, my king.” 
 
    “You mean you will not, isn’t that so?” 
 
    It was. Or more accurately, Ægir could stuff a few kelp into sensitive places if he expected Leonel to betray the one who’d helped him. Saying that to the Lord of the Ocean would be unwise, though. He said nothing instead. 
 
    “What are we do to with this disobedience?” Ægir pondered lightly, a trace of humor in his voice. Not dire sign. “On the one hand, I admire his loyalty. On the other, he’s shown his loyalty isn’t to me.” 
 
    “Traitor,” one of his sisters hissed from the sidelines. 
 
    “I am loyal to you, my king,” Leonel worked to keep the frustration from his tone. “I patrol the sea each day as you command and uphold the Blue Laws in your name.” 
 
    “When you’re not breaking them yourself, hm?” 
 
    He didn't answer that, though silence only condemned him further. It didn't matter. He would not betray Ava’s trust. 
 
    Ran gave a dramatic sigh. “Must there be such a fuss? Just punish my son for the infraction and be done, husband. Then we can resume the urgent matter of planning the feast.” 
 
    He smiled at her. “A fine idea. Blood is called for in an offense like this. Let us spill some of it.” 
 
    With speed Leonel’s sharp gaze couldn’t track, Ægir swiped his great spear in a diagonal arc across the center of his chest. The blow pushed him back a step. Startled, he looked down at the slender stripe of parted flesh. The blade was so sharp, he’d barely felt it. He didn’t bleed either, as if his body hadn’t quite realized what happened. 
 
    Two heart beats. 
 
    Three. 
 
    Then it came, a blistering scarlet gush. Leonel staggered, immediately lightheaded. He pressed a hand over the red stream, his eyes watering. Ægir had already turned away, reaching for a proffered cup of mead from a servant as he joined Leonel’s mother where she debated place settings. His sisters watched with blatant smiles. The musicians took up their tune again, a jaunting ballad of harp and lute while Leonel sagged to his knees. 
 
    Spill some blood. How much was required? How much did they think he could spare? Panic flooded his thoughts. He whispered his mother's name as the dark puddle of his life spread across the gold and abalone tiles beneath him. 
 
    Ran spared him a brief glance before Ægir spoke in her ear and she laughed heartily at whatever he’d said. Perhaps the comment was repeated among her attendants for their laughter filled the hall. Was it for him? A jest they enjoyed at his expense? 
 
    He collapsed onto his side, his gaze faltering. What a way to end his existence, their mockery ringing in his ears, bleeding out at the feet of those he’d served while his mother chatted a few steps away. The unwanted, unwelcome son. Ignored, even in death. He’d tried so hard to be what they expected of him. Couldn’t they see that? Couldn’t she? 
 
    Perhaps she did and simply didn’t care. The lonely truth stole what little breath he had. So much effort. So much hardship, years of trying to think as they did, to be as they were, and none of it mattered. One independent choice and they cast his life aside like he was nothing.  
 
    Arms wrapped around him then. Someone kneeled at his back and braced him against their body. A hand covered his wound, blunting the pain with a trickle of magic. He realized who it must be just as Ava’s voice rang out. 
 
    “Do you intend to kill him or have you simply forgotten he’s mortal?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Ægir regarded his daughter mildly. “But as he will not give the name of his accomplice, then he shall have to endure their half of the punishment as well.” 
 
    Ava stiffened and Leonel sensed what she was about to do. He couldn’t let her. They would send her away and he would never see her again, the only person who ever cared about him. The only true family he had. 
 
    “Ava,” Leonel rasped. “Don’t.” 
 
    “Be quiet. The gods are speaking now,” she said gently by his ear, then lifted her head. “It was me, Father. I helped him. I was his accomplice.” 
 
    Ægir moved to stand before them, his expression disturbingly neutral, goblet in one hand, blood-smeared spear in the other. “Were you coerced? Did you owe him a debt?” 
 
    “Am I not a daughter of the Fathoms’ king? I do naught but what pleases me.” 
 
    Her boldness typically amused him, but not even the hint of a smile touched his lips. “Such is your fickle nature, fair-weather undine, and one which I have always indulged—when it’s not in violation of my commands. The Blue Laws are clear on this point. A landweller that falls into the sea through their own carelessness forfeits their body to our world. Without exception.” With the blunt end of his spear, he knocked Ava’s hand away from Leonel’s wound. She had managed to reduce the bleeding to a slow seep, but he’d already lost so much. They sat in an expanding lake of red and Leonel watched as it ebbed around Ægir’s boots. The king didn’t seem to notice or care. 
 
    “You tasked your guardian with protecting the Fathoms from threat,” Ava shot back. “He only saved the human to gain her account of the storm that destroyed her ship.” 
 
    “His investigation,” Ran murmured in disapproval. She joined Ægir where he stood, her feet bare as she stepped into Leonel’s blood, as untroubled by it as the king. “Did I not warn you about this foolishness, my son? See now what it has brought you.” 
 
    Her tone scolded as though he were an errant child to be sent hungry to his cove, rather than the merman he was, struck down before her eyes, a breath away from unconsciousness. Her gaze held no sympathy. Its absence scored him as deeply as the wound on his chest.  
 
    “Intentions are nothing, Himinglava,” the king informed his daughter. “Neither his nor yours, or do you think I am ignorant as to why you arrive late to my summons?” 
 
    “Father—” 
 
    Ægir slammed his spear against the floor, cracking the tile beneath it. “Time and again I have instructed you not to venture onto human shores. Now I find you have defied me in this as well.” Ava gave no answer, though her hand returned to Leonel’s chest, the soft tingle of her magic easing the pain once more. The king did not push her away but his expression hardened. “Your renewal comes soon. You will spend the remainder your time in the palace. You are not to venture from these halls, nor are you to speak again to my guardian, is this understood?” 
 
    Ava inclined her chin, eyes flashing. “He is my brother.” 
 
    “You will forget him soon enough.” 
 
    Leonel’s heart sank. Every twenty-five turns of world, the youngest of the billow maidens slept the oblivion sleep. When she woke, she forgot the time that came before, the world made new to her eyes. The sun shone brighter upon the sea for her eternal innocence, the fair weather sweeter. And she would not know him anymore. He made a low noise in his throat, and tried to sit up. The effort made the world spin. 
 
    “As for you,” Ran addressed him. “The price for the infraction has been paid. Given your exemplary service as guardian, we will not strip you of your position but you are unwelcome in the palace until next season. None shall speak to you or seek you out.” 
 
    Ægir nodded. “Indeed. We will not have this strife among us when Odin and his family arrive for the feast. Depart you from here and do not return ere you earn our invitation.” 
 
    “He can’t make the swim to the surface in this condition,” Ava snapped. “I will take him.” 
 
    “No.” Ægir’s word dropped with thunderous finality. “If you defy me again, I shall see your renewal completed immediately.” 
 
    “Don’t. Please.” Leonel struggled to rise. “I will go. I beg you, it’s—it’s not her fault.” 
 
    His legs wouldn’t work. His skin tacky with blood, he slipped in the scarlet pool and jarred his wound hard enough he cried out. The chorus of his sisters’ laughter accompanied his ragged gasps. 
 
    Ran knelt at his side and took his chin in her hand. She examined him briefly and glanced up at her husband. “We give him until daylight in the world above to recover.” She signaled to her attendants. “Take him to my rooms.” 
 
    Daylight. No, he couldn’t wait that long. Isaura expected him tonight. He had no way to reach her outside of their agreed meetings. No way to notify her of he’d been detained. And the Eldingar, their spies had been watching his every move. Did they know she was helping him? Did they know where they intended to meet? With a flash of panic, he realized she might be in danger. He had to get there first. He had to leave. Now. 
 
    The attendants hoisted him to his feet and his ears rang, his heart pounding so hard he thought it might burst. He could barely walk as they dragged him from the hall, could barely hear Ava’s anguished goodbye or lift his head to see the sneers on the faces of the billow maidens and the dismissal in his mother’s eyes. 
 
    But his failures, those he saw all too clearly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    It was almost dawn, and Isaura’s side ached so badly she could hardly draw breath. The gash below her shoulders was shallow, but cleaning it on her own had proven difficult. Bandaging it was impossible without help.  
 
    She hadn’t gone to the house after the agonizing walk home from the village. Instead, she’d come to meet Leonel at the cave, thinking to have him bandage her. She couldn’t exactly ask her family to do so without inciting questions she preferred not to answer. Or lie about. The lies she’d spun to get Jurek’s help made her conscience ache worse than the pain in her side. 
 
    But Leonel hadn’t come. Through the seaward opening of the cave, sunlight peeked above a horizon feathered with shades of scarlet. All night she waited, wrapped in her brother’s old cloak, and was almost too stiff to move at this point. Papa and Auntie Erla would be awake soon if they weren’t already. If she didn’t arrive for breakfast, they’d seek her out in her room and find it undisturbed. What then? 
 
    Why hadn’t he come? He’d mentioned another task he had to complete before they met. Could he have been delayed? They should’ve arranged an alternate meeting time in case something came up. She did that frequently with her patients in Dinark. Foolish not to have thought of it. 
 
    “Isaura.” 
 
    She jumped, then groaned. Leonel had surfaced in the middle of the pool. The light of the dawn behind him, his face remained in shadow. 
 
    She exhaled through the pain and said, “You’re late.” 
 
    For once he had no ready retort and seemed to take note of her hunched posture where she leaned against the wall of rock beside the water. 
 
    He swam up to the edge, still submerged to his shoulders. “What happened?” 
 
    “I was almost caught breaking into the magistrate’s office. My escape was, shall we say, less than graceful.” 
 
    “Magistrate. I thought you go to the Merchant House.” 
 
    “I was, but the magistrate is next to that building. It’s a long story,” she added when he seemed about to ask more. “For now, I need your help with a bandage.” 
 
    “You’re injured?” Ah, here came his usual irritation. “You were attacked?” 
 
    “I fell getting away.” 
 
    “You said no one would be in these places at night.” 
 
    “It turns out the magistrate has a mistress and likes to enjoy her company in his office.” And it was too bad she couldn’t scrub the sounds they made out of her memory. 
 
    “What is a mistress?” 
 
    “It—Nevermind. The point is, I can’t wrap the bandage myself and no one can know I’m hurt or there’ll be questions.” 
 
    “Tell me what to do.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “That’s it? No blame? No throwing up your hands at my ineptitude?” 
 
    “You did what you could and are hurt. Tell me what to do.” 
 
    Still frowning, she pulled her pack into her lap. Extracting the bandages, she explained how to wrap them and the required tightness. 
 
    “You’ll need to knot the end. Do you know how to make one?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She withdrew a handkerchief from the pack and passed it to him. “You can dry your hands with this. The bandages can’t get wet.” 
 
    Though, how she’d manage to balance herself on the ledge while he did this should prove interesting. 
 
    “Do I apply them over your clothing?” he asked, obediently wiping his hands. 
 
    Oh right. She’d forgotten the part where she’d have to disrobe in front of him, not to mention somehow keep still in the freezing cold. This misadventure just kept improving with each passing hour. 
 
    “No, it has to be directly to the skin.” 
 
    Turning her back to him and shifting to her knees, she removed her cloak and started on the laces of the tunic. The pain of each movement helped to distract her from what she was doing. Ridiculous to feel embarrassed in a moment like this. Leonel had more or less seen everything when she’d floated in her shift out on the ocean after all. 
 
    “Don’t tie them too tight or it won’t heal properly.” Her bare back to him, she set the tunic aside and crossed her arms over her chest. She shivered like a leaf, wincing all the while. “Not too loose either or they’ll be ineffective. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Water sloshed behind her. Bracing himself onto the ledge most likely. He touched her shoulder and she jumped, then swallowed another pained groan. 
 
    “Move forward,” he said. “I haven’t enough room.” 
 
    “You can’t reach me if I’m farther away,” she bit out between chattering teeth. “Just get on with it. The angle isn’t ideal, but—ack!” 
 
    Intending to shoot him a glare, she’d glanced over his shoulder—only to find him completely emerged from the water and crouching on the ledge. On legs. He adjusted quickly, keeping himself in profile to her. 
 
    “What—Where is your tailfin?” she sputtered. 
 
    “Within me.” 
 
    As if that made any sense. Leanly muscled thighs led to sculpted calves, and long feet. He looked completely human. 
 
    “How is this possible?” she whispered. “You’re a merman.” 
 
    He cocked his head, as if he found her reaction bewildering. “The merfolk are amphibian, of course. Didn’t you know that?” 
 
    “Well, no. We thought you fully creatures of the sea.” 
 
    “We are. I can’t stay on land for more than a few days.” 
 
    “What happens then?” 
 
    “Nothing good.” He lifted the bandages. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Still marveling over this unexpected duality, her gaze followed the dark tattoos tracing the outer side of his legs in a delicate scale pattern. His tailfin was within him, he’d said. What must it be like to live alongside magic like this? There, at his waist where the fish part of him usually began, the tanned skin looked soft, stretching across lean hipbones leading toward— 
 
    She jerked her gaze away. “Leonel. You’re naked.” 
 
    He squinted at her as if she were daft. “I was before.” 
 
    “Right.” She turned around again. “Right, I meant…You don’t seem to be cold.” 
 
    Elegant save. True too. He wasn’t shivering at all. 
 
    “I’m not suddenly human simply because I appear so. But you are, and obviously cold. We begin this?” 
 
    She tipped her chin at the cloak she’d set aside. “Would you mind putting something on first?” 
 
    He paused. “My appearance upsets you?” 
 
    “Your bare appearance does.” 
 
    Another pause, followed by a somewhat offended, “I see.” 
 
    “It’s just for the sake of modesty. Not that looking at you isn’t nice—I mean, not that, it’s just—” she grimaced, her cheeks heating. “We’re both practically unclothed here.” 
 
    “What is modesty?” he asked, though she saw his arm in her side vision as he reached for the cloak. 
 
    “Let’s call it a cultural thing.” 
 
    “A cultural. Thing.” The faintest hint of amusement touched his voice, which only made her blush harder. “Why does your skin to turn red across your shoulders and neck?” 
 
    She deigned not to answer that one, relieved to hear the shuffle of cloth as he donned the cloak. Then his breath snagged. 
 
    “Everything all right?” she asked. 
 
    “Fine. You will hold still?” 
 
    “I can try. It’s freezing.” 
 
    As soon as she said it the air warmed as if the sun shone down on her. She exhaled, skin tingling with relief. 
 
    “Better?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “This does not last long. Magic is weaker on land. Straighten your back if you can.” 
 
    She did, tight muscles relaxing in the warmth. They fell quiet as he began to wrap the wound. He followed her instructions exactly. The heat of the hand he kept pressed to the bindings under her arm sank deep into the achy muscles. She sighed heavily. 
 
    He paused. “Is this all right? Do I cause pain?” 
 
    “There’s pain, but not because of you.” 
 
    His touch grazed her ribs. “These bruises are many and dark.” 
 
    “I fell rather far. It’s lucky I didn’t break anything.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A hint of some emotion she couldn’t identify threaded the word. She only caught the edge of his face when she turned her head, but enough to see his dark brows drawn down. Was he annoyed? Because she’d failed? 
 
    “If you’re winding up to chasten me, I’ll thank you to skip it. My body is doing a far superior job.” 
 
    “I was not winding up.” 
 
    “I realize I should’ve made sure no one was there before trying. I know I made a mistake.” 
 
    He said nothing. His fingers seemed clumsy as they tied a knot in the bindings, a touch of unevenness to his breath. So, he was angry. Her stomach pinched with embarrassment. As if he’d have performed any better under the circumstances. Or was that doubt? Did he think she wouldn’t succeed? 
 
    “I’ll try again.” Why did her voice sound so small? “Tonight, even. I will find the information we need.” 
 
    “Isaura,” he finished the knot. His hands fell away. “We cannot meet here anymore.” 
 
    “What?” She started to turn, then remembered she wore only her breeches, and reached for the stack of clothing she’d left earlier. “Did you find a way to stop the powers behind the storms since we last met?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what are you talking about?” 
 
    “Things have changed. It’s better if I complete this alone.” 
 
    Her heart gave a sore thump. She tugged the dress over her head. “How? Do you plan to wander about Eisland looking for your answers? Naked?” 
 
    “You mock me.” 
 
    “What you’re saying is nonsensical. I’ll be well in no time.” Something frantic beat against her insides. He couldn’t cut her out like this. She wouldn’t let him. “I admit, I made a mistake, but I can do this. I’m not incapable.” 
 
    Except when it came to these sleeves. Had they sewn themselves shut during the night? 
 
    “I do not say you are incapable.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. In all but words. Things have changed? That’s your confidence in me, right?” 
 
    “No,” he ground out. “You don’t have anything to prove to me.” 
 
    “Sure, I don’t.” 
 
    “Isaura.” A pause as she struggled with the dress. “Let me help.” 
 
    “Just stay where you are.” She managed to jerk one arm through, twisting as she did it. Her elbow jammed into his chest. 
 
    With a gasp that ended in a pained whistle, he fell forward onto his hands next to her. The frigid air returned instantly. She managed to get her other arm through, startled by his collapse. Had she hit him that hard? 
 
    “Leonel?” She shifted closer to him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    The cloak had fallen open. Blood dripped onto the stone beneath him. Her pulse jumped but her voice emerged with practiced calm. 
 
    “Lean back and let me see it.” 
 
    His breath stuttered. He remained as he was. “This is not from you. I—I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’re not fine. Come, let me see. I’m a healer, remember?” 
 
    “No, don’t.” He lifted an arm to keep her back. Shook his head. “It’s my fault. My failure. I made all things worse.” 
 
    His voice roughened with such shame and sorrow that heat rose behind her eyes. He’d been hiding this from her the entire time. What happened to him last night? 
 
    Gently, she touched his shoulder. “You don’t have to explain anything. I only mean to examine the wound.” 
 
    Blood continued to drip down and sweat beaded his brow. In the rising light spilling in from the horizon, Isaura saw the pale, drawn aspect of his face, pinched with more than physical pain. He would not meet her eyes. His skin twitched beneath her touch. Something terrible had been done to him. 
 
    The arm he’d raised to block her remained. She took his hand in both of hers. 
 
    “I won’t ask how it happened,” she promised. “I will not judge. I only want to help you.” 
 
    He closed his eyes briefly, and then relented, lowering his arm and easing back to sit on his heels. He didn’t let go of her hand. Blood smeared the ridges of his abdomen, but she had a clear view of the laceration carved diagonally across his chest. Early bruising had begun along the edges, still swollen at its deepest point below his sternum. The blow of her elbow had broken the fragile scabs clotting the wound. 
 
    “This will need stitches.” She leaned closer, grimacing distractedly when her side protested the movement. “The seawater may have cleaned it sufficiently, but I’d rather irrigate the area again in case there is sediment lodged in there.” 
 
    “What are stitches?” he asked. 
 
    “Something to hold the wound closed.” She turned his hand in hers to feel the pulse at his wrist. Mediocre from the blood loss. Rest and fluids would help that, so long as he didn’t lose any more blood. Isaura pursed her lips. She hadn’t thought it necessary to bring needle and thread here. 
 
    She glanced up to find him watching her, curiosity in his haggard gaze. She’d asked him once if he had anyone to help him if something happened. Who guards the guardian, she’d said, and his answer had been clear in a way that he hadn’t seemed to intend: No one. 
 
    “Do you think you can stand and walk?” she asked. “It’s not far but there is a short climb.” 
 
    Leonel glanced at the entrance she usually came through, then back at her. “A climb to where?” 
 
    “My home. Here, you can wear the tunic I had on. It was my brother’s so it should fit you. These trousers too, though I’m afraid boots will have to wait till we get there.” She pulled a scarf from the pack, fretting briefly over how clean it was before folding it tightly and holding it out to him. “Keep this pressed to the injury. We’ll be cleaning the wound again. The greater danger is you losing more blood.” 
 
    He took the scarf, but stared at her in disbelief. “You invite me to your sanctuary?” 
 
    “My home? Of course. All my supplies are there along with an extra bed where you can recover.” 
 
    “And your kin, they will accept my presence?” 
 
    “We’ll tell them you’re a sailor who’s been hurt. I’ve helped a few others at the house before.” She firmed her tone at his hesitant look. “Leonel, if you swim off on your own, you’ll be floating passed out or worse within hours. I’m amazed you even made it here.” 
 
    “I had to come,” he said as she helped him to pull on Jurek’s tunic. “I feared another would find this place.” 
 
    “What other?” The hair rose on the back of her neck. “The Eldingar.” 
 
    “I made certain I wasn’t followed, but their allies watch me.” He paused for breath. “Someone told Ægir of the laws I broke. I was punished.” 
 
    His king did this to him? What law could he have broken to deserve this? 
 
    It hit her like a bolt of lightning. The first time they’d met here, she’d flippantly said she’d toss a few coins into the harbor to thank Ægir for her life. 
 
    He did not spare you. I did. 
 
    To save you I take much risk. 
 
    He was supposed to have let her die out there. Instead, he’d broken the rules of his world, and the gods had all but flayed his chest open because of it. 
 
    “Leonel,” she choked, but his eyes pleaded with her, the cruelty of what he’d been through written on his face. She couldn’t bear to cause him more pain. She’d promised not to ask. 
 
    In silence she helped him to finish dressing, showing him how to tighten the trousers at his waist when he held the ties in confusion. Every wince of pain and hiccup of breath she felt as keenly as a wound on her own skin. 
 
    “It may not be safe to have me near,” he said when they finished, but didn’t resist when she helped him to stand. 
 
    As if she cared about that. 
 
    “You said you weren’t followed. I trust you.” 
 
    He looked at her. “You trust me.” 
 
    Slowly, they started toward the exit to the cave. 
 
    “The Eldingar think they can best you like this, using your own people against you. They think you’re alone.” Isaura all but forgot the cold, her body alight with fury. She met his searching gaze. “They’re wrong.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Leonel saw little of the walk out of the cave. The fiery pain across his chest claimed his full attention and he struggled to put one foot in front of the other. The sky seemed too low. His head felt light. He was aware of Isaura’s voice at his side, the quiet, constant stream of babble that somehow kept his mind and body tethered to each other. At one point he realized he had his arm slung across her shoulders and much of his weight sagged against her. When had that happened? He tried to pull away, but she hissed at him, an odd sound of rebuke. 
 
    “You look like a good breeze would knock you down. We’ll both rest when we get there.” 
 
    “You are hurt too.” Her poor side. Bruises purpling the soft skin. 
 
    “Yes, and I’m trying not to think about it so don’t remind me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for what happened,” he said. He tried to say more, to tell her that he’d have healed his wound himself if it hadn’t been caused by a God’s hand, that he was not as weak as he appeared. She sent him a concerned look and Leonel heard the whistles and clicks that emerged from his mouth instead of Nornish. He fell silent. Words couldn’t undo the way he’d trembled and cringed in front of her anyway, nor the deep grooves of humiliation he couldn’t seem to repress. Her promise not to pry for details had felt like a reprieve, her matter-of-fact approach to his injury dampening some of the indignity. 
 
    Thank you, he wanted to tell her, but feared it would be the same as admitting to his helplessness. 
 
    They approached a tall structure made from stone, and wood similar to that of ships. Grey clouds puffed from a narrow stack protruding from the top. He’d seen landweller sanctuaries from a distance but hadn’t thought them so large, or as isolated. Weren’t they normally pressed closer together? No other humans walked nearby. 
 
    He must’ve said this aloud for Isaura answered, “Our farm is outside the village.” 
 
    Leonel didn’t have the strength to ask what a farm was. The folded cloth she’d instructed him to hold against his wound felt damp beneath his hand. He didn’t mention this either. 
 
    She led them straight to a rectangular slab of wood set vertically into the outer barrier of the sanctuary. He wondered at the lack of any obvious entry. When she pulled on a metal latch and the wooden slab swung open, he blinked in surprise. A moveable barricade. Simple and clever. 
 
    “You’re whistling again,” Isaura murmured, pausing at the threshold. “Try to focus and use words I understand. I don’t know if you complimenting the house or telling me you’re about to pass out.” 
 
    Some of both, but he had trouble forming the heavy Nornish on his tongue. Instead, his mouth made the bright sound of the Fathoms’ name he’d given her. 
 
    “Will you ever tell me what that means?” she asked. 
 
    “It means you.” 
 
    “My name? It means Isaura?” 
 
    “No.” He swayed and she gripped him tighter. 
 
    “Stubborn fish,” she sighed, but worry filled her gaze as they went inside. 
 
    It was a strange room full of strange smells. Metal utensils cluttered a wooden bank alongside bulbs and stocks of plants culled from dirt. Leonel’s eyes went past them, straight to the living heat flickering a hypnotic red-orange within a stone enclosure against the far wall. 
 
    Fire. 
 
    From afar he’d watched ships burn before they sank into the deep, but those flames held a rage that seemed too destructive for beauty. This smaller version, licking around the edges of a cylindrical container held above it, looked playful. Friendly even. How did something without a tailfin or legs move with such grace? 
 
    Isaura eased him onto a bench beside it, then pushed up his tunic. 
 
    “Still bleeding,” she muttered as if the wound sought to vex her. She pressed his hand harder against the cloth, ignoring his grunt of pain. “Don’t let go of this.” 
 
    “At least no hunters to fear this time,” he said, and then wondered how bad off he must be to find humor in this. 
 
    “No, hunters, hm?” She rewarded him with a rueful smile. “You’ve never met my father.” 
 
    “I’ve never met my own.”  
 
    Isaura’s smile faded. Silver seas, he hadn’t intended to blurt that out. She seemed to guess his thoughts, ignoring the comment altogether in favor of more practical matters. 
 
    “I’ll gather a few supplies and check to see where everyone is. The sooner I can warn them a stranger is here, the better.” 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked, glancing around the room. 
 
    “This is the kitchen—where food is made.” She stood stiffly. “Stay here, I’ll be right—” 
 
    Someone walked in from an interior entryway. An older woman, her hands busy with something in a bowl she carried. She stopped short when she saw Isaura. 
 
    “There you are. I’d just been to call you to breakfast since you hadn’t come down.” Her eyes landed on Leonel. She halted. 
 
    “He’s a sailor,” Isaura said quickly. “He was injured and came to find a healer.” 
 
    Leonel managed a slight nod of greeting. “Fine…” He wracked his memory for a landweller pleasantry. He couldn’t wish her “Fine waters” without that seeming odd. 
 
    “Fine weather,” he finished, recalling one he’d heard often among sailors. 
 
    The woman glanced uncertainly toward the sunlight peeking through the entry they’d left open, then back to him. “I suppose it is.” Her gaze went to his chest and the streak of blood dampening the front of his tunic, and widened. “Did you walk all the way here from the harbor with that? No wonder you look paler than death.” She set the bowl down and began pulling items he didn’t recognize from shelves. “My supplies aren’t what you’ll be accustomed to but they’re yours for the using, Isaura.” 
 
    Isaura’s shoulders loosened in relief. “I need a curved needle if you have one. And saltwater to douse the wound. Where is Papa?” 
 
    “He left early for the village to arrange our space on Sell Street. Night Market is tomorrow evening, or have you forgotten?” 
 
    She lifted a hand toward her brow, halting the motion with a wince. “Completely. I’m sorry, I should’ve been helping you prepare.”  
 
    “We hadn’t expected that of you, sweet. Most everything was done anyway. Go on and take your patient to a bed now before he drops to the ground.” 
 
    “I’ll set him up in my room.” 
 
    The other woman sent her a backward glance, her brows climbing. “You will?” 
 
    “Mine is closest, so yes.” 
 
    A wordless exchange passed between them that Leonel couldn’t interpret. Then the woman turned back. She reached for more items. “I’ll be along with some sleep tea as well. And for a word with you.” 
 
    Isaura nodded with a resigned sigh. Her other hand went to her side as she moved toward him, though she made no complaint. She’d made none the entire way here. Leonel summoned what strength he had to stand up on his own. It wasn’t easy, and he had to grip the wall to stay upright, but he managed. Lightheaded as he was, he still noted her wan face, her cheeks flushed with too bright spots of pink. Isaura gave him a look that said she recognized pride at work when she saw it but made no move to stop him. It wasn’t pride though. More like gratitude mixed with a potent wish for her to see him as formidable as he saw her. Why that should matter he couldn’t say. 
 
    Maybe it was pride. 
 
    Regardless, he nearly collapsed on his way to her room. His knees buckled and he fell onto the thing she called a bed. At least it was soft. Breathless, he lay supine and didn’t move. The supplies arrived shortly after, followed by the murmur of conversation. Then he was made to drink endless containers of water, and one that held a bitter taste he rather liked. Things seemed fuzzy afterward. 
 
    Another bowl arrived, steam rising from the surface. It struck him as humorous, all the various containers landwellers had to carry liquid. He hadn’t considered that. 
 
    “You’re smiling,” Isaura said. She sat beside the bed, her hands busy with he knew not what. “I guess that means the sleep tea is working.” 
 
    The room was bright, garish sun rushing through a square opening in one wall. What did the sailors call those? A porthole. That was it. The light made his head ache, though he enjoyed the way it wove through Isaura’s hair and made it shimmer like threads of gold. She wouldn’t need any golden coins to attend Ægir’s feasts. Only a few strands from her head. 
 
    The thought made him smile more. Stupidly, no doubt, with his scarred mouth. For some reason he couldn’t help it. He was feeling rather good right now despite the occasional pinch and tug on his chest. 
 
    “What is sleep tea?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s the reason you aren’t feeling these stitches.” 
 
    Her eyes were intent on some task, the light revealing hints of green in the warm brown. 
 
    “Stitches,” he repeated. “To hold a wound closed. Who is wounded?” 
 
    Her lips quirked with humor. “The sleep tea is definitely working. I think Auntie Erla made a potent batch.” 
 
    “You were hurt,” he recalled. He smoothed his hand over the area next to him. “You should lay in this space. There is room here.” 
 
    Now she smiled fully. “I’ll find a bed when I’m done.” 
 
    He blinked hard, fighting the urge to close his eyes. “You are tired.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And strong.” 
 
    He thought of her words in the cave, her accusation that he’d lost confidence in her because of her unsuccessful attempt. In truth, he’d admired her. Bruises blanketed one entire side of her midsection, but after suffering an entire night cold and alone, she declared she’d try again with a tidal wave’s determination. He’d envied her strength. She’d kneeled on the stone while he bound her ribs and refused to be beaten. And him? He had crouched behind her, silently bleeding, feeling closer to defeat than ever. 
 
    Memory rose above the cloud of his mind. He closed his eyes but couldn’t block what he saw. Pain, blood, fear. Crumpled on the floor like a slug. Unable to defend. Unable to rise. Powerless. It was he who’d been injured. His wound Isaura stitched, though the hollow desperation he felt refused to close along with his flesh. This was his weakness—this emotion that coursed through his frail form, this incapability of indifference the gods wielded so easily. He ought to forget. It was nothing. It was over. 
 
    “Easy, Leonel.” Isaura’s palm pressed over his brow, cool, soft. The touch calmed his rapid breath. “You’re here in my house. You’re safe.” 
 
    “Safe.” He tried to open his eyes and found them too heavy. “Safe on the shore. With you.” 
 
    A pause, then, “Yes, with me. Sleep and heal.” 
 
    Her fingers closed around his hand. Slight and sturdy. Leonel followed her command easily then, sinking into a darkness that welcomed him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Voices woke him. Leonel opened his eyes to a dim room and tried to remember how he got there. 
 
    Sleep and heal. 
 
    Isaura. He lay in her sanctuary. As it came back to him, he glanced about, but found he was alone. Only a tiny flame kept him company, flickering atop a slender column that dripped along the sides. 
 
    “Can-dle,” he murmured and lifted a hand to touch it. A harried male voice drifting down the outer corridor made him pause halfway. 
 
    “Where is father and Auntie Erla?” 
 
    “They’re in town, of course. Preparing for Night Market. How long has she been this way?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to wake her for an hour, but this might’ve happened earlier. She said she wanted to lay down.” A curse. “I should’ve checked on her sooner.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Jurek. Take her to the settee in the sitting room and then join me in the kitchen. I’ll need help with my supplies.” 
 
    Footsteps followed, a heavy tread and a lighter one, but they grew more distant. Leonel sat up slowly, disoriented and sore. A heavy blanket had been tucked over his lower half. He still wore the legged garment around his waist—trousers, she’d called them—but his chest remained bare. An arc of dark thread wove the wound closed, a long curve of neat stitches. It would scar. Unlike other wounds, those made by the gods never faded. A mark of his fragility. An imprint of their power. The sense of violation crept over his skin and his fingers itched to touch the ridged line across his mouth. 
 
    Suddenly hot beneath the oppressive blanket, he shoved it off with force. The day waned. He ought to leave, return to his cove and recover there— 
 
    He stopped. No, his sanctuary was destroyed. The Eldingar’s spies had found it, smashed it to pieces. 
 
    He would find another one. Somewhere. He couldn’t mourn his circumstances. Only a fool gave his trust to things that could be taken away. All of life was temporary. His home, his flesh, his—his sister… 
 
    Tripping over the thought, Leonel almost missed the table beside the bed. He stumbled into it and nearly knocked the candle over. So unsteady. His eye landed on the cup he’d drunk from. The tea. Sleep tea, Isaura had called it. No wonder he couldn’t think straight. No wonder he felt injured in some fundamental and incurable way. 
 
    Leaving the room, Leonel made his way down the hall and struggled his boned limbs down the steps. He missed the buoyancy of the water. Did landwellers always feel this heavy when they moved? How could they bear to have their feet forced to the ground constantly? 
 
    Ahead, a clatter came through the entryway to the kitchen along with Isaura’s voice, though he didn’t see her. She instructed someone to take down an item from a higher shelf, likely the male voice who’d spoken before. Her mate, perhaps. He’d referred to others living here as though he knew the sanctuary well. The thought pulled at Leonel in an ugly way, a sharper sort of envy than he usually felt in the company of families. He had no right to it, no claim here. 
 
    And no reason to loiter in the corridor, glowering. He was grateful to Isaura in an almost painful way. Her words, her trust, the implication that what happened was only a setback to be overcome, it clogged his throat with emotion. The gods would say gratitude was a tool used to control, and entitlement its natural defense. For the first time, that lesson angered him. What did they know of owing? He would not shirk this feeling of indebtedness. It was proof another had found him worthy of their help. He held it close, a glad hope to one day repay Isaura in kind. 
 
    Using the wall to brace himself as he continued forward, Leonel opened his mouth to call out to her. 
 
    He froze. The overpowering sense of magic swept over him like a crumbled dam. He recognized the power, the hint of earth and air, the undercurrent of lightning and the thrash of the sea. 
 
    The storm magic. It was here. 
 
    Were they under attack? He lifted a hand, ready to call his trident. It would be weaker on land, but enough to give the storm wielders pause. He had to find them. Leonel followed his senses, venturing down another hall that split away from the kitchen. The fetid sense of decay intensified, just as it had when he pursued it in the Fathoms. He came to a doorway, a room unlike the others he’d been inside—Larger, with no bed, and tapestries bracketing the square portholes. There he stopped and blinked in confusion at what he saw. 
 
    A human woman lay supine upon a plush bank. What had Isaura called it? A settee. Her face ghastly pale and her closed eyes underlined with black, she possessed a stillness that looked more like illness than sleep. Leonel’s gaze swept the room and found it otherwise empty. He leaned back into the hallway, but the stench of magic lessened. It definitely came from here. From the woman? He tried to reconcile this with Isaura’s certainty that the man who ruled this isle was behind the storms. Could she have been wrong? 
 
    Leonel moved closer, allowing magic to pool in his upraised palm. In the sea, danger lurked most often in unexpected places. He would not be deceived by the perception of weakness. Yet, when he stood directly beside the woman, he saw her frailty was not feigned. Her breath came shallow, her brow pinched as though with pain. 
 
    Bundled in blankets that covered her from neck to ankle, only her hands were bare. Something between her fingers caught his attention. Leonel leaned down and flattened one of her hands, splaying the digits wide where they rested on her stomach. Sores filled the gaps where each finger connected to her palm. Raw and weeping, the magic he sensed oozed out from them, as if it burned its way through her skin. 
 
    Leonel tried to make sense of this. She was connected to the storms somehow, but clearly not profiting from them. The magic was killing her. From the potency, it should have killed her already. Humans had no defenses against the corrosive element. 
 
    “Fiskur?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes had opened, but with a glazed cast. She stared at Leonel with astonished joy. 
 
    “How can you be here?” she whispered.  
 
    Leonel sighed. It seemed his lot in life to have delirious landwellers confuse him with someone else. 
 
    He collected one of her hands and held it in front of her. “Do you know why you’re ill?” 
 
    “Poison.” She didn’t look away from him. Her mouth trembled. “I didn’t write to you. I know I promised, but I couldn’t.” 
 
    “You don’t know me,” he told her quietly. At her stricken expression, he clarified, “We have never met.” 
 
    “But it must be you, Fiskur. No one has eyes like yours.” 
 
    She grimaced then, body going rigid with pain. A whimper wheezed between her lips. The sound dug into him and Leonel examined the sores again. Perhaps he could help her. If she’d been sickened by magic, he might be able to dispel it in the same way he would the storms. He set his mind to the task, pressing his palm against hers and threading their fingers together. The magic welling up from the sores stung his skin. The corruption of her human frame ran deep, her body a polluted well that overflowed. 
 
    Though he did not manifest the trident, he called on its power. The magic rushed along the tendons of his hand. It flooded across the open wounds between her fingers, tiny whirlpools siphoning the stagnant pools away. He diluted them in the greater sea of his own until they dissolved completely. The woman’s eyes had closed again. Hints of color returned to her cheeks and she exhaled a breath of relief. 
 
    An angry shout came from behind. Leonel turned—to find a furious man standing before him and the point of a sword leveled against his chest. Icy sweat leapt to his skin. He retreated immediately but the man followed. A wall came up against his back. 
 
    His vision greyed along the edges as he stared down at the blade. He felt again the swipe of the spear, the splitting of his flesh. A red waterfall spilling down his body. 
 
    No.  
 
    No, he couldn’t— 
 
    He wouldn’t allow— 
 
    He had to— 
 
    Leonel grabbed the blade. The edge bit into his palm in a way that made his body shiver with remembered pain. He whistled a challenge, the sound piercing the air. The man winced but his arm held steady. Nornish words demanded an answer. Leonel struggled to understand them. His mind wouldn’t hold still. The echo of laughter filled his ears. 
 
    The man’s eyes darted to Leonel’s bare chest and the quality of his gaze changed. Hard lines shifted to regret. He held up a palm. Something in the gesture made Leonel’s racing thoughts slow enough to comprehend the low voice that followed. 
 
    “Let go,” he said. “Let go and I will lower the sword.” 
 
    Lower it. Yes, he wanted that desperately, but the hand he had clamped around the blade didn’t trust this. He couldn’t get his fingers to open. It was mortifying, this fear that claimed his limbs and froze him in place. He could no more release the weapon than make the scar on his body fade away. The more he tried to push the feeling away, the worse it became. 
 
    This had happened to him before. After the tournament when his sisters had cornered him, when he hadn’t the strength to swim away from them, when he’d thought he was somewhere safe. They’d pinned him down, and the knife—he couldn’t even remember who held it anymore—had descended slowly toward his mouth. 
 
    “You think to smile at our loss,” they’d jeered. “Let us give you a gift of congratulations.” Lightning carved its way across his lips. The blade was so cold. “Whenever you think to enjoy your triumphs, remember this moment. Remember this: Dwell not on victory.” 
 
    He couldn’t move as they did this. He couldn’t even cry out, though his soul had screamed on the inside. The fear owned his body, as it did now. So long he had worked to eradicate the sentiment, to erase it from himself as was expected of him, but here it was, as if immune to all his efforts. 
 
    But what was he afraid of here? The man before him and blade he held? The man wanted to lower it. His eyes held remorse. It was Leonel himself who kept the threat in place. 
 
    We are not in danger, he told his fear, and instead of pushing it away, he met its gaze. He acknowledged why it had come and offered it reassurance. We are safe on the shore. 
 
    To his amazement, his racing heart calmed. His muscles eased, and slowly, his hand began to unlock from the blade. 
 
    Then a crash sounded and Isaura screamed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Isaura almost dropped the clay bowls in her hands at Jurek’s ferocious shout. 
 
    “Stand back from her ladyship!” 
 
    A whistle erupted from the sitting room. Leonel. Oh piglets! She’d forgotten to tell her brother someone else was here. Jurek was already strung tighter than a weaver’s loom because of Lady Katrin’s condition. If he came upon a stranger— 
 
    Shoving the bowls onto the cluttered bench, she whirled around to dash into the corridor. 
 
    She’d taken one step when the kitchen door crashed open. She screamed, losing precious time to react when four armed men strode into the house. They carried short swords, already drawn, flintlocks at their hips, and expressions that conveyed no intention for words. The kitchen was small and the men moved too quick to avoid. One of them locked a hand around her arm. Her free hand swept over the bench beside her. Landed on the pestle. She gripped it in her fist and brought down like a hammer on the man’s temple. He crumpled without a sound. 
 
    Everything stopped for a moment. Stunned silence fell as the other men stared down at their comrade. So did Isaura. Gods, she hadn’t killed him, had she? 
 
    Then one of the men let out a truly horrific stream of curses and pulled his flintlock. He aimed it at Isaura. She hurled a bowl at him, knowing it would be too late. A roar sounded from the hallway and the man glanced away. Jurek charged into the room and another of the intruders shifted to meet him. The bowl landed. The pistol went off. 
 
    The sleeve of her dress split open. Hot pain scorched her upper arm. She gasped, but found no blood, her skin and the fabric singed. She didn’t have time inspect it. All three assailants focused on Jurek. He wielded only a dagger, but he moved with such speed and ferocity, he gave them no quarter to attack. Not even to draw their pistols. 
 
    “Stand down, Captain,” one of them growled. He pointed at his chest, drawing her eye to the insignia over his leathers. “We’re with the enforcers. Lord Aron sent us to collect you.” 
 
    Lord Aron. Isaura’s heart raced. Jurek had barely arrived with Lady Katrin. How had they known to find them here? And why did they speak as though Jurek had committed a crime? 
 
    These and any other questions didn’t appear to matter to her brother. 
 
    “I don’t care if the All-Father sent you,” Jurek snarled. “You attack my family’s house. My sister. I’ll carve your heart from your chest.” 
 
    The trio lunged at him at once. Jurek ducked the swipe of one short sword, met another with the dagger blade, and grabbed the arm that wielded the third with his free hand. Skilled as he was, her brother wouldn’t last against so many in such limited space. Isaura didn’t care if they were enforcers acting on a nobleman’s orders. She wouldn’t stand by while they killed them. 
 
    Isaura snatched up the paring knife. She might have worn her bracers last night, but it had been a long time since she last wielded a knife. She didn’t give thought to doubt, letting instinct guide her throw. 
 
    It flew true. The man behind Jurek howled as it sank into his hand. His weapon dropped. Her brother took advantage of the moment, twisting out of his locked stance with the other two, deftly sweeping up the fallen sword. He clubbed the guardsman clutching his impaled hand. Sensing distraction, the remaining pair went on the offensive. Twice armed, Jurek met them blow by blow. The fight spilled outside. Her arm stinging, her ribs throbbing, Isaura grabbed the butcher knife and hurried after them. Their orders might have been to collect Jurek, but she feared they had lost sight of that goal in their lust to best him. In the wider space, they’d reach for their flintlocks, she was sure of it. No matter how impressive Jurek’s fighting prowess, gunpowder and a lead ball moved faster than a blade. 
 
    In the yard beside the stables, where she and Jurek once sparred under her father’s scrutinizing eye, her brother fought. Isaura crept close to one who attempted to gain distance while his comrade engaged Jurek. As she’d expected, his hand went to the pistol at his hip. She lifted the bulky knife and aimed for his neck, not letting herself think about what would happen when it landed there. 
 
    Someone grabbed a fistful of her hair and wrenched her head back. An arm went around her midsection and squeezed. She cried out. The knife fell from her hand. 
 
    “That’ll be quite enough, Captain,” the voice of her captor rang out. Bjarki. 
 
    Isaura tried to jab an elbow into his groin. His arm around her middle tightened and her knees almost buckled. The pain of her ribs made her vision speckle with black.  
 
    “Lay down your weapons and surrender yourself,” Bjarki said. “Your stubbornness only hurts your—” 
 
    His hands were torn away from her. Isaura stumbled forward at the sudden release, and Bjarki’s squawk of surprise became a shriek. She turned, startled. Leonel crouched over him, a knee pressed into his back. With one hand, he held him face down in the dirt while the other gripped Jurek’s sword, the blade firmly embedded in Bjarki’s shoulder. 
 
    “Release me,” Bjarki writhed under the sword point. “You’ll be sorry for this—You—I—” His voice strangled between whimpers and threats. The fool didn’t seem to understand he needed to stay still before the weapon mangled him completely. 
 
    Leonel appeared unmoved by his pain. The shards of blue in his dark eyes shimmered faintly when he lifted his gaze to hers. They held no expression, but he breathed as heavily as if he’d been running for hours. His face was sweaty, his hair damp. He wore no shirt and blood dotted the threads of his stitches. 
 
    “What occurs here?” 
 
    Isaura turned back to find Lady Katrin standing in the shattered doorway to the kitchen. Isaura’s eyes widened. Not ten minutes ago her ladyship had looked close to death. Now she appeared a bit fatigued but otherwise completely well, her pallor better than when Isaura had met her in Sigurd’s tavern. 
 
    She surveyed the tableau, her gaze lingering on Leonel a moment, before sweeping to Jurek. The two enforcers he’d been fighting held him between them. Isaura’s chest tightened. He must have surrendered when Bjarki grabbed her. 
 
    Lady Katrin gestured toward them, a quick flick of her fingers. “Unhand my captain.” 
 
    “We’ve orders to arrest him, my lady,” one of the enforcers said. 
 
    “For what reason?” 
 
    “On account of, well,” he glanced uncertainly at his fellows, then at Bjarki who seemed close to passing out, “of kidnapping you, my lady.” 
 
    A pause followed, and though her eyes did not meet anyone’s directly, the enforcers withered under her steely tone. “Does it appear I am under duress?” 
 
    “No, my lady.” 
 
    “Ensorcelled perhaps?” 
 
    “Er, no, my lady. But Lord Aron said you were ill. It was he who commanded us to retrieve you and arrest Captain Jurek.” 
 
    “Retrieve me.” She stepped out from the doorway, her steps as fluid as a swift-moving undertow. “Do I seem ill to you?” 
 
    None of them answered, their darted glances stunned when they touched on her. Even Jurek, his expression as ever guarded, couldn’t fully hide his bafflement. 
 
    Lady Katrin gave them a look so cold it could have frozen the ground they stood on. “Unhand my captain.” 
 
    They did, stepping quickly back. Jurek moved to stand beside Lady Katrin. 
 
    “Take your injured and return to the castle,” she told them. “You may tell his lordship that I will arrive shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” 
 
    “Tell him as well, that I departed of my own volition to meet the new healer of the village.” Here she paused, her jaw working. “Tell him, if he wishes me to continue the needlework he covets so, he will not respond with such exaggeration when I decide to get some air. It improves,” she examined her hands with a hint of wonder, “my dexterity.” 
 
    It was such an odd thing to say that no one moved or spoke for a moment. Jurek stalked forward a pace. 
 
    “You heard Her Ladyship. Go.” 
 
    Isaura hastened to Leonel’s side as the men retrieved their injured comrades from the kitchen. She placed her hand above Leonel’s on the sword hilt and together they removed the blade from a now unconscious Bjarki. He whined faintly but didn’t stir. She kneeled down, untying the apron around her waist and used it to staunch the bleeding. 
 
    “Did they hurt you?” Leonel asked, his gaze on her torn and singed sleeve.  
 
    “Only one of my better dresses,” she tried at a smile, though it felt strained, “and our kitchen door.” 
 
    There was no answering warmth in his expression. She glanced up as the men exited the house, relieved to see the one she’d struck on the head stumbled out with them. When they approached to collect their fallen commander, she told Leonel, “You should go back inside. It’s better if they don’t get a good look at you.”  
 
    “I will stay until they are gone.” 
 
    “These men work for Lord Aron. It’s getting darker out here and, well, you tend to glow in the dark. If they report something like that to his lordship—” 
 
    “Others will find out where I’ve gone.” He appeared to agree, but stood with reluctance. Or maybe that was pain. The fight seemed to have drained him of what strength he’d regained. His hands were shaking. He caught her looking at them and put them behind his back. 
 
    “Will you wait for me by the fire?” she asked. “I think we’ll need a drink after all this.” 
 
    “A drink of what?” 
 
    That made her smile. “We’ll think of something.” 
 
    He nodded and set off toward the broken entry to the kitchen. The enforcers gave him a wide berth as he passed and she worried they caught some glimmer of light on his skin. When he glanced over his shoulder at them, she realized it was his icy glare they’d shied from. 
 
    “Cleanse the wound with boiled salt water,” she told them as they hoisted Bjarki up. “And make sure it is properly sewn and regularly bound with oil of sage.” 
 
    They nodded, and were soon gone, departing on horses they’d hobbled among the trees. No wonder she hadn’t heard them coming. 
 
    “You have my thanks once again,” Lady Katrin said as Isaura joined her where she stood in the training yard, watching them ride away. “I will ensure reparation for the damage to your home.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lady. I am pleased to see you recovered, though I am astounded by it.” 
 
    Lady Katrin’s eyes met hers briefly before sliding away to where Jurek retrieved his sword from the ground. “It was not your doing?” 
 
    “No, my lady. My brother had scarcely arrived with you before the attack.” 
 
    Her gaze moved to where Leonel had been. “There was another man here. Who is he?” 
 
    Isaura groped for answer that would not be a lie. “One of my patients. He’d been injured recently.” 
 
    “He is from the capital? From Dinark?” 
 
    “He is…He spends most of his time upon the Failock, my lady.” 
 
    “A sailor. His name is not Fiskur?” 
 
    “No.” She frowned. “Do you know him, my lady?” 
 
    “It seems not.” A curious disappointment filled her eyes. “He reminded me of someone else.” 
 
    Jurek returned, his brow furrowed as he caught the end of the exchange. Lady Katrin spoke before he could. “We dare not tarry longer, Captain. I’ve no wish to risk your family’s safety any more than I already have. Your horse is in your family’s stables?” At his nod, she strode forward. “I await you there.” 
 
    “Should I not examine you first, my lady?” Isaura interjected. “If I can determine how you recovered, I may be able to assist you if the illness reappears.” 
 
    “I can’t allow the enforcers to arrive much ahead of us or Aron may send them again,” she said without pausing. “I will not exchange my well-being for yours. Say your farewells in haste, Captain.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” Jurek sheathed his blood-stained sword, expression grim when he touched the rip in Isaura’s sleeve. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re a terrible shot. Will you be all right?” 
 
    He sighed. “I was reckless. We smuggled her out of the castle at a time when her absence would be noted.” 
 
    “You feared for her health. What else could you do?” 
 
    “Lord Aron has been looking for ways to divide her from the castle guard. In my panic, I may have given him the excuse to do it. And for what? It seems she was in no danger.” 
 
    “Lady Katrin won’t let that happen, and she was in danger, Jurek. I have no explanation for how she recovered so suddenly.” 
 
    “Perhaps the gods are granting her a much-deserved reprieve,” he said, but didn’t seem convinced of it. “Have you found anything in the powders I gave you that may point to what’s happening to her?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I’ll keep looking.” 
 
    “If you do, send word to the castle. After this, I may not be able to return home for some time.” 
 
    Worry streamed through her veins. “Why? What’s going to happen to you?” 
 
    “A reprimand from his lordship at the very least,” he told her. “Nothing I can’t endure, don’t worry.” 
 
    His assurances only sharpened her worry, especially with her suspicion that Lord Aron was allied with sinister powers. Who knew what he was capable of? 
 
    “The man who was here,” Jurek said then, “will you extend my gratitude to him for his help, and my apology? I would tell him myself but I fear my presence would distress him further.” 
 
    “Your apology?” She thought of Leonel’s sharp whistle before the attack came, his damp skin and accelerated breath. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I found him near her ladyship. I think he only came upon her by accident and sought to help, but I…may have overreacted.” 
 
    She glared at her brother. “I can just imagine.” 
 
    Regret filled his blue eyes. “He came to your aid despite whatever nightmare I shook loose. I will not forget that. Will you tell him this?” 
 
    Her anger petered out in the face of Jurek’s remorse. “I will.” 
 
    He glanced at the sky. “It grows late. Will he be fit enough to return to his ship before nightfall?” 
 
    “He’s staying here tonight.” 
 
    “But Auntie Erla and Father won’t be back until after Night Market tomorrow.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Now he frowned. “You mean to stay here alone with him?” 
 
    “Jurek, I’m in my twenties and hardly defenseless.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “He won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Know him well, do you?” Jurek cocked an eyebrow, suspicion turning his mouth. 
 
    “We’ve met a few times. Merely a friendship, Jurek. Don’t give me that look.” 
 
    “Which look? 
 
    “That one. Because I might have a few questions for you in that case. About the woman who helped you in the alley last night, for example?” 
 
    His gaze shuttered. “She’s a sailor, nothing more.” 
 
    “Well. So is he.” 
 
    They stared at each other until he sighed. “As you say.” He lightly pinched her cheek. “I must go, but I’ll send someone out to repair the door in the morning.” 
 
    “No need. I can see to it myself. Will you be at Night Market tomorrow?” 
 
    “With Lady Katrin and Lord Aron, yes.” His voice roughened. “Forgive me the danger I brought here. If anything happened to you, I couldn’t live with myself.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand, recognizing the haunted look he’d worn so often as a boy. “Don’t be foolish. You had to come. And as it turns out, I was right. Knife-throwing is like swimming.” 
 
    “Only for you.” He kissed her brow. “Barricade the doorway, and for my peace of mind if nothing else, wear your bracers tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Leonel sat on the bench beside the fire and tried to get his hands to stop shaking. The scar over his lip throbbed in tandem with his stitches, but he felt…good. Which was an odd contrast given how terrified he’d been. The man had raced from the room at Isaura’s scream, abandoning his sword in Leonel’s hand. Leonel had hastened after him, but lingered at the doorway, unsure how to intervene in the fight underway. Or if he even could. Once again, fear wanted to hold his feet to the ground. 
 
    And once again, he’d given it space to exist rather than pushing it away. It pooled with his other thoughts, mixing itself with the rest of him, losing its all-consuming potency in the process. It hadn’t happened quickly—the fight had moved outside by then—but it had happened. He’d made it to the doorway. Then a man had crept up behind Isaura, and his fear propelled him forward along with everything else. 
 
    Strange. So strange to think these weaker emotions could lend him strength and resolve. At least, he’d always been taught they were weaker. He frowned. Like gratitude, what did the gods truly know of fear? They did not sicken, they could not be injured, and they did not die. He’d watched Isaura and her brother as they’d fought. There’d been fear, but determination too, one stacked upon the other, an inseparable combination that moved them to act. It hadn’t looked weak at all. It had looked powerful. 
 
    “Leonel?” she called to him as she entered the kitchen. A breeze trickled in with her, cool with the scent of night. It had grown dark, her shadow long behind her when she stopped in the doorway. She didn’t speak at first, her careful regard falling on him. “May I come closer?” she asked. “I want to check your stitches.” 
 
    Her steady presence comforted him, her words from the cave alive in his mind. 
 
    You are not alone. 
 
    It had filled him with an unfamiliar warmth that left him uncertain. He wanted it to be true, and he didn’t. He was accustomed to being alone. He trusted solitude. 
 
    Isaura continued to stand in the doorway, unmoving, and he realized she wouldn’t move until he answered. This was her sanctuary, but she waited until he invited her in. She gave him the time to feel ready, time he didn’t know he needed until now. That unfamiliar warmth swept through him again and left him breathless. 
 
    “Come in,” he managed in a low voice. “I am all right.” 
 
    “I’ll just make sure. Fresh stitches and fighting don’t mix well.” She strode inside as if there’d been no hesitation on his part at all and kneeled down to inspect him. 
 
    Her hands were gentle near the slash across his chest. He avoided looking at her, fearing her pity and judgement, until he noticed she did not attempt to hold his gaze. This felt as intentional as her evaluative touch, as if she sensed he did not wish to be seen while she looked at him. Almost, he wondered if she could read his thoughts. 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” she concluded. “A few are loose but I see no gaps. A bandage and another night of rest will help things to set. Stay here.” 
 
    “Your mate,” he said while she rummaged through a basket on the other side of the room. “He has gone?” 
 
    She returned with a long strip of white fabric and a frown. “My mate?” 
 
    “The other,” he swallowed down the bitter taste at the back of his mouth, “with the sword.” 
 
    She laughed slightly. “Husband, we call it, and I don’t have one. Jurek’s my brother.” 
 
    “He is of your kin? But his scent is nothing like yours.” 
 
    She glanced at him, startled. “I should hope not. He stinks like sweaty soldier half the time. He’s my adopted brother.” 
 
    “What is adopted?” 
 
    “He’s not my brother by blood.” 
 
    This was confusing. “Then he is not your brother?” 
 
    “Of course, he is,” her tone sharpened. “Family is bound by love, not just blood.” 
 
    If that were true, then he had no family at all. He thought of the way his sisters held hands as they walked into the main hall. Maybe he didn’t. They loved each other, but certainly not him. 
 
    Before he let himself think too long on that, his mind caught up to what else she’d said. She had no mate. The thought cheered him far more than it should have. He held very still as she wound the bandage around his chest, leaning close enough to feel the warmth of her skin against his. The firelight gilded her hair. It looked soft. He wondered what it might feel like gathered in his palm, spilling between his fingers. 
 
    These thoughts had no place in his head, but for once he didn’t discipline them. Far better to imagine his hands running through her soft hair than other more painful things chasing his mind. 
 
    “Jurek wishes to beg your pardon,” Isaura said into the quiet. “He regrets the threat he made against you.” 
 
    As ever, the ease with which this family admitted their wrongs surprised him. Like Isaura’s forgiveness, they made it seem like a simple thing, instead of an act to dread. More remarkable, although her brother’s contrition did not erase the terror of the moment, it gentled the memory of it. Curious, how an acknowledgement of wrongdoing could feel like a gift. He wasn’t sure what to say, so he cleared his throat and waved the offense away. They had more important topics to discuss. 
 
    “The woman with him, who was she?” he asked. 
 
    “She is Lady Katrin.” 
 
    “Is she allied with the ruler of your isle?” 
 
    “Lord Aron is her husband, but certainly not her ally. It’s our suspicion that he is poisoning her in some way.” 
 
    “Not poison,” he said. “She was infected with magic.” 
 
    Isaura’s head snapped up. “What?” 
 
    “It is the same magic behind the storms. She is the conduit on land I spoke of, the one through which the power is wielded against the sea.” 
 
    Isaura touched a hand to her mouth. “Lord Aron is using her somehow. Lady Katrin would never put anyone in harm’s way for greed. The Einarsson family has ruled this isle peacefully for generations.” 
 
    He nodded in agreement. “Yes, she didn’t appear to know why she was sick when I spoke to her. It is a strange puzzle. How does he work the magic through her without her knowing? She shouldn’t have any magic in her at all actually. It required much effort to remove the illness from her body.” 
 
    Isaura’s eyes widened. “You’re the reason she’s well again. That was why Jurek found you with her. You saved her life.” 
 
    “I only pulled the magic out of her. She should have died much before now,” he said, talking past the uncomfortable praise in her voice. “What I did should not have worked either. I wonder if…” He paused. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “In the sea, there is a legend about Black Pebble Coast—Eisland, I mean. I believe it only a story, though perhaps there is some truth.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    While Isaura finished bandaging his chest, Leonel relayed the old tale. 
 
    “Before the new gods, when the Eldingar still roamed the sea, there lived an immortal. In the Fathoms he was referred to only as Hafrun, which means “Ocean Secret” in Nornish. His true name was lost over time.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of him.” 
 
    “He was a powerful creature of magic with a great tailfin, webbed hands, and hair like a cape of seaweed. He was also the only one of his kind and his long, lonely life became a curse he could not escape.” 
 
    Leonel had always felt a parallel between himself and the old myth. At least he only had the one life to endure. An eternity sounded loathsome indeed. 
 
    “What happened to him?” Isaura asked. She finished with his bandage and set about shifting items off a large wooden object to one side of the door. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “The pantry closet is going to be our door for the night, but I’d rather not put my back out shoving it into place. It’s had enough punishment for one day—or two,” she added wryly. 
 
    He started to pull himself upright. “I will help you.” 
 
    “No,” she said sternly. “You will sit, or you can stitch yourself back up.” 
 
    So forceful. Why did it make him want to smile? 
 
    He lowered back to his seat. “I will obey, Healer,” he said, though he fully intended not to if she struggled. 
 
    “There’s a pleasant phrase,” she smirked, her cheeks turning rosy. “Go on with the story. What happened to this immortal?” 
 
    “What usually happens in tales like this. Hafrun fell in love.” 
 
    In his melancholy, Hafrun was caught unawares when an enormous wave crashed over him while fishing in the shallows. It tossed him onto the banks of a small isle filled with black pebbles. His magic weakened by the separation from the sea, his body broken and battered, death seemed inevitable, even for an immortal like him. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Isaura said, as she nudged the pantry closet a bit more into place. “He was saved by a human.” 
 
    “Yes, and would you believe she didn’t threaten to pan-fry his tailfin when they met.” 
 
    She laughed. “Did that worry you? Obviously, it was an empty threat.” 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    “I had no butter and garlic on hand to follow through.” 
 
    He smothered a grin. “Or perhaps you overestimated your skill?” 
 
    “Are you asking for a demonstration? Because I’m flush with ingredients now.” The narrowed look she sent him twinkled with humor. “What happened next?” 
 
    “The woman, Soley, found him. She tried to help him, but he was too heavy and she feared to tell others who might harm him more. As he lay dying, she wept for him, and the salt of her tears gave him enough of the sea to call on his magic. Afterward, Hafrun could not forget the woman and her mercy. He returned to those shallows often to see her walking the same shore where she found him, calling his name. He thought himself twice cursed, to love and be loved, and still be so alone.” 
 
    “That’s terribly sad.” Finished with her task, Isaura poured liquid into two cups and sat beside him on the bench. She handed one to him. “The drink, as promised.” 
 
    Leonel accepted the cup and tried not to notice the warmth of her leg against his. He kept his gaze fixed on the fire. The flames burned low, lending a bubble of soft light in the otherwise dark room. He took a deep gulp from his cup, startled to find it wasn’t water. It held a bitterness akin to the sleep tea, but different, with a thin foamy layer on top. Ale, he realized. It was nowhere close to the perfection of Ægir’s brew, but it was cool on his tongue and warm as it slid down his throat. A hint of sun-warmed earth lingered on his palette. He liked it. 
 
    “How does it end?” Isaura asked and sipped from her cup. 
 
    “Hafrun went to the Eldingar for help. He asked to be changed, to become a landweller. They agreed.” 
 
    “That’s surprisingly kind, given what we know of them now.” 
 
    “It’s said they were different before the war.” They’d been known for granting boons to those in desperation, which seemed strange for creatures who’d nearly destroyed the world. It was so long ago, who could say if it was true? “In exchange, Hafrun gave up his immortality, but the old gods could not remove all that he was. Some of his children were born with legs. Others had tailfins and remnants of his magic. So, it was decided that those with the mark of the sea must be returned to the Fathoms, and of his legged children, there must always be one who remains on the shores where their parents’ union began.” 
 
    She shifted to face him directly, her eyes wide. “That’s the origin of the merfolk?” 
 
    “The myth, at least.” Ava had relayed the tale to him in secret, having gleaned it from the billow maidens who’d sworn her to secrecy. Thankfully, Ava never felt compelled to uphold promises demanded out of spite. 
 
    Isaura tapped her chin. “Then if this is true and the Einarsson family have ancient roots in your world, it’s possible she is the conduit they’re using to call the storms.” 
 
    “And the reason she is both vulnerable and resistant to the magic. I can’t think how they do this. Any power she has would be…how is it said? Sleeping?” 
 
    “Dormant,” Isaura supplied. 
 
    “Yes, and not strong enough to create such storms.” He rubbed his temple. “So many currents moving in different directions, and we might be altogether wrong. I was told the Eldingar’s prison was inspected and nothing is out of place. If they are behind this, that is impossible.” 
 
    Isaura fell quiet a moment. “Who inspected it?” she asked then. “Was it Ægir?” 
 
    Leonel thought back, but couldn’t recall a name. “I don’t know. It’s doubtful he did it himself.” 
 
    “Whoever he sent, they lied,” she said firmly. “We know the Eldingar are involved. They tried to sway you to their side. The one who checked the prison is an ally of the enemy. It’s probably the same person who told Ægir about the laws you broke.” 
 
    He tugged at the scar on his lip, frustrated anew with himself. He should have considered this possibility already, but in the moment, standing before the king’s fury, his logic had abandoned him completely. 
 
    “Any number of his servants could’ve been dispatched to do it. I should return and find out.” He set the cup aside and stood. 
 
    “What, now?” Isaura stood with him. “But we just barricaded the entryway—Leonel, wait.” She put a hand on his arm when he attempted to move past her. “You can’t just show up there and randomly accuse someone.” 
 
    “I cannot hide here and do nothing.” 
 
    “Did I say that? Ægir trusts the word of whoever lied to him. If he didn’t believe you before, he still won’t. We should continue with our plan.” She shifted to step in front of him, blocking his way to the door. “How long can you safely stay on land?” 
 
    “Two days. Three, with difficulty.” 
 
    “Tomorrow evening is Night Market, an annual festival on Eisland. Everyone will be out dancing, drinking, and shopping, including the magistrate and the accountants of the Merchant House. It’ll be the perfect time to sneak in and get the information we need to anticipate the storms. Besides, you need to give those stitches time to set, and with my bruises,” she touched a hand to her side, wincing, “I could use your help this time.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue with her logic, and to his chagrin, he’d almost forgotten she was injured. She moved stiffly but otherwise showed little of her pain. Why had she insisted on moving the—what had she call it?—the pantry by herself if she was hurting? Could she be playacting pain she really felt to get him to stay? He nearly laughed aloud for the audacity of it—a lie that was the truth. 
 
    “By tomorrow night, the two days I can last will pass,” he pointed out. “I would need at least a few hours in my true form to reset that time.” 
 
    She considered. “Does it have to be the Failock, or can it be any water?” 
 
    “All water is family to itself, but the sea is best for me.” 
 
    “There’s another place, a hot spring not far from our house where you can safely change forms and keep your upper half dry.” He raised a brow and she firmed her chin. “I wasn’t exaggerating about those stitches. They need to stay dry or the wound will reopen.” 
 
    He glanced down at the organized stacks of thread marching down his chest. “I believe you. It is not the sea, but it should work.” 
 
    “Good, then it’s decided. You’ll stay.” The staying touch she’d placed on his arm slid down to clasp his hand. She tugged him forward. “Come, it’s late and we both need rest. I’ll help you up the stairs.” 
 
    “I can manage them,” he said, noticing that he followed anyway, as though her hand was a lure he couldn’t resist. 
 
    “What happened to that obedience you promised?” she said, taking down the candle from the sconce in the hall to light their way up. “I rather liked having you do what I say.” 
 
    “Are healers usually hungry for such power?” 
 
    “We accept worship too, if that’s your preference.” 
 
    Leonel withheld a laugh, wondering how she managed to coax these smiles out of him given recent events. He recognized her strategy, using humor as a gentle form of coercion. Still fresh from his failures, it was difficult in some ways to be the in the presence of someone so capable. And kind. He wasn’t accustomed to kindness. It left him without a frame of reference. He didn’t know what to expect, or what was expected of him. 
 
    It was also a dangerous thing to crave, this kindness she offered so freely. He should not accustom himself to it, no matter how it melted the bleak despair that had filled his lungs like ice. This partnership between them was temporary. Soon enough, he would have to return to a life without it. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked, pausing on the steps. “Are you dizzy? You seem a bit unsteady.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Leonel pulled his hand from Isaura’s, gritting his teeth to move past her. “I can manage this without help.” 
 
    Her steps paused, then caught up to him quickly. “Maybe I shouldn’t have given you the ale.” 
 
    He’d enjoyed the ale. He’d enjoyed her company and the peace of that room. Too much. It was all too much. He stumbled. Without thinking, he reached for her, and her hand was there. Immediately he pulled away, but she was closer than he realized and his shoulder collided with her chest with unexpected force. She let out a yelp. Her arms went up to catch herself. 
 
    He caught her instead, a hand going to her shoulder and her upper back. The candle fell and went out. He could see equally well without it, but the darkness startled her. Her cool palms pressed into his ribs. Her hair tickled his fingertips.  
 
    For a moment, they froze in the unintended embrace and Leonel was overwhelmed for an entirely different reason. His thoughts staggered to right themselves, captivated by the nearness of her and the pressure of her hands as they slowly fisted the fabric of his shirt. When had he last held someone this close? Long ago. So very long. The parted curve of her mouth captivated him, the warmth of her skin fogging his brain. He found himself leaning closer. 
 
    Her breath caught. He glanced at her eyes and found them wide and startled. 
 
    The sight was like diving into arctic water. What was he doing? 
 
    In quick order, he separated himself from her, ascending another step to put distance between them. Isaura’s expression was one of confusion as she watched him. He realized she could see him, the lights on his skin glowing in the darkness. She seemed out of breath. She touched her fingers to her lips. 
 
    He turned his face away, ashamed of himself. How could he have considered kissing her? Silver seas, landwellers might not even use their mouths this way to show affection. 
 
    And why would he be showing affection? Why had he thought she would want that from him of all creatures? Gods, he was worse than an amoeba. 
 
    He started up the stairs again, his body blessedly cooperating. 
 
    “Leonel, wait,” she said, but she didn’t follow. A clear enough message, not that he intended to ever repeat the transgression. He should stop and apologize. 
 
    “I…can manage on my own,” was all he scraped out. Coward. 
 
    Tomorrow. He would apologize tomorrow when his wounds did not make every part of him ache, when he’d reminded himself again, regardless of her words, in the end he was always alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    When Night Market began the following evening, Isaura decided merman were thoroughly and irrevocably confusing. Spending the day with him today proved that beyond any doubt. 
 
    The sun had already set, and an overcast sky hid the moon and stars, dipping the world in pitch. Isaura carried a lantern, though she’d travelled the path into the village so many times, she almost didn’t need it. From the sound of the untroubled gait a few paces behind her, neither did Leonel. Perhaps he could see in the dark. 
 
    A suspicion gathered in her thoughts, and for the first time since they’d left the house, she glanced behind her. She stopped. 
 
    “We can’t walk into town with you glowing like that.” 
 
    He halted as well, maintaining the distance between them as though she was a plague risk—the same pattern he’d followed all day long. 
 
    “This is my skin, Isaura. Should I remove it?” 
 
    “I’d settle for you turning it off.” 
 
    His shoulders stiffened. “Can landwellers alter the nature of their flesh?” 
 
    “No, but we also can’t switch between tailfins and feet.” 
 
    “This is the same as saying you can cut your hair and it will grow back.” 
 
    “That isn’t the same at all.” And once again, they were arguing over nothing, as they had been all day. “Can you hide the glowing somehow? With your magic?” 
 
    Silence followed, then the dusting of indigo light on his face and down his temples faded away. Her thoughts, ever contrary when it came to him apparently, regretted watching it disappear. 
 
    “Good?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Now that you are speaking to me at last, I ask again for your help.” 
 
    She sighed. “You still haven’t figured out how they work?” 
 
    “I have been holding up these—these—” 
 
    “Trousers.” 
 
    “Yes, these trousers since we left your sanctuary because you refuse to show me how the small shells work.” 
 
    “Buttons,” Isaura said, and sighed again. She supposed if he walked into the village on Night Market with his trousers around his ankles it would be just as conspicuous as glowing skin. 
 
    “You’re sure you won’t run away if I come near you?” she prodded, walking back to him. 
 
    “I have not run away from you,” he said. “I wish only to not swim past my boundary.” He tugged irritably at the clothing, making a low series of snaps in the back of his throat. 
 
    “Give it here before you rip them.” She set the lantern on the ground and pushed his hands out of the way. 
 
    “Why could I not wear the ones I had before? They were easier.” 
 
    “Night Market is an event for our village. Everyone dresses up—that is, wears better clothing.” 
 
    “Buttons make this clothing better?” 
 
    “Yes, just as lace improves mine.” 
 
    Though, with seven buttons on each side of the front flap, the garment was probably too complicated for someone who had never used them before. If she were honest, after the way he’d reverted back to treating her like a stranger today, she’d chosen it for that exact reason. Her stomach had been full of butterflies the night before when he’d caught her to him on the stairs. She could have sworn he’d wanted to kiss her, a shock rivaled only by her desire to let him. She hadn’t kissed anyone since Jan. That thought and a sudden onslaught of nerves made her breath stutter. Then, it was as if the sound woke him from a spell and he realized she was a toad he’d mistaken for a princess. He’d reeled away from like she was on fire. Worse, in the morning he’d pretended it hadn’t happened, his manner stiff, formal, and detached. Even during meals. Even when she’d taken him to the hot springs to change forms in safety. Relief had melted the strain on his face, but he continued to grow the distance between them. 
 
    The sudden reversal wounded her and she had no room in her mangled heart for another blow to her confidence. Thus, the buttons. Nothing satisfied a spiteful impulse like watching a man stumble along with trousers that wouldn’t stay up. 
 
    She frowned at herself now, feeling petty for it. 
 
    “Ah, you see,” Leonel said, misinterpreting the frown on her face. “These are not so easy for you either.” 
 
    Reminding herself that he could see perfectly in the dark even with his magic disguising his skin, Isaura smoothed her expression. 
 
    “Yes, I should’ve let you wear the other ones.” She finished buttoning one side and began on the other. “What did you mean before, when you said you don’t want to swim past your boundary?” 
 
    “It means I should not indebt myself more to you.” 
 
    “Indebt yourself how? We’re even, remember? We agreed.” 
 
    “You have sewn my wounds. You invited me into your sanctuary, though I offered you nothing. We’re not even anymore. A debt is owed.” 
 
    Was this why he’d been so impossible today? 
 
    “I absolve you of it.” 
 
    He exhaled a sharp breath.  “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “If you’re hurt, I will always help you, and you will never owe me anything.” 
 
    Now he was angry. “That is not how things work.” 
 
    “It does for me. Isn’t it better to simply help each other when we need someone? Isn’t that the way of friendship?” He jerked as if she’d struck him. “Hold still, I’m not done yet.” 
 
    He obeyed and fell silent. Midges buzzed in the wet grass alongside the path. Waves pushed against the shore in the distance. 
 
    “Are we friends, Isaura?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Is there a reason we shouldn’t be?” 
 
    “We are from different worlds.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And it could not last. Is it not better to avoid attachment in that case?” 
 
    “That’s like refusing a good meal because your plate will be empty at the end of it.” 
 
    “This is a strange comparison.” 
 
    “It’s perfectly apt.” 
 
    “It’s food, not friendship.” 
 
    “Doesn’t friendship feed the soul? We all need people in our lives we can count on, including those we only know for a season. Even if someone isn’t in your life forever, the time you knew them can change everything.” 
 
    Though not all change was for the better, she’d learned that well. Where would she be now if she’d never married Jan? Would she have preferred to have never met him? Life might’ve been easier if she’d hadn’t discovered she was barren. 
 
    Her mouth twisted. Barren. She hated the term, the way it referred to her body as if it were salted earth, devoid of life even though she was very much alive. Sometimes it felt like her body lied to her by feeling the same as it did before she knew she couldn’t have children. It was the strangest contradiction, to feel broken yet unchanged. 
 
    “I’m not saying we have to be friends,” she said when Leonel gave no reply. “But I do feel a connection between us.” He looked at her, his face as impassive as ever. Her cheeks warmed. She hadn’t meant to be that honest, but since she’d said that much, she might as well say the rest. “I find myself wanting to know about your world. About you.” 
 
    “Why?” he seemed genuinely curious, as if he didn’t realize how interesting he was. 
 
    “That’s what I’d like to find out. The trouble is, every time I think we understand each other, you pull away.” 
 
    “These things are difficult for me.” He stared at the ground between them. “I do not have your ease with others.” 
 
    “It’s not easy, believe me.” 
 
    “You make it appear so. I have no practice with it. I’m usually alone.” 
 
    Her heart squeezed. “Everyone thinks they carry their burdens alone, but they’re wrong about that.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “No?” She tipped her head toward one shoulder with a half-smile. “I have room here if there’s anything you’d like to hand off.” 
 
    He gave a low laugh and shook his head. “Isaura.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    He seemed about to say more, but in the next instant swallowed it down. He walked past her. “Come. Time passes and there’s much to do.” 
 
    She followed behind, disappointed. What sort of life led one to forego all trust in others? No wonder he had the loneliest eyes she’d ever seen. 
 
    You’re lonely too, her mind promptly supplied. She ignored it. 
 
    As they reached the empty alleys outside of Sell Street, laughter and the dance of bows across fiddles greeted them. They would have to make their way through the festivities to reach the Merchant House a few rows over. 
 
    Isaura smiled to see the silver and blue ribbons spilling from every awning as they neared the entrance to the market. Stalls crowded every cobblestone and teemed with people, voices calling out greetings and specialty items for sale. Despite the recent trouble, everyone appeared in a mood to celebrate. Lace caps adorned intricately braided hair, boots shined to a fine polish, homespun replaced with linen and fur. A thrill that reminded her of her childhood raced through Isaura’s veins. Rather than the solemn holidays in celebration of the gods, Night Market was a festival in which Eisland celebrated itself. Seeing it again, she realized how much she’d missed it during the years she lived in the capital. 
 
    Isaura would have surged ahead if Leonel hadn’t called her name. She turned to see him hanging back, gaze scanning the packed street with reluctance. How must it seem to him, all this strange color and noise and movement? Smells too, sugared breads, ales and savory stews, and…oh. Maybe he felt overwhelmed. 
 
    Pricked with sympathy, she went to his side. “Don’t worry, this is how Night Market normally looks, which is a good sign. If everyone is here then no one will notice what we’re up to.” 
 
    He didn’t appear reassured. “Is there a way around it?” 
 
    “It’s better if we’re seen strolling through in case anyone finds us wandering the outer streets later. Jurek’s men—the castle guard—wouldn’t trouble us, but the enforcers are another matter.” She studied him and the agitation seeping through the stoic façade he presented. “What’s bothering you?” 
 
    “Instinct mostly,” he said. “In the Fathoms, one does not swim into schools of creatures clustered into narrow space. It invites hunters.” 
 
    “Good thing we’re on land then. Here, it means community. A shared feast and an evening spent together. See? Everyone’s smiling.” 
 
    “Yes.” A hint of wonder touched his face. 
 
    She took his arm, arranged it against his side, and put her hand in the crook of his elbow. “There now, sailor, escort me in.” 
 
    He sent her a dry look, but his eyes crinkled at the corners. With a deep breath and a glint of interest replacing the uncertainty, he strode forward.  
 
    As soon as they entered the fray, Isaura recognized her mistake. Holding his arm like this may have helped Leonel to blend in, but it also implied a level of intimacy between them she hadn’t intended. Villagers she’d known since childhood greeted her warmly, sincere in their pleasure to see her well and home. Inevitably, curious gazes moved to Leonel, noting the arm she held and the closeness of their stance. No one commented on it and no one asked about Jan, but she could almost hear the conclusions they made in their heads. Isaura wouldn’t attend Night Market with someone other than her husband unless there was no husband. 
 
    Her cheeks burned. Eislanders abhorred gossip, but someone was bound to ask her father. The news would travel and soon enough everyone would know of her failed marriage. Then they’d want to know why. 
 
    “Isaura, what is it?” Leonel murmured as they walked, leaning down so she could hear him over the din. 
 
    “Everyone wonders who you are to me.” When he’d mistaken Jurek as her husband, she hadn’t mentioned she used to be married, and she hadn’t omitted that by mistake. 
 
    Leonel nodded to her concern. “I noticed this. Do I move wrong? Should I change the way I am walking?” 
 
    Perhaps they should both do that. If she didn’t walk arm in arm with him, she could claim he was a friend of the family, a sailor visiting Eisland for the first time, and nothing more. She glanced up at him. His eyes travelled with interest over the stalls offering dyed fabrics and intricate lacework, trinkets, and copper cookware. He didn’t seem to notice the way some of the younger maids manning them looked on him with the same appraising interest. Before she quite understood the restless feeling stirred by their admiration, Isaura leaned closer to him, tipping her head toward his shoulder in a silent claim. The heat in her cheeks burned its way into her hairline. 
 
    “Are you cold?” Leonel asked, but his voice held a strained quality. She didn’t dare look up at him, too embarrassed by her own behavior. He’d been perfectly clear he didn’t want a friendship, let alone something else. 
 
    She stumbled over that thought. Did she want something else? It was hard to ignore the solid feel of his arm beneath her hand, and even harder to forget the glimpse she’d had of him in the cave before she’d known he was hurt. The fact that he appeared completely unaware of his appeal was…appealing. Then there was that indefinable sadness about him, a vulnerability that felt familiar, one she wanted to soothe and to touch. 
 
    Isaura cleared her throat, aware that she’d drifted closer to him yet again. “No, I’m not cold.” Definitely not cold. “Oh look, there. They’re selling kleinurs. You remember the gift I’d brought that first time? Do you want to try it? I’ll go buy one for us. Stay here.” 
 
    She hared off toward the stall on the opposite side of the street before he could object. The sudden chill in the absence of his warmth helped to clear her thoughts, and she shook her head at herself. Yes, his sadness was the reason she’d practically crawled up his nose. Nothing to do with the fact that she hadn’t been soothed by someone in a very long time. She couldn’t remember when she last felt the pull of desire. She and Jan had no longer sought intimacy from each other several months before their marriage finally ended. Even before that, lovemaking had ceased to be an act of joy, polluted by unrealized hopes. Spontaneity replaced with procreation. Specific days. Specific positions. Eating this. Abstaining from that. And waiting. Maybe this month...Maybe this time…Maybe. Would it, could it, please, please, please work. 
 
    Her throat tightened recalling the shattering disappointment each month, swallowing sobs in the washroom so Jan wouldn’t know that she’d failed again. Logically, she understood it wasn’t her fault that her body wouldn’t cooperate and conceive, but the knowledge was intellectual, hovering like a fog that never penetrated her skin. As opposed to blame, which sank into her veins like blood and cycled relentlessly through her heart. 
 
    When the vendor handed her the kleinur, Isaura could only nod her thanks, wiping at her eyes as though they were troubled by stray sand on the breeze. The warm, sweet smell of fried dough helped to push the memory away. On a whim, she bought a packet of freshly made salted anise. She hated the candies, but Papa loved them. The alley that turned off toward the Merchant House came before the end of the street where Papa and Auntie Erla always set up their stall, but she could stop by later. He never had time to join in the festivities on such a busy night. 
 
    Isaura turned to make her way back to Leonel when a trio of minstrels arrived with their fiddles. Before she could cross the street, they began to play a cheerful, if somewhat frenetic, jig and an impromptu dance broke out among the shopping pedestrians. Worried Leonel might leave the place she’d parted from him, Isaura pushed her way through the crowd edging the dancers. She was a few stalls down when she finally made it. 
 
    He remained where she’d left him and stood watching the proceedings with a nonplussed, but enthralled, expression. Had he never seen dancing before? Likely not on solid ground. Eager to share the new experience, she hastened to join him. One of the maids from a nearby stall appeared at his side before she arrived. He leaned down to hear what she said and the girl rose on her tiptoes, her mouth right next to his ear. Isaura stopped. Was she asking him to dance? Would he agree? The hand not carrying her purchases twisted in the folds of her cloak, stung by the idea that he might wish to and even more troubled by how fervently she wanted him to refuse. 
 
    Leonel’s mouth moved and he shook his head. The girl pressed closer, gesturing. He drew back, meeting her eyes with a look that didn’t invite argument. He spoke again, dipping his head slightly, and turned away. After a moment, the girl shrugged and wandered off. 
 
    Stunned by relief, Isaura made her way to him. He glanced her direction, wary at first, his expression warming when he saw her. He nodded to the dancers, raising his voice to be heard above the music. 
 
    “They seem to glide, as they might in the water. I did not know one could do this with legs.” 
 
    “You sound so surprised. We can do many amazing feats with these sticks we stand on, you know.” 
 
    “So I am learning.” He flashed a grin at her and the rare sight took her breath away. Did he know the impact of that smile? It gave him a boyish quality otherwise invisible beneath the guarded look he always wore. “What did the girl want from you?” she heard herself ask and too late clapped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    If he thought the question strange, he didn’t show it while he watched the minstrels sawing music from their strings. “She invited me to dancing.” 
 
    “And you didn’t want to?” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “I am here with you. I will not dance with others.” As if he hadn’t just said the most astounding thing she’d heard in a long time, his gaze lighted on the pastry in her hand. “This is what you left to buy? What you brought me before in the cave?” 
 
    She nodded. He took it from her, holding it as he might a prayer bowl in cupped hands. A solemn expression fell over his face. “Thank you.” 
 
    She wanted to tell him it was only a pastry but recalled that he said he didn’t often receive gifts. This was meaningful to him in a way she didn’t understand. She kept her silence, offering a smile to acknowledge his thanks.  
 
    Examining the kleinur for how best to eat it, he adjusted his hold and took a bite. Chewed twice. His face froze. 
 
    She pressed back a laugh. “And? What do you think?” 
 
    He tried valiantly to hide his disgust. “It is very—The flavor reminds me of the great crab only…more vigorous.” 
 
    It took her a moment to catch his meaning. She pressed a palm to her brow. “It’s too sweet.” 
 
    Of course, it was. His usual diet wouldn’t include anything made with sugar. No wonder he looked like eating it thrashed his palette. 
 
    “Yes, very sweet.” With a determined glint in his eyes, he finished chewing the mouthful and swallowed. His pallor took on a greenish cast. 
 
    She laughed outright. “You hate it.” 
 
    “No, of course not,” he insisted, eyeing the pastry like a battlefield he was ready to die on. “It is,” his throat bobbed, “delicious.” 
 
    When he seemed about to take another bite, she quickly plucked it from his hand. “Stubborn fish. Give it back before you make yourself sick. It’s obvious you don’t like it.” 
 
    Worry and relief mixed in his gaze. “Are you angry?” 
 
    “Why would I be? You don’t have to enjoy something simply because I do.” 
 
    He didn’t reply, staring down at her with wonderment that reminded her of when he’d laid in her bed, hazy-eyed by the sleep tea, and called her strong. Such small kindnesses didn’t deserve the praise he gave them. Nor did she, for that matter, and it flustered her. Strong, indeed. If he only knew how fragile and uncertain she felt most of the time. 
 
    “Here,” she said, thrusting the packet of salted anise into his hand. “Try one of these.” 
 
    The music came to a finish and both dancers and spectators applauded with enthusiasm. The crowd blocking the area began to disburse. 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” she said, turning back to him. “The alley with the Merchant House isn’t far…” 
 
    She trailed off. Leonel’s eyes were closed, his head tilted back, his expression rapturous. Transfixed by the sight, Isaura almost didn’t realize the reason until she noticed the bag of candy he held pressed against his heart. 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “That tastes good to you?” 
 
    His eyes drifted open, and then down to her. “What do you call this?” 
 
    “Salted anise. Black licorice. Personally, I call it disgusting.” 
 
    He put a hand on her shoulder as he chewed, soft whistles escaping his lips. “It is miraculous. Fit for the gods.” 
 
    She snorted. “Or old men since they’re the only ones I know who eat it.” 
 
    “This only proves your elders are wise,” Leonel said, flashing that blinding smile again. He ate two more before handing the bag back with a contented sigh. Then, he took her hand and returned it to the crook of his elbow. “We continue?” 
 
    For a moment, Isaura forgot what he was and what they were there to do. For just a few heartbeats, she saw him as the sailor they pretended him to be, taking her for a turn around the stalls of Night Market, enjoying each other’s company with perhaps the promise of something more. 
 
    Then she blinked. The fantasy vanished, but the image of him, of more, did not disappear with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    They were being watched. 
 
    Isaura had led him down a path that branched off from the busy market area. Here, it grew darker without the abundant torchlight, and quieter, the sounds of merriment muffled by the brick edifices lining the stone street. 
 
    “The Merchant House is here,” Isaura whispered, pulling him to one side where a pair of large wooden doors barricaded a foreboding building. Snarling creatures had been chiseled into the eaves, as if to warn anyone who entered that they would not depart unscathed. Leonel couldn’t read the large, gilded words carved onto to the face of the door, but even the construction of the lettering seemed made to intimidate with its sharp, angry edges. Why did landwellers allow such a place to exist? Surely nothing good came from here. 
 
    “The magistrate’s office is one farther down,” Isaura said, urging him past it. 
 
    He flexed the arm she held to hold her in place. “No, we must wait a moment. Others are watching us from the entrance to the street.” 
 
    She didn’t glance behind, instead putting her back against the brick wall beside the doors, tugging him close. Very close. The scent of her blindsided him—shoreline blossoms and sea breeze. He leaned away to put space between them, but she grabbed his coller and pulled him flush against her. His breath caught. She wore heavy clothing, but aligned like this, he felt every curve and slope. 
 
    “Don’t move back,” she murmured. “Those are enforcers watching us.” 
 
    His slow, lust addled mind caught up a moment later. “You wish them to think we came here for pairing?” 
 
    “If that means being amorous, then yes. And if you could block their direct view of me, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “Why?” He moved to use his shoulders as a wall between her and the end of the street, ordering his body to calm itself at the same time. “Will they doubt what they see?” 
 
    “Oh, they won’t doubt it, that’s the trouble.” 
 
    “If this will cause them to challenge us, perhaps we should keep moving.” 
 
    Murmurs from the enforcers reached his ears. Leonel had seen two, though more could arrive. The voices quieted, but the lack of footsteps indicated they lingered at mouth of the alley. 
 
    “Put your hands on my waist,” she whispered before running her own hands up his arms, and over his shoulders. Her fingers played with the ends of his hair. Leonel swallowed a groan. “The trouble isn’t a confrontation, but rather the damage to my reputation if they recognize me while I’m in a…compromised position with a sailor in an alley.” 
 
    “What is meant by damage to your reputation?” Leonel settled his hands on her waist, his palms broad enough that his thumbs rested against the edge of her ribcage. Mindful of her bruises, he kept the touch light. Warmth spread from her slender frame and set his skin to tingling. 
 
    He shoved his thoughts away from the sensation. This was for show, not real. 
 
    “It means I’d compromise my good name,” Isaura said. Catching his puzzled look, she added, “People would think badly of me.” 
 
    He blinked in surprise. “For pairing?” 
 
    “For doing so outside of mar—outside an established and recognized union.” 
 
    “Without a mating oath, I see. So, your kind does not give pleasure to one another unless they are bonded?” 
 
    “They do, it’s just seen as shameful if others know about it, and especially if it’s done somewhere like this.” 
 
    “Will they not then interrupt us?” 
 
    She grimaced. “No. They probably think you’ve either purchased my time or I have questionable morals.” 
 
    His brow crinkled. “And this is not seen as shameful?” 
 
    “It is, but—There’s really no explanation that will make sense here. Propriety is a concept as hypocritical as it is ridiculous. Anyway, it’s not just that. There’s also the fact that I…” She paused and pursed her lips, then seemed to come to a decision. “I was married before. That’s why everyone was looking at us. Most don’t know I’m not anymore. Married that is. I suppose they do now, but I’d rather they didn’t think I would let a man take me into an alley like this.” 
 
    Her voice held a flippancy he didn’t believe. It was said landwellers didn’t mate for life as the merfolk did, but seeing the pain the admission caused her, perhaps their unions began with that intention. Why hadn’t she mentioned this when he’d mistaken her brother for her mate? 
 
    With a start, he realized she might have been embarrassed to tell him. He tried to reconcile this with the confident, unshakeable person he knew. Had this former mate rejected her? The thought made him furious until he remembered the way she’d spoken of friendship between them and the damning silence of his reply. He hadn’t trusted the offer. Why would she want his friendship after witnessing the ignoble mess he’d been in? Surely, that had been an offer issued from pity.  
 
    Had he hurt her with this refusal? How terribly wrong he’d been. 
 
    Oblivious to his thoughts, Isaura peeked around him and then shifted back. “They’re still there. Lean closer. We have to be more convincing.” 
 
    Leonel complied, drawing her gently to him. He understood now the mistake of his distrust. Isaura had only ever been forthright with him. Her candor unfailing. Her kindness given without expectation. A swell of emotion filled his chest as he contemplated her sincerity, this gift she’d extended from the moment they’d met. He didn’t know how to explain his uncertainty in these areas, how often he had risked his faith and been harmed. But this distrust was for himself, not her. 
 
    “Tell me what to do,” he said softly. “Tell me how landwellers show affection.” 
 
    Her eyes rose to his and dropped just as quickly. Nervous? For him or for the suspicious eyes watching? 
 
    “We put our arms around one another—uh, which we’re already doing. We also,” she shivered when he leaned closer, “touch each other. Sometimes.” 
 
    “Like this?” He lifted one hand, brushing her cheek with his fingers. 
 
    Her eyes closed briefly. “Yes.” 
 
    “But only sometimes?” 
 
    “Not everyone likes it.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    She nodded, reaching up to cup his jaw. Such a small gesture, one he wouldn’t have expected to send a cascade of heat over his skin. Did she want…What did she want? There’d been a look in her eyes earlier, an invitation he thought, but she’d hidden it so quickly he had doubted afterward. 
 
    He dipped his chin, brushing his lips over her temple, her brow, the bridge of her nose. The hand on his cheek moved to the back of his head and urged him down. Leonel struggled to hold himself in check. Did landwellers kiss? He didn’t know. He needed to ask. 
 
    “Isaura.” 
 
    She inclined her face, her eyes half-closed. “Yes?” 
 
    “You spoke of friendship before. Is it,” his mouth hovered closer to hers, “Is it too late to accept?” 
 
    She smiled. “No.” 
 
    “No, it’s too late, or no, it’s not?” 
 
    “Are you teasing me?” 
 
    “Possibly. This depends on your answer.” 
 
    “Troublesome fish. Couldn’t you feel we were friends already?” 
 
    “I feel…” He wanted to admit that he felt the connection she’d spoken of, but even thinking the words make his skin clammy with fear. “I feel…I should kiss you.” 
 
    She breathed a laugh. “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    Leonel didn’t know if it was her laugh, her playful words, or the press of her cool hands on his hot skin, but his thoughts scattered completely. With a soft whistle, his mouth sank into hers. Chilled lips. Soft heat. He tried to go slowly, but quickly lost himself to it. He pressed her back against the wall, bracing a hand beside her head while his fingers slipped into the threads of her hair. Her mouth met his with equal ferocity, open, demanding, her body eager. Her hands found their way beneath his shirt, fingertips grazing over his abdomen, cautious of the still healing wound on his chest. It was this that dragged a moan from his throat, the thoughtfulness, the desire to spare him any pain. 
 
    Distant chuckles pulled him from the delirious fog. Reluctantly ending the kiss, he looked toward the mouth of the alley where the two city men stood. They gave him a brief applause before one called, “Go on and take her back to your ship for the night, sailor. There are families about.” 
 
    Unsure of what reply he should give, Leonel adjusted to keep Isaura hidden and sent them a wave. They waved back, still laughing to themselves as they left. When he was certain they’d gone, Leonel turned back to her. His eyes went immediately to her mouth and he almost fell upon it once more when she spoke. 
 
    “It seems we were convincing.” Her voice came out raspy and breathless which tempered the disappointment of remembering this wasn’t real. Even if it hadn’t been, she’d enjoyed his attention. 
 
    His smile was slow and soft. “I was rather convinced myself.” 
 
    “I didn’t know we shared similar,” suddenly shy, she gestured between them, “ways.” 
 
    “Neither did I.” 
 
    A flush pinkened her cheeks, her lips swollen in a way that made him want to clutch her to him again. He didn’t. He wouldn’t. Friendship, they’d said, and if he understood what she’d told him about ‘propriety’ and ‘reputation’, then landwellers did not pair freely and widely as was done in the sea. He would not pursue more than she wished to give. 
 
    He lowered his arms to his sides and stepped back. “We continue?” 
 
    “Right.” She shook herself and pushed away from the wall. “Right. The magistrate’s office is just one farther down.” 
 
    Leonel gazed down the street, then up at the building they stood before. 
 
    “Can we not simply enter here?” he asked. 
 
    “Not unless you have a key or a hidden talent for lock picking.” She pointed to a hunk of metal threaded through a metal bar drawn across the gate. “That’s an iron padlock. Even Jurek’s sword would have trouble cutting it off.” 
 
    Leonel considered the contraption, hefting the solid weight of it in his hand. It was more substantial than the cages landwellers dropped onto the ocean floors to catch crab, but the material felt the same. He leaned over the lock, then closed his eyes, using his trident to draw the might of the sea into his palm. Light flared. Isaura gasped softly. The lock turned brittle in his hand, and when he opened his eyes, rust had corroded it completely. The amazement on Isaura’s face made the slight curl of nausea worthwhile. 
 
    He snapped the lock off the gate with a hard twist, and handed it to her. “There. This way is easier. No chance of falling.” 
 
    “You’re a marvel,” she stared at the broken contraption in disbelief. “It must be so handy to have magic.” 
 
    “It is a useful tool,” he agreed, deciding not to mention the cost of using it. He much preferred the dazzled look she wore to one of worry. And yes, his pride enjoyed impressing her too. 
 
    She set the lock aside and pushed the bar out of the way. One side of the double doors swung open silently. 
 
    “Can you stay hidden out here and keep watch?” she asked. “I’ll be as quick as I can, but I’d rather not have any sudden surprises this time around.” 
 
    “How can I warn you if someone approaches?” 
 
    She tapped her chin and eyed him sidelong. “A whistle, perhaps? 
 
    He grinned. “This I can do.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Only a short time had passed when a series of horn blasts snapped Leonel to attention. Irritated the sound had startled him, he moved away from the gate, shifting across the path to where the shadows were thicker beneath an overhang. He’d been watching both entrances to the street, but his thoughts had wandered too, his mind replaying the kiss until he felt overheated in his landweller clothing. Careless. A guardian should never let down his guard. This was certainly not the moment to fantasize about the scent of her hair and the pliant feel of her body in his hands. 
 
    The horn blasts repeated and this time he caught the direction they came from. Growling at himself, he turned his gaze toward the end of the street that led to the market. People moved to either side of the path, the murmur of conversation quieting, music falling silent. He considered signaling Isaura but refrained. Although the people seemed wary, they didn’t appear alarmed. 
 
    Armed men filed past two-by-two. Leonel recognized the clothing as matching what Isaura’s brother had worn, though the style differed slightly from his. Castle guard, she’d called it. 
 
    “Make way for Lord Aron and Lady Katrin,” the pair at the front called. 
 
    Leonel recognized the woman as the same person from Isaura’s house. She looked well, he was glad to see, the effects of the magic fully purged from her blood as he’d hoped. Beneath her cloak, she was dressed in blue skirts with much of the lace embellishment Isaura said conveyed expense and formality. The man beside her wore only black, buttons of gold stacked along the outer edge of his breeches and the high collar of his shirt. Katrin held his arm, her expression stony when he leaned close and spoke into her ear. 
 
    Lord Aron. The one in league with the anonymous ally of the Eldingar. Fury spread through his limbs. He could follow this Lord back to this castle on the bluff he resided in. The landweller might be able to hide behind his many guards, but the method he used to wield the storm magic, that he would not be able to disguise from Leonel. Without it, the man had as much power over the sea as any human. 
 
    With a sharp click, he took a step their direction, and stopped, glancing at the Merchant House. He could not leave with Isaura still inside. He stood, indecisive. They would pass by in a moment, delaying only to wave at the people where they bowed. 
 
    Except for one who didn’t. Leonel’s gaze settled on a woman standing at the entrance to the alley, not even dressed in a cloak, let alone lace. Her garments had no sleeves, the pants ending at the knees with high boots. Long silver-gold hair— 
 
    He startled and stepped forward. “Ava.” 
 
    His astonished whisper had been barely audible, but she turned and saw him immediately. Her surprise turned to joy and she sprinted toward him. He almost didn’t have time to brace before she launched herself into his arms. 
 
    “Leonel,” her voice shook. “Little brother. How I feared for you.” 
 
    He had no reply at first, taken aback by her uncharacteristic anguish. She had always loved him best—or at all, since the others never had—but anger was her usual response to his maltreatment. 
 
    “A friend has helped me,” he said and pulled back to find tears spilling down her face. Now he was alarmed. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Nothing, nothing.” She wiped roughly at her cheeks. “They’ve been watching me so closely I haven’t been able to get away and you know how I hate it there.” 
 
    “They always do that. You wouldn’t weep for it. Tell me the truth, Ava.” 
 
    She stepped back with a watery smile and shrugged. “I hadn’t expected they would be so strict about it this time. I would’ve come to find you sooner if not for them. I won’t even speak to my father. What they did to you—” 
 
    “I’m all right,” he cut her off, heart already thudding at the memory. He took a deep breath. “Somewhat, at least.” 
 
    Her eyes scanned him, a brow rising as she noted the garments he wore. “You do look cared for. You say a friend has helped you?” A hint of her usual twinkle returned to her amber eyes. “A comely landweller, perhaps?” 
 
    “Ava,” he sighed. 
 
    “You deserve happiness, Leonel,” she said, abruptly serious. She took his hands. “I mean it. Forget their laws about the divide between land and sea. Find yourself some piece of joy and keep it. You swore your loyalty and service as guardian, not your entire soul. Your heart is yours and worth far more than all the gold in my father’s palace. Remember that. Will you promise?” 
 
    “Ava, what aren’t you saying? First tears and now sisterly advice? Please tell me what’s wrong.” Cold filled his stomach. “It’s your renewal, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When?” he demanded. 
 
    “By the next new moon, when the tides are highest.” 
 
    He glanced at sky. It was hidden behind clouds but he felt the full moon’s tug on the sea. “But that’s so soon. It’s nowhere near time.” 
 
    “After we host the monarchs of Asgard, my father thinks it best for me to take the oblivion sleep. I think he wants me to forget how much I hate him now.” 
 
    “And our mother? What did she say?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “It almost seemed like she waited for me to say something, but what can I say?” 
 
    “That you refuse,” he gripped her shoulders. “Ava, tell them you don’t want to forget.” 
 
    “I am the sun shining through,” she whispered. “I am Himinglava, the ephemeral, the fair weather. My life must be renewed or that which makes the Fathoms shine beneath the daylight will cease to be. No,” she pressed her fingers to his mouth when he began to argue. Tears filmed her eyes again. “Leonel, there are some things that cannot be changed.” 
 
    “But you deserve happiness too.” His throat tightened. “I don’t want to lose my sister.” 
 
    “Then remind me when I wake up. Tell me of the life I lived. I only—” Her gaze turned to the market street and froze just as Isaura’s brother walked past. Jurek moved with a deliberate stride, his back straight, his eyes watchful from beneath the proud arch of his helm. Ava watched him until he passed beyond the view of the alley. 
 
    Then her eyes closed. “I only came to say goodbye.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    It took far longer to locate the documents she sought than Isaura would have liked. Once she focused her search on the head accountant’s office rather than the desks of the clerks, it took no time at all to find the false panel in the wall. Inside the hidden compartment she found two unmarked, leather-bound ledger books and a map of the Failock’s shipping lanes. The first ledger listed a series of purchases and sales tabulated along one column with staggering numbers of profits. It held no names, nothing to identify whose gold these numbers represented. It might as well have been in code, but there was just one family in Eisland with this much wealth, and the dates only went back to a few months after Lady Katrin’s marriage. 
 
    She set it aside to examine the second book. Her pulse spiked. The harbormaster’s schedule, just as she’d hoped. Her finger traced down the list of arrivals and departures. Some merely had a notation of the cargo delivered and the destination it was bound for next. Others had a line drawn through them, the letter “K” beside the entry. Could that mean “King”, as in the ships that represented his interests overseas?  
 
    A horn blast sounded outside and Isaura jumped hard enough she nearly tossed the books in the air. Was that an alarm? Had the broken lock on the gate been discovered? She blew out the candle and scurried behind the meager cover of the accountant’s desk. She hadn’t missed Leonel’s signal, had she? 
 
    There came a mild cheer from the direction of Sell Street and Isaura exhaled heavily. The castle procession. Jurek had said they’d be passing through Night Market. 
 
    “Nerves of steel, that’s what I have,” she muttered. The sooner this was done, the better. Leonel must be wondering what was taking so long. 
 
    As she relit the candle, she imagined him waiting out there in the dark, her pulse accelerating for a different reason. She hadn’t needed to see him to remember the sight of the powerful form he’d pressed against her. It was ridiculous, really, to dwell on the kiss they’d shared, no matter how blindingly good it had been. It was only a ruse to throw off suspicion. Her body hadn’t seemed to understand that. Every nerve ending sprang to life in ways she thought it no longer could. She’d forgotten herself in the midst of it. Had he as well? That possessive mouth moving against hers, the grip of his hands, the way his belly fluttered under her touch, that hadn’t felt like pretend. And she hadn’t wanted to stop. 
 
    That surprising thought sent tingles racing along her skin. 
 
    This is no time for tingles. 
 
    Whatever that was and whatever she was considering, now was not the moment. She had work to do. 
 
    Isaura reopened the second book and studied the harbormaster schedule anew. The point of origin for each one was Dinark. She counted ten on this page that had been crossed out, all of them with the “K” beside the entry, but she didn’t recognize the ship names. She should have learned which ones had gone down before coming here. An incredibly foolish oversight. 
 
    She turned the page, finding three more. An additional two on the next. Her hand stopped over the last one. 
 
    “The Vinsundr,” she whispered. The ship she had sailed on. The faces of the stalwart crew flashed through her mind; Gunnar, young Kristofer, the grim expression the captain wore moments before lightning shredded the mast. Another “K” stood beside it; the name crossed out like the lives of all those sailors. 
 
    And below it, a few lines down, another ship with the letter written beside it, only this one had no line drawn through it yet. The Dreki. It had left Dinark a week ago. 
 
    “A week ago,” she breathed. Was it still sailing or had it already been destroyed? 
 
    Another had departed yesterday and yet another was scheduled to leave tomorrow. Isaura rushed back to the desk with the book, hurriedly locating parchment, quill and ink. Her letters were a frantic scrawl as she copied the details. Then, she hurriedly returned the ledgers to the compartment, hesitating over the map. If she took it, someone would know the office had been tampered with… 
 
    There was no help for it. She didn’t have another on hand and the urgency was too great. She’d have to hope the accountant would simply believe he hadn’t included it with the ledgers last time he’d written in them. Her mouth twisted. Yes, because men with clandestine dealings of this sort tended to lack attention to detail. Sure. 
 
    Nevertheless, Isaura slipped it into her satchel along with the sheaves of information she’d copied. Arranging everything on the desk exactly as it had been when she arrived, Isaura extinguished the candle, slipped out of the office, and made her way in the dark to the entrance door.  
 
    Leonel stood in profile to her, his gaze unhappy as he stared down the alleyway that led away from Sell Street. 
 
    “Trouble?” she asked, closing the door quickly behind her. 
 
    He didn’t startle but the familiar guarded expression fell over his features when he turned to her. “Did you find what is needed?” 
 
    “I found everything.” She waved him forward. “Come on, I’ll tell you on the way.” 
 
    “On the way to where?” he asked, following. 
 
    “The harbor. You have leave,” she told him. “Right now.” 
 
    By the time they arrived to docks, Isaura relayed everything she’d found, though it took some effort to explain the illustrations on the map. 
 
    He traced the outline of Dinark and Eisland with one finger, frowning. “These shapes are incorrect,” he murmured. “And the flow of the sea along these lanes is not as this.” He lifted his head and pressed the map back into her hands. “But I will find their ships. I will challenge the storms.” 
 
    Fear needled down her back as she imagined him facing the onslaught, the violence of the wind and the water. 
 
    “I want you to come back,” she said suddenly. “Afterward.” 
 
    “Come back?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said and rushed to provide a plausible reason that wouldn’t reveal too much. “It’s would be safer if you stayed on land, wouldn’t it? At least until we’ve stopped the storms and you have the proof you need.” 
 
    “Where would I stay?” 
 
    “With me, of course.” 
 
    He stilled. “With you.” 
 
    The impulse to back away from the invitation came over her. What if he said no? What if, despite agreeing to a friendship, he preferred to keep his distance? Or came to regret his choice? 
 
    Isaura swallowed hard and quieted the clamor of her fears. When she was at her lowest, knowing she had her family and a safe harbor to go to was the difference between survival and despair. He would be in mortal peril out there. It might help him too. 
 
    “Take refuge here, Leonel,” she said. “In the hayloft, I’ll arrange a bed and food. You’ll have privacy there, safety. If you want it.” 
 
    He gazed at her, a mixture between trust and disbelief caught in the blue shimmer of his dark eyes. A moment later, it settled, certainty replacing both. 
 
    “I accept,” he said, and then softer, “Gratefully.” 
 
    She exhaled. The relief made her bold and propelled her forward. She stepped close, reached up. “Clever fish,” she told him and pressed a quick kiss to his lips. 
 
    “What was this for?” he asked. 
 
    She grinned at his star struck expression. “For luck.” 
 
    The surprise faded and a slow smile spread over his mouth. He pulled her closer and returned the favor, a lusty kiss worthy of the tales told of the merfolk. It left her breathless. 
 
    “That was,” she touched her lips with a laugh. “If that was for luck, I think I have enough to last the year now.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” he said. “That was for you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    A ship limped into port the next day, the mast shattered, the crew shaken, but all accounted for. A dockworker arrived to the house to fetch Isaura to tend to the injured. Papa accompanied her and the young lad relayed the tale of what happened to the Dreki, his eyes wide, his hands gesturing wildly as they made their way to the anchorage. 
 
    A great storm fell upon the ship suddenly, he said, lightning slicing the sky, waves tearing into the hull. And then, a light shone from the sea. Magic and gods, the boy told them, his eager face shining as though he’d swallowed a jewel. 
 
    “Nay, it’s the merfolk they claim to have seen,” Harbormaster Elin told them as she escorted them to the Dreki. 
 
    “That storm must have drowned their wits,” Papa said. “There are no merfolk in the Failock anymore. Not since I was a young man.” 
 
    “Captain Viktor is as clear-eyed as they come, Johan. Can’t say that I know what to think, except that I’ve never seen a ship come home with this kind of damage and a full crew.” 
 
    Isaura made no comment, her heart pounding. This confirmed all their theories. Lord Aron was behind the storms, aiming their power at the king’s ships and aiding an enemy he had no comprehension of for greed and spite—only this time, the attack had been foiled. Isaura pursed her lips to hide her smile, bursting with pride. She only wished Leonel had kept himself from being seen. He was usually so careful about that. If Lord Aron heard these tales, the Eldingar would find out about his interference. What had changed? 
 
    As she attended to the injured sailors, it became clear. 
 
    “It was as though the water grabbed me from the deck,” one young man said as she stitched a three-inch cut over his brow. “I couldn’t get to the surface, like I was anchored down in the dark. And then,” awe spread over his face, “he came.” 
 
    “Who did?” her father asked, passing the jar Isaura gestured toward. 
 
    “There was light on his skin,” the man touched his temple. “Like those deep-sea fish that sometimes come up at low tide. He had a tailfin but a man’s face. That’s when I knew he was of the merfolk, like my grandfather used to tell me stories about.” 
 
    “He carried a three-pronged spear,” another sailor whose leg she’d bandaged said. The woman lifted a hand. “Looked like a torch of blue-light. He gathered us up, we handful that were dashed overboard, and he didn’t let us go, fighting the storm that tried to wash us away.” She shivered and Isaura remembered the terror of the storm, the powerlessness in the cold and the dark. 
 
    “What happened then?” Papa asked.  
 
    “The light of his weapon shone so bright I had to look away.,” the other man whispered. “‘Hold fast’ he told us. He shouted at the skies, words we didn’t know. The waters calmed after that and still he didn’t leave us,” tears filmed his eyes, “not till the skiffs were lowered and we were safe aboard. Even then, we caught glimpses of him following along, watching over us as we sailed for port.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to make of it,” her father said as they rode home in the carriage. “They all tell the same tale so it must be true, at least partly.” He rubbed at his chin. “The merfolk returned to the Failock. A blessing from Ægir, it must be.” 
 
    Isaura frowned. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Who else but the gods could have returned them? Only the merfolk ever cared to rescue sailors from drowning. It’s why they were always considered lucky.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It couldn’t have happened at a better time with all these odd storms plaguing the seas.” 
 
    “Why did they disappear to begin with?” Isaura asked. It was a question she’d resisted posing to Leonel. She’d come to notice any reference to his vanished people put a loneliness in his eyes she couldn’t bear to see. 
 
    “They offended the gods in some way, I suppose. No one truly knows but them.” 
 
    I was punished. 
 
    Isaura thought of Leonel’s words. She remembered the flash of her needle in the sunlight while she stitched his chest back together. Like a watered seed, the more she thought of it, the angrier she became. What impotent gods they must be, if they are so easily offended. 
 
    And how heartbreaking, that undercurrent of blame he directed at himself, even as he bled onto the stone, bent in agony. The memory followed Isaura while she arranged a space for him at the very back of the hayloft. It seemed a striking parallel between them, this self-condemnation, this willingness to shoulder a burden that was not wholly their own. Leonel had only meant to find the source of the storms by saving her life. He committed all of himself to fulfill his oaths as guardian. To be what he had promised to be. What more could they ask of him? 
 
    Isaura mounded fresh straw beneath a soft blanket, her thoughts drawn close under the low roof. She put the question to herself: What more could she have done? She had tried so hard after the diagnosis, giving Jan everything else she had because of the disappointment she’d brought to their marriage. She’d made herself the ever-attentive wife, always listening, never complaining, and certainly never speaking of the great gaping hole spreading between them. It struck her then, how she’d ceased to be the person he'd fallen in love with. Perhaps she’d known this on some level. It explained why she so often said their divorce was not entirely his fault. But, she realized, it wasn’t entirely hers either. She hadn’t imagined the look in his eyes that said he was giving up something precious because of her. She hadn’t imagined the absence of his reassurance. It prompted her to forbid ever speaking of it. She shouldn’t have done that and he shouldn’t have agreed. In that silence, the love between them corroded until there was nothing left. 
 
    Leonel did not return that night, nor the next. The two ships the ledgers had predicted to be hit by storms next, arrived to Eisland’s harbor on the third day. Like the first, their hulls were damaged, their masts mangled by an uproarious sea, but they, and all their crew, had survived. More tales of a protective merman spilled from the sailors’ mouths, and as she’d feared, they drew the attention of Lord Aron. 
 
    He arrived without fanfare to the deck of the Isbjörn, flanked by a pair of his enforcers who were thankfully not the same as those who’d come to the house. Even at a distance, his presence beckoned the eye. He did not have the imposing look of a warrior with his bright hair loose around his shoulders. He had a lean frame lean, his shoulders square but not broad, and yet his presence weighted the air like a raised blade. Her father, noticing the fumble of the bandages in her hands, followed her gaze. He swore an oath under his breath, and stood. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she said. 
 
    Papa’s gaze held on Lord Aron with a steadiness that made her anxious. “I thought his lordship might take a turn around the harbor after all the stories that have sailed in. He’s ignored my requests for an audience at the castle, but I wonder if he’d be so bold here.” 
 
    She rushed to her feet and clasped his arm before he could move. “What happened at the house was a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Let him call it a misunderstanding to my face,” Papa all but growled. “He attacked my children in their home.” 
 
    “The only thing hurt was our door, and it’s been repaired.” 
 
    “It turned out that way because there happened to be a mariner with some honor staying with us, and Lady Katrin intervened. Noble or not, I’ll have him answer for such an attack.” 
 
    She set her jaw and tugged on his elbow until he faced her. She lowered her voice. “We put a sword through the shoulder of his lead enforcer. There’s nothing to be gained in holding a grudge, except trouble. For Jurek most of all.” 
 
    Papa tilted his head skyward and exhaled his dismay. “Politics is the only reason that knave still lives. I miss the old days when a king would simply behead the kin that tried to lever him out of his throne.” 
 
    She patted his arm. “Yours is an odd sense of nostalgia, Papa.” 
 
    “I’ve heard tell from your brother that Lady Katrin’s health has turned again. The gods watch over her and her sister. I don’t know what will become of Eisland without the Einarsson family.” 
 
    Three storms within a week of each other. Isaura feared even with Leonel’s recent aid and the storms he dispelled, Lady Katrin wouldn’t endure much more of the sickness the magic inflicted on her. Not at this rate. 
 
    Lord Aron stood beside the ship’s captain who gestured wildly with his hands. Isaura caught only a few stray words, but enough to gather he retold the tale of the merman who’d saved them. His lordship’s expression remained pleasantly interested, but a flush pooled in his cheeks and the gaze he’d set into the middle distance turned to marble. Dread snaked through her stomach. 
 
    “I never did meet the sailor you tended to,” her father said then. “Jurek said he looked as though he’d had his chest carved open, but still he moved to protect you. I ought to thank him for it. He guarded my house when I could not.” 
 
    “He’s away at sea just now.” 
 
    “Is he?” he said. “You know his comings and goings well?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say well,” she temporized, and concentrated on re-rolling the muslin bandage that had unraveled in her hands. 
 
    He watched her a moment. “I should like to meet him. You’ll send him my way when he makes landfall again?” 
 
    “Papa…” 
 
    “Good, then.” He sent a look to where Lord Aron had been speaking with the captain, but he was gone. He clucked his tongue. “Left already. So much for that noble display of concern for the men of these boats.” 
 
    Isaura made no comment, fear lodged in her throat. He hadn’t come to show concern. He’d come to learn why his storms had failed to sink the ships. And now that he had, he would inform whatever entity leant him their power in the sea. Then Leonel would be hunted. 
 
    All afternoon Isaura stayed near the farm, helping her father with the trees, or Auntie Erla with inventory in the distillery. Every few minutes she’d cast a look toward the stables, hoping to see a figure sneak quietly inside. She never did. 
 
    As night fell, Isaura paced the floor in her room, waiting for her family to go to bed. She tried to appease her restless mind. Leonel must have been lighter of foot than she thought. Surely, she’d just missed his arrival. There’d be no reason for him to linger out there. He must have realized that showing himself left him vulnerable. 
 
    When the house was quiet at last, Isaura slipped out soundlessly through the kitchen door. She hurried across the grass, her lantern spilling oil on the dirt. He had to be there. She could almost see him waiting by the blankets she’d left for him. The hayloft wouldn’t be empty. 
 
    It was. She stood there looking down at the undisturbed bedding. Worry churned in her stomach. He should have returned by now. All the ships had come home. Why hadn’t he? 
 
    Isaura extinguished her lantern and propped open the slanted window shutter to let the moonlight in. She sat down on the empty bed of straw, determined to wait. What if he arrived injured as he had last time? She knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t seek out her help. 
 
    Hours passed. Her head grew heavy with fatigue, but she refused to sleep. Any minute now, he would come. She was sure of it. He wouldn’t have agreed otherwise, would he? She would wait here all night if necessary. 
 
    Isaura wrapped herself in the blanket to stave off the chill feeding through the open window along with her doubts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Leonel hadn’t slept in four days. He’d barely eaten. His tailfin dragged behind him as he reached the sea cave, his body hollowed out by the sustained and intensive use of the trident’s magic. 
 
    And he’d never been happier. Triumph. Glory. He had fought the storms and their dark spiral of waves and magic, and won. All three ships made safe. All those who’d fallen overboard, returned to their people. 
 
    As Leonel pulled himself onto the rocky ledge with shaky arms and located the clothing Isaura had left behind for him, he couldn’t help the smile that overtook his mouth. It hadn’t been his intention to be seen, but when the sailors had fallen into the Fathoms, he’d moved to save them without a second thought. He didn’t care if Ægir heard of it. He didn’t care if the court shamed him for his mortal sentimentality. A life, no matter how long it lasted, had value. 
 
    The clarity had struck him like a tidal wave. All through his childhood, they had set impossible expectations. Trying to meet them only ended in failure. He was not immortal. He could never be. Why did they expect him to think like one? For that matter, why did they equate indifference with competence, and callousness with objectivity? He had upheld the harmony of the Fathoms for ten turns of the world, exchanged half his life for the power to serve as its guardian. He would wield that power as he deemed best, and if that was not good enough, then let the gods themselves relieve him of it. 
 
    Leonel was still startled by these new thoughts. He almost couldn’t believe they were his. So long had he chastened himself, always looking for the error, the ways he’d slipped and cared too much, he half thought he’d forgotten something. It was as though the current of his heart had changed while he hunted the storms these past days. He’d felt lighter, certain in what he did and how he did it, even when he wasn’t sure he’d succeed. The trident had reacted to his confidence, a slipstream of power that barely needed his instruction to know what he wanted. And though it had drained him, it had not done so as quickly or caused him as much discomfort. 
 
    A topic to ponder further—after he slept. Night still reigned and he had hours before dawn. The promise of rest had him moving quickly up the stone incline from the cave and crossing the stretch of grass and dirt to the stables. His stomach grumbled with hunger, but the call of sleep was louder. Leonel shot a look at the house as he passed it, thinking of Isaura inside. He wanted to see her with an intensity that slowed his steps. He had much to tell her, eager to relay the tale of what he’d seen, and the answers he’d found. 
 
    And he’d missed her. He tried to ignore this but his mind continued to circle back to it. And to their moments in the alley. Especially those, which was unfortunate as they were not likely to happen again. 
 
    Unless she wanted them to happen again. He would certainly be amenable to that. He had no mate after all and neither did she, not anymore. She hadn’t told him the full story of that former mate but he was almost positive this man had left her and not so long ago. There was still hurt in her eyes when she’d told him of it. 
 
    Leonel set his steps firmly away from the house and continued toward the stables. No, he wouldn’t intrude there. Her kin resided with her and to them he was a stranger. Neither would he intrude on her still mending heart for the sake of his own desires. He had nothing to offer her, after all, a thought which should not trouble him as much as it did. 
 
    Inside the stables, the pair of strange creatures with their long backs and spindly legs snuffled quietly from their stalls as he passed. Horses, that was what Isaura called them. He clicked a soft, friendly greeting. 
 
    Locating the ladder that led to the hayloft Isaura had described, Leonel climbed to the space she said he was meant to use. He understood the literal meaning behind its name when he reached the top. Hills of this hay roamed across the elevated flooring, some bundled into shredded blocks but otherwise loose. It smelled of old sunshine and dry earth, a combination he decided he liked. A close, lazy warmth filled the air. 
 
    His eyes drooped, his body heavy with remembered fatigue. Moonlight cascaded from a propped open shutter high on the wall to the back. Thinking it better to find a place somewhat hidden from the top of the ladder, he stumbled his way down a thin trail in the yellow stalks toward it. When he reached the back wall, he came to a sudden halt. 
 
    Isaura, wrapped in a blanket, lay curled on her side upon another spread across the floor. She slept, her hands curled beneath her chin, her hair spread like a fan behind her. The sight of her was not unlike the impact of the waves he fought in the storms. Only he didn’t want to fight, even though he was sinking. An ache spread through his chest. To have this awaiting his return… 
 
    He shouldn’t assume any particular meaning. And he should wake her, not stand there staring like some lidless deep swimmer. 
 
    Abruptly, she twitched and let out a snort so loud he took a step back and the horses wickered below. He looked down at her, stunned as she slept on. Then it was all he could do not to erupt in laughter. Such a sound. He should not find it charming. 
 
    “Leonel?” Isaura blinked open her eyes and sat up. She smiled, bright with relief. “You’re back, you—What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    But he couldn’t answer her, half-doubled over and choking on laughter that wouldn’t subside. There was straw stuck to the side of her mouth, imprints of it on her cheek. He could barely breathe. 
 
    Her eyes widened in horror. “Oh gods, I was snoring, wasn’t I? That’s not my fault! It happens when I’m over exhausted, and—” She touched her face and felt the straw glued there. “Oh gods.” 
 
    This was not helping his predicament. He tried regain his composure, but every time he thought he had, it dissolved. His stomach hurt. He’d never experienced this before. 
 
    Isaura glowered at him, wiped her face, and got up. “I can’t believe you’re being so unchivalrous.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means rude. I was sleeping. You’re not supposed to sneak up like that.” 
 
    “I did not sneak up. You are in my resting place.” 
 
    “Only because,” she flushed, “because I was arranging it for you. See the blankets?” 
 
    “Yes. You were beneath them.” 
 
    “That—Don’t change the subject.” 
 
    “I am not. This is simply a strange argument.” Laughter threatened to bubble up again. 
 
    Her flush deepened. “You should’ve said something. I was…indisposed.” 
 
    “Very well. I give apology to have found you in my resting place while you were,” he paused, “loudly sleeping.” 
 
    He was laughing again. It was partially due to exhaustion and mostly at himself. Such an image he’d had of her as she lay there, like a goddess of land, perfect and untouchable. Her snore had shattered that illusion and he was giddy with relief. Isaura was truer than a goddess. She was flesh and bone, alive with strength and imperfection more beautiful than any immortal. 
 
    She watched him, her mouth parted in outrage, and before he was ready for it, she stepped forward, planted her hands on his chest, and shoved. He fell backward into a mound of hay. He didn’t try to get up, holding his stomach and chuckling at the dark rafters. 
 
    Isaura stood over him, hands on her hips. She tried to hold a severe expression but her mouth wobbled with suppressed mirth. “Ill-mannered fish. And to think I worried about you.” 
 
    Surprise quieted his body. “You worried for me?” 
 
    “I thought you would return sooner. The Eldingar’s allies are still out there, their identities unknown and when you didn’t come back—Leonel, will you stop smiling?” she exclaimed. 
 
    He didn’t mean to, but the idea that she’d been thinking of him, that she had hoped and feared for his safety made a neutral expression impossible. Unless… 
 
    “Did you believe I would fail?” 
 
    “Of course, I did not,” her glare redoubled. “You are strong and capable, and when I heard what you did for the sailors, I thought I might burst from pride.” 
 
    The words sent a flood of warmth through his insides. She was proud of him? 
 
    “Then why did you worry?” 
 
    “I suppose I couldn’t help myself,” she sat beside him. “I care about what happens to you.” 
 
    Leonel held himself very still. He didn’t trust himself to look at her. If he did, his arms would reach for her and bring her close, and he didn’t know if she wanted that. He knew she cared, her compassion a vast territory that included everyone, but there was a difference in the way she said it to him. Had she missed him too? She hadn’t said the words but the feeling was there, as if spoken by the silence that gathered. 
 
    “I would have returned,” he told her, “but there was no time. If I came here first, I would not have been fast enough to reach the other ships. And there’s more.” He lifted an arm and unwound the thread he’d raveled from his elbow to his wrist. “I found this.” 
 
    “What is it?” she asked as he fed it into her open palms. 
 
    “I found this at each storm site surrounding the ships. This is how the land magic is carried into sea.” 
 
    “With thread?” Isaura ran it through her fingers, examining it. “You never found this before, did you?” 
 
    “No, and this was all I managed to salvage. Most dissolves as the magic is drawn out of the fibers and combined with other magic to grow the tempests.” 
 
    “So, Lord Aron delivers this string to the Eldingar’s ally, whoever that is, and they set things in motion.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But I thought you said Lady Katrin was the conduit.” 
 
    “She is. What latent power is in her blood is somehow transferred into this, though I can’t think of how it is done.” 
 
    Isaura looked up. “The embroidery. That’s how.” 
 
    “What is this embroidery?” 
 
    “It’s a practice of weaving different colored threads into a pattern. Lady Katrin has said her husband covets her work.” She blanched. “That’s how he’s using her without her knowledge. The magic wouldn’t affect her until it was used, right?” 
 
    The sores on her hands. The magic had been pooled around those raw spots along her fingers and palms. “Yes, that has to be it. She must be told to stop making them.” 
 
    “I don’t think she has a choice.” Isaura tapped a finger to her chin. “Would you have the ability to defuse the magic before it enters the thread?” 
 
    “There are enchantments, but I would need the thread before she uses it. Or after.” 
 
    “Which is in the castle and out of reach.” 
 
    “Perhaps I could enter unseen.” 
 
    “There are guards everywhere. Between them and her ladyship’s attendants, someone is bound to notice you hovering over her embroidery basket. Besides, now that Lord Aron knows the guardian has discovered which ships he targeted, he’ll be even more watchful.” 
 
    “How did he discover it was me?” 
 
    She smiled. “The tale of your heroism has covered the entire coast. It’s probably made its way to Dinark and Sparna by now.” 
 
    His lips twisted. “It was not heroism.” 
 
    “Yes, it was.” She gave him a hard look. “You were magnificent out there. Accept the praise you deserve.” 
 
    She spoke with such unflinching authority Leonel had no reply. His face warmed. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” she snapped her fingers, eyes brightening. “Lady Katrin believed she was being poisoned. I will tell her, based on the state of her hands, that the poison is in the thread. Given how insistent Lord Aron has been about her embroidery making, it won’t take much convincing.” 
 
    “But, what good will this do? You said she has no choice in making them.” 
 
    “She doesn’t, that’s why we’ll have you magic the lotions and powders my brother gave me to examine. I have a few of them in my satchel by my bed.” 
 
    He lifted a brow. “Magic them?” 
 
    “Right.” She twirled a finger as if in demonstration. “To defuse the power before she weaves it into the thread. Then, when Lord Aron tries to use it, it’ll be useless.” She hesitated. “Is that something you can do? Can magic be applied like an ingredient?” 
 
    He considered. It would take some adjusting but the power he used to dispel the storms could be compressed enough to unravel inert magic, especially since it would not push back as it did in the sea. 
 
    “I believe it can. We will try it.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’ll tell Lady Katrin to apply the lotion to her hands as a remedy against the poison, both before and after she handles the thread.” Her grin was triumphant. “We’ll defeat the storms before they ever form.” 
 
    “No more storms,” he murmured in disbelief. 
 
    “And no need for you to risk your life fighting them either. Then, we’ll watch for the Eldingar’s next move. I would bet my entire education that it won’t be as clever as the first one.” 
 
    “Isaura,” he murmured her name, awed beyond his ability to articulate. Just like that, she defeated the gods. Not with indifference and irreverence, but with resolve founded on compassion. Why had he ever believed strength came from a hardened heart? Determination and emotion were bound to each other. Victory could never be reached by the hand that knew nothing of grace. 
 
    “What is it, Leonel?” she asked, and then nudged his shoulder. “You shouldn’t look so surprised. We work well as a team.” 
 
    Not surprised. Moved. He had to look away from the glow of her excitement. 
 
    “Shall we do this tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow. You look a bit depleted.” 
 
    “I do feel that way.” 
 
    “Aren’t you glad I was so generous with my provisions up here? I even brought those disgusting candies you love, though you hardly deserve them after you made such fun of me.” She shook her head in a parody of wounded disapproval. 
 
    His heart turned over in his chest. She was right. He hardly deserved her. He lifted a hand, brushing the backs of his knuckles over her cheek, and without thinking, whistled a soft flutter of thanks joined to the Fathoms name he’d given her. 
 
    She leaned into his touch. “You really must tell me what that means.” 
 
    He pulled his hand away, wishing he hadn’t done that. Giving her the name in the first place had been presumptuous. Telling her what it meant felt even more so. 
 
    “There’s no literal translation in your tongue,” he hedged. 
 
    “You said it’s a version of my name in a speech of the Fathoms.” 
 
    “Yes, but names are more descriptive in the sea. Symbolic.” 
 
    “All right then. Tell me what it symbolizes.” He hesitated and she gave him a pained look. “Don’t tell me it means ‘landweller’.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Dirtwalker?” 
 
    He frowned at her. “No.” 
 
    When he didn’t continue, she gave an exasperated laugh. “Should I just keep guessing? Very well. Does it mean human? Legged creature? Shore Stumbler? Pebble Dancer? Or maybe—” 
 
    “Treasure,” he confessed. Color mounted the low planes of his cheekbones. “It means treasure.” 
 
    She said nothing, but emotion blossomed in her eyes, her face sweetening with surprise. Leonel didn’t know why this pleased her so, but he couldn’t look away no matter how hard he tried. The quiet that fell between them was not a gentle thing. It blazed. 
 
    “I should rest,” Leonel said before he did something stupid. His voice came out hoarse. “I’ve been awake many days.” 
 
    She nodded. “Leonel?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Her breath seemed a bit short, accelerated in a way he didn’t understand until she shifted closer to him and laid a hand on his chest. “Can I rest here with you?” 
 
    The touch seared his skin and he found his own breath shortening. Gods, yes, she could rest with him. She could do anything she pleased. It was almost terrifying how little he would deny her if she asked for it. 
 
    But he should say no. Shouldn’t he? He didn’t want to. The part of him that thought he should refuse felt more like his typical pattern of thinking, the one that tried to emulate the gods. He was so tired of being at war with himself. It was no life at all, constantly doubting, weighing his choices by the measurement of others, neglecting his own desires. And he wanted to live. 
 
    His hands went to her waist and brought her warm body closer to his. They were both still clad from head to foot and already he was sure he would burn up before anything more occurred. Then he felt it, the slight tremor to her fingers where they pressed against his collarbone. Was she nervous? Afraid? He didn’t want either. If she did not feel safe in this, it would go no further. 
 
    “Isaura,” he tilted his head to catch her elusive gaze. “We can rest together and not do more.” 
 
    “I want to do more.” 
 
    He smiled. Ever dependable, her candor, though he wasn’t convinced of her certainty. “We have a friendship.” 
 
    “Yes,” her eyes lowered to his throat.  
 
    “What I mean to say, are friends allowed t-to…” he trailed off, shivering when she leaned forward and brushed her mouth along the curve of his neck. His hands flexed on her waist, his blood heating with the demand to forget this conversation. But he couldn’t do that. No. He would not. “I need to ask, is this common in landweller friendships?” 
 
    “Is what common?” she murmured against his skin. 
 
    He closed his eyes. Dragged the words from his throat. “Pairing. Does this happen between friends or does this mean—” What had she called a mating bond? He couldn’t remember. He could barely think. “Does it mean a promise?” 
 
    He prayed she’d say no, for if it did, he would have to stop. He couldn’t offer her his vow, and he did not wish to hurt her if she thought to offer hers. Their worlds existed separately. He could no more take her into the sea than exist indefinitely on land. Their lives belonged to different places. Their friendship would have to end eventually. 
 
    The thought was bludgeoning, calming enough of the storm building in his body that he pulled back for her answer. 
 
    Her brown eyes held a slight haze, but her voice was level. “I don’t think so, but if we both want this, if neither of us expects it to be more, our friendship can be whatever we want it to be.” Her gaze grew clearer. “I don’t ask for your promise. I know you’ll have to go back to your world and I’ll have to stay in mine, but before that happens, I want…” 
 
    He brushed strands of her hair from her face. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I feel like myself again when I’m with you. When we’re together, I don’t feel broken.” 
 
    She bit her lip as though she hadn’t meant to admit this. Broken. She’d said it of herself before, after her ship sank. Now as then, he wanted to ask but it was clear by the way she held her breath, she prayed he wouldn’t. She had no need to fear. He understood her wish to be heard even without being fully understood. To be seen without being looked at. 
 
    “Why me?” he asked gently. “I have done nothing to deserve what you give.” 
 
    “But you have. Even when we argue, I feel your respect. When you look at me, you see someone strong. Someone confident and capable. I haven’t seen that person in myself for a long time. Leonel,” her voice shook over his name, “I want to see what you see. I want your company. You, Leonel. I want you.” 
 
    The vulnerability in her eyes, the tremble of her words—she feared his rejection and yet did not withdraw. Gods, the courage in her. How could she not see it? 
 
    If he’d had any resistance before, it vanished utterly. His lips found hers as he eased her down upon the blankets, the cushion of straw beneath. He knew of no language from either land or sea that would convince her of what he saw when he looked at her. He spoke in other ways. 
 
    Here is strength, his hands told her while they drew aside the garments. Here is integrity and compassion. Here is honesty, here are the smiles no one but she could coax from him. Leonel kept his expression unguarded, ignoring the anxious fear that whispered he showed too much. He let her see his admiration. He let his fingertips weave the truth into her skin. He let his body speak. Whatever hardship had separated her from who she was, he sought to reassure with every shift and sigh. 
 
    And this. This moment of her touch, the waterfall of her hair between his fingers and her mouth tracing his skin—he cherished it. This wasn’t his first pairing, but it was his first time with someone who shared his trust. Someone who recognized him. Someone who had seen him falter and cringe, and desired him still. 
 
    I want to see what you see, she had said, yet as Isaura whispered his name and smiled up at him as though she beheld something special, he realized she was doing the same for him. You are beautiful, her eyes told him, and a feeling of being treasured overwhelmed him. 
 
    He found another language then, comprised of a single word that moved in the thudding of his pulse, the slide of his skin, the light that filled him like a rising tideline: Joy. 
 
    And she replied. Long into the night, they continued to speak. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you met someone.” 
 
    Auntie Erla’s deceptively casual comment startled Isaura enough she tripped over her own feet where she walked beside her in town. Her satchel swung wildly off her shoulder, collided with her thighs, and she nearly ended up on the cobblestones. 
 
    Her auntie waved at a friend standing in the doorway of the cobbler. “Did I strike a nerve?” she asked mildly.  
 
    Isaura righted herself, yanking the traitorous satchel higher on her shoulder. “When would I have met someone?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but there’s a shine about you.” 
 
    “No, there isn’t.” 
 
    “There is.” 
 
    “I’m sweaty. I probably just need to wash my face.” 
 
    “Not that kind of shine. You’ve a luster in your eyes, like you have a secret and a good one too.” 
 
    “Not all secrets involve a man, Auntie.” 
 
    “True,” she shifted the basket of bread hooked over her arm and considered the patchwork of afternoon clouds overhead. “Though, in my experience, when a woman arrives to the breakfast table with straw in her hair and her skin glowing like a pearl, signs point to one.” 
 
    Isaura’s balance wobbled once more. She thought she’d combed it all out when she’d risen this morning. Then again, Leonel may have distracted her a time or two before she finally tore herself away and snuck into the house. It was so unlike her, to ignore the practical action and give in to what she wanted to do. Daring. Playful. Two words she’d never imagined associated with herself. Really, who was this bold woman who’d suggested this kind of friendship to Leonel? 
 
    “If you smile like that, your father is sure to figure it out,” her auntie admonished. “Circumspection is key, my love.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell him?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Gods no,” she drew back in alarm. “We don’t need that kind of trouble stomping around the house. You’re a grown woman now and can make your own choices. Besides, I think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “That mariner of yours. I assume it’s him by the description everyone gave of the man who’d accompanied you at Night Market.” At her mortified silence, Auntie Erla nodded as though she’d confirmed his identity aloud. “A fine choice after how he defended the house.” 
 
    “Why do you say it’s a good idea?” she said, curious. 
 
    Isaura had been asking herself that question much of the day. She’d let her desires do most of the decision making the night before. Now that her mind had a chance to catch up, she’d begun to worry if it was the right thing to do. It felt right. Very right. Perhaps it was only that he was her first since Jan and the end of a marriage she thought would last forever. 
 
    “You’ve been through a lot,” her auntie answered. “Something new can help you to look ahead instead of at the past. And if that something is this mariner, what harm is there?” 
 
    “You make it sound so simple.” 
 
    “It can be, if you allow it.” 
 
    Maybe she was right. Being with Leonel reminded her what it was like to be desired. It made her remember that her body was not some malfunctioning tool, but a part of her, maybe even a beautiful part. That deep gaze he’d settled on her, the reverence in every move and touch, she’d forgotten how wonderous the intimacy could be. How long had it been since she’d enjoyed herself in this way with no ulterior motive behind it and no debilitating hope that followed? Far too long. 
 
    “There’s that luster again,” Auntie Erla chided, slowing as they approached the cooperage. “I have to make a stop here. Are you certain you’d rather not wait till I’m done? I won’t be too long.” 
 
    “My patient needs this medicine rather urgently.” Isaura tapped her satchel. “I’ll meet you at home for dinner.” 
 
    “Should I assume you’ll be late and leave it on the sideboard?” she nudged her arm with a conspiratorial smile. “In case you’re delayed somewhere else?” 
 
    Isaura put a hand over her eyes. “Auntie,” she groaned. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” She kissed her cheek. “Remember what I said about being circumspect, and enjoy yourself.” 
 
    The flush in Isaura’s cheeks had just about cooled when she reached the bridge that led to Einarsson castle. Settled atop a bluff that overlooked the village, the bridge stretched across a deep gouge in the rock bed where a shallow stream, fed by the snowpack of the peaks farther inland, rushed over the jagged stone to cascade toward the sea. Goblet Cliff, the village named it, for at a distance, the fall of water looked like a tipped jug of wine filling the Failock’s cup. 
 
    The castle gate stood open as she crossed the bridge. Three guardsmen protected the entrance and two more along the battlements. The trio on the ground had already seen her, their stance shifting her direction. Their grim expressions were surprising. She was about to lift her hand in greeting when raised shouts and a commotion sounded from the bailey beyond them. Cheers and bellowed encouragement followed, like spectators watching a bout. Was there fighting going on? But the training yard would be by the stables, not in front of the castle doors beside the Keep, wouldn’t it? 
 
    One of the guardsmen separated from the others, moving forward to meet her before she got to the arched entry below the raised portcullis. He looked a few years older than her brother, strands of white hair adorning his temples, but his hazel eyes were bright and clear. 
 
    “If you’ve come seeking work or selling wares, come back tomorrow,” he told her, not unkindly. “It’s not a pleasant sight within at the moment.” 
 
    “Is there trouble inside?” She tried to see around him but he shifted to block her view. 
 
    His tone grew stern. “Nothing to concern yourself about. Be on your way back to the village.” 
 
    “I’m here to see my brother,” she said and indicated her satchel. “He wanted me to bring this by the gate.” 
 
    The man’s watchful eyes sharpened. “We’d have been advised to expect you in that case, miss. Give me his name.” 
 
    Jurek trained them well, curse it all. Best not to lie. 
 
    “My brother is Captain Jurek.” 
 
    Dismay clouded his expression, and a reluctance she wasn’t sure how to read. “You’re his sister Isaura? Forgive me, I didn’t recognize you. I am Guardsman Emil, his lieutenant.” 
 
    She dipped her chin in acknowledgement of his rank. “No need for apology. I’ve been away some years. May I see him then?” 
 
    More scuffles came from the bailey. Emil’s jaw tightened. A nervous rill seeped up her spine. 
 
    “It’s better if you try another time,” Emil said. “He wouldn’t want you here just now.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    A guttural roar of frustration erupted from the bailey and a man tumbled into view as if hurled that direction from assailants she couldn’t see. Her heart stuttered. 
 
    Jurek. 
 
    Back on his feet in an instant, he held only a pair of daggers. His uniform was torn, his eye swollen, and his lip bloodied, but the expression he leveled on the pair advancing on him was nothing short of murderous. 
 
    “What is going on?” she gasped. 
 
    “Just a rough sparring match, miss. No need to worry,” Emil said, a statement made unconvincing by the obvious worry in the tight set of his shoulders. 
 
    She didn’t bother asking more and ducked around him to dash toward the entrance. Emil made a sound of protest but didn’t grab for her. The two guardsmen at the gate moved to intercept her, then fell back at some signal Emil must have made behind her. She heard him following closely. 
 
    A wide square space, the bailey offered plenty of room for the gaggle of castle servants, guardsmen, and enforcers ringing the area while they watched Jurek fight outnumbered. Her brother hadn’t noticed her there, his gaze flicking to a third man picking himself up from the dirt several paces from him. The man spat blood into the dust and limped back toward the melee. Three to one. They wore enforcer uniforms, and instead of daggers to match Jurek’s weapons, they wielded short swords. 
 
    “Lieutenant Emil,” she said in a low, angry voice. “Why is everyone standing here gawking while those men assault my brother?” 
 
    “Assault?” a smooth voice said quietly. “Why, this is merely an exhibition.” 
 
    She turned to snap out something hot and furious—and found Lord Aron’s hard gaze meeting hers where he leaned indolently against the perimeter wall. Her blood went cold. Dressed as though he still resided in the bright, bustling capital of Dinark, he seemed out of place against the dark stone of Einarsson castle. He wore a green velvet doublet ornamented in gold embroidery, and a mantle trimmed with auburn and white fox fur. The glossy leather boots on his feet looked like they belonged in palace halls, not the muddy thoroughfares of Eisland. 
 
    Isaura dipped into a hasty curtsey. “My lord, good day.” 
 
    “It is, in fact.” His eyes lighted on Jurek, and returned. “Have no fear for your brother. I am most impressed by the tales told of my captain’s combat abilities. What better way to judge them than while they are in use?” 
 
    Isaura turned back. Jurek’s expression showed no signs of distress, but she’d watched him train with her father for years. His right arm hung lower than usual. His steps not as light as they should have been. Sweat rolled down his temples. 
 
    She became aware of the heavy silence from the spectators, the only sounds that of the other enforcers urging their comrades on, the clang of steel, and the rough scrape of their footwork. Isaura spied several other enforcers washing scrapes and cuts from a barrel of water standing nearby. How long had this been going on? 
 
    “I understand I have you to thank for my lady wife’s recovery.” Lord Aron was suddenly beside her and Isaura fought to keep from flinching back. 
 
    “I am honored to help her any way I can.” 
 
    “So, it appears. What remarkable remedy did you use?” 
 
    Sensing the trap behind the question, Isaura groped for an answer. “Only a common tisane. She recovered so quickly, I think she was merely overtired.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is true,” he said, and looked at her. Isaura suppressed a shiver. From behind that smooth veneer of courtesy lived a stare as cold as a winter blade pressed to the throat. “I shall have to remember your exemplary services should I require them in future.” 
 
    “My lord is too kind.” Isaura grasped the strap of her satchel to hide her trembling fingers. When he looked away, she exhaled softly in relief. 
 
    “Nevertheless,” Lord Aron continued, “I was, quite understandably, concerned by my wife’s sudden absence. This,” he gestured toward Jurek, “is simply my way of feeling secure in my captain’s ability to defend her on his own.” 
 
    A punishment then. With Lady Katrin’s claim that she’d asked Jurek to take her from the castle, Lord Aron couldn’t castigate Jurek outright, so he’d devised another way. There seemed to be no end to the clever ways cruelty could be dealt. 
 
    Jurek was moving noticeably slower. He nearly missed a kick from behind aimed at his knee and saw the attack at the last second. He spun away, but stumbled with it. One of his daggers slipped from his hand. The enforcers rushed to advance on him and he had no time to retrieve it. 
 
    “Forgive the impertinence, my lord,” Isaura managed in a tight voice. “My auntie sent me with a parcel for my brother. I should dearly like to deliver it to him and start home before it gets too late.” 
 
    “Such an interesting family,” Lord Aron ignored her plea. “You call him brother, though I understand he’s an orphan. The son of a minstrel.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord, he was born to another family, but we think of him as part of our own.” 
 
    Working together, the enforcers made an arrow-head of their positions, herding Jurek toward a corner of the bailey. Jurek tried to bait the man to the right into attacking, but he didn’t fall for it. 
 
    “He’s risen high for a minstrel’s whelp,” Lord Aron mused. “Does he sing?” 
 
    Anger pooled in Isaura’s cheeks. “If your lordship asked it of him, my brother would obey your command.” 
 
    A smile cut across his face. “Indeed, he must.” 
 
    He turned, inclining his head to see the battlements. Isaura followed his gaze and found Lady Katrin watching from above, her expression impassive but her body pressed forward, her hands splayed on the parapet she stood behind. As if she sensed his gaze, her eyes turned to her husband. Some wordless exchange passed between them, and when Lord Aron turned back, satisfaction rimed the set of his mouth. 
 
    “Of course, I have no desire to overtax our most competent captain.” He clapped twice. “An excellent bout,” he called, and without a backward glance at Isaura, strode toward the Keep. 
 
    Evidently accustomed to his vague dismissals, the crowd began to disperse and the combatants eased out of their fighting postures. She couldn’t hear what words the enforcers exchanged with Jurek, but the low growl of his response implied it was better that way. Isaura looked at the parapets again, but Lady Katrin was gone. 
 
    “Lieutenant Emil,” she said quietly and was not surprised when he appeared beside her a moment later. She’d sensed him lingering nearby when Lord Aron engaged her. “Has this happened before? This so-called sparring?” 
 
    “Yesterday,” he told her, grim. “But it didn’t go on this long.” His voice lowered. “Lord Aron isn’t a kind man at his best, but over the past few days, he’s been in a dark humor.” 
 
    Because the ships he wanted destroyed were saved. Isaura touched a hand to her chest, watching Jurek as he went to the barrel of water. He moved stiffly. 
 
    “I’ll see my brother now, if you’ll allow me entrance,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, miss.” A pause. “If Lord Aron reenters, try to avoid his attention.” 
 
    Sound advice. 
 
    Jurek knew she approached before she called out, though he had his back to her. His hands framed the edges of the barrel. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here, Issy.” 
 
    Isaura moved around the barrel to see him. She tiled her head, assessing him openly. “Your face says otherwise.” 
 
    “It’s only training. I’m not in any real danger.” 
 
    “That’s not how it looked. They’re attacking you three to one. Even you can’t fight indefinitely.” 
 
    He dug his hands into the water. Blood plumed away from his scraped knuckles. “His lordship felt I ought to train his enforcers as well as my guardsmen, given how soundly I bested them on my own.” 
 
    She took a length of muslin from her satchel and passed it to him. “They’re beating on you like beef cutlet they want tenderized. This is not training.” 
 
    He shook the water off his hands and received the cloth. “I can take a thumping, Isaura, at least until his lordship’s ire cools. Better me than those I command.” He paused in drying his hands and turned a sharp look on her. “Swear you will not tell Father. I’ve had a hard enough time intercepting the letters he’s sent requesting an audience. I won’t give Lord Aron any reason to cast his eye toward our home again.” 
 
    “Even if I don’t tell him, Papa’s going to figure out what’s going on as soon as he sees your purpled face.” 
 
    He grimaced. “I’ll have to keep my distance for now. At least the farm is safe since we removed that false bill of sale from the Merchant House.” 
 
    “Right.” That lie was going to follow her around like an avenging ghost. 
 
    “Your friend, the scarred sailor who helped us, has he left port already?” 
 
    “Not yet. He’s staying with, um, a friend.” 
 
    He bounced a fist on the barrel’s rim. “I’d hoped he already sailed out. Bjarki’s sent a handful of enforcers searching the harbor for a man of his description today. If you see him, be sure to tell him to keep his head down.” 
 
    Isaura felt the color draining from her face. How blithely they’d attended Night Market the day after that confrontation. Bjarki must not have been up to issuing vengeful orders just yet. 
 
    “I’ll pass along the message.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll do the same for any other friends who sail in.” His eyes turned distant, tinged with worry. “If they sail in.” 
 
    “Where is Bjarki?” she asked. 
 
    “Still mending,” he said with obvious relish. She followed as he went to the far wall where his scabbarded sword and belt leaned. “A shame you told them how to keep the infection out.” 
 
    “Yes, as delightful as contemplating his feverish death might be, I came here for another reason.” Keeping her back angled to the main space of the bailey, she extracted the jar of Lady Katrin’s powder he’d given her. 
 
    Jurek allowed his eyes the barest flicker of surprise before he behaved as though she’d shown him nothing at all. 
 
    He threaded his sword belt around his waist, dipping his chin before he spoke. “You found what’s in it?” 
 
    “What’s in here now is a remedy,” she said. “The poison is in her embroidery thread.” 
 
    A pause. “How can you be sure?” 
 
    She had an explanation ready. “By the sores on her hands and the fact that no one else has fallen ill. Am I right that no one else is allowed to touch her embroidery supplies?” 
 
    This was just a guess, but she imagined Lord Aron wouldn’t allow anyone to interfere with Lady Katrin’s panels. The assumption proved correct when Jurek nodded. 
 
    “Have her mix this into her lotions and apply just prior to touching the thread,” she told him, then moved a step closer. “And this part is very important. No one but she can touch this powder or anything it’s added to.” 
 
    The jar had glowed an ethereal blue in Leonel’s hands, and had no change in scent or composition as far she could tell afterward, but he’d been adamant in this warning. The magic inside it would harm anyone else. 
 
    “It would be lethal,” she pressed. “The remedy acts as a counterbalance to the effects of the poison, but it was made specifically for her ladyship. You must ensure no one else is exposed to it.” 
 
    “I will,” he promised and slipped the jar from her hand into a pouch at his belt so deftly she almost didn’t see him do it. Then he took her hand and pressed a kiss to her fingers, relief shining in his gaze despite the bruises. “Thank you for this,” he whispered. He flicked a look toward the Keep. “Come, it’s best if you’re on your way.” 
 
    “One other thing.” She passed him a cloth-wrapped parcel as he guided her by the elbow. “This is for you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Tea cakes.” 
 
    He snorted. “You brought me tea cakes. Shall I distribute them in the barracks before or after our afternoon nap?” 
 
    “I needed an excuse to get in to see you, didn’t I? And don’t pretend they’re not your favorite. See how I wrapped them up so as not to damage your imposing reputation? Aren’t I a considerate sister?” 
 
    His expression didn’t change but his eyes softened. “You are the best of sisters.” 
 
    Lieutenant Emil saluted her brother and nodded farewell to her as they passed beneath the portcullis. 
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t see you all the way back to the village,” Jurek said when they demurred on the bridge. “My watch starts within the hour.” 
 
    “After that extensive bout, you’re not allowed to rest?” When he only shrugged, she shook her head at him. “Isn’t there any way to refuse these farcical sparring matches?” 
 
    “An oath of obedience, Issy. Unless the command violates another of my vows, it is as ironclad as it sounds.” 
 
    “Explain something to me then,” she said. “I couldn’t help but notice you were holding back during the fight.” 
 
    A smile kicked up one side of his mouth. “I assure you I was not.” 
 
    “They almost cornered you. Papa taught you six ways to work your way out of that. Why didn’t you use any of them?” 
 
    Sinister amusement ghosted across his lips. “If they meet me in a true battle, I’ll let them see all my moves.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    The plan was working. 
 
    Seven turns of the sun passed with no storms and Leonel felt something like hope taking shape in his mind. A welcome, if unfamiliar, sensation, and well earned. He and Isaura had gone over her notes from the Merchant House upon her return from the castle and located the next targets on the comically inaccurate landweller map of the Fathoms. Two more ships should have been hit by the magically-fueled squalls, but when he swam out to meet them, they never materialized. The thread was there, as before, but this time it floated atop the water as inert as seafoam. 
 
    “Their magic is no match for our strategic teamwork,” Isaura crowed after the second ship sailed on unscathed. She waited for him that night in the hayloft, a crock of the ale he’d had in her kitchen in one hand, and two tankards in the other. 
 
    “What is this for?” he asked her. 
 
    “We have to celebrate.” 
 
    He accepted the ale, but shook his head. “It is not over. The Eldingar will not give up this easily.” 
 
    “So morose,” she reprimanded gently. “There’s always more work to be done, but the storms are stopped for now. The lives they would have taken, spared. This is something to celebrate.” 
 
    Leonel looked into his mug and smiled. “It is you who should be celebrated. This strategy is yours.” 
 
    “But you were wise enough to go along with it,” she grinned. “Therefore, it belongs to us both.” 
 
    So generous with her praise. So willing to share a victory that was clearly hers. Leonel took the crock and tankards from her hands and set them aside. She came willingly into his arms when he pulled her close. He exalted in this new freedom to reach for her whenever he wished. 
 
    “May we celebrate another way first?” he whispered. 
 
    The words were barely out of his mouth before she kissed him. This, too, was new for him. Being wanted. Not for reports, or pageantry, or taunts, but for himself. 
 
    I want your company, she’d said. She would never know how much that meant to him. 
 
    He treasured the sated time of quiet conversation that followed afterward, the outside world gentled by darkness. He could see without any need for light, but they kept the shutter open for Isaura’s sake. The moonlight glazed her hair with silver while they talked. She told him of her early childhood in Sparna. The warm water. The tall trees. Her father’s smile that never looked quite the same after her mother died. 
 
    “I hated Eisland at first,” she admitted one night, her head on his shoulder. When she spoke, her words brushed over his skin. “Too much rain. The winter is eternal and the spring so brief. I hadn’t realized the Failock would be freezing cold.” 
 
    “You expected it to be warm this far north?” he teased. 
 
    “If I did, I found out quickly that it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t try to swim in it.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said and tapped his chest in light reproach when he laughed. “How was I to know no one touches the sea up here? In Sparna, everyone plays in it.” 
 
    “And now? Do you dislike this place still?” 
 
    “No,” she said softly. “Now, it’s home.” 
 
    “What changed your mind?” 
 
    “The farm and Auntie Erla. The village. And Jurek. It was weeks before he said a word after Papa brought him home. Helping him through that, I realized how much I still had. How lucky I was.” Her fingers traced the curve of his ribs. “And I keep finding new reasons to stay.” 
 
    Leonel wondered sometimes if he heard another meaning beneath what she said. Did she wish he could stay? Such a thing felt too distant a hope to reach for. If Isaura wanted more than this friendship, she would tell him outright, wouldn’t she? Such was her custom. Nevertheless, his mind tried to convince him he heard more than there was. Something extraordinarily bright filled his chest each time he returned and found her waiting for him, as if a sun grew inside his heart. 
 
    He was happy, he realized. This was happiness.  
 
    It terrified him. He tried to remind himself that no promise could be shared between them. She would only be his for a little while. He would have to leave this place and live alone again. 
 
    You’re swimming with your tailfin out front, he berated his eager heart. Watch where you’re going. Hold something back. 
 
    Leonel avoided any openings that arose to talk about himself. He didn’t know what to say about his own life that wouldn’t make him seem pitiable, or prompt her to look for the flaws that others saw so plainly. How could he reply to the stories of her mother’s love when he had watched his own stand in his blood as though it was merely a puddle of rain. It was better to say nothing. He wanted to protect this time they shared, like a pearl of water clinging to a sea blossom, but the questions shone from her eyes. He couldn’t answer them, no matter how noticeable his reticence became. Would she want him still if she knew his past? How could he be sure? 
 
    “I feel like I know you so well, and yet not at all,” Isaura told him on the tenth day, as if she heard the secret turmoil of this thoughts. 
 
    Beneath an overcast sky, they walked together along the edge of a bluff that overlooked the Fathoms near the hot springs. A mild wind blew in from the water with a melancholy chill as Leonel did his best not to tense at her question. 
 
    “I will answer anything you ask,” he told her and tried to settle his wild pulse. 
 
    “You sound like I’m about to interrogate you,” she put a hand on his arm to stop him. Her gaze held his with a plea for trust. “I just want to know you more. You don’t have to say anything you don’t want to.” 
 
    Once again, he wondered if she meant something deeper by this. His mind faltered with contradiction. How could he claim he trusted her if he feared confiding in her? She would not harm him. She never had. As he’d done when her brother leveled his sword on him, Leonel told his fear to let go. He understood the risk of sharing himself. She was worth it. 
 
    Leonel faced her fully and took her hands. “I will answer anything you ask,” he said again, gently this time, his heart calm. 
 
    “What is your favorite meal?” 
 
    Braced for something far more personal, he blinked at her. “This is your question?” 
 
    “It is.” Her brows lifted, prompting. 
 
    “My favorite meal is mollusks.” 
 
    She nodded as though this were a fascinating bit of information. “And your favorite color?” 
 
    “Dawn on the sea.” 
 
    “That’s not a color.” 
 
    “It is many colors.” 
 
    “What’s your favorite among them?” 
 
    “Together they become my favorite.” 
 
    “Mysterious fish,” she shook her head. “Tell me your favorite sea creature.” 
 
    He laughed. “What are these questions, Isaura? You play a game with me.” 
 
    “I do not. These are vital insights into who you are.” 
 
    “Vital. Truly.” 
 
    She kept ahold of his hand as they resumed walking. “We aren’t defined only by our failures and sorrows. I’m starting to believe we’re an assortment. A few big events, but countless smaller details. Little joys that carry us through the days, even when those days are hard. I want to know yours.” 
 
    Leonel pressed the palm of her hand over his heart. “Then I will tell you them all.” 
 
    She tested that statement through the afternoon, mostly silly questions that made him laugh until he ached. They ate beneath a shady sky to the sound of waves crashing against the isle’s rocks. He told her what little he knew of the merfolk, that he did not know his father’s name, and how lonely it was to be the last of his kind. To never see another like himself. She listened without a trace of pity in her eyes, only a deep empathy that said she grieved for the pain this absence caused him. He told her things she didn’t ask. He opened himself to her in ways he never had with anyone, his fear not just forgotten, but replaced. It had never occurred to him, how freeing it was to speak of these things, how much lighter his burdens felt. 
 
    “Ask me my favorite day,” he entreated after night steeped the hayloft in darkness and he held her close. When she did, he answered in ways other than words. 
 
    It was too soon for love, he knew that, but it was close. He saw it on the horizon, an arrival as inevitable as the sun rising to flood the sky with his favorite color. If she invited him to stay, he would find a way to live here with her. Surely, there was some method to make it work once the danger of the Eldingar ended. He could guard the sea and reside on land. As long as he spent time in the water, as he’d been doing these past ten turns of the sun, it was possible, right? Aegirheim wouldn’t approve, but they didn’t have to know.  
 
    The next morning, it was as though these foolish hopes invoked a curse. Leonel awoke to grinding pain. His skin felt tight and hot, as if he’d lain under the sun for hours. His joints were on fire. Silver seas, everything hurt. 
 
    “Isaura?” he croaked, but she must have returned to the house while he slept, for he was alone. 
 
    With no small amount of groaning, he managed to get himself upright. He wore only the loose trousers Isaura had given him, but every shift of the fabric felt like it scraped his flesh raw. He inspected his chest and arms. Here and there, his skin held a waxy color with rough patches where it peeled away as it might from a sunburn. 
 
    The withering. Gods, he was so stupid. How had he not realized what his restless sleep and constant fatigue meant? The handful of hours he spent each day in the sea or the hot springs only forestalled the symptoms. The Fathoms called him home in earnest. His time on land was up. He put his face in his hands, despair rolling through him. 
 
    “Leonel?” Isaura’s quiet call came from the bottom of the ladder. 
 
    “I’m awake,” he rasped. 
 
    Her light steps sounded on the ladder. “I brought some breakfast.” 
 
    Where was his shirt? He snatched it up where it had been thrown toward the end of the blanket. He couldn’t let her see him this way. She would tell him to leave for his own sake. She would tell him not to come back and he couldn’t face that just now. He’d return to the Fathoms for a full day, maybe two. That would give him time to think of something. 
 
    He managed to pull the garment over his head and roll the sleeves down his arms by the time she reached him. 
 
    “That’s inside out,” she said with a nod at his shirt and handed him a cup. “I’d make a jest of it, but I think I’m the one who did that.” 
 
    “I think so, too.” 
 
    The contents of the cup steamed. Tea, he thought by the smell of it. His mouth rejoiced the liquid when he sipped, so he drank deeply. It scalded his throat, but he didn’t care, finishing the cup in two swallows. So thirsty. His whole body screamed for the water. 
 
    “Are you feeling all right?” Isaura eyed him strangely. 
 
    “Fine. A bit tired.” 
 
    “You’ve been that way a lot lately. Do you want to eat?” From the basket over her arm, she produced bread and cheese. The sight made his entire stomach turn. 
 
    “No, thank you.” He pushed himself up, biting back a groan. His knees cracked loudly. 
 
    “Wow. Maybe you’d like to stretch your legs a bit?” Her eyes brightened. “We could go for another walk. Papa and Auntie Erla left for errands in the village. No one will see you.” 
 
    “I will go on a patrol.” That might’ve come out a bit short. It was all he could do to walk with a normal gait to the ladder. 
 
    Isaura said something else but descending from the hayloft took all his concentration. When he got to the bottom, his legs almost buckled. He turned, heading as quickly as he could for the stable doors. 
 
    “Is everything well?” Isaura asked, matching his pace beside him. 
 
    “I will go on a patrol,” he said, and realized he’d repeated himself. “This one will take longer. A day. No, two days. I need two days.” 
 
    They exited the stables and he nearly cringed from the sunlight.  
 
    “What happens then? After two days?” 
 
    “Then things will be better.” The air was so dry. It tasted of dust, scouring the moisture from his mouth. 
 
    “Things will be better,” she echoed. Her steps slowed, but he kept going. He was desperate for the water. He could hear it, his entire being drawn toward the promised relief. 
 
    “Leonel.” There was an odd note in her voice. “Did I push you too far asking…Have you changed your mind about things?” 
 
    “Changed it?” He was suffocating in these clothes. They were almost to the stony path that led to the sea cave. 
 
    “About our friendship. If you want to discontinue—If you’re leaving, I’d prefer you to say so outright.” 
 
    The question cut through his clouded thoughts and he turned around sharply. Her gaze was steady but there was a shakiness to her. A wounded uncertainty. Understanding dawned. He rushed back. 
 
    “I want to change nothing.” He clasped her hands. His fingers blazed with pain. “It’s only a patrol. I will come back.” 
 
    “I believe you, but…” She looked away. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “It seems like there’s something you’re not saying. You can tell me, whatever it is.” 
 
    No, he couldn’t. For a certainty, she would not invite him to stay if she knew this would happen. She would not consider a mate and offspring with someone who would have to leave frequently because he’d fall apart otherwise. And he wanted her to consider it one day. He hadn’t realized how much until this moment. 
 
    Then another thought brought him up short. Did she fear his leaving for a particular reason? It seemed early for such considerations, but they’d been together so often, might she be worried that… 
 
    “Isaura, I need to ask you,” he cleared his throat, unsure how to proceed. He should have thought of this long before now. It might be too late to even discuss. “In the sea, the females—that is, the magic they carry—allows them to decide when,” he paused. Searched for the right words. Didn’t find them. “They can decide when they do or do not wish to have young. I realize now, since you don’t have magic, that it must not work the same way for landwellers.” 
 
    She went completely still but didn’t say anything. Maybe he wasn’t clear. He’d said he wanted to ask something but he hadn’t actually done so. His thoughts were scattered, a soreness that probably meant terrible things spreading through his muscles. Her skin was blisteringly hot. He wanted to let go of her hands. He didn’t. 
 
    “Mermen do not have this ability to…suppress themselves. Do your people have ways to avoid offspring if they wish it?” 
 
    She didn’t reply for a long moment, nor did she move, but she released his hands. He tried not to sigh in relief. This was not going well. Had he phrased things that badly? 
 
    “Do you want children, Leonel?” she asked quietly. 
 
    The question surprised him. Was it possible she already carried a minnow of his? Did landwellers know so soon? He resisted interpreting too much from her question. He told her the truth. 
 
    “They would be a gift.” 
 
    She nodded slightly. “That’s what I thought,” she said, and to his horror, tears filled her eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” He reached for her but she moved back. 
 
    “Nothing.” But she took another step away, wiping tears that fell on her cheeks. More came. 
 
    He’d said something wrong. He’d said something very wrong. 
 
    “I’ve hurt you in some way. Tell me how.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said, as if he couldn’t see the sorrow spilling from her eyes. “I can tell you’re anxious to get going. We can talk when you’re back.” 
 
    He whistled her name. “Please. What did I say?” 
 
    “You said nothing wrong. It’s fine.” She turned away and started back. “Go on your patrol. This can wait until you return in two days.” 
 
    “One day.” 
 
    She paused. 
 
    The sight of her walking away tore at his body worse than the call toward the sea. Whatever wound he’d caused he could not allow it to fester. He would lose her. He sensed it. 
 
    “One day,” his voice stumbled. “I wish to change nothing. I wish to return to what we have. To you.” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder, her smile soft. “Then I’ll be here waiting.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Leonel’s mind went blank with relief when he entered the water. His tailfin formed beneath him, a welcome anchor as he sank into the briny depths. The pain vanished, and for a while he swam without thought. The cool silence of the Fathoms greeted him and the sea life rejoiced in his return. A school of seahorses circled playfully around his tailfin while two young dolphins tried to bait him into a game of chase. 
 
    The landscape swayed beneath him as he swam past, a tender tapestry of muted blue, green, and silver-grey. He dipped down for a meal, suddenly ravenous, and feasted on handfuls of seaweed, clams, and the piquant shoots of an anemone. Then he began his patrol, feeling more energized than he had in days. 
 
    This was where he belonged. 
 
    The thought came unbidden and unwelcome, but it was true. He loved the Fathoms, and every part of his body, from his scales to his eyes, fit here. But the rest of him yearned for someplace else. Someone else. It hurt to think of how he hadn’t wanted to even touch Isuara while the pain had him. Her skin had felt dry and rough. He knew it was not. A trick of his body to compel him to the water and survive. Had she noticed his aversion? Gods, he hoped not. 
 
    One day apart, he told himself. He would make things right between them. Find a way to explain. Just one day. 
 
    That day was half over and his entire being begged him not to leave. As ever, he was torn between two sides of himself. The sea relied on him. He could not drag himself back to it like this all the time, weakened and half-mad with his need for the water. 
 
    But his days on the shore had ruined him for this life of solitude. Not that he ever enjoyed living alone, but to never see Isaura again, to give her up—it was unthinkable. Was this how his father had felt when he gave himself to Ran? The parallel between them struck him hard. Had he too loved something he could never have? Had he been faced with a choice like this? Leonel recalled standing before the wall of trinkets in his old sanctuary. How easily he had judged and sworn to never do the same. Now he realized his father couldn’t have foreseen the consequences at the time or how they would continue to ripple across the sea so many turns into the future. 
 
    Leonel passed a hand over his face. What was he going to do? 
 
    Screams startled him out of his thoughts. His trident came to his hand instantly as he turned to listen. The sea sang with unease. Trouble on an islet to the west, one several selkie families favored this time of year for its fish and warm rocks. He tried to get a sense for what occurred but felt neither blood nor death riding the surf. 
 
    A lure. It must be. The Eldingar and their allies had been quiet these many turns of the sun, but he never doubted they continued to plot. 
 
    The screams came again. So real, these cries of distress. Could they be harming the selkies in truth, just to draw him there? The gods would counsel to leave them to their fate, but Leonel no longer aligned his principles to theirs. He wondered why he’d ever found wisdom in closing his heart to the lives in his care. 
 
    This didn’t mean he headed in there recklessly. He circled a wide perimeter around the area as he approached, amplifying his senses through the trident to further his reach. A landweller ship sailed half a turn’s distance from here. Too far to be involved. Magic dwelled in the water lapping against the islet’s shore, but nothing like the storm magic, and he’d expected it. The selkies possessed many enchantments they regularly used. 
 
    He slipped closer. No cries came anymore. No voices at all, which was unlike the boisterous play of their kind. There were always numerous pups splashing about, wherever they went. Now there were none. It was too quiet. He should leave. This was an obviously a trap, and all the more dangerous since he didn’t know how it would spring. He’d just take a quick look at the islet from above the water, then he would go. 
 
    Leonel ascended, keeping all but his eyes submerged. He squinted against the blinding sun where it set just above the horizon. 
 
    Nothing. The islet was abandoned. That in itself was strange. There weren’t even fish nibbling at the algae slick stones beneath the surface, or crabs scrabbling along the shallow pools between rocks. And why was it so cold here? The waters were frigid, even to him. 
 
    A shout rang out from behind. 
 
    He whipped around to see a landing skiff sail around the edge of the islet. A trio of landwellers held between them an object that reminded him of a cannon, but wrong somehow. He barely had a moment to register the sight before a great bundle of ropes exploded out of it. Weighted at the ends, they fell around Leonel like the snare of a jellyfish. A net. 
 
    It was almost comical. Did they think a net could capture the guardian of the Fathoms like a common mackerel? This had to be a scheme concocted by the landweller lord of Eisland, Aron. He didn’t know how they’d shielded themselves from his senses, but he would enjoy making them regret it. Leonel let his weapon’s magic burn bright, a rippling cascade of blue-green that made the waters churn. He’d come across the nets of men where they scoured the seabed before. His trident always made quick work of cutting through them.  
 
    Except this time, when he turned the bladed prongs against the ropes, they repelled his power. The trident’s light flickered and with a shock he felt his link to it diminish. His strength drained where the fibers touched his skin. 
 
    The weights had pulled him and the net underwater. The flat underbelly of the skiff drew closer, their end of the rope curled on the surface like a saltwater snake. The shadow of a hand reached out and grabbed it. The net cinched tight around him. Leonel attempted to shift around and swim downward, hoping to capsize the small vessel. The ropes stung his flesh, a searing, debilitating drain. 
 
    Soaked in magic, he realized with a shot of alarm. Instead of the typical brown, these fibers were white. The loops and knots seemed to have a will of their own, ensnaring his arms and tailfin no matter how hard he thrashed against them. His link with the weapon continued to fracture, its power ebbing away from him his grasp. The more he tried to use it, the worse it became. 
 
    The distorted voices of the men in the boat filtered their way to him, the words mostly garbled by the water, but enough came through. 
 
    “Take it from him.” 
 
    His trident? That didn’t make sense. It was bound to him. They couldn’t simply take it from him as they might a weapon made of iron and steel. Yet, the magic in these ropes was affecting him. With each passing moment, Leonel felt unmoored from the trident. How was this happening? It was almost as if he violated one of the Blue Laws, as if he tried to use the power to break his oaths. 
 
    He was nearly to the surface. The wavering outline of two men leaned over the side of the boat. Gritting his teeth, Leonel dismissed the trident, ceasing all use of its magic and recalling it to rest within him. It obeyed immediately, the mark of its presence reappearing on the back of his hand. He snaked an arm through one of the gaps in the net, ready to drag into the water whichever of them reached for him first. 
 
    He broke through the surface, but no one grabbed for him. The net cinched tighter, compressing his limbs into his chest. Something clubbed him soundly over the head. 
 
    He awoke in the dark to the smell of damp wood and a merciless throb at his temple. Leonel lay supine, sore and somewhat nauseous, and blinked hard to adjust his eyes. The ceiling hung low with curved walls on either side that reminded him of a whale’s belly. It rocked slightly, the chop of waves pushing against the outside. The hold of a ship, likely the one he’d sensed at a distance from the islet. What an idiot he was. They’d delivered a smaller boat first to lure him in, and waited farther out to avoid suspicion. This didn’t explain how they’d poured selkie screams into the water or hidden the skiff, but he still felt stupid to have fallen for it. 
 
    Leonel worked himself to a sitting position and found his hands bound in front of him with iron fetters. He frowned at him. He’d seen such things before, typically worn by prisoners shoved overboard as a gift to Ægir, but these had no chain strung between them. He twisted his wrists for a better look. His breath stopped. Embedded below the lock on each cuff a white gem glittered. He sensed the magic within and to whom it belonged. 
 
    No. Not her. It couldn’t be her. 
 
    Then he noticed it. He didn’t hear the sea. His ears discerned the physical sound of the waves, but the song of the Fathoms, its moods and movements, was gone. An unbearable quiet that hurt far more than any wound he’d ever taken. Panicked, he examined the hand with the trident’s tattoo. It was still there, but he couldn’t feel it. He was cut off from its power.  
 
    He had to get off this ship. Find a way out of these cuffs. The gems were impervious, but the iron had been made by landwellers and could be broken. He focused on that. A bad situation, but he wouldn’t be so easily beaten. 
 
    The net was gone, but his tailfin remained, the black scales sore to the touch as they dried in the air. No wonder he felt terrible. Readying himself to stand, Leonel sent a short pulse of power to call for his legs. 
 
    Nothing happened. He tried again. Not even a shimmer of transformation appeared along his tailfin. His returned to the gem in each cuff. 
 
    “Oh gods,” he whispered. 
 
    “There are none to protect you anymore.” 
 
    The air grew as cold as the voice that spoke. Leonel felt the approach of another presence, magic as strong and as ancient as the frozen north she called home. 
 
    “Kolga,” he breathed. 
 
    She rose from between the deck boards like frosted breath on a winter morning. She did not fully take shape, merely the suggestion of one; the hint of pale limbs and the ghost of a face with eyes that looked on him with frozen hatred. It was the first time she’d ever met his gaze and he couldn’t hold it. If he did, he feared his heart might turn to ice. 
 
    “How can it be you?” he said. “How can you betray us all to help the Eldingar?” 
 
    “It is not betrayal, but retribution.” Hoarfrost footprints formed in her wake as she stepped closer. “Aegirheim betrayed me and my sisters first.” 
 
    “How? You are the billow maidens. The king’s revered daughters.” 
 
    “And yet you were permitted to live. My mother favored you and my father protected you.” 
 
    “Favored me?” he almost laughed. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Have you any idea how many times my father purged our poison from your frail, little frame as a minnow?” She knelt beside him, one hand tracing the outline of his jaw. Leonel held himself still. “They even punished us, we who conduct the waves and the surf, punished for you, a whim of my mother’s made flesh. Who can say what other trifle they may value above us one day?” 
 
    “If they protected me, it wasn’t because they cared, but because you defied them.” 
 
    “The proof is here.” She tapped a finger lightly over the tattoo on his hand. The touched burned cold across his skin. “Or did you really think you won the trident? Have you truly believed you bested us? A mortal like you?” She clicked her tongue. “They let you have it. They took this birthright from their own daughters and gave it to baseborn mortal.” 
 
    “That isn’t be true. I nearly died in that contest.” 
 
    “Yes, and how did you survive? They ensured you received the trident to give you more power. To keep you safe. They lied to us. Mother and Father are very good at lies, but I excel at finding the truth.” 
 
    He didn’t believe her. He did not. They had made a misery of his life. He would not let her twist his memory of events. 
 
    “So, for spite you and your sisters bartered with their greatest enemy?” 
 
    “Just me. For now. Once things are in motion, I will take my sisters away from Aegirheim. When the Eldingar destroy the king, the Fathoms will be ours to rule.” 
 
    “You think the Eldingar will simply give you that power once it’s over?” 
 
    “They do not seek power. They seek revenge, and once they have it, once they are free, they are content to live in peace.” 
 
    He laughed outright this time. “And you believe that?” 
 
    Her fingers brushed an icy trail along the curve of his shoulder. A violent shiver wracked him. “You have been fed the same lies about the Eldingar as the rest of the world and you swallowed them just as easily.” 
 
    The shudder of waves against the hull changed. Slowed. Boots stomped on the deck boards above and the creak of moorings filtered down to him. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” she said and stood in one fluid motion. 
 
    “Almost where?” 
 
    “Black Pebble Coast. Eisland, as the landwellers call it. Do give them a good fight. I led the foolish human who rules this soil to believe he could wield the trident if he prized it from you. I’d hate for him to realize his error too soon. He has been most useful.” 
 
    “Useful how? What was the point of sinking all those ships? They do nothing to free the Eldingar.” 
 
    “You are so very simple. Every war needs an army. A shame you will never see ours.” She nudged his tailfin with one vaporous foot. “It won’t take long for you dry out in this form. I doubt you’ll make it till morning, though I’m certain those hours will feel longer.” 
 
    Leonel looked down at his iron cuffs and their white gems. “What have you done to me?” 
 
    “Merely ensured you will not cause more trouble. You were clever to hide on land, but I knew that could not last, just as I knew you would foolishly risk yourself chasing after weeping selkies.” 
 
    So it had been her who’d hidden the landweller skiff and sent false cries through the water. 
 
    “How did you block the trident’s magic?” The answer came as soon as he’d voiced the question. The white tresses that had fallen from her head like breakers on the ocean were gone, shorn close to her scalp. The ropes of the net, they had been made with her hair and her magic, an imprint of herself to fool the trident’s power into sensing an attack on the royal family. “You used the Blue Laws against me.” 
 
    “A venture I’m pleased to see worked.” Her fingers sifted through the ends of her hair. “You defeated my storms. How you dispelled the latent magic in the threads, or indeed, how you even knew it was there, remains a mystery. Did you make a friend on this little shore?” 
 
    His heart beat faster. “No.” 
 
    “The landweller you saved at sea, that one helped you perhaps.” 
 
    “There is no one.” 
 
    Her eyes burned a poisonous blue. “It matters not. Whoever they are, they will die with all the other landwellers of this isle when the tides are highest.” 
 
    Midnight. All the air went out of him. “What happens then?” 
 
    “An opening salvo. The war begins. That stretch of dirt you covet will be buried beneath the surf.” 
 
    Isaura. No. 
 
    Footsteps approached the steps leading into the hold. 
 
    “If you betray the gods, they’ll cast you into the Orom Abyss with their enemy,” Leonel leaned forward, his voice thick with desperation. “Don’t do this. Whatever favor you think they’ve given me, I will only live a hundred years. It is no time at all to you and then I’ll be gone.” 
 
    Ice crystals shed from Kolga’s shoulders as she turned away. “You should not have been allowed to live in the first place. Aegirheim is weak and entitled. The Fathoms deserve a new reign.” 
 
    Landweller boots thudded against the steps. Someone called for rope. 
 
    Leonel clenched his fists. “If you drown Eisland, the gods will come. They will destroy you. Think of your sisters, Kolga.” 
 
    She laughed, a sharp crack of sound that recalled icebergs calving off glaciers. “They do not believe there is a threat. They’re not even looking for one. I’ve made sure of that. By the time they know better, it will be too late.” Her form diminished, drifting away like a snowfall on the wind. “Just as it is for you.” 
 
    Leonel fought the handful of men as they wrestled a loop of rope around his neck, but he was too weak and they were too many. A knee came down on his chest. The rope tightened and his air pinched off. They held him like that until he saw stars and his body sagged against on the deck boards. Then the rope loosened just enough for a small stream of air before a sack went over his head. 
 
    They dragged him up the steps by his shoulders. Splinters dug into his scales. He couldn’t smell the sea through the filthy stench of the sack, but the weight of the breeze over his skin told him when they emerged from the hold. Flashes of torchlight penetrated the dark cloth covering his eyes. Nighttime. And voices. Angry ones. The men holding him deposited him roughly on the deck. 
 
    “No, you may not board this ship. Go back to the barracks.” Leonel vaguely identified that snide voice but couldn’t place it. 
 
    “This is my watch. I received no notification of an arrival to his lordship’s quay. I demand to know what you think to bring into the castle.” 
 
    Leonel’s whole body jerked. Isaura’s brother. A second’s worth of hope filled him before he understood the danger. That other voice. It had to belong to the man who’d led the attack against her home. The one whose shoulder he’d put a sword through. Bjarki. Silver seas, the man was sure to recognize Leonel as soon as the sack came off. When he did, they would go after Isaura. 
 
    “If you take one more step onto this ramp, I’ll see you whipped for attempted theft, Captain.” 
 
    “You speak boldly for a man with only one working arm to defend himself,” Jurek growled. “Perhaps you should consider your condition and my limited patience. I will not move from here until I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    No, Jurek had to leave. He had to go to his sister and protect her from these men. From what was coming at midnight. Leonel gave the only signal he could think of. He whistled, the same piercing note as when Jurek had threatened him in Isaura’s house. A ruthless kick to his gut left him gasping and unable to repeat it. All conversation had ceased, the only sound that of Leonel’s harsh breathing and the slosh of waves captured between the boat and the dock. 
 
    Leonel didn’t hear Jurek’s swift retreat, but Bjarki heaved an irritated sigh. “Let’s get this thing in the dungeon before that fool brings any trouble this way—Wait. Bring him closer to the light…That scar on his chest…” 
 
    Leonel hung between the grip of two men. The sack was ripped off 
 
    Leonel blinked against the glare of torchlight and met Bjarki’s gaze. It narrowed. He snapped his fingers and whirled around. 
 
    “You four, go after the captain. He’ll be on his way to his family’s house.” 
 
    “What you want done with him?” one asked. 
 
    “Kill him,” he snarled. “And bring his sister back with you.” A dagger appeared in Bjarki’s hand. He set the point against the soft underside of Leonel’s chin. “You defended her once. We’ll have plenty of time to see what you’ll give to protect her again.” 
 
    Any retort died in Leonel’s mouth as his gaze turned to the skies out to sea. A branch of lightning dragged across the black, distant and silent. Then another. 
 
    The storm was coming. 
 
    They had no time left at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Leonel didn’t return and Isaura couldn’t sleep. From her bed, she lay restless and irritated, and tried not to jump to conclusions. It was possible he’d decided to take that second day for his patrol, the one he’d originally said he needed before she guilted him into giving it up. That hadn’t been her intention, but it was the result.  
 
    She hadn’t handled things well. No doubt on that. Asking him whether he wanted children and then bursting into tears when he said he did, made her fingers curl with embarrassment. He’d looked wrecked by the sight. Of course, he’d promised to return sooner. That didn’t mean he could. Or should. They’d agreed to a friendship, a special one, granted, but nothing more. 
 
    Except, it felt like more. Isaura didn’t know when she began to notice the shift between them. She’d assumed the closeness she felt was a side effect of her admiration for him and their intimacy—the rush of feeling in sync with her body in a way she thought lost to her. 
 
    Everything changed the day he’d told her about his life. The way he’d spoken, his words halting, his eyes nervous, revealed just how extraordinary the moment was. He trusted her in a way he never had before. She’d had the distinct impression he’d never offered this kind of trust to anyone. The knowledge opened something inside her heart she thought locked away. And that night when he held her… 
 
    Ask me my favorite day. 
 
    A tingle spread over her skin. With him, she remembered happiness. She remembered she deserved happiness. It wasn’t just that he made her feel beautiful, it was the reminder that she always had been. The diagnosis had not changed her in mind or body. She was still herself, bruised by loss, but whole and intact. She didn’t feel different because she wasn’t. 
 
    Isaura paused. She considered that a moment, her eyes open in the dark. She didn’t feel different because she wasn’t. And if she was the same as before, that meant she wasn’t broken. 
 
    I am not broken. 
 
    She sampled the idea, hearing the thought in her mind as she might an instrument she’d never played. Could it be true? 
 
    “Isaura!” Jurek’s voice boomed from downstairs. “Isaura, where are you?” 
 
    Isaura startled hard enough she nearly fell out of bed. His feet pounded up the stairwell. She sat up, reaching to her bedside to light the lantern. The small flame brightened the room just as her door burst open. The lamp almost dropped from her hands. 
 
    “Gods, Jurek,” she exclaimed. “Are you trying to kill me with fright?” 
 
    He snatched up her cloak hanging on a hook by the door and rushed into the room. “You have to get up. I have to get you out of here.” 
 
    He tossed the cloak at her and then hunted around till he found her boots. His eyes were wild, his face damp with sweat. He looked like he’d been riding hard enough to wreck his horse. 
 
    Isaura’s heart raced. She pushed off the covers and swung her legs over the side. “What is going on?” 
 
    “Bjarki’s men are coming to take you.” He kneeled in front of her and shoved her boots onto her stockinged feet as if he didn’t trust her to move fast enough. “Four men, at least. But they won’t get you, I swear it. My life first.” 
 
    Papa appeared in the doorway, rumpled and angry. “Odin’s curses, boy. Why are you crashing into the house in the middle of the night?” 
 
    Jurek didn’t turn as he answered, throwing her cloak around her shoulders. “Isaura’s in danger. Enforcers are coming to arrest her.” 
 
    “What?” Papa barked. “Why?” 
 
    “They have the sailor who defended her when they attacked the house. Captured at sea, I think. Lord Aron must want something from him and I know how Bjarki’s mind works. They’ll try to use her as leverage to get it.” 
 
    Isaura grabbed Jurek’s shoulders. She could barely squeak out the words. “They have Leonel? You’re certain it’s him?” 
 
    “He whistled. It all but cracked my eardrums the first time. I’d never mistake it for another.” 
 
    Isaura leapt up, pulling her skirts on over her night dress. “We have to rescue him.” 
 
    “From the castle dungeon? It’s impossible.” 
 
    Where had she left her bracers? Isaura went to her trunk and threw open the lid. 
 
    “We can’t leave him in there. You don’t understand what’s at stake.”  
 
    Jurek stood. “Your life is at stake. It was for you he tried to warn me and they beat him for it. I’m taking you somewhere safe until I can get you on a ship bound for Dinark.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “Isaura—” 
 
    Auntie Erla arrived breathless behind Papa, her face as pale as milk. “There are men on horses riding up to the house.” 
 
    Jurek unsheathed his blade. “Auntie, you and Father secure yourselves in the root cellar. Isaura, go with them. I’ll return for you.” 
 
    Papa eyed Jurek a moment before turning to Auntie Erla. “Sister, get my sword.” 
 
    “No,” Jurek lifted a hand but she had already disappeared into the hall. “Father, they’re here on Lord Aron’s order. If you don’t engage them, he might spare the farm and your lives.” 
 
    Papa stepped forward and took Jurek’s chin in his hand. He tilted his face to one side, and inspected the faded bruises. Isaura’s brother looked suddenly very young beneath their father’s gaze. 
 
    “You’ve fought enough by yourself,” he said. “And if you think I’m about to cower in the root cellar while my son faces four armed men, you’re not the bright lad I took you for.” 
 
    “I’m not going either.” Isaura finished strapping her bracers on while they spoke. She opened one side of the shutters. Clouds flitted across the half moon, its light brightening and darkening like a lantern almost out of oil. “Herd them over to this side of the house. My aim won’t be perfect in the dark, but it’ll certainly distract them.” 
 
    Auntie Erla reappeared and dropped her father’s boots in front of him before handing him his sword already attached to its belt. She held a chainmail shirt in her other hand, and grieves under her arm, but a voice shouted outside before Papa fully donned his blade. 
 
    “In the name of Lord Aron of Eisland, come out and surrender yourselves.” 
 
    “Any talent out there to contend with?” Papa asked Jurek. He stepped into his boots and waved off the armor his sister offered. “No time for that.” 
 
    “Some,” Jurek answered him. “But they’re accustomed to attacking in force. One-on-one, they’re weaker.” 
 
    “Shoddy training,” Papa grunted, and pulled Jurek’s flintlock from his belt. Then he drew his own sword. “Let’s reduce their odds.” 
 
    “Gods, help us,” Auntie Erla muttered. “If you get yourselves killed, I’ll be cross with the lot of you.” 
 
    “Barricade the front door behind us,” Jurek told her as they strode out of the room. “Then lock yourself in here with Isaura.” 
 
    Isaura shuttered the lantern. She huddled beneath the window sill and readied her first throwing knife. She told her fingers to stop shaking and tried to block out the image of her father and her brother dying in the next few minutes, of Leonel beaten and imprisoned. If Lord Aron had captured him at sea, it could only have been done with the help of the Eldingar’s ally. They wanted him out of the way for whatever they planned next. With the guardian of the Failock gone, nothing could stand against them but the gods, and they weren’t even paying attention. 
 
    The boom of a flintlock shattered the night and Isaura’s knife jolted out of her grip. She hadn’t even heard the front door open. A man shrieked. Horses screamed. 
 
    “Where did they go?” someone shouted. “Did you see where they went?” 
 
    “There, headed toward those stables, go!” 
 
    Hoofbeats followed, advancing to her side of the house. The scrape of a footstep came from behind and she whirled, another knife in hand. 
 
    “It’s only me,” Auntie Erla whispered, edging along the wall to avoid the open shutter. A cleaver’s blade glinted in her grip. “I counted four. Three now. Your father shot one right off his horse.” 
 
    Isaura didn’t have time to reply. She peeked over the windowsill. Shadows moved in the space between the house and the stables. A cloud blotted out the moonlight. The white fire of a flintlock blazed; the shot aimed for Jurek. It missed. Her brother charged the man with a roar. Steel rang against steel. Where were the other two? She couldn’t see well enough to distinguish one shadow from another. She held her knife ready, her arm poised to throw as soon as the opportunity arrived. 
 
    Moonlight streamed down once more. Darkness lightened. Anonymous figures became recognizable. Jurek fought one man close by. Her father another near the stables. And the third? Where was he? Jurek’s foe turned, putting his back to her. Isaura lifted her blade. 
 
    Something brushed by her head close enough to stir her hair. It twanged into the far wall. She looked back and blinked in surprise at an arrow embedded there. Auntie Erla lunged from her corner and hauled Isaura down by the arm. Another arrow shaft streaked by where her head had been and thwacked the rocking chair. Her knife, she realized, thinking of the way the light had reflected off the cleaver. 
 
    “An archer,” Auntie hollered out the window in warning. 
 
    Papa gave a shout, but she didn’t know whether it was in pain or acknowledgement or battle fury. Isaura scrambled into a crouch, keeping her knife low this time, and stole a glance outside. The moonlight held. Jurek pressed his enemy with a savage attack the man just barely defended against. It altered their positions. She no longer had a clear aim. 
 
    Her father continued his fight near the stables, but he gripped his sword in the opposite hand now. Equally skilled with either side, she thought he meant to throw his attacker off his guard until she spotted the arrow protruding from his other arm. Her breath jumped. Where was that archer? 
 
    “There,” Auntie Erla hissed from beside her. “By the cart.” 
 
    She saw him, or his legs, where he hid behind the cart stationed to one side of the stables. To shoot his bow he’d have to reveal himself, likely on the left side where he’d have a clear line to Papa and Jurek. Isaura kept her eyes pinned to his feet, watching for the least shift of movement. Distantly, she heard the gurgled cry of her brother’s foe. The archer moved. The moonlight vanished. Isaura cursed and hurled her knife toward the target in her memory. The man yelped, but she didn’t think he’d gone down. There came a scuffle. A horrendous scream. Then silence. Isaura’s chest heaved as if she’d been swinging a sword herself. Someone had been cut down but she couldn’t see who. 
 
    “It’s over,” Jurek called and her shoulders slumped with relief. “We’re coming inside. Father’s wounded.” 
 
    “Cursed archers,” Papa groused. “Cowardly ilk, every last one.” 
 
    “I’ll bank the fire in the kitchen to boil water,” Auntie said, a tremor underscoring her even tone. Her legs seemed as shaky as Isaura’s as they left the room. “Maybe a nice cider to steady the nerves, too.” 
 
    Papa had already pulled the arrow from his arm by the time he and Jurek arrived to the kitchen. It bled profusely but when Isaura examined the wound, the arrowhead had only punctured the muscle and not the bone. 
 
    “You’ll have a scar but it’ll heal fully,” she told him when she finished cleaning and bandaging his arm. “Not that I ever hope to see you do more than practice swordplay again.” 
 
    “I only fight when necessary, my duckling,” Papa said. 
 
    Auntie Erla handed him a mug of warmed cider and a scowl. “Pah, it was always sport to you. Do you think I can’t see the thrill of battle still shining in your eyes? You’re a reckless boy.” 
 
    Papa’s smile held mischief. “Did you worry for me, sister sweet?” 
 
    “Dunderhead,” she spat, but sat beside him and gripped his hand. 
 
    “We may have won out there but it won’t be the end of this.” Jurek stood sentry by the kitchen door, reloading gunpowder into his flintlock. “We’ve killed Lord Aron’s men. There’ll be repercussions.” 
 
    “I’ll write to the king,” Papa said. “I served his father, but young Andri won’t have forgotten the assassin I stopped at his bedroom window when he was a child.” 
 
    Jurek paused. “That’s a tale I haven’t heard.” 
 
    “Few have. They preferred no one know how close it was.” 
 
    Jurek finished with his pistol and secured it to his hip. “I don’t know if a letter will reach him in time, but for now, the greater peril is to Isaura.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving.” Isaura stood from her chair and faced her brother’s unyielding look. “We can’t leave Leonel in that dungeon. He has to be returned to the sea.” 
 
    “I doubt they left his ship intact when they took him, and it’s too dangerous to bring you anywhere near—” 
 
    A deafening peel of thunder drowned out his voice. Everyone’s gaze turned upward. 
 
    “Odd,” Papa said as it rumbled away. “The day didn’t have the feel of a storm coming.” 
 
    Propelled by a sinking suspicion, Isaura shouldered past Jurek, and rushed out the door. He called after her as she ran around the house to a view of the sea beyond the village nestled down the hill from the farm. 
 
    Lightning clawed the sky, illuminating a beachhead of low black clouds cutting an advancing swath toward the coast. The waves below them rose as tall as trees, smashing into the harbor with such force the spray was visible even at this distance. It reminded her terrifyingly of the storm that had torn apart the Vinsundr, but this one couldn’t have been made using Lady Katrin. She no longer wove the thread they used. And it was bigger. Something else had created this and flung it toward Eisland. 
 
    Jurek whispered an oath as he jogged to her side. “Look at those swells. There’ll be nothing left of the harbor.” 
 
    Isaura turned away from the sight and sprinted for the stables. The moon had disappeared completely, the sky dipped in pitch, but her bedroom shutter stood open, the lantern she’d left there throwing a wedge of light onto the grounds. She stepped around the bodies and did her best not to look too closely at their skewered remains. 
 
    Jurek caught her arm as she entered the stables and pulled her to a halt. 
 
    “You’d better not be thinking of going where I think you are,” he warned. 
 
    She tugged free of his grasp. “We have to get Leonel back to the water.” 
 
    “Isaura, a tempest half that size could sink a ship,” he said, incredulous. “Even if we got him away from the dungeon, we can hardly toss him out in that. It’s going to devastate the docks as it is.” 
 
    How could she explain? There was too much and no time to convince him of the truth. 
 
    Isaura reached up and took his face in her hands. “Heart-brother,” she said. “That storm will destroy Eisland if Leonel isn’t freed. I know that doesn’t make sense. I need you to trust me. I need your help.” 
 
    Disbelief moved beside countless questions in his eyes. He didn’t voice them beyond a mutter of, “I’m going to regret this.” Then he took her hand. “Come, my horse is already saddled. When we get there, do not leave my sight.” 
 
    The rain poured down as they barreled along the path to the village. Bursts of lightning revealed a number of people lumbering along the streets. It was only when they moved closer and Jurek drew his sword, she saw they weren’t people at all, but horrors washing in with the storm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Shouts made their way into the cell where they’d thrown Leonel. He shifted toward the door as much as he could. He only had an arm’s length of freedom. A chain had been strung between his shackles and secured to a metal loop protruding from the stone wall. There were no portholes except for a barred opening toward the top of the door that looked out on the stairwell. A wonder he could hear anything at the bottom of that interminable flight of steps they’d dragged him down. He’d seen no other prisoners along the way. What was going on up there? 
 
    The storm. The winds had risen as they lugged him from the ship, and even separated from the trident’s power, he sensed the potency of it. Bjarki had shooed away the guards and carefully laid out a set of shiny knives with a chilling amount of eagerness. 
 
    “Don’t worry, these aren’t for you,” he’d told him and left the rest unsaid. 
 
    Then he’d been called away, and that reason must have been compelling for he hadn’t the look of a man who would delay himself unless he had no other choice. Leonel prayed Isaura’s brother reached her in time. He turned back to the chain holding him to the wall and set his jaw. He had to get free. 
 
    Kolga’s gems blocked his ability to take his legs or access the trident, but what of his own magic? He knew some enchantments from the selkies, though they mostly involved catching fish, warming waters, and hiding from fishermen. The magic of the merfolk was said to be much stronger. Could they corrode metal as he’d done to the lock in Isaura’s village? He had to try.  
 
    Leonel closed his eyes and concentrated. He imagined saltwater eating away at the iron pin on the shackles, the closure rusting, weakening. Moisture dripped from his fetters onto the stones. Silver seas, was it working? Leonel poured his strength into the effort. A trickle of water splattered to the ground, but the corrosion he sought lagged far behind. The lock held. It was as though he missed some vital element to this. Unsurprising, really. There was no one in the sea to teach him. 
 
    Leonel ceased the attempt before it drained him completely. He was lightheaded. His body throbbed. Dry patches covered most of his chest and had spread down his arms. Such sinister knowledge Kolga possessed, to know binding him to his tailfin on land would accelerate the withering to this degree. His scales looked more grey than black. A day on the ship, a few hours on land, and death rushed toward him with the speed of a hunter. Leonel banged a fist against the stone and fought despair. He allowed himself a moment, just one, to think of Isaura. He recalled her face, the shape of her mouth as she spoke. Her fierce heart. He let the image of her pour over his pain, smoothing away the sharp edges the way the currents do the stones. If she were here, she would not give up. Neither would he. 
 
    Footsteps descended the steps outside his cell. Rapidly. His muscles went taut. Bjarki returning? Gods, let it not be with Isaura in tow. 
 
    Wincing as the rough stone tore his scales, Leonel shimmied into a prone position and stretched himself as far as the chain allowed. The fetters dug into his skin, but straining, his tailfin reached the doorway. He wound it back like a sea serpent poised to strike. Keys jangled by the lock. The door opened. With a sharp twist of his hips, Leonel swung his tailfin with bludgeoning force. The man who entered reacted much faster than expected. He reared back but Leonel still clipped his shoulder. The blow sent him staggering into the doorframe. There was suddenly a dagger in the man’s hand as if pulled out of the air. He lifted it to throw. 
 
    “Jurek, no!” Someone behind him grabbed his arm. 
 
    He knew that voice. Leonel’s eyes focused on the man and recognized Isaura’s brother just as Isaura stepped around him. All the air rushed out of Leonel’s lungs. 
 
    A hand went to her mouth as she surveyed him. She grabbed the keys from Jurek’s hand and went to Leonel’s side. “What have they done to you?” 
 
    “You can’t be here.” Fear spread through his body. He looked at Jurek who stood gaping at Leonel’s tailfin. “Why did you do this? I warned you so you would keep her away. Bjarki will return any moment.” 
 
    “No, he won’t,” she said, her expression grim while she unlocked the chains holding him to the wall. Leonel lowered his arms with great relief as she helped him to sit with his back against the wall. “He and everyone else are busy with other trouble.” 
 
    “Other trouble.” He noticed now they were both soaked through, the scent of rain heavy on their clothes and skin. “The storm. It has come.” 
 
    “Not just the storm. Dark things are crawling out of the waves and killing anyone they find.” Jurek seemed to have recovered from his shock and adjusted his stance to keep an eye on the stairway beyond the cell. “This is what you couldn’t explain, I take it,” he addressed his sister. 
 
    She grimaced. “Would you have believed me?” 
 
    “That the sailor you tended in our house is actually the sea king who saved those ships? I can barely believe it now and I’m looking at him.” 
 
    “I’m not a king,” Leonel said impatiently. “What dark things have come?” 
 
    “They look like men, but wrong,” Isaura said, paling as she spoke. “You once described the draugr to me—dark blue skin, eyes like milk, and strength far beyond the living. Leonel, I think these are the sailors drowned by the storms that came before.” 
 
    The army Kolga had boasted about. Had this been the intention behind targeting landweller ships? To accumulate a force they could send upon land? Why then send a storm as well?  
 
    “Draugr,” Jurek said and cursed. “The dead are walking our shores? Any other fairytales I can expect to manifest tonight?” 
 
    “I can send them back,” Leonel told them. “They will respond to the guardian’s call, as all sea creatures do.” 
 
    “Getting you to the sea might be a problem,” Jurek said. “The drowned men chased us all the way here. I had to order the portcullis closed or they’d have invaded the castle walls too.” 
 
    Leonel shook his head. “This will not hold them long.” 
 
    “That gate is forged by iron and guarded by blades and archers.” 
 
    “And their strength is forged by magic so foul it was outlawed after the Gods’ War. It’s also not the only problem.” He lifted his shackled hands, turning them to show the gems where they shimmered beneath the locks. “I cannot call upon my trident with these on. It is the reason my tailfin remains and why I am close to death.” 
 
    Even this conversation winded him. If they managed to free him from Kolga’s sorcery, he prayed his full strength returned. 
 
    “You’re not going to die,” Isaura informed him sharply as she tried the same key in the lock of the manacles. It didn’t turn. She tried to force the mechanism but it didn’t budge. “It’s not working. Jurek, help me. Can you cut these off him?” 
 
    Her brother came immediately, flicking her a quick look. He examined the thick metal flush against Leonel’s wrists. 
 
    “It would take too long to saw through with the blades I have.” His fingers paused over the pins holding the closures. 
 
    The distant roar of thunder echoed its way into the depths of the dungeon. Panicked shouts followed, the words drowned out by the rumbling sky, but Leonel didn’t need them. Their gate would not hold indefinitely. 
 
    “The forge,” Jurek said. “It would have the tools to pry this out.” He stood. “I’ll retrieve them and return.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Isaura said. 
 
    Jurek removed one of his daggers and handed it to her. “You as well.” 
 
    When he’d gone, Leonel tipped his head back against the wall and closed his eyes. The dizziness was getting worse. 
 
    Isaura’s hand smoothed over his brow, gloriously cool. “You’re feverish.” 
 
    He didn’t doubt it. Sharp pain stabbed him every time he moved; a grinding sensation that made him wonder if his joints were filled with sand. Breathing was becoming an issue too, as though he were a fish in truth, starving for the water, drowning on air. 
 
    “How did they catch you?” Her voice soothed as much as her touch on his brow. He concentrated on it. 
 
    “My sister Kolga. It’s she who serves as the intermediary between the Eldingar and Lord Aron.” 
 
    “Your sister. I thought you were the last of the merfolk.” 
 
    “Half-sister. Billow maiden of the arctic seas.” 
 
    “Daughter of Ægir,” Isaura breathed. “Your mother is Ran? The goddess?” 
 
    He opened his eyes, chagrined by her startled expression. He’d never told her this. He’d never told her so many things about himself. Now they had no time. 
 
    “Does that mean you’re a…” 
 
    “I’m not a god,” he said firmly. He gestured at himself, wishing she hadn’t seen him in this degrading state. “Obviously. I’m as mortal as you are.” 
 
    “I wish you’d told me.” Sympathy overtook her amazement. “Oh Leonel. Your sister betrayed you?” 
 
    “None of them ever harbored any love for me. Except for one. I never thought Kolga loathed me so deeply she would condemn me to a death like this.” 
 
    “You’re not going to die,” Isaura snapped. “You have Eisland to save, the draugr to vanquish, and the Eldingar to defeat. You’re too busy for death, Guardian.” 
 
    He cupped the side of her face, a swell of fierce emotion filling him. “You’re right, of course. Lazy of me to even consider it.” 
 
    “Indeed so,” she replied, but her voice broke a little. “This…withering as you call it, this is why you were in such a hurry to leave before, isn’t it? Being on land so many days harmed you.” 
 
    He couldn’t lie to her. “Yes.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I feared you would send me away.” 
 
    The tremble of her lip softened the glare she flashed him. “Irritating fish. I thought you didn’t want—I thought you were tired of it here. With me.” 
 
    He pulled her to him. Ignoring the pain, he wrapped his arms around her and whistled her name. “Not that. Never that.” 
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    “I do. More than anyone.” 
 
    “But not my feelings for you?” She pulled back. 
 
    He didn’t know what to reply. She was right. He hadn’t. Looking at her now, he saw how foolish he’d been to doubt. So pernicious, that voice in his head that told him he wasn’t enough. How quietly it crept back in to pervade the joy he’d found with her. It did not even belong to him. It was the echo of those who desired to make him feel unworthy of anything. 
 
    “I was,” his throat tightened, “afraid to lose you.” 
 
    A thought he couldn’t read passed behind her eyes. She touched his face. “I was afraid too.” 
 
    Say it. Tell her. 
 
    “I wanted more than our friendship.” 
 
    Tears filmed her eyes. “So did I.” 
 
    And it was painfully obvious there could never be more. He could not live in one world while bound to another. He could not abandon the lives in the Fathoms that needed him, even if the choice broke his heart. 
 
    “Isaura, I—” 
 
    A flurry of steps raced down the stairwell beyond the door, too many and too soon to be Jurek. Leonel tried to shield Isaura from the entry. She pressed the dagger her brother had given her into his hand, then slipped out of his grasp, taking a protective stance beside him. He clenched his teeth against voicing a protest that would be heard by those descending. It had to be Bjarki, and Isaura was here just as the man wanted. 
 
    The steps drew closer. Isaura pulled a slim knife from a leather enclosure around one forearm. She lifted it to throw. 
 
    But Bjarki did not appear in the doorway. Lord Aron did. He held a pistol, already aimed at Isaura. 
 
    “Drop that, if you please,” he said calmly. When she hesitated, he shifted his aim to Leonel. 
 
    The knife clanged against the stones by her feet. A pair of men Leonel recognized from the ship flanked Lord Aron and he took a few steps inside to let them enter. Whey-faced and breathless, they had none of their master’s appearance of calm. 
 
    “Help her to remove the others,” Lord Aron ordered them. His gaze turned to the dagger in Leonel’s hand. “Toss that away before I instruct my men to remove more than her weapons.” 
 
    “I know what you want from me,” Leonel said, hurling the dagger from himself. “But it’s impossible. Kolga lied to you.” 
 
    “This storm has obliterated the harbor. Dead things are devouring the living and attacking the gates. I am most keenly aware that she lied to me.” Some of his evenness abandoned him, barely reigned fury swirling in the depths of his eyes. “But you are the guardian, are you not? Your trident has the power to stop this. And much more.” 
 
    “Then release me. Before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Give me the trident and I will stop it myself.” 
 
    “The magic would unmake you, landweller. It was not meant for your hands.” 
 
    Lord Aron’s expression hardened. He turned to his men who had removed Isaura’s bracers and now each held her by an arm. 
 
    “Put her against the wall.” 
 
    She broke out of their grasp before they moved her an inch—and halted when Lord Aron turned his weapon on Leonel again. 
 
    “I wouldn’t, Mistress.” 
 
    Leonel willed her not to hesitate, but she did. “If you kill him, the trident will be lost to you.” 
 
    “Those creatures are almost through the portcullis,” Lord Aron said. “I have very little to lose.” 
 
    His men had recovered. They grabbed her two-handed and shoved her roughly against the wall. Lord Aron pointed the pistol at her head. She flinched. 
 
    He addressed Leonel without looking at him. “Give me what I want.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he ground out. “You would only destroy yourself and everything around you.” His heart was pounding too hard. Cold sweat painted his temples. He couldn’t take his eyes off the weapon.  
 
    “Look at what your greed has brought to our shores,” Isaura said. “Think of our people. If you let him go, he can save us all.” 
 
    “You think I did all this just for greed?” He seemed genuinely surprised. “You’re wrong. A boy-king sits on the throne of Dinark. He does nothing to elevate our isle above the others. He encourages trade that lessens the abundance we’ve enjoyed for centuries. My brother, his father, was a soft-hearted fool with his children, but he at least understood the finite nature of resources. The gods never gave us back the land swallowed in their war. The more others have, the less we have. It’s a simple calculation.” 
 
    “Can’t you see, none of that matters now?” she pleaded. “What point is there to any of this if we all die here?” 
 
    “Because I must continue the work,” Lord Aron bellowed. “My nephew is unfit for that throne. He banished me when I arranged dealings to counterbalance his ridiculous trade agreements. Yes, I profited, but Dinark profited more. Everything I’ve done since is to show the people the cost of his weakness. Let us see how they admire his fair policies when there is no bread, no cloth, and no metal. Let us see how well he’s received in a country weighed down by scarcity.” 
 
    She shook her head at him. “All you’ve done is brought a nightmare down upon us.” 
 
    “I would hatch a thousand nightmares to prevent the disaster ruling my nation.” 
 
    With that, he stepped forward and backhanded her across the face. She rocked against the men holding her. He’d caught her across the mouth. Blood trickled from her split lip.  
 
    An enraged roar tore from Leonel’s throat. He strained every muscle, trying to drag himself across the stone floor on his belly. His arms barely held him up. The cell was small, but the distance from her felt immense. Lord Aron cast a look at him, not a trace of concern that he posed any threat. 
 
    “Give me the trident.” 
 
    Leonel’s jaw clenched. He tried to gather his thoughts into something coherent. His eyes flashed to Isaura. She seemed dazed, but she held herself upright, fists clenching. She met his gaze. His heart failed at the resignation he saw there. 
 
    Lord Aron aimed his pistol. “One final chance.” 
 
    “Don’t. If I could summon it, I would.” 
 
    “And if I freed you from those shackles? Would you relinquish it then to save her life?” 
 
    It wasn’t a true question. They both knew the answer. 
 
    Lord Aron’s expression turned to stone. “As I thought.” 
 
    He turned back to Isaura. She inhaled a breath. 
 
    Helplessness clenched a vice around his chest. “No!” 
 
    The pistol went off with a deafening boom. Leonel felt his soul fracture with it. Then he blinked. Isaura still stood, her body whole, her eyes bright, startled like the guards who held her arms. Relief left Leonel breathless. 
 
    Lord Aron stumbled back. He looked down at his chest as a bloom of crimson spread over his heart. The pistol slipped from his grasp. He brushed a hand over the wound as though he could wipe it off. Disbelief colored an unintelligible mumble before his face slackened and he dropped to the floor.  
 
    Jurek stood at the doorway, sword unsheathed in one hand, the other still holding up his pistol. A thin trail of smoke rose from the barrel. He stared at the Lord Aron’s body, white-lipped, his expression unrepentant, yet stunned.  
 
    Isaura wrenched away from her captors. They made no move to hold onto her or do anything more than look on like fish who’d been stung by numbing barbs. 
 
    “A choice,” Jurek told them. He advanced a step, menace along every line of his frame. “The gate will fall at any moment. Die here, or defend the castle.” 
 
    They scrambled out of the cell and disappeared up the stairwell without a word. 
 
    “Was that wise?” she asked Jurek. “They might warn Bjarki we’re here.” 
 
    “If those things break through, that won’t matter.” 
 
    Isaura hastened to Leonel’s side and helped him to roll him onto his back. He gazed up at her, his head cradled in her lap. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered. The pain in his chest hadn’t lessened. His head felt full of sand, his body sinking. 
 
    She looked at her brother. “Please tell me you found the tools.” 
 
    “I did.”  
 
    Jurek knelt next to her and tugged at one of Leonel’s wrists. He felt it distantly, like touching scar tissue. Fog had entered the room, which he thought odd until he realized the swirling mist wasn’t really there. His vision was failing. 
 
    “They’ve beaten back the ones trying to scale the ramparts, but they stand right back up even after falling.” Jurek’s voice was strained. “I’ve dispatched a contingent of my guards to fight their way through and defend the people. I think I’ve only sent them to their deaths.” 
 
    “Silver,” Leonel rasped. “Silver hurts them.” 
 
    His hands were busy with a tool that reminded Leonel of a crab’s claw, twisting at the metal around the manacle’s pin. “Silver is too soft for a blade. Our weapons are made with iron and steel.” 
 
    “Fire or dismemberment…will stop as well.” 
 
    “Jurek hurry. We’re losing him.” 
 
    The soft fingers touching his brow shook. That too felt distant but he latched onto the feeling, held it close like a jewel found along the seafloor. He focused on the face hovering over his, concentrated on the mouth, the nose, the eyes. Moisture glinted on her lashes. Stars in his sky. 
 
    “Strong heart,” he murmured, wishing he could touch her but the thread between his mind and his limbs seemed to have been cut. 
 
    A weight fell from one wrist. The scent of the sea filled his nose. A susurrus of waves filled his ears. No voice, no words, but the sensation washed over him, muted, but there. It should have been louder. He strained to hear it better. It recognized him. Called to him. 
 
    Return, it seemed to say. 
 
    The bite of cold metal vanished from his other wrist and the song became a symphony. Soft swells and deep trenches. Rich, timeless. Teeming with life, full of temper and mercy. Melody and mystery. Leonel let it fill the hollow places and submerge his skin with effervescent rills that chased along his bones and down the aching scales of his tailfin. The tourniquet around his chest loosened. He inhaled deeply, a breath that felt like his first in hours. 
 
    Into his hand his trident appeared, flush with magic, a solitary weight that rejoiced at his grip. It drew him back from the dark. 
 
    His vision cleared to find Isaura smiling down at him. There came a crash somewhere above them, a cacophony so great it shook the stones they sat upon. 
 
    The blood drained out of Jurek’s face. “The portcullis,” he said, as the screaming began. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Isaura sprinted up the dungeon steps ahead of Jurek who carried Leonel on his back. Leonel hadn’t been able to reform his legs. The strain on his face when he tried made her think he was tearing himself apart. 
 
    “I cannot,” he said, blood dripping from one side of his nose. “It’s been too long. I need the sea.” 
 
    Horrible sounds echoed down the stairwell from the bailey; the eruption of pistol fire, the shrieks of agonizing death. She didn’t know whether it was better the monsters out there made no sound of their own, or worse. Torches lined the halls up to the dungeon’s entrance and watery gray-black light simmered in the curved arch of stone. The door hung open, a dark mouth waiting for them to step through. 
 
    Her waterlogged boots made wet noises against the stones, tacky like the bitter fear clinging to the back of her throat. She’d put her bracers back on, and also gripped Lord Aron’s loaded flintlock in her hand, praying its fine leather casing would keep it from misfiring in the rain. 
 
    “Isaura,” Jurek whispered and she stopped a handful of steps from the top. “We will go first.” 
 
    Jurek was bent slightly forward under Leonel’s weight and had the other’s tailfin wrapped around one hip. Leonel had an arm hooked across her brother’s shoulders and held his trident in his free hand. His color was no longer ghastly pale as when she’d first seem him, the faint shimmer of blue within his dark eyes brighter than before, but he still looked faded. The lustrous jet of his scales was mat, the parchment thin edges of his fin frayed like a fish left out in the sun. At least his breath was steady. 
 
    “I should go ahead of you,” Isaura said. “You can’t wield a sword so encumbered.” 
 
    “I know that.” He shifted so his scabbard angled toward her. “That’s why you’ll take it.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Fire or dismemberment, correct?” Jurek turned his head toward Leonel for confirmation. He nodded. “There you have it. Your knives will do little good out there. I’d prefer to have you watch our back with something that can hurt them.” 
 
    She retrieved his sword from its scabbard with reluctance and did her best not to balk at the weight of it. “I was never excellent with a sword. It’s been years since I even held one.” 
 
    “You’ll manage.” A dark smile brushed his lips. “It’s like swimming, remember?” 
 
    “Oh yes, now is the time to make me regret my words, Jurek,” she said dryly. “Who’s going to watch your front?” 
 
    “I will,” Leonel said. A thin gloss of cerulean light coated the three-pronged head of the trident. 
 
    “You told me its power is diminished on land.” 
 
    “It should be enough to keep them back until we reach the water.” 
 
    They would make for the bridge spanning the river that fed over Goblet’s Cliff into the Failock. Trying to reach the demolished harbor would prove impossible, though a pressure tightened Isaura’s lungs to imagine Leonel tumbling into the sea from that great height, despite his assurances. 
 
    “How clever are these draugr?” Jurek asked, slipping ahead of her. 
 
    “They are fueled by the memory of life and the desire to consume it. They run on instinct mostly, but are not mindless.” 
 
    “Of course not,” he grumbled. A steadiness swept over him when he reached the top step, the stillness of a soldier entering the field of battle. “Isaura.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do not stop. Not for anyone or anything. Understand?” 
 
    Her mouth went dry. “Yes.” 
 
    The rain fell against them in hard, diamond sheets as they passed through the threshold to the bailey. At first, she couldn’t see anything but the frantic smear of torchlight still burning beneath the eaves. Then she blinked the water from her eyes and the carnage before her took shape. The bodies of guards and servants. The outline of creatures hunched over them, slurping at the innards of men who still twitched. The rainwater ran pink around them. 
 
    Horror kicked her hard in the stomach, bile rising. Leonel looked back at her, the gem-like glow trailing down his temples a reassuring if jarring contrast. She gave him a slight nod, following as close as she could while allowing enough space to swing her blade if needed. The draugr, distracted by the prey they’d felled upon entering, didn’t take notice as they moved swiftly along the inner wall of the bailey. On the ramparts, guardsmen and enforcers, their outlines made fuzzy by the curtain of the storm, fired arrows at the creatures. Several draugr had half a dozen of them sprouting from their backs like quills. Black blood rolled from the wounds like ink, but they gave no indication of pain. Isaura scarcely dared to breathe for fear one of them would look up and see them. 
 
    Ahead she saw what remained of the gate and portcullis. The great wooden doors lay in a splintered mass, the iron grill of the portcullis still standing in its grooves with the latticework bent inward to form a hole. Draugr lumbered among the debris, poking at bodies caught beneath the destruction. Jurek motioned a halt when they reached the Keep and motioned them into a crouch alongside the steps. Isaura was relieved to see the doors had been shut. Lady Katrin may still be safe inside. 
 
    But Gods, how would they cross the open space to get through that narrow hole in the portcullis without being seen. She moved beside Jurek and Leonel, posing the question with a lift of her brows. Jurek signaled to wait. 
 
    One of the draugr clawed through a mound of stones. It went to its knees, its mouth opening unnaturally wide as it leaned down. A scream rent the air. Something shiny and scarlet dangled from its lips when it drew back. The screams sounded more animal than human. The draugr made no sound at all. 
 
    Her breath sawed in and out. She tried to quiet it, to look away, but she stared as if transfixed. 
 
    “Isaura,” Leonel whispered. She met his gaze. Her own felt too wide. “See,” he said. “Don’t look.” 
 
    It made a strange sort of sense. Know without knowing. Let it skim the surface of her mind. Don’t let it in. Isaura caught hold of the fear flapping in her chest, folded back its wings and tucked it into its cage. 
 
    “Make ready.” Jurek’s eyes held on their exit. “We go while it feeds…Now.” 
 
    They ran, headlong and without hesitation, approaching the mangled portcullis from the side. The creature that’d unearthed its meal of flesh lifted its head, milky eyes squinting at them. Leonel lifted his trident. It pulsed once and the draugr ducked its head. They dashed past it, through the bent metal of the portcullis, and out of the castle. 
 
    They reached the bridge without encountering any more creatures with Leonel casting the light of his magic ahead. The wind battered the rain into their faces as they climbed down the embankment to the fattened ribbon of water beneath the bridge. The drowned soil threatened to pull the earth from beneath their feet with every step. They got as close to the edge as they dared. The rain had turned the slender surface of the river into a battle of its own as it rushed headlong over the edge and into the sea. 
 
    As Jurek lowered Leonel from his shoulders Isaura’s mind churned thinking of the rocks that lurked below the falls.  
 
    She crouched beside him. “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” She had to shout to be heard, the rain percussive against the bridge. 
 
    “It will not harm me.” 
 
    His tailfin extended toward the edge, Leonel leaned back on his elbows, eyes fixed on the water. It shouldn’t sting to see the yearning in his eyes. He belonged in the sea. He was needed in the sea. Yet, she wanted him here too. She wanted him to come back, but they both knew that was impossible. Her world would hurt him. She thought of his blood dripping onto the stones of their cave. She could never hurt him. 
 
    “Isaura.” He reached up and touched her face. The yearning was still in his eyes as he looked at her, but deeper, a well of sorrow. 
 
    “I know.” The shredded voice didn’t sound like her own. “I know you can’t come back.” 
 
    “I would have. I wish I could. I always will.” 
 
    This was no place to say goodbye, danger lurking nearby, a battle yawning before him. She thought of their quiet nights in the hayloft. She thought of his hands in her hair, how he gazed at her in a way that made her blood change colors. 
 
    His hand shook against her cheek. He whistled her name. Treasure. 
 
    “I will miss you. For as long as I swim the sea. Will you believe me? Say you do.” 
 
    He tasted of the rain when she kissed him, clear and unmuddied, a perfect crystalline world within each drop. 
 
    “For as long as I walk the land,” she said against his lips. “I’ll remember the love we shared.” 
 
    His eyes widened. She rose and stepped back before he could speak. She tried not to think of how this was the last moment she’d see him. The rain falling down her face felt hot. Jurek’s hand touched her shoulder, his presence a comfort at her back. Leonel’s gaze shifted to him, gratitude and a request in the look he sent him. 
 
    Then he turned back to the water and pushed himself in. The current claimed him immediately and she lost sight of him as he joined its wild race over the cliff. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Leonel called for the gods as soon as he reached the sea. The trident’s magic protected him from the long fall from the cliffs and shielded him from the rocks beneath. The balm of the water pulled a long, elated whistle from him. Aches remained, but the gnashing pain fell away. It helped to distract his mind from Isaura and the tears in her eyes. 
 
    The love we shared. 
 
    He dragged his thoughts from it. She was in danger up there. They all were, and the Fathoms too suffered under the roar of magic twisting both sea and sky. He sensed no tremor or response to indicate the gods heeded his call, or heard him at all. Whether it was the storm, or their dismissal, he didn’t know. It didn’t matter. He knew what to do. 
 
    First, the draugr. The Eldingar’s power forced a false and terrible life into those landweller bodies, but in doing so, they made them part of the sea. No sea creature, save the gods themselves, could ignore the Guardian when he beckoned. 
 
    Leonel didn’t surface. He lifted his trident high, sending forth his magic to encircle Isaura’s homeland like a river of aquamarine. He sensed the draugr respond, drawn to the light and the call to rest. He felt their turbulent pain, the blood in their mouths. 
 
    Return, he told them. Your peace is here. 
 
    They began to drop into the Fathoms, one by one. As soon as they touched the magic rippling along the shore, the life dissolved from their rotted forms. Leonel considered the storm while he awaited the last of them. As soon as the draugr left the land, he would— 
 
    A force slammed into him hard enough to rattle his teeth. He flexed his tailfin to arch forward and twist away. Leonel drew his magic back to him as he turned to face what had hit him—and deflected the spear of ice hurled at his chest. 
 
    Kolga faced him when the swirl of water cleared, daggers of blue-white ice in each hand, an orca tailfin beneath her. She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. The smile she gave him said everything. 
 
    *** 
 
    The draugr were leaping off the side of the bridge and into the rapids. A thread of cerulean light brightened the sea, lightening the darkness. Leonel’s magic. The creatures appeared compelled by it, hurling themselves toward it with more zeal than the men they’d devoured. 
 
    “Let’s make for the castle while we have the chance,” Jurek said. He’d relieved her of his sword. She held her dagger and Lord Aron’s pistol. Uncertain of what might be lurking above, they’d stayed beneath the bridge, back-to-back, watching either side. 
 
    “There are more up there,” she said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “They’re distracted, and this isn’t an ideal place to defend if something happens. The ramparts looked intact when we left. I must ensure Lady Katrin is still safe up there with my men.” 
 
    Isaura recalled the archers firing on the draugr from the battlements. The creatures hadn’t broken through the doorways guarding the stairwells. 
 
    “Why isn’t Lady Katrin in the Keep?” 
 
    His face hardened. “She was outside when the attack began. Bjarki and some of his men locked themselves in the Keep and my guards couldn’t get in afterward.” 
 
    Another shadowy form dropped from the bridge into the river. 
 
    “All right,” she said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    As they climbed up the bank, neither of them noticed the fading light in the sea until too late. Four draugr moved in a lumbering scuttle toward the edge. Then they stopped. They clawed at their heads as if shaking lose from a voice that spoke in their ears, and turned their gazes to her and Jurek. 
 
    Jurek stepped in front of her as they attacked, his sword a blur as it cleaved at throats and limbs. She turned to watch his back, cursing the skirts that clung to her legs. A flicker of movement to her side and she turned. Too late. A weight slammed against her and she fell beneath it with a cry.  
 
    “Isaura!” her brother shouted. 
 
    A mouth opened over her, bathing her in the stench of sea and death. Hot fingers dug into her shoulders; sparks of pain erupted. She struck upward with her dagger. The angle of her arm and lack of leverage didn’t give the thrust much power but terror and proximity offered their advantage. The dagger sunk deep into fleshy underbelly. She slid it upwards. No shriek of pain. No cry at all as black entrails spilled onto her chest. Then it was ripped off of her. 
 
    Jurek’s blade flashed, chopping downward. She struggled to her feet as Jurek returned to her. “Under the bridge,” he barked.  
 
    They turned back the way they’d come but stopped short. More draugr clogged the embankment. Their meaty heads snapped up, cocking to one side as if scenting prey on the air. Hungry mouths opened soundlessly, eyes like bands of white grubs fixed on them. 
 
    Jurek caught her elbow. “Back. Back.” 
 
    But they streamed out of the castle too. They were everywhere. There was no place to go. She saw the moment Jurek realized it too. He looked at her, his gaze bleak though he kept his sword up and his body angled in a way that shielded her. Not even his courage could fight them all off. Her mind swung to the image of the bodies in the bailey, stretched out like bags of meat before they were entirely dead. 
 
    Isaura lifted the pistol and fired at the nearest one. 
 
    *** 
 
    She was trying to distract him. 
 
    Leonel knew this, but couldn’t act on the knowledge under the onslaught of Kolga’s attacks. He was forced to distance himself from the isle or risk their battle spilling onto the shore. She maintained a wall of her power between them, keeping him on the defensive when he attempted to engage her directly. She was limitless in this regard. The magic did not tire her. It did not drain her body. She was immortal and he was not. 
 
    That did not make him frail, he reminded himself. That did make her indestructible. 
 
    She was weaker in a physical confrontation. Not by much, but enough to give him an opening to gain the upper hand. On the ship, he’d seen her intense desire to kill him herself, the regret she couldn’t watch him die by her own hand. She still wanted it. 
 
    A dangerous plan formed in his mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    The rain turned to snow as a roar went up from the castle entrance. Guardsmen, not draugr, poured through. Jurek let out laugh as he saw them, shifting in front of her to face the ones climbing up the embankment. The creatures behind them turned at the oncoming men and ambled right into a line of swords. The guardsmen cleaved a trail through to the bridge. Lieutenant Emil arrived at her side as others charged past to help Jurek. 
 
    He grinned at her beneath his helm. “Lady Katrin thought you could use a hand out here.” 
 
    Isaura’s returning smile felt shaky—all of her felt shaky. She looked up at the battlements. Without the veil of rain, she could see clearly the silhouettes framed by torchlight, but couldn’t tell which one was Lady Katrin’s. 
 
    “How did you see us?” 
 
    “It was her ladyship. She said she glimpsed something between flashes of lightning that moved differently than the creatures.” 
 
    Before Isaura could comment, his expression turned grim. She turned to find more draugr coming up the road from the village. 
 
    Many more. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kolga’s magic bore down on him, a swirling vortex of frigid water. Leonel fought to keep it back, but it was like pushing against a glacier. Her power wrapped around him, holding him at its center like the eye of a hurricane, slowing shrinking. It hardened to ice as it closed in. The frost encased his arms and his tailfin, immobilizing him. The cold filled his lungs. The blood in his veins slowed. 
 
    Through the wintery glass, Kolga watched his defeat, deep satisfaction in the tilt of her chin. This was it. All it would take to end him was to hurl one more of those icy spears through to his heart. 
 
    She didn’t. As he’d suspected, that wasn’t enough for her. Forward, she swam, until she floated directly in front of the iceberg she’d made of him. She put the tip of her blue-white dagger against the ice and pressed. The frozen fibers parted as easily as water. Closer the blade inched, digging its way toward his flesh. She regarded him without expression, but he knew she relished this. He let her watch his frantic attempts to free his arms, his struggle to crack the prison holding him in place while his gaze widened at the approaching dagger. 
 
    It breached the ice against him. The dagger burned cold where it cut his skin. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Power exploded from his trident, shattering the ice into fine, crystalline shards. Too late, Kolga tried to draw back. His hand closed around her arm, and his tailfin whipped up to smash her across the temple. Her head jerked to one side, but he knew better than to expect anything more than a moment’s distraction. 
 
    Leonel lifted his trident high and plunged the blades deep into her chest. Kolga let out a wail of rage, her magic shrouding the water in a blizzard of white. He shifted just in time to avoid the dagger in her other hand. It grazed his ribs, a trail of red following in its wake. They spun through the currents. His muscles ached, the days on land and the withering from his imprisonment siphoning his strength faster than usual. If he lost his hold on her, it was over. 
 
    He dove, hurtling them toward the seabed with everything he had. Kolga tried to pry the trident’s blades from her flesh. She stabbed at him a second time, but he twisted out of the way. Her attempt only sank the blades deeper into her chest. Her eyes widened and the weapon floated free from her hand. The Blue Laws worked against her this time. She had attacked a landweller shore. Her dagger had cut the flesh of the guardian. The magic held firm, just as he’d planned. 
 
    Sand billowed up when they impacted the seabed. He didn’t wait for it to settle, pinning her down. She didn’t try to escape, her gaze bemused when he rushed to reassert the thread of magic calling the draugr back to the sea. He tried not to imagine Isaura and her brother trapped where he’d left them under the bridge, creatures lunging in from all sides to devour them. 
 
    “As usual,” Kolga said. “You see only the waves and none of the currents beneath.” 
 
    “Dispel the storm,” he ordered. 
 
    She laughed. “No.” 
 
    “You will not find this so amusing when you are brought before your father.” 
 
    “You are so small,” she said, but she no longer smiled. “Do you think that isle or this fight matters at all?” 
 
    “I think you’re surprised to have lost.” 
 
    “I am surprised to see you believe it’s over.” 
 
    “Is it not?” he said, angling the trident so it bit deeper into her chest. Her eyes flashed with fury. “The Eldingar’s drowned army will vanish as soon as it touches the sea. Did you really think dead landwellers, or storms spun from the latent magic of a single human would help you break their prison?” 
 
    “It already has, and you helped them to do it.” 
 
    He stared down at her. 
 
    “Their escape began with your conception. That bit of fleeting life you guard so preciously brought Ægir’s wrath upon your kind.” Disdain wove across her face. “They should have killed you, but my mother was selfish and my father was stupid. Instead, they removed the merfolk from the Fathoms and upended the balance in the sea, the same balance that maintains the Eldingar’s prison.” 
 
    A growing disquiet rose in mind. “The traps above the Orom Abyss will keep them in.” 
 
    “That’s why they entreated me for help. They needed something to trigger the traps from above and break the seal on their prison. Body upon body I hurled against those locks, all the while ensuring Aegirheim felt no sign of it.” She walked her fingers up his arm. “The Eldingar are climbing as we speak. The draugr I sent onto the land were never made to be a fighting army. Just a distraction.” 
 
    *** 
 
    A tremor rumbled beneath Isaura’s feet. 
 
    She stood at the far end of the bridge, the castle behind her, watching as the last of the draugr dropped itself into the river. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” she called to her brother. 
 
    Jurek and his guardsmen spanned the length of the bridge, their swords still unsheathed. They’d nearly been overrun by the draugr before the creatures turned away from the battle by some soundless call. Leonel’s call. Maybe commanding them back to sea affected the land in some— 
 
    The ground convulsed. Isaura’s legs went out from under her. Thunder cracked the sky loud enough her ears rang. Along the coast and far out to sea, lightning impaled the Failock, thick bolts that seared the sky and crackled the air with energy. 
 
    Isaura struggled to her knees. The waves rose as high as mountains in the distance and crashed down upon the surface with a violence that sent up geysers of water. Terror climbed into her chest. 
 
    “Leonel,” she whispered. 
 
    *** 
 
    Fissures opened in the seabed around them and Leonel almost lost his hold on Kolga. If not for the trident pinning her down, she’d have slipped his grasp. She lifted her chin and let out a shriek of triumph. 
 
    “What have you done?” he shouted, but he already knew. He felt it. 
 
    A shock reverberated throughout the Fathoms as something ancient and powerful pulled itself out of the Orom Abyss. 
 
    “They are coming,” Kolga’s eyes blazed a wild blue. “They are free.” 
 
    “They won’t get far. The gods will know they’ve escape.” 
 
    “The Eldingar are the gods. Release me and I might let you swim away.” 
 
    “The clouds will join the ocean floor before I release you.” 
 
    “I am so pleased to hear you say that. It will make it all the more satisfying to watch them tear you apart.” 
 
    “They are not your allies,” he exploded. “Do you think the Eldingar will keep their word? With you, the daughter of their most hated enemy?” 
 
    “I think they revel in turning me against my father. I think they like having a daughter of Aegirheim destroy it alongside them. I don’t care. I am free from Ran and Ægir’s lies.” 
 
    “What lies? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The truth of the first war, of which side lusted for dominion and nearly ruined the world.” 
 
    “The Eldingar used you to escape and their rage will destroy everything.” 
 
    “The land, yes,” she spat. “The humans will perish for collaborating with Aegirheim a thousand years ago, and my sisters and I will rule the Fathoms. The Eldingar value their allies. Already they have given that little isle you hid upon to one of them.” 
 
    “The draugr are gone.” 
 
    “That is not the only creature who feasts on humans.” 
 
    Horror rushed along his skin. “The singers wouldn’t trespass here. This isn’t their territory.” 
 
    “None of that matters now, don’t you understand?” she said and cocked an ear. “There. Can you not hear it on the currents? Already they weave their sweet song.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Voices twined the wind. Almost a whisper at first, Isaura stilled to listen. Singing. The voices were singing the loveliest song of longing Isaura had ever heard, so beautiful tears rose in her eyes.  
 
    Around her, the guardsmen no longer spoke or moved, their faces rapturous, their eyes glazed. The sorrow filling her ears was hypnotic. Such heartbreak. Where was it coming from? 
 
    The water. The river. Her feet moved to the bridge. Jurek walked ahead of her, though his steps were halting. He dropped his sword and shook his head as if confused by the wonderous song. Why? Couldn’t he hear the voices were in agony, their spirits torn by grief? Isaura wanted to ease their sorrow. She needed to. 
 
    Someone shouted from the castle ramparts. A woman’s urgent plea. Isaura recognized the voice but the words slipped from her mind before she fully understood them. It seemed important but she couldn’t bring herself to care. 
 
    Lieutenant Emil reached the edge of the bridge and stepped right off. She envied him and tried to hurry her pace. Her gaze shifted to the boundary of the cliff, watching as Emil spilled over it. Shapes clung to the rocks there. Four pairs of vivid green eyes glowed from the darkness. 
 
    More guardsmen threw themselves from the bridge. Jurek was only a step behind them, but he hesitated at the edge. Confusion colored his expression when he looked at her. 
 
    “Isaura.” He swayed and held up a staying hand, blinking rapidly. “W-Wait.” 
 
    She didn’t wait. The song was all that mattered. It promised everything. Her mouth didn’t cooperate when she tried to tell him so. She smiled to reassure him, hoping to take the worry from his green eyes. 
 
    The sight put an odd note in the music. Jurek’s eyes were blue, not green. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Call them off.” 
 
    The tridents tines were fully embedded in Kolga’s chest and silver blood leached around them. Her loathing glare never wavered. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I will turn you to seafoam and spread what’s left of you across the white caps. You know I can, and you know I will before ever letting you go.” 
 
    “How long will that take, hm? Longer than it will take the Eldingar to arrive. Longer than the dirtwalkers can resist the sirens, for a certainty.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The singing grew fierce. It filled Isaura’s blood with scalding euphoria. She was running now, stumbling, uneven steps. Then a weight crashed down on top of her. 
 
    “Fight it,” someone shouted. A woman. Lady Katrin? “Don’t listen. Don’t listen.” 
 
    Why? If Isaura listened, the music would give her everything. Love. Family. Acceptance. 
 
    Her thoughts stuttered. She had those things already. Her life was not empty. She was not empty. The song reminded her of the lie she’d repeated to herself for months. She knew it was not true. Her struggles lessened. 
 
    “Captain,” Lady Katrin yelled. He gazed at them blearily. “I order you to come away from the water. Right now.” 
 
    Jurek hesitated, his brow creased with confusion. The singing changed. No longer offering, but demanding. A wave of agony replaced the poisonous serenity, and despite herself, Isaura’s body tried to fight its way to the water. Lady Katrin clamped her legs around Isaura’s midsection and covered her ears. It helped to fight the compulsion, but the music still found its way in. 
 
    Jurek grasped his head with a shout and turned back to the water. He leaned forward. 
 
    Sunlight cut a blinding swath across the bridge. It expanded, flooding the castle behind them and racing down the road toward the village. It pierced through the haze of music, a jet of golden light that speared through to the back of her skull. Isaura gasped, momentarily blinded even after the light vanished. Frustrated shrieking rose from the threshold of the falls and Isaura wiped frantically at her eyes. She understood the danger now. Sirens. Sirens had come to Eisland. 
 
    When her vision cleared enough to see, a woman stood midway between her and Jurek. A light glowed around her like the dawn clinging to her skin. The weather didn’t touch her, the silver-gold hair neither wet nor wind-tossed. 
 
    Isaura recognized her at the same time Jurek said an astonished, “Ava?” 
 
    He stood there unsteadily, but his eyes were blue again. He had his back to the river, his heels so close to the edge the barest push would knock him in. At the jagged precipice of the cliff beyond him, the green eyes watched on. Hisses floated on the air and gooseflesh rose on Isaura’s arms. 
 
    “You’ve gotten yourself in trouble once again, Captain.” Ava’s tone was light, but her gaze stayed locked on the threat behind him. “Good thing I’m here to rescue you.” 
 
    Jurek straightened stiffly, looking as disoriented as Isaura. “Am I going blind, or are you glowing?” 
 
    “Finally, he takes note of my charms.” She waved him closer. “Come to me. Don’t look back.” 
 
    He eased forward a step. A screech went up behind him. Ava lifted one hand, a small sun resting atop her palm, and shouted in a language Isaura didn’t understand. The sirens’ laugh rang like strident bells. They answered in the same tongue, a chorused reply infused with challenge and mockery. 
 
    “Keep moving, Jurek,” Ava said. 
 
    “What are they?” His eyes flipped to his sword on the bridge. 
 
    A pair of green eyes disappeared. There came a splash. Ava cried out in warning. Jurek lunged for his sword. 
 
    He never made it. He stumbled forward as if he’d been shoved. His mouth dropped open and spilled blood. 
 
    “Jurek,” Ava screamed. 
 
    Isaura didn’t understand. Didn’t comprehend the sight. He couldn’t be hurt. That wasn’t possible. Then she saw. 
 
    The light in Ava’s hand gleamed off the hooked end of a harpoon. It protruded from Jurek’s stomach. 
 
    *** 
 
    Leonel rushed back toward the shore as fast as he could. 
 
    “This is your choice?” Kolga sneered as he pulled her along by the arm, the teeth of the trident still firmly in her chest. “You intend to divide your power between me and vanquishing the singers? As you have already done with the draugr? What will you do when the Eldingar arrive and you have no strength left to fight?” 
 
    Their battle had taken them much farther out to sea than he realized. Kolga didn’t resist him, but neither did she cooperate, her orca tailfin a weight dragging at his speed. 
 
    “You’re looking rather tired already,” she goaded. “Depleted beyond what you can endure. Are they so precious to you, these dirtwalkers you risk everything for?” 
 
    “They do not deserve to die because you seek to war against your family.” 
 
    “They do deserve it. The Eldingar gave them the knowledge to sail the sea, and the ungrateful mortals helped Aegirheim lock them away.” 
 
    “Ægir gave them that knowledge in exchange for an alliance.” 
 
    “That is a lie of my father’s, like so many others.” 
 
    He didn’t answer her. The siren song fell silent. What did that mean? He could think of no explanation that didn’t fill him with dread. 
 
    *** 
 
    Shock stole the screams from Isaura’s throat. Her brother’s face went ghostly white. Something pulled him backward and he stumbled, head dipping forward. Awareness drained from his eyes, lines of pain fading from his face. He dropped heavily to the ground and was dragged toward the edge. Rope. There was rope tied to the other end of the harpoon, reeling him in like a fish on a hook. 
 
    Ava darted forward, hurling her sphere of light at the dark water, but Jurek went over the side before she reached him. She didn’t stop, sweeping up his fallen sword, diving headlong into the river after him. A golden shimmer streaked beneath the surface toward the waterfall. Isaura glimpsed a dolphin’s tail. She didn’t see Jurek. The light vanished over the cliff. The green eyes were gone. 
 
    Lady Katrin released her and Isaura found herself crawling to where Jurek had stood. Her mind couldn’t sort itself. It happened too fast. He couldn’t be gone. He had to be here. 
 
    “Something’s happening.” Lady Katrin stood beside her. Her fingers tapped against her hip, her eyes on the sky. “Do you feel it?” 
 
    Isaura didn’t know what she felt. The world had gone quiet. She didn’t even feel the wind anymore. It had grown bright too. The river gleamed with ribbons of light. She blinked hard and realized it really was glowing. And the wind, she hadn’t imagined she didn’t feel it. It was gone, as was the rain and the snow. The weather had become completely still. 
 
    “We must get to the ramparts,” Lady Katrin said again. She gripped Isaura by the arm and pulled her up. “We must get there now.” 
 
    Isaura’s legs wobbled as though her bones had softened, but Lady Katrin’s steel grip kept her upright. A handful of people who had survived the draugr and the sirens milled around in a daze. 
 
    “Follow me,” Lady Katrin ordered them without stopping and they obeyed. 
 
    Across the bailey, the doors to the Keep stood open, but Isaura saw no sign of Bjarki. She wondered if the sirens had compelled him out. She hoped so. It would be unbearable if he’d been spared because of his cowardice while Jurek had died for his courage. 
 
    There were more survivors when they reached the battlements. Servants, enforcers, and a few guardsmen sat lining the stone walls, their heads bowed, their hands pressed firmly over their ears. They looked up as Lady Katrin walked past. 
 
    “The sirens are gone,” she told them. “The singing has stopped. You can let go.” 
 
    “You instructed them to do this, my lady?” she asked, trailing behind as they made their way to the side that faced the sea. 
 
    “It was all I could think of to stop them. It worked for some.” Her mouth formed a tight line. “I don’t know why their singing didn’t affect me.” 
 
    The light grew brighter as reached the castle wall that looked out on the sea. As motionless as a pond, the Failock had become a gleaming stretch of platinum light, as though the moon had descended to bathe in its water. 
 
    “Look,” someone said. “The gods are coming at last.” 
 
    In the distance, a silver hill grew, taller than the battlements they stood upon. Something big concealed itself beneath that sheen of water as it advanced on Eisland. 
 
    Isaura shook her head slowly, the fine hairs on the back of her neck rising. “Those are not the gods who will save us.” 
 
    The crest of water broke just before it reached the shoreline. The sea shed from the shape hidden beneath, and Isaura’s mouth parted. 
 
    It was the most beautiful and terrifying creature she’d ever seen. It had the head of a dragon and the body of a serpent, the fins on its side fronding the water like gossamer sails. Every line of its enormous body, from its scales to its fearsome jaws, glowed as if traced by starlight. Its head shifted to regard Eisland with eyes that shone like hard, polished diamonds. The tailfin undulated once, and the surf pulled away from the shore. It boiled upward, gathering and growing into a wave as tall as the sky.  
 
    “Oh gods,” a guardsman whispered. “It’s the end of the world.” 
 
    “Not the world,” Lady Katrin said. Her fingers moved back and forth on the rough stone “Just the end of us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You’re too late,” Kolga said. “They’ve already arrived.” 
 
    He wasn’t too late. He could reach the shore before that wave fell. He was almost there. Leonel called out to the water. He pleaded for it to listen, casting his magic ahead of him. 
 
    It didn’t respond, his call drowned out by the Eldingar’s power holding it in thrall. Their magic was everywhere, on his skin, in his eyes, and held only the faintest similarity to the rancid taste he’d experienced from the storms, as if the prison itself had polluted their power. It tasted like time he could swim through, like eons of life and memory beyond his comprehension, and beneath that, a wrath as wide and as deep as the abyss from which they’d escaped. 
 
    “There,” Kolga breathed as they surfaced to approach Eisland’s shore. “Do you see now? Are they not magnificent?” 
 
    Leonel’s tailfin slowed as he took in the sight of the Eldingar treading off the coast. The immense creature radiated power and a terrible, captivating beauty. It was nothing at all like the descriptions he’d heard. This was no hoard of slavering beasts tarring the waters. It was lightning made flesh, the charge before the thunder. Magnificent? Yes, he could not deny it. 
 
    “I see only one,” he murmured. 
 
    “They are many in one,” Kolga said. “A single body where they reside together. You have no hope of defeating them.” 
 
    That he understood perfectly well. Their power dwarfed his. Their magic beguiled the sea and made the currents still. If they let go of that wave, there was nothing he could do. If they decided to kill him, he couldn’t repel the attack. He had only thing to use as leverage against them. 
 
    “Let’s see how much they truly value you, Sister,” Leonel said. 
 
    A thin layer of water a finger-length deep remained on the black pebbles beneath Eisland’s cliff, but it was enough for Leonel to drag himself and Kolga up the beach. She cursed him thoroughly as he pinned her there beneath his trident. The Eldingar shifted closer, looming beside the great wave. 
 
    “Release our ally.” 
 
    Their voices boomed inside his head. If he’d been standing on legs, they’d have buckled beneath him. 
 
    “They’ve no need for an intermediary to speak now,” Kolga laughed while Leonel panted and gripped his brow. “You cannot even bear their voice. How do you expect to stand against them?” 
 
    Leonel ignored her. Far above, the castle still stood and the light of the wave towering above it backlit the silhouettes of those watching from atop its high defensive wall. Was Isaura among them? 
 
    He turned his attention back to the Eldingar. “I will release your ally if you spare this isle.” 
 
    “We will spare nothing.” 
 
    Leonel looked down at Kolga. “Then you leave me no choice either.” 
 
    “Why do you continue to work against us? The usurpers you serve do not love you.” 
 
    “I don’t need their love. I serve the Fathoms.” 
 
    “There is an emptiness in the sea because of them. You are alone because of them.” 
 
    He had no answer for that. 
 
    “An oath sworn blindly and blindly followed is folly. You have been a clever enemy. Join us instead.” 
 
    Kolga scowled, but she surprised him when she said, “They’re right, you know. Ægir expects you to throw what strength you have against the Eldingar, even though you could never win. At the very least, he’d tell you it’s your duty to bring me to Aegirheim for justice, not barter for the lives of landwellers. Surely, you haven’t forgotten the last time my father punished you for defying him.” 
 
    She didn’t tell him this to help him, but to point out that no matter what he did, they would find him unworthy. He would become their version of who he should be. The notion would have wounded him once, but their judgement of his worth no longer mattered to him. He thought of his own principles and his duty to them. He considered the consequences of being loyal to himself. 
 
    And he thought of a hayloft, of brown eyes and soft words, a place where he’d been wanted for who he was, not who he was expected to be. 
 
    Kolga watched him closely, a veneer of concern furrowing her brow. She needn’t have worried. Even if everything the Eldingar said was true, even if they revered their allies as his sister claimed, Leonel had felt their rage upon the water. He knew what they would want from him in the coming war, and he would not do it, no matter what they offered. He would no longer sacrifice who he was to conform with another’s measure.  
 
    “You intend to destroy the human world,” he said. “I cannot join you.” 
 
     “They betrayed us. We allowed them travel between the land and the sea. They repaid us with pain.” Their voices rose to a thunder in his head and lightning streaked the sky. “They will die. All who betrayed us will die.” 
 
    Moisture rolled from his nose. Blood stained his fingers when he wiped it away. 
 
    “Your vengeance is a tide moving in the wrong direction,” he told them. “The landwellers had to choose a side or they’d have been killed in the war. Spare them, and I will release Kolga.” 
 
    Their voices came low and deadly. “It is you who must spare them, Little Minnow. We will give you that chance.” 
 
    He sensed their grip on the great wave slackening. Droplets fell from the towering crest like rainfall. 
 
    “No, stop,” he shouted. “Please, don’t do this.” 
 
    “It is you who must stop it. Can you? Are you strong enough? How much do you value these children of clay?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “The wave is falling!” someone screamed. 
 
    All but Isaura, Lady Katrin, and the few remaining guardsmen, fled the ramparts. Isaura did not watch them go. There was no shelter on Eisland that could weather the impact of the wave crumbling over their heads, but she wasn’t looking at that either. Her gaze remained fixed upon a distant figure on the shoreline below and the growing light pulsing from his trident. 
 
    “Do you see that?” one of the guardsman breathed. “It’s him, isn’t it? The one the sailors say rescued their ships.” 
 
    “The merman,” gasped another. “Merciful gods, look! The creature is leaving.” 
 
    Lightning danced across the sky as the Eldingar’s sank gracefully beneath the sea. The silver light painted across the Failock’s surface faded with it like a slowly extinguishing torch. As it bled from the wave, more drops fell. Then gushing streams. 
 
    “I don’t think he can hold it,” Lady Katrin said, her voice small. 
 
    Isaura was too far to see Leonel’s face, but she watched as he tumbled onto his back, rigid with pain, his arms above him, his trident gripped between both hands. The trident’s light grew, streaking up through the body of the wave, but it wasn’t enough. The water peaked above his magic. No, he could not hold it. It would break him to try. 
 
    “Leonel,” she whispered. “Save yourself.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Leonel couldn’t breathe. It felt like the whole of the Fathoms pressed down on his chest. 
 
    Kolga was gone. Leonel had no choice but to release her as the Eldingar unleashed the wave. Any delay and he’d not have been able to stop it from falling. He didn’t know how long he could keep it from doing so even now. Every bone in his body felt close to shattering. It was so heavy. He hadn’t understood how the Eldingar kept it suspended with such little effort until their magic ebbed away from it, and their power brushed by his. They’d asked the sea to rise with the promise that it could tumble down again with a great cacophonous splash. Leonel could offer no such promise and the sea did not respond to his pleas. It did not know mercy. It knew harmony. A wave that rises must crest. It fought him not from anger or indifference, but to return to itself. It did not wish to hang there like a half-finished song. 
 
    He was going about this wrong. He could not force it to repress this need. Fighting the water would end in failure and the death of all those depending on him. He recalled the fear he’d tried to erase from himself, how ignoring it had only given it power over him. Only when he’d ceased trying to push it away and finally acknowledged it did he gain control. 
 
    Listen, he ordered himself. Don’t ignore. 
 
    The sea wanted to come down. He had to let it. He had to stop fighting. How could he do this and save Isaura’s homeland? 
 
    The answer burst into his thoughts. 
 
    Rise, he told the sea. Rise higher. As high as the clouds, and I will release you. 
 
    The Fathoms responded with enthusiasm, lifting some of its weight from his body to soar upward. Leonel gasped, webs of pain spreading through every muscle at the sudden relief. He gathered more power from the trident, scraping what remained of his strength for one final task. The trident gave willingly. Unlike its wielder, its reserves were endless. 
 
    The magic raced between the braids of water in the ascending wave. Leonel sent his senses along with it. He had to time this with absolute precision or it would all go devastatingly wrong. He prayed he could hold on that long. Only his determination kept him from passing out. 
 
    The arch of the wave passed above the ramparts of the castle, the light of his magic illuminating the few startled faces watching as the Fathoms spread across their sky. He saw Isaura among them, her mouth parted, her brown eyes wide. A gust of pure elation passed over him. She lived. 
 
    Her expression crumpled and her lips moved. “Stubborn fish.” 
 
    He could’ve sworn he heard her voice, the words spoken through a sob. A weak smile touched his mouth. He was unspeakably grateful for this one last glimpse of her. 
 
    The water tugged at his magic. It wanted to come down. It had risen high enough. 
 
    Go ahead, he told it. Return home. 
 
    Leonel guided the wave as it descended in a wide arc, passing over the land completely and well beyond its coast. 
 
    Softly, he coaxed, and buoyed the descent with his magic so it slid gently into the sea like water rolling off his palms. He sensed its desire to come hurtling down in a great plume of seawater, but it didn’t fight him. It knew him after all, and the guardian had always watched over its currents and the sea life that swam them. 
 
    He was grateful for this too, this moment of shared harmony with the sea he loved so well. It was his last thought as his eyes closed and his heart faltered. 
 
    *** 
 
    When the wave vaulted toward the sky, no one spoke, breath inheld as the certain death looming above them suddenly changed course. Isaura watched as Leonel’s magic striated the water like ethereal thread, pushing it upward and outward, an angle that suggested it would miss Eisland completely. 
 
    All at once she realized what he intended to do. The immensity of the task sent her mind reeling. He’d battled so much already despite the toll of his imprisonment. How would he manage a feat like this? She could almost sense him up there guiding the wave as it arced past the castle. The light of his power was like a physical touch against her skin, as if he sent her a farewell of another sort. There and gone. Grief twisted her heart. 
 
    “Stubborn fish,” she wept. 
 
    Like an unseen hand gently tipping a full bucket, the wave poured itself smoothly into the Failock, and glided out to sea in a crowd of ripples. Shuddering exhales echoed around her. A few sank to their knees. Isaura felt no relief. She turned back to the beach and found Leonel still there. His arms had fallen to his sides. He didn’t move. The water rushed back onto the shore. He floated limp upon the sway of the surf. Isaura felt like she was falling. He looked so forgotten. 
 
    “There,” Lady Katrin said beside her. “Something comes for him.” 
 
    Two figures rose from the waves. A man with a beard as long as his navel and twice the height of any man she’d ever seen, waded forward and raked an unyielding gaze across the shoreline. He wore a coral crown and carried a white-tipped spear even taller than he was. 
 
    “Ægir,” Isaura said. She wanted to curse him. Why had he come so late? Why had he not believed Leonel when he warned him? 
 
    The scowl that overtook Ægir’s face made the waves shudder around him. He submerged, the water parting as he raced in the direction the Eldingar had gone.  
 
    The other figure, a woman, drew close to Leonel. Blue-green hair cascaded from her head and she wore a stingray draped like a shawl across her shoulders. She had to be Ran. Leonel’s mother. Isaura’s hands tightened into fists. 
 
    “Where were you?” she screamed. “He needed you. He was all alone!” 
 
    If the goddess heard her, she gave no sign. She collected Leonel in her arms and cradled him to her chest. Then she turned away from the shore. A moment later, she was gone.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    When Leonel awoke in Aegirheim, he didn’t recall how he’d gotten there. A residue of power thrummed across his skin. His muscles ached fiercely and a fatigue gripped him the likes of which he’d never known, but the bones he’d felt splintering as he carried the wave were whole again. 
 
    The gods had healed him. They’d never done so before. What, he wondered, would they expect in return? In truth, it didn’t matter. He’d given more than enough in service to them. When his mother arrived, for indeed, these were her rooms he lay sheltered in, he would tell her himself. 
 
    Only, she didn’t come. Neither did Ægir. In the past, their absence would have had him revisiting every choice he’d made in the battle, a stone in his stomach as he anticipated their judgement and his inevitable failure to have done as they would have. Now, their silence did not shake his certainty in himself. He had done what he thought was right. It was enough. 
 
    As he recovered, he learned Kolga and the Eldingar had escaped Ægir’s pursuit, and the rest of the billow maidens had disappeared shortly after the old gods escaped from the abyss. Leonel considered Kolga’s words, her utter conviction that her parents had lied about the true nature of the war with the Eldingar. He didn’t know if he believed her, but he couldn’t ignore the possibility. For now, it was best to keep what he knew to himself. 
 
    Three turns of the sun later, his mother’s attendants informed him the court had gathered. The king and queen of the Fathoms awaited his presence and his report. 
 
    As Leonel stepped into the gilded splendor of Aegirheim’s main hall, the eyes of the gods turned to him. Immortal gazes watched as he approached the throne whereupon King Ægir waited, a goblet in one hand, and the spear that had split Leonel’s flesh in the other. Leonel felt the weapon’s presence like a thread that tied him to the memory of his blood spilling over the tiles he stepped across. It was as though another merman had come here then, bludgeoned by doubt and expectation, but mostly hope. Hope for acceptance, for belonging among those who would never count him as one of them. He no longer desired their claim. He no longer wished to be as they were. They had taught him to abandon himself and unlearning the lesson had nearly cost him everything. 
 
    Perhaps the absence of his uncertainty changed him to their eyes. The whispered sneers hushed as he passed the sea lords and brine maidens, brows glittering with ocean gemstones, eternal bodies draped in trains of sea silk. They felt it. He did not yearn for their approval. Their barbs could not touch him. He did not even acknowledge them. The jostling stilled. 
 
    Sensing the change of current, Ægir stirred. Indolent in his repose upon the throne, he shifted, his great height surfacing as he sat upright. Thunder crowded his expression while he watched Leonel draw near. Beside him, Ran gazed down, the deep blue of her eyes a well that revealed only a bright reflection, and never its depths. It would be interesting to see how those waters rippled after he delivered the words he’d come to say. 
 
    Leonel reached the base of the throne and kneeled. “My king.” 
 
    “Come you here alone, guardian of my waters?” Ægir inquired, his voice a contradiction to the fury arrowing his brow. 
 
    “I do, my lord.” 
 
    “Yet, that cannot be, for surely you have brought my traitorous daughter with you. Surely you would have made certain to capture Kolga for my judgement.” 
 
    “I have not, sire.” 
 
    “Did she best you in battle?” 
 
    Wearying, these questions Ægir posed though he knew their answers. They thought to shame and dishonor. Leonel felt neither. 
 
    “I defeated my eldest sister. I planted the trident in her chest and overwhelmed her power with my own. I held her life in my hands. She did not submit.” 
 
    “Did you expect her to? A daughter of mine?” A glimmer of pride flickered beneath the murky betrayal in Ægir’s eyes. Leonel was strangely glad for it. Even the gods could not fully elevate themselves from the natural order. Ægir might destroy Kolga for what she’d done, but neither did he want her to simply give up. 
 
    “Submission is not her way, my lord, no.” 
 
    “So, you set her free.” 
 
    “I allowed her to escape to turn my attention to a greater threat.” 
 
    Ægir pounded his spear against the floor and Leonel felt the vibration travel from his feet up through the knitted flesh of his scar. “There you are mistaken, or do you deny that you used your trident’s power to push the wave from the landweller shores instead of pursuing the Eldingar.” 
 
    “I do not deny it. The landwellers would have fallen to the attack. It was the greater threat.” 
 
    “You chose to protect humans rather than the sea.” 
 
    “I returned the drowned to their rest and emptied the sea of their corruption. I defeated my sister and faced the Eldingar.” He inclined his chin. “And yes, I safeguarded the lives of humans.” 
 
    Ægir rose from his throne. The sea, drawn to his ire, dripped down from the cathedral of stone above. Ran set a hand on her husband’s arm, though she did not stand. 
 
    “Give us your explanation, my son,” she said, her voice even and without demand. “The Eldingar are weak after their long imprisonment. You could have slowed their escape long enough for us to sweep them back into the abyss, yet you chose to rescue the lives of landwellers.” 
 
    “There was no certainty I could withstand their combined might, weakened or not. Siren song filled the air. The dead pursued the shore. I could not contain Kolga indefinitely. I chose the lives in my power to save.” 
 
    “Mortal lives,” Ægir disparaged. He turned to regard his wife. “It is as I told you. He will never rise above his transitory nature. He will always place importance on the ephemeral rather than the infinite.” 
 
    “Yes.” The word launched itself from Leonel’s mouth, a ricochet of fury as it collided with the impenetrable walls of Aegirheim. Silence replaced its fading echo, an inheld breath. 
 
    The moment had come. Leonel rose to his feet. He addressed them both, his mother who had given him life and the god who had let him keep it. 
 
    “You speak of millennia, yet the long years are made of finite moments, one stacked atop the other like drops in the ocean. Each one has its place. The sea could not exist without them. You claim I should have forsaken the landweller shore to pursue the enemy, that I should have balanced their lives against the greater good. I tell you, there is more than a single good and saving them is one of them.” 
 
    Leonel turned to face the listening court, the eager faces that hoped to see him bleed for his audacity. “You who know nothing of death would measure the value of a life by its numbered days. Their lives of mortal and finite, a flash of light, here and gone, but that does not make them meaningless. A gift, even a temporary one, is treasured all the more because it cannot be kept.” 
 
    Isaura flitted through his thoughts as Leonel turned back to the king and queen of the Fathoms. He thudded a fist against his chest. “I am mortal. I live in this moment—here, not at a distance. I will fill my time in this world with mortal thoughts and cares and fears, because they are mine. They are me. I am your guardian and I am myself, not what you would have me pretend and fail to be.”  
 
    He called forth his trident. The court gasped as the weapon curled against his palm. Perhaps they thought he meant to challenge Ægir, but he had no such ambition. He never had. Leonel shifted his hold on the trident so it lay across both hands. 
 
    “I must be enough as I am,” he told them, “or I can no longer serve you.” 
 
    Leonel bent, and as gently as he might a willow reed, he brought the trident to rest upon the tiles. A shudder of pain flowed over him as he released both the weapon and the power. The tattoo on his hand vanished and the sea quieted in his mind. Not like it had under the spell of Kolga’s shackles, but its presence lessened, like a friend he grew apart from. 
 
    His throat constricted as he stepped back from it. There were other words he’d wanted to say but they would no longer emerge. That was as it should be. An easy goodbye would’ve meant this hadn’t mattered to him. To feel was not a weakness, as the gods believed. Far preferable to grieve the loss of something he loved over the false safety of a numb heart. 
 
    No one stopped him as he turned and strode from the hall, once more without asking for leave. No one spoke. 
 
    But all of them, every last one, watched him leave. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Where do you go, my son?” 
 
    His mother’s voice stopped him before he reached the hall that led out of Aegirheim. The absence of the trident made his back feel exposed. He didn’t turn, only gave her his profile. 
 
    “Will you prevent me from leaving?” 
 
    “Do you request our dismissal?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    That surprised him enough to face her fully. She stood quietly, a spark of something he’d never seen in her gaze and the upward tilt of her lips. Was she pleased with him? He couldn’t reason that with the display of defiance he’d just performed. Games again. He would not play them anymore. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked. 
 
    She glided forward, extending her hands. “You left something behind.” 
 
    A flash of light and his trident appeared across her upturned palms. Leonel took a step back, lifting an arm as if to block a blow. 
 
    “What is this?” he demanded. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She stopped. “Only returning that which belongs to you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t. I relinquished it.” 
 
    “We wish to retain you as the Fathoms’ guardian, my son. Do you refuse?” 
 
    She did not move or strike him, yet he felt attacked. He didn’t believe her. Retain him as guardian? So quickly after he departed? No, he would not lean towards this feint. 
 
    “It’s impossible to refuse an honor I never earned,” he said flatly. 
 
    There, the ripple in her placid gaze he’d looked for in court. She’d seemed oddly unsurprised by everything he’d said, as if she’d been expecting that moment for some time. This, however, she hadn’t anticipated, though the knowledge did not appear new, only that he knew it as well. It gutted him. For all that he’d suspected Kolga hadn’t been lying, still he had nursed some small hope that she was. 
 
    “Even this,” he whispered, his eyes on the trident she held up. “This one accomplishment I’d believed my own, was never true.” 
 
    “My son—” 
 
    “Are there any lengths you will not go to deprive me of my identity?” 
 
    She set the trident on its end and regarded him. “You know who you are, Leonel. You always have.” 
 
    “What is it that I know? The scraps of rumor and derision? The folklore of the landwellers? Where are my people?” He advanced a step. “The Eldingar only managed to reach out from the abyss because Ægir broke the balance of the Fathoms’ with his spite. Where are they? Are they all dead? And my—my father, where is he? Who is he?” 
 
    The silence stretched long. Leonel didn’t interrupt it. Let her stand there and stare with wordless rebuke. No more would he allow her to evade his questions or strip him of his entitlement. He deserved the truth. He demanded it, and if they thought to punish him, they had better be prepared to kill him. He would not resign himself to being harmed again. 
 
    Instead of answering, Ran turned and motioned him away from the hall. Leonel considered refusing until he realized, with a twist in his chest, that he had nowhere to go. He followed. 
 
    Shadows clung to the corners of the alcove his mother led him into, a quiet space made for quiet words. Like the rest of the ocean king’s palace, its walls were dark stone, the cracks inlaid with soft veins of gold. 
 
    “They are not dead,” Ran said without facing him. “The merfolk live. Hidden.” 
 
    Her voice was low in the small space. 
 
    The merfolk live. Strange that such three words could alter his entire world. Leonel pressed a hand to the rock. His eyes were wet. 
 
    He was not the last. 
 
    He was not alone. 
 
    “I cannot tell you where they’ve hidden, my son,” Ran said before he could summon back his voice. “When I helped them to escape judgement, I swore I would never betray the secret. Only I know where they have gone and that is how it will remain.” 
 
    “But I am one of them,” he choked. 
 
    “And you are watched. The gods do not forget. Many have believed I would reveal their location to you and await your move to join them. Would you risk all their lives to do so?” 
 
    Leonel leaned against the cold stone wall. “No.” 
 
    The brief glimpse of hope made his despair all the more vicious. He was not alone, and yet he always would be. Was this his destiny, to come close to the warmth of companionship only to lose it? His mind turned to Isaura before he could stop it. Throughout his recovery, he’d tried not to think of her too much. When he did, it felt like his heart was falling apart, the way cliffside rocks shatter under the hammer of waves and crumble into the sea.  
 
    Ran’s calm expression didn’t change but she reached out one hand, and without touching, traced his profile. “I see him in you. This face. These eyes. The irrepressible nature of your heart. Your father lives beside you, despite that you will never meet.” 
 
    Leonel found no comfort in that at all. 
 
    “Did you love him?” In all the years he had longed to hear of his father, this was never the first question he’d imagined himself asking. He almost couldn’t believe he’d said it, yet he did not take it back. The consequences of his creation were known to him, but never the circumstances. 
 
    Ran contemplated her answer, her gaze swept to the side. “I think,” she said, “I came as close as one such as me can come to love. A bit closer still when you were born. I gave Ægir nine daughters to rule the sea beside us, but you were the only child conceived by something other than duty.” 
 
    He sent her a flat look. “I am your offspring. I have never been your son.” 
 
    She acknowledged his disbelief with a smile that hinted at sorrow, too brief to ever fully form. “If I had claimed you like a mother, do you think you would have survived your infancy?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. He’d considered this before in his boyhood, the idea that perhaps her cool indifference was a ploy to keep him safe. How desperate he’d been to see a conspiratorial look that said her calculated disregard meant something else, that in her secret heart she kept him close and watched over him. He’d examine and reexamine every word, tone, and gesture. They were all empty and that boy had learned his lesson long ago. 
 
    “Why choose to make me mortal then, if you worried so for my life?” he asked. 
 
    “Immortality comes at other costs. Suffering on our scale is a wheel that turns round and round, never stopping. Knowing what you know of your elder sisters, what might have happened, do you think? It was safer to give you a mortal frame, and easier to protect you. They could not harm you as much as they desired.” 
 
    Tempting. So tempting to believe her, but he was no fool. 
 
    She smiled again, without sorrow this time. “You do not believe me, and that is as it should be. I taught you to distrust this place and its realm of gods. Yours has not been an easy life, but it was the only one I could give you.” She traced her fingers along a line of gold. “Until now, that is. Now, I will help you find another.” 
 
    His senses went on alert. “Help me?” 
 
    “Of course. How else will you be able to return to your landweller maid?” 
 
    His heart nearly stopped. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You’ve no need to lie. I have no desire to harm her. Quite the contrary.” 
 
    Leonel darted a look beyond the open shell of the alcove. No one lingered, but immortal hearing was keener than his. “There is no landweller. I don’t need your help.” 
 
    He attempted to leave but his mother shifted to block the entrance, a shade of impatience coloring her neutral expression like a line of oil in a still pond. 
 
    “Hear me, son of my blood,” she commanded. “I knew you dwelled upon land. I knew the moment you left the Fathoms, and where, and for how long. If not for the interference of my first-born, I would have known of your capture too. You are my son whom I have provided for in the safest way I knew how, knowing I would rather bear your distrust, even your hate, than your death. I owed as much to your father and the love he gave that I could not return. You are my son, Leonel and I want to help you. There is no trick.” 
 
    Leonel took in her words. He let them settle onto the floor of his mind, piling into dunes and valleys, altering the landscape. He considered his childhood again, the taunts of his sisters and the court. His mother’s silence. Had she been silent? There’d never been an outward signal, nothing so simple as a message to tell him that she cared. Yet, hadn’t she kept his sisters away from the palace most of the time? On errands, she’d tell him and he’d wonder why she never entrusted him with one. Yet Ava had always been allowed to stay and keep him company. 
 
    Hadn’t his mother frequently dismissed his presence at court? What place have you here, she’d say with a flick of her hand, and his face would burn with shame. Had it been meant that way or did she do it to spare him from the daggered arena of court intrigue? Yet, when the trident’s tournament came, he’d been inexplicably summoned. Leonel considered this and wondered whether the truth was another landscape and his memory a map that did not match it. 
 
    Still, a stream of doubt wove its way through. 
 
    “Why would you openly help me now?” he asked. “Ægir won’t stand for it.” 
 
    “My husband can hardly dispute that he ignored your warnings to the detriment of all.” She waved a hand toward his scar. “And compensation is owed for the reprimand he put upon you.” 
 
    Reprimand. Leonel forced down his indignation. They did not comprehend the impact of such things. It was beyond the scope of their experience and not worth the breath he’d use to explain. 
 
    “I don’t see how you could help me,” he said. “My body couldn’t bear to be so long on land, even with frequent returns to the sea.” 
 
    “The claim of the Fathoms could be gentled to allow it,” she said, and as she explained, his heart quaked with unexpected hope. 
 
    “You would do this for me?” he whispered. “Asking nothing in return?” 
 
    The gods always asked something in return. If she asked nothing, he dared not trust the offer. 
 
    His mother only shrugged. “I would like to see you find what happiness you can.” She paused. “Though I do have a request.” 
 
    He let out a breath. “What is it?” 
 
    “We may have need of an alliance with the landweller rulers again. You would be our envoy.” 
 
    Unease trickled in. “Me.” 
 
    “The sailors speak tales of the merman who saved their ships from the dark storms—” 
 
    He shook his head. “I will not hold any debt over them for it.” 
 
    “—The same one who placed himself between one of their shores and the wave that would’ve drowned them all.” 
 
    “Mother,” he warned. “I will not pretend to be a hero to gain their alliance.” 
 
    “You won’t need to pretend.” She held up a hand when he began to argue. “Treat with them as you see fit. We ask only that you relay our messages when the time comes.” 
 
    Using the trust and gratitude the humans felt toward him as a lever to garner their support. He would have to tread carefully there, but the request seemed reasonable. 
 
    “Very well, I will be your envoy. Anything else?” 
 
    She held up the trident again. 
 
    He sighed. “I won’t be a mindless shield.” 
 
    “You made that perfectly clear in court,” she said, almost rueful. “Reclaim the mantle of guardian. The enemy gathers its strength for war. You are needed.” 
 
    “Tell me why you granted it to me the first time? I never won the tournament.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “You did in your own way.” 
 
    “I was not the fastest or the strongest of the trials. In what way did I win?” 
 
    “The tasks were not meant to measure strength and speed; those the gods have in abundance. We gave you the trident because you behaved as the Fathoms guardian even while you competed. You cared for the life in the sea more than your own, and certainly more than your sisters did.” 
 
    He could almost laugh for the sheer wicked humor of it. All this time, trying to emulate the indifference of immortals, and he’d won the trident on his mortal merits? 
 
    “Then I accept my post once more.” Leonel moved to take the trident, pausing with his hand above it. “Unless there are more revelations to brace for?” 
 
    “As it happens,” she said, “there is one final thing you must know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    The memorial for the dead lasted through the morning. Three days after the great storm, mourners stood along the debris-strewn beach and said farewell to those who’d been drowned, devoured, or taken. For most, there was no body to lay upon a pyre. Isaura’s soul ached at the sight of Jurek’s empty bier. They had checked every corpse that had washed back, but his body was never found. 
 
    His loss tore Isaura’s heart to shreds. She didn’t know how she managed to tell her family what happened before collapsing into tears while Auntie Erla held her. Papa didn’t speak for two days. It wasn’t until they gave up hope of recovering her brother’s body that he broke. Last night, he’d brought out Jurek’s wooden training sword for the memorial and fell to his knees. 
 
    “My boy,” was all he could whisper as he wept, fingers tracing the chips and dents. “My son.” 
 
    She didn’t let him burn the sword, using instead a spare uniform Jurek had in the castle barracks. Some did not even have a token that had survived the onslaught among their meager belongings. Those who’d loved them carved their name into the oil drenched wood and held their memories close as they lit the pyres. 
 
    Lady Katrin stood quietly until the last of them had burned down to ash. Then she strode forward, her back to the sea and addressed her people. 
 
    “We stand together,” she said, her voice carrying clearly across the huddled mourners, her eyes fixed on the middle distance. “If it requires every coin my family possesses, Eisland will be rebuilt and we will thrive again. For now, food will continue to be distributed from the castle. If you need anything, blankets, medicine, shelter, come to the castle. You will not be denied.” 
 
    Grief was still too close for anyone to cheer, but her words tempered the desperation. The tears they shed then were in love and gratitude, and none hesitated to kneel in the sand and lift up her name. 
 
    Lady Katrin had drawn her aside afterward. “I have offered medicine, but I’ll need you to determine what is needed for their ailments.” She cleared her throat, fingers tugging at the same spot on her skirts. “I should have inquired first if you are able to attend to them at the castle instead of in your home.” 
 
    Isaura had been helping the injured as they arrived to the farm seeking her help, but they were running out of places for them to sleep. 
 
    “Of course, I can,” she told her. “The castle has much more room and will be far more comfortable.” 
 
    The tension eased from her mouth. “Good. Yes.” She paused. “The sailor I met at your home, was he here when the storm arrived? Did he…Is he still on Eisland?” 
 
    Isaura’s heavy heart threatened to pull her from her feet. What she wouldn’t give to see Leonel again, even for a moment. 
 
    “Leonel wasn’t here,” she said. “He had to return home.” 
 
    “Leonel.” Lady Katrin tilted her head. “An interesting coincidence.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “I knew a captain while I lived in Dinark. A confidant of the King Andri. Your friend reminded me of him most acutely. He sailed a ship called The Leonel.” 
 
    “That is a coincidence,” Isaura said, but her voice sounded wooden even to her ears. She couldn’t bear to think of Leonel. She wasn’t even sure he’d survived, but she forced herself to believe that he did, otherwise she’d forget how to keep breathing.  
 
    Isaura’s gaze turned to where Papa and Auntie Erla stood beside the smoldering remains of Jurek’s pyre. 
 
    “Why did you save me and not him?” Isaura asked. She said it without blame or rancor. Most of her knew the answer. Jurek was too big, too strong, too heavy. Lady Katrin would never have been able to wrestle him down while the sirens compelled him. But she hadn’t tried either. 
 
    Lady Katrin closed her eyes and exhaled softly. When she opened them, there were no tears, but the sorrow was there. “You are his sister. He would not desire a world in which he lived and you did not. That is the way of things for an elder sibling.” 
 
    Isaura thought she’d cried all her tears, but more spilled down her cheeks. “What if I don’t know how to live in a world without him?” 
 
    Lady Katrin’s hand stilled on her skirts. “We will learn.” 
 
    Papa and Auntie Erla walked on either side of her as they made their way home. They held each other’s hands, three links in a chain that should’ve been four. The farm had been spared from much of the attack. The draugr had found the path toward the castle instead of the one to their home. The siren song drew Papa and Auntie Erla from the house, but they’d only gone halfway down the road before it stopped. 
 
    The farm’s elevation atop the hill had spared it from flooding by seawater, but not the deluge of rain. Giant puddles dotted the landscape, odd-shaped mirrors under the bright sky. They’d managed to salvage the house and the stables, but the gale force winds had shredded and uprooted the iron gall trees. 
 
    “Trees can be replanted,” her father had said this morning when he found her gazing forlornly at it. “The farm will survive so long as there are seeds to begin again.” 
 
    As they neared the final curve of the path to home, Auntie Erla asked, “Are either of you hungry? Perhaps we should have a bite before bringing the patients staying with us to the castle.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Isaura said. She swiped a hand down her black dress. “I think I’ll just change clothes first. It’s hard to inspire health wearing mourning garb.” 
 
    “Still, you should have something, even if it’s just a little bread,” her auntie insisted. “I’ve a crock of cider I could warm over the fire to go with it.” When Isaura relented with a nod, she squeezed her hand. “Good girl.” 
 
    “I couldn’t help but overhear while you spoke with her ladyship,” Papa said, then ran a hand over his mouth and glanced her way. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “When did your sailor leave?” 
 
    Isaura startled. “My sailor?” 
 
    “Yes. The one who’s been staying in our hayloft close to two weeks.” 
 
    Isaura stumbled to a halt and strove to get air into her lungs. “What—I, that is…” 
 
    Papa gave her a frank look. “I was once a fairly decent knight, my duckling. Did you think I was blind to how often you went to the stables, or deaf to the sound of someone up there? He moved with stealth, I’ll give him that, but I’m not senile by any means.” 
 
    Isaura couldn’t summon any reply to her mouth. 
 
    “Dear me, it looks like another poor soul is waiting for help by the kitchen door,” Auntie Erla twittered, releasing Isaura’s hand. “I’ll just get him settled while you speak with your father.” 
 
    Isaura was too dumbstruck to even watch as she rushed off. 
 
    “I intend to have words with you as well, sister,” Papa called after her. His mouth twisted. “The pair of you keeping secrets from me. I waited for you to tell me about the lad so he could stay in the house, but you never did.” 
 
    She blinked at him. “You…You’d have done that? You’re not angry?” 
 
    “I don’t like that you intended to deceive me, but I assumed you had him there because Bjarki was so determined to see him harmed after helping us. And there’s also,” he sighed. “You were finally smiling again. He made you happy. That is all I ever wanted for you.” 
 
    She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him, careful of his still mending shoulder. “Papa,” she whispered. “I don’t deserve you, truly. I’m sorry I lied.” 
 
    “You never need to,” he said quietly, his arm going around her back. “You could never do anything that would make me love you less.” 
 
    Suddenly she couldn’t bear that she’d never told him her diagnosis. To let him continue to believe Jan had left her simply because he’d met another woman was a terrible lie. She no longer shrank from the truth of herself. Her body’s inability to give her a child did not render her life worthless. She was a daughter, a sister, a niece. A healer. A friend. And she was her own, too. The ache for the babe she’d wanted might never fade completely, but she had more than one dream to reach for, and so much more to give the world. 
 
    “Papa,” she released him and considered her words. “There’s something I have to tell you. About what happened between Jan and I.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Part of the reason our marriage ended is because,” she paused, gathered her nerve, “because I can’t have children.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “My girl,” he said softly. “I’m so very sorry.” 
 
    It hurt to see the sadness in his gaze. She’d expected it, but it was still hard. 
 
    “I know you’re disappointed there won’t be any grandchildren. I’m disappointed too, but I’ve come to accept myself as I am. Creating life is one use of a woman’s form, but not it’s singular purpose. There’s more than one way to leave a legacy.” 
 
    Her father studied her a moment. His brows shot up. “You think I’m disappointed in you?” His slight laugh had a shocked quality. “The gods gave me the best of daughters. Do you think I would dishonor that blessing by expecting more?” 
 
    “But you said you were sorry—” 
 
    “For what you went through. For the brainless knave of a husband who didn’t see what a treasure he had in you.” He took her hand. “I’m sorry that you suffered and that you thought you had to keep this all to yourself.” He kissed her hand and pressed her knuckles to his brow. “And I’m sorry I never told you that your mother and I thought we couldn’t have children either.” 
 
    She sucked in a breath. “What?” 
 
    “We were married for years before you came. A woman’s issue, your mother told me. It was hard to stop wanting our own child, but I would never have left her for it. She was my family.” He held her face. “So, I’ll say the same to you as I did to her. I regret there will be no grandchildren, but I could never regret that you are mine. All of you.” 
 
    She hugged him close again, not knowing what to say for a long time. Why had she ever let herself doubt her father’s love? Shame was the worst kind of thief. It stole everything away right before her eyes, and she’d made no attempt to stop it. She hadn’t recognized the things it took as belonging to her anymore. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Isaura said against his chest, “I wish I could talk to the devastated woman I was after the diagnosis. I wish I could tell the old me to be gentler with herself. I wish I could tell her there are still joys to look forward to. New days and new love, and she deserved them.” She smiled faintly. “I don’t know if she would’ve believed me, but it might’ve helped to hear it.” 
 
    “All that matters,” Papa said, “is you believe it now.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The kitchen door swung open just as they reached the house, and Auntie Erla nearly crashed into them. 
 
    “Confound it, sister,” Papa groused, catching her by the arm before she fell over. “Is the house on fire?” 
 
    “There’s a visitor,” she said, breathless and giddy. 
 
    Papa gave her a strange look. “Unless it’s the young king of Dinark himself in our home, I don’t see what the fuss is about.” 
 
    Her smile only widened. “It’s a visitor for Isaura. He just sailed in this morning.” 
 
    A fluttering started in Isaura’s stomach. “A visitor for me?” 
 
    “Sailed in?” Papa said incredulously. “We’ve no harbor to dock at anymore. Did he swim onto the beach?” 
 
    A buzzing started in her ears. It couldn’t be what she hoped. That was impossible. 
 
    “He’s waiting just inside, my love, by the hearth,” her auntie told her with a knowing look. “He said he had to speak to you. He said he would wait all day if need be.” 
 
    The door was slightly ajar. Someone stood from the bench by the fire, but daylight blinded her to the details. 
 
    “Who is it?” Papa asked. 
 
    She didn’t wait for the answer. She stepped past Auntie Erla. Threw the door fully open. It banged against the outer wall. 
 
    Dressed in the clothes of a sailor from his sturdy boots, to the leather baldric slung across his shoulder, anyone would think him a true mariner if they saw him passing by on the street. Anyone would think him human. 
 
    “Leonel.” Her mouth formed the name, her voice absent. She hardly dared to believe what she saw to be true. 
 
    His hand went briefly to his heart when their eyes met. His smile was a beautiful thing. He came a step closer, then checked himself with a look toward her family behind her. 
 
    “Are you well?” he asked softly. “Unharmed?” 
 
    “I thought I’d never see you again.” She fought down her tears. “I wasn’t sure you were even alive.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I worried you. I am recovered.” 
 
    “But how are you here?” A terrible thought occurred to her. “I know our farewell was rushed, but if you’ve only come just to say goodbye again…” She felt her face crumpling. Once had been hard enough. She couldn’t let him go again. 
 
    He extended a hand. “I came to bring you a gift.” 
 
    On his palm rested the silver-blue pearl he’d once offered her in the cave. She stared at it, then at him. What did this mean? 
 
    “I have heard that gifts are customary when the,” he paused as if he sought the word, and then pronounced it carefully, “when the suitor formally requests his beloved to accept him.” He advanced another step. “I wish to change the terms of our friendship, Isaura. I wish to be yours completely.” 
 
    Speech abandoned her, as did breathing, and blinking, and forming coherent thought. She was barely aware of the door clicking shut behind her. 
 
    “But how could it work?” she whispered. “The land hurts you if you stay too long, and the sea needs its guardian, especially now.” 
 
    “I have made arrangements. I will continue to protect the Fathoms, but the gods of Aegirheim have rewarded me with the ability to live on land. It will not hurt me anymore.” 
 
    “You can stay?” 
 
    “I can stay.” 
 
    Like the immortal from the tale he’d told her. Was it possible? The spark of hope in her chest grew brighter. She imagined the life he offered: living near her family, continuing her work while he continued his, the comfort of each other’s arms each night. A future together. 
 
    Her thoughts ground to a halt. He would expect children in this future. They would be a gift, he’d said, and she’d never confessed the truth to him. His offer was infinitely premature until he knew. 
 
    “Am I doing this right?” Worry seeped into his gaze at her silence. “In my world this is done in song, but above water it might not sound pleasing.” He gave a nervous smile. 
 
    She took a deep breath. Today seemed to be testing her fortitude. Trust did not come easily with regard to this truth, but there could be no love without trust. And she deserved love. 
 
    “Before you say anything more, there’s something you have to know,” she said. “You are the last of your kind, after all.” 
 
    He lowered his hand, his expression solemn. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I can never give you children.” 
 
    A pause. “I know we are from different worlds, but it might still be possible—” 
 
    “No, Leonel. I can’t have children at all. With anyone.” 
 
    His was quiet a moment. His gaze turned thoughtful. “Is this what ended your first union?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “This is why you called yourself broken.” 
 
    She swallowed thickly. “Yes.” 
 
    “Isaura,” he said softly. “The only life I ask you to create is the one we share together.” 
 
    Tears flooded her eyes. She couldn’t stop them. 
 
    He drew closer. “I won’t swear we’ll never argue. I will not say you’ll know only happiness each day. Life is too full and too wide for such claims. But I will swear to always stand by you. I will swear my heart is yours.” 
 
    “Leonel,” she whispered. Her hand went to her mouth. 
 
    He whistled her name and held out the pearl again. “I do not ask for your promise,” he said hoarsely. “It’s too soon for that, I know. I ask only for the chance to earn it.” 
 
    “Earn it?” she said and smiled so hard her cheeks hurt. “Silly fish. The answer is yes. Yes, to your gift. Yes, to being yours. Yes, to everything.” 
 
    He moved so fast she barely registered a single step before he hauled her into his arms. Her feet left the ground. Her back came up against the door, yet when his mouth closed over hers, his kiss was gentle. It was giving, not taking. It cherished her. Treasure, he called her in his language, and she sensed the true meaning in his tight embrace. He would never let her go. Neither would she. 
 
    “I have missed you,” he said softly. “Everyday.” 
 
    She smiled against his lips. “All three of them?” 
 
    “It felt much longer.” 
 
    “I suppose I missed you, too,” she teased. 
 
    “You suppose?” he growled. He kissed her again, this time filled with such hunger it made her skin shiver with delight. 
 
    When they parted once more, Leonel eased her feet to the floor. He winced slightly, his hand touching his side. 
 
    “Are you really all right?” she asked. “Let me see.” 
 
    He gathered her hands in his. “I am well enough for having held the weight of the Fathoms on my back,” he said ruefully. “I wish that had been the end of the danger. The Eldingar may have withdrawn but they will emerge once they regain their strength. The war is coming.” 
 
    “But not today,” she smiled through the fear knotting her stomach. 
 
    “No,” he said returning it. “Today belongs to us.” His eyes moved down the length of her and his smile turned impish. “You are wearing the lace. Does this mean I must battle the thousand-button trousers again—” He stopped when her lip began to tremble. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “This morning we had the memorial for those who died.” She tried and failed to draw a steadying breath. “Jurek was among them. We lost him during the attack.” 
 
    He brushed his knuckles over her cheek, low clicks in his throat. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I watched it happen. He was injured and then the sirens took him.” 
 
    “They took him.” Leonel went still. “You are certain?” 
 
    “Positive. Why?” 
 
    “My mother told me the sirens were seen escaping with many landwellers. They have fled for their territory. I came to see you first, but tomorrow I intended to investigate.” 
 
    “Investigate what? What does this mean?” 
 
    “It means,” he said, “your brother may still be alive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Jurek floated in song. It was like sunlight peeking through storm clouds. It was the rainbow that followed. It was an endearment, a first kiss, a first love. It told him everything would be all right and warmed his body with the sound of peace. 
 
    He didn’t trust it. Song was not a friend to him. It was an intruder, a curse that lived in his throat. Music was his mother laying in the street beside her broken fiddle, a man holding a bloodied brick. This was the melody he knew when he closed his eyes at night, the chorus and the refrain. He remembered a blade in his hand, like a bow poised before the first note. His arm was small then, the instrument heavy, but grief and fury made him strong. He drew it across the man. Blood rushed forward, screams poured out. A serenade of death. 
 
    The flawless voices rose, painfully beautiful, pressing back the ugly memory. Rest and release, they sang. Safety and solace, they vowed, but his mind rebelled. It was important, whatever it was they wished to lead him from. He grasped at it, fragments tumbling across his thoughts: Rain pouring from the sky. The dead climbing the shores. Isaura’s face as she held his sword into her hand. 
 
    And Ava. Ava screaming his name like her heart was breaking. His own throbbed in response. Why? Why did she weep? 
 
    As though summoned by the question, pain surged through his stomach and he remembered the harpoon. Leather, muscle, and bone parting as it passed through. He tasted blood. 
 
    The music stopped. 
 
    “He awakens. How interesting.” 
 
    Jurek opened his eyes to a high blue sky and a trio of faces bending over him. Lovely, inhuman faces with blue-green skin and long, pale hair that shone translucent in the sun. Their large, bright eyes, a shimmering green without any surrounding white, gazed down at him hungrily. 
 
    Sirens. He’d been taken by sirens. He’d never seen one before but anyone who’d ever crossed the Failock knew of them and the powerful lure of their song. But he hadn’t wandered into their territory like a reckless sailor tempted by the tales of treasure draped over the rocks of their shore. They had come to Eisland and wrenched him into the sea. Now he was here. No one escaped the siren cove. 
 
    A knight must keep his head or he forfeits the battle before he ever steps onto the field. 
 
    Jurek clung to Johan’s words and the memory of his heart-father’s steady voice. He worked his mind past his terror. His sword was gone, but his knives, did he still have them? His hand twitched at his side. 
 
    “If he won’t hear our song, his soul will leave his flesh,” one said. “Let us eat him while his blood still runs.” 
 
    Another nodded. “Heavy bones, rich with marrow. A good catch.” 
 
    “I want his eyes,” the first said. “Pretty, pretty eyes, clear as a summer sea.” 
 
    The pair leaned closer, dark tongues tracing over supple lips. His breath went ragged. His fingers bumped against the dagger strapped to his thigh, but he couldn’t get his fist to close around it. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    The two turned their heads toward the third, the three-tipped fans of their ears twitching in annoyance. 
 
    “This one should be savored,” the third told them, “not gorged upon in hunger like common cockles and shrimp.” 
 
    “But he won’t live long enough for that,” the first argued. “The hook went too deep.” 
 
    “Leave that to me. Go now and see to the rest of our catch. Give them water to keep them fresh.” 
 
    “Can’t we have any?” the second whined. “We are hungry.” 
 
    “You may share the ones that are going stale.” 
 
    Satisfied, the pair left. Jurek almost wished they hadn’t. For all that they’d wanted to consume him whole, the one they’d left him with hummed with a terrifying ferocity that belied the gentle look she turned on him. His hand at last curled around the dagger. He drew it, the move slow. Too slow, the blade heavier than any sword he’d ever lifted. 
 
    The siren’s eyes sparked with amusement. She caught his hand easily between her webbed ones. 
 
    “You are interesting.” 
 
    He tried to twist out of her hold and couldn’t. So weak. It infuriated him. 
 
    “Release me.” His voice was barely a rasp, but it surprised her. 
 
    “If I release you, you will die.” She let go of his hand with one of hers and pressed her palm against his wound. Jurek’s vision went black for a terrifying second. Then it returned. He choked on the pain. “You see?” Sympathy wove its way through her melodic voice. “Do you wish to die?” 
 
    He wanted to live. He wanted to go home, but the question wasn’t meant as an offer. It was a trick. A lure of another sort, toward a game he’d already lost. He would not play it. Jurek opened his mouth to say so. Then he remembered the commands she’d relayed to her fellow sirens. There were others here. A good catch, they’d said. He was not the only one they’d taken from Eisland. 
 
    And what could he possibly do to help them? Nothing, perhaps, at least, nothing while he lay here close to death. 
 
    As though she read his thoughts, the siren lifted her hand, stained with his blood. “There are ways to repair your body.” She twitched her fingers and a band of light as green as her eyes wove between them. Magic. 
 
    It would be better to let the darkness creeping into his vision sweep him away from this place. No good could come from any offer she made. 
 
    But the others they’d taken, he couldn’t leave them behind. Though he doubted there existed a way to rescue them from these predators, he had sworn the oaths of a knight. Defend the helpless. Uphold the weak. His heart preserved for truth, his wrath and his blade for the wicked. He was a vassal of Eisland. He would not foreswear himself, not now, not ever.  
 
    “Answer me quickly,” the siren murmured, “before you fade away. Do you wish to live?” 
 
    Jurek tried to speak but his mouth wouldn’t move. He inclined his head. 
 
    She smiled, generous lips parting to reveal long pointed teeth. “Then I will save you.” 
 
    Clawed fingers sparking with emerald light brushed down his nose, over his lips, past the flex of his throat, down to the torn wound the harpoon had made. A new sensation swept over him, a prickle that hinted at relief, but with a wrongness that gripped him with terrible dread. It filled his veins like the siren’s song, a drowning sleep, a caress as sweet as poison. Jurek stiffened, his mind stuttering while his wound mended itself. He tried to pull away, to change his choice, but it was too late. 
 
    “I will save you,” she repeated. “And you will live.” Her smile widened, a nightmare splitting the mask of beauty, her eyes alight with famished glee. “But you’ll wish you hadn’t.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    When I began this story, it took on a life of its own in many ways. It became a story about two people struggling with self-loathing and finding a way by themselves and with each other to let go of shame. 
 
    I have PCOS, otherwise known as Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome. This is an incurable hormonal disorder that causes infertility. When my husband and I were first trying to have children, we figured it might take a while and joked about how fun all the work of trying would be. After a year went by, it wasn’t so funny anymore. I’d always had irregular cycles, but didn’t realize this meant anything. Other girls were irregular too and went on to have kids, right? 
 
    A few more months passed. A few more crushing pregnancy tests with negative results. I had to face the facts. Something was wrong and it was probably me. 
 
    It was. An ultrasound showed the telltale cysts surrounding my ovaries, and while a diagnosis was a good thing – many women deal with unexplained infertility which is infinitely more difficult to treat – it was still a punch in the gut. This stuff was just supposed to happen, wasn’t it? I was weird. I was uncommon. My body was broken. 
 
    A wonderful fertility treatment center helped me to get things in order so I could conceive – and I can’t tell you how amazingly sensitive and kind the doctors and nurses were – yet even after I had my children, this sense that I should’ve been able to do this without help remained. I never told anyone but very close friends and family that I had this trouble. I was embarrassed by it, as if this meant I hadn’t really earned my motherhood. I still felt broken. I was a mother, as I’d always wanted to be, yet shame hounded me still. 
 
    Here’s the thing: Infertility is common. So common. It does not come about through fault or sin. It simply is, and it should be a normal part of our conversation. I feel so much of the shame and guilt is because it’s a hidden topic. Some of this has to do with antiquated notions of a woman’s worth and what her function in the world is. Having children is not our “one job”, and most of us know that, yet the self-blame is instantly there when these issues arise. And this is not okay. Grief and frustration, yes. Shame, never. These issues happen, and if you are going through them right now, please know you are not alone. You are not abnormal. You are not broken. You are perfect, and complete, and whole exactly as you are. 
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