
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE IN-BETWEEN PLACE

A Novel by

Karen Nilsen

Copyright © 2016 by Karen Nilsen

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States of America

First edition published 2016

Cover art by Natalja Cernecka

To my uncle Danny and to all those lost far too young.  I wish I could have known him in this realm but expect we will have a lot to talk about when I get to the next.
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Prologue ~ Elkanah's Bane and Ursula's Story


[image: ]




I have heard it said every time a star falls, one of Aesir's wives or concubines has fled from his arms to take a mortal lover on earth.  Considering he supposedly seized many of them against their wills, stars should have been toppling to the ground in droves, a common phenomenon instead of the rarity they were.  But as it was, a countless multitude of shining seralazas filled his sky palace every night, yet he still envied me the one I had caught.  Aesir had judged me, punished me, stripped me of my tribe, my lands, my wealth, my dignity until I was quite humbled, all because I had done as he had done many times and seized the bright spark dancing before me and held her searing beauty close till she burned my heart to ash.  I suspected he desired her for his own; hence, I had suffered for capturing her love when he could not.  There would have been no stars in the sky if Aesir had been forced to return every wife and concubine he kidnapped, as I had been forced to return Avreal.  Far be it for the Great Aesir to judge mortals fairly and apply the same standards to his behavior that he applied to those he considered his slaves.  He was like several of my brothers in that way.

But then Avreal had flown back to my arms in the depths of my humility, Aesir be damned.  And then the ancient barbarian gods of the north had claimed me as one of their own and transformed me into an immortal fire selkie, beyond Tetwar's punishments, beyond the Landers' retribution, beyond even Aesir's reach.  It was no wonder my sweet bird, my own fallen star, my own angel on fire, it was no wonder love for her had turned me into an immortal being like herself.  I had risen triumphant from the ashes of my own heart, the flames of love and spirit burning away all impurity in an agony so exquisite it was ecstasy.

Now, to offer another perspective, my insane mother would have called Avreal a demon, a fitting bride for me, her demon son.  I had lied to all at Tetwar's imperial mockery of a trial.  My mother had known of my talents.  I had told everyone she didn't because as had happened many times in my life, the lie, the glamour, the illusion had been more palatable than the truth.  To ingest lies was to eat honey cakes, washed down with sweet wine, whereas the truth cut the tongue like glass shards.  Tetwar certainly didn't want to hear the truth about our mother, about what she had done to me.  I could hardly blame him for wishing to avoid the truth.  No, I couldn't blame him for that, not I who had spent so much of my life hiding from the truth behind my glamours, the same way I had used my talents to hide from my mother.  When I was young, the truth was like my mother, and as such, the truth could be an often harsh, sometimes deranged, occasionally even murderous, parent.  A lethal missile to be dodged at all costs.  Not until my children arrived with their open and unquestioning devotion, not until Avreal danced into my life with her fiery honesty and warmth, did I realize the truth could be an intoxicating nectar when it was the truth of love.

I supposed my mother had loved me in her mad way, perhaps because I was her last child.  If she hadn't loved me, after all, she would have abandoned me in the desert to die of exposure the day she found me casting a glamour on my sister Rebekah.  Instead she tried to "cure" me.

Rebekah had lain napping on a mat under the shade of the porch roof, her golden, leopard-spotted cat Samson purring in her arms.  I sat playing on the cool tiles with my blocks—my obsession then had been to stack the wooden pieces as high as I could in an imitation of the high-ceilinged throne room where the kindly, abstracted father I worshipped spent most of his time.  Our nurse went inside to fetch some melon and mango, leaving us alone for a few minutes.  I glanced up and noticed how Aesir's light dappled across my sister's skin and linen robe in shadows like her cat's spots. 

Next I knew, I had risen and stood beside Rebekah and Samson, staring down at them.  My sister resembled her cat.  Perhaps, my young imagination speculated, my sister was a cat on the inside, like those selkies in the old stories who could shift into all manner of other creatures.  So they weren't stories—they were true.  And with that thought, Rebekah's color shimmered around her, and instead of skin spotted with shadows, she had golden fur dotted with glistening inkblots of black.  And pointed ears like a cat's.  And paws instead of hands . . . 

"Elkanah, stop . . ." my mother whimpered behind me, and I started.  I had been so absorbed in my new game that I hadn't heard her footfalls.  Instantly, the glamour melted from Rebekah, and she yawned, stretched, none the wiser as she settled back to sleep, her grip on her cat loosening.

Samson, who had never liked my mother, hissed then and ran into the palace.  If I had been wise, I would have fled with him, but I had no idea what Mother planned as she grabbed my arm and towed me to my crib.

"But I am not ill," I protested as she made me lie down.

"Yes, you are, but I will cure you."  She pulled a small vial and a scrap of silk from her robe pocket.

"What is wrong with me?  Is such medicine?"  I gulped, hoping the medicine wouldn't taste bad.

"Yes, medicine to drive the demons away."  Her hands shaking, she sprinkled some oil from the vial on the cloth, and a heavy sweetness thickened the air.  I almost choked, it was so cloying.  Then I tried to sit up.  Demons or not, I didn't want her medicine.  I could already tell from the smell that it would taste terrible.  

Fear hardened her grip into iron as she grasped my shoulder and forced me back down.  She held the silk over my face and pinched my nose so I had to inhale through the cloth.  I kicked and struggled, certain she meant to smother me to death, but she was too strong.  My last clear mirage of memory was all my limbs going limp, that choking oily sweetness filling my small lungs, Aesir exploding across the backs of my eyelids, the demons inside cackling and poking me with hot skewers of pain as I surely died . . . 

"Elk!  Elk!"  A welcome voice, clear as a silver bell, rang in my ears.

I blinked to find Avreal's pixie face floating overhead, her piquant roasting apple essence all around, reviving me.  She stroked my jaw, her colors all mist-edged, clouds torn asunder in a windstorm of concern.  And her eyes the warm hue of jade, thank Aesir, nothing like my mother's.  Nothing like any other woman I had been close to.

"Was that dream the truth?" she demanded in her forthright way.

"You were there?"

"The mind bond, Elk.  We must have one, I guess."  She sounded flustered, even  disgruntled.  This mind bond business had her feeling caged, poor bird.  She enjoyed her freedom too much to be happy about such a bond, even if she loved me, even if I could share her immortality now. 

I twisted one red-gold tendril of her hair around my finger.  "We must, to share such a night mirage."

"So was it the truth?"  She blinked down at me.

"Yes, sweet bird, it was."  I sighed.  "My mother gave me Ursula's Bane many times to 'drive the demons away,' she said."

Avreal stared at me, tears welling up, the clear blood of Aesir glistening at the edges of her eyes.  "That's wretched," she said, all toneless.  "You couldn't have been more than four, barely older than the twins . . ."

I shrugged.  "I don't know for certain except I was quite young when it started."

"Don't sound so matter-of-fact about it!" she exclaimed, throwing her arms around me, hiding her face against my neck.  "She could have killed you."

"Yes, she could have, I suppose."  I pressed my lips to the trembling crown of her head.  "Are you crying?" I asked softly.  When she nodded, sniffling, I rubbed her shoulder blades, pictured her glorious wings there instead.  "You are too tender-hearted," I murmured, though I was secretly touched she could feel my pain so deeply, like it was her own.  I wasn't accustomed to such empathy, even from my wives.  Being with Avreal was like toppling off a mountain, expecting death, only to sprout wings and then land in a soft, warm sea of feathers.  

"You told us that your mother didn't know you're a warlock," Avreal sniffed.

"Tetwar wouldn't have believed such a story, wouldn't have believed she forced Ursula's Bane on me . . ."  My inner being trembled under my skin at the memory, the quick of my soul raw and exposed to it, the first time I could remember being so affected.  A mewling boy's reaction, not a man's.  Swiftly I went on, tripping over my tongue in my haste, "so I bent Acar's words just enough to make our mother's madness more palatable to Tetwar.  Sometimes the truth is too complicated."

"Isn't that the truth?" she quipped, then frowned, serious again.  "The truth of how I feel about you is so complicated I don't even understand it.  But I know how I feel for that little boy in your nightmare.  I feel sad for him—and desperate to rescue him."

"Shh, sweet bird, it was all a long time ago."  Though I soothed her out loud, in my mind, I was troubled.  It had been a long time ago.  I had barely thought of my mother in years, kept her safely contained in a locked strongbox in my memory.  Why had I opened the strongbox?  Why should I suffer such weakness of resolve now?

"You still labor under the mortal notion that time is linear.  It's really a spiral, you know.  Eternity swings back on itself in an endless circle."  She trailed one finger over my chest lazily.  

"Cheeky macaw.  You crept into my thoughts uninvited again.  And now you deign to explain time to me when you are half my age?"

She snorted, her hair tickling my neck as she turned her head.  "In fifty years, I will be three-quarters of your age.  Will you condescend to me then?"

"Does Sour Dragon know you can do arithmetic in your head like that?"

She laughed out loud.  "Don't you dare tell him—might burst his bubble."

"We wouldn't want to do such.  It is quite a brittle bubble."  I bestowed a soft kiss on her waiting mouth then, a mostly innocent caress.  Her children and parents rested in another part of the cave, too close for us to explore each other any further.  Frustrating as it was for me, it was also good, this restraint between us—her tribe needed more time to adjust to the notion of me as her mind-bonded mate.  Aesir above, she needed more time herself . . .

"Not that much more time," she muttered.

I smiled.  "It is good to hear you are impatient for me, good to hear I am not the only frustrated one."  Her cheek heated against my skin.  "Do you blush?" I teased, spinning a glamour of shimmering spider silk in the air around us, the strands seemingly trailing from my fingertips.  "It is too bad you glow so brightly my glamours do not stick so well to you, especially when I am distracted—we could cover ourselves with some unchaste privacy otherwise."

She reached up and wove the spider silk between her fingers, a delighted grin slipping over her lips.  "Could you make a giant web of this stuff on stage for me?"  

"Of course.  I told you, anything you want."

"Ohh!" she exclaimed.  "I can hardly wait!"  

Her excitement brought a smile to my mouth as I remembered the butterfly dance, how the combination of my glamours and Avreal's movements had enraptured my whole tribe; even the tough Mustafar and Xertez had been speechless.  And as for my children . . . my breath caught, then I released it in a long sigh.  Jediah, Melkior, Rivkah, Pinelopi, Sybele, Rillah, and Shastar.  I ran their names, faces, and colors over and over again through my mind like prayer beads through the fingers of a pious monk.  I wondered how they had grown and changed since I had seen them last and gnashed my teeth at the idea I had missed so much, even in the few months I had been away.  Months passed like years when one spoke of children.  I had been away before, of course, but this was different.  I had been ousted out of the Empire against my will and could not return.  And now I had cheated death and gained the power to return no matter what Tetwar had decreed, I would be so altered in their eyes that I feared facing them even as I longed desperately to see them.  My wishes aside, was it better that they remember me as I had been?  Was it better to leave them be now that the first storm of grief over my imprisonment was surely past, now that they had begun to settle into their new lives?  After all, what harm could befall them with my warding and glamours still there to protect them?  Acar, my favorite brother, was with them.  Their mothers were with them—Solanna especially had much sense.  And Mustafar and Xertez, my most trusted comrades from boyhood, now my younger wives Fatima's and Zahra's lovers, would guard over all . . .

"Lovers?" Avreal murmured in drowsy surprise.  In her rapid-fire brain, I sensed the fast sparks of her thoughts as she took in this new-to-her information about my wives.  The sparks darted, startled at first, then gradually slowed to acceptance.  "Figures," she concluded aloud.  "I didn't see many other men aside from Mustafar and Xertez around your palace, and it's a bit isolated there.  Who else would be their lovers?"

"You are not scandalized?"

She shrugged.  "I was scandalized—and intrigued—when you first told me Fatima and Zahra had lovers.  Then, after I realized I wanted you, I was glad you didn't mind your wives being free with their favors, as that meant they had no claim on your heart except as the mothers of your children.  Now, after meeting all of them, I'm glad to hear their lovers are Mustafar and Xertez.  They're good men—they'll look out for your family."

"Yes, perhaps the only men aside from Acar I would entrust my tribe to . . ."  I trailed off, lost in mirages of my children.  I felt a poor father, the worst kind of father, because my own actions had deprived my offspring of my presence and protection.  Avreal cushioned my painful musings with her soft silence.  So young, yet so wise—she knew there were no words to ease my sorrow and regret.  Instead, she stroked my chest, the thrum of my heart sinews in her fingertips.

Such was how her parents found us.  So preoccupied were we that neither of us noticed her mother's glow, her father's gleam, until they were upon us.

"Avreal?" came her mother's tremulous voice.  

Avreal scrambled up to face her parents.  "Elk had a nightmare, so I was comforting him," she explained, breathless.

I swiftly joined Avreal, standing beside her so I could meet her father's gaze as a man, not as a worm.  Sera Merius regarded me, head tilted slightly, his expression so like Sera Mordric's, so like a ruthless dragon examining a lizard, that I drew away from his daughter a little.  I had no trouble believing he had killed the legendary swordsman Radik of Toscar when he was only twenty-one, no trouble believing he could easily do the same to me now if I took one step wrong with Avreal.  Thank Aesir he and Seralaza Safire had been asleep through all the wrong steps I took before Avreal and I became mind-bonded.  Although I knew such wasn't true, it wouldn't have surprised me to hear he had turned into a raptor then and there in Sarneth all those years ago to tear Toscar apart with his bare talons, the way he looked at me now.  He had been younger than I when he transformed, but years didn't make a man wise.  Experience did, and I knew I could learn from him, if he were ever willing to teach me.  Such was quite a large if, as the barbarians might say.  As a father, I understood how I would feel if a man like me had approached my innocent Rillah, Rivkah, Pinelopi, or Sybele.  I might have been tempted to tear him limb from limb, especially if I were a giant hawk . . .

"I won't let him do that," Avreal hissed, fumbling for my hand.

Sera Merius snapped his finger joints one by one, a wry sound.  "Why the whisper, bunting?  It's no big secret what I'd do to Sera Elkanah—if I could."  He offered a tight smile.  "But I can't since he's immortal now, so he doesn't require your protection.  I do wish, though, you would refrain from 'comforting' him, if that's what you choose to call it, in my presence."

"I aim to gain your good will, sera, perhaps even your respect.  I am a father to four daughters myself, so I . . ."

"Why aren't you with them then?" he interrupted, glaring outright at me, his color a hard steel—nothing veiled about his hostility now.  "Some father you are . . ."  

"Merius."  Seralaza Safire touched his arm.  He glanced at her, and she blinked up at him, secret words passing between them.  Finally he nodded, even ran his hand over her hair before he turned to regard us again, still guarded but far less pointed of beak and talon.

As for Seralaza Safire, I was half in love with her, truth be told.  Not only had she just prevented her formidable mate from attacking me, but she reminded me of Avreal.  A quieter, less flashy version of Avreal.  But no less powerful, if her vibrant color of deep purple and shiny amber was any indication.  I sensed a great force of feminine fire from her, the very air in her vicinity crackling and warm with the inevitability of spring, of fresh beginnings, of new life.

Avreal laughed and pinched my arm.  Her thoughts sparkled through my mind like Aesir sparkling over the river at noon, how it was perfectly natural in her opinion for me to love her mother already, though I hardly knew her.  Everyone loved her mother, it seemed, even Old Dragon and his son Sour Dragon, just as everyone loved the spring.  Just as everyone loved the mystery of an egg about to hatch.

Seralaza Safire regarded me with a sharply green twinkle, as if she guessed my and Avreal's exchange about her and stood poised between secret amusement and healthy maternal suspicion.  "So, Sera Elkanah, what was this nightmare you had?" she asked, striking at the core of my unease with an incisive intuition.

I didn't dare answer with a polite falsehood.  Like Solanna, she seemed able to see through lies, seemed able to tame the reluctant truth to her whim.  

"It was a nightmare about my mother, how she used to administer Ursula's Bane to me," I said, my voice faltering—I wasn't accustomed to being so frank.  Seralaza Safire winced, then seemed to soften toward me.

"Why would she do that?" Sera Merius demanded.

"To cure me of my demons."

"Well, that didn't work, did it?" he retorted.

"No."  I couldn't help a grin, even as Avreal wailed "Father" and Seralaza Safire said "Merius" in the same despairing way.

"Never mind my husband, sera," Seralaza Safire remarked in the tone the barbarians described as crisp.  "So help me understand—your mother forced Ursula's Bane on you to take away your talents as a warlock?  Didn't she know that would only strengthen them in the long run?"

I shrugged.  "She did not know such.  She was not a witch herself, and like many, she had only heard the first part of Ursula's sad tale, not the end."

"Like Jazmene—remember, Safire?"  Sera Merius gently cupped her shoulder.

She shuddered.  "How could I forget?"

Avreal jostled me.  "What's the story of Ursula?" she hissed.

"Yes, what's the story?"  Sera Merius looked at me with the same lively curiosity Avreal showed concerning all manner of subjects.  I had a glimmer then of how I might earn his good will, perhaps even his friendship, the same way I had started to win over his tough-minded healer son before I unexpectedly transformed into a fire selkie.  With knowledge—the Landers thirsted for it like no other tribe I had encountered before.  

"You do not know the tale of Ursula?"  My brow lowered, deliberately over-dramatic.

When both he and Avreal shook their heads, I went on, "I suppose it is an obscure tale, even in the Empire.  And certainly here they wouldn't have allowed such a tale to be told, here where for several centuries, the barbarian kings and aristocracy persecuted their own folk who had talents like Ursula's." 

"I imagine Sera Elkanah knows many such tales."  Seralaza Safire's eyes twinkled at me again as she stroked Sera Merius's arm.  She knew what I plotted, and she wanted to assist me, the wily seralaza with the infinitely warm heart of springtime.  I twinkled my eyes back at her and hoped to Aesir above her mate didn't notice.  

"I imagine he does."  Sera Merius's voice was dry as the desert wind, dry as his father's had been the day he eviscerated me before the council, and my inner being hunkered down in preparation even as I stood tall and straight-shouldered outwardly.  But he didn't follow his statement with an attack but merely snapped his finger joints again as he gazed steadily at me.

"I will be happy to share all I know, Sera and Seralaza Landers, if you will help me adjust to immortality.  I feel like an infant newborn at times, my eyes blinded by Aesir's sudden brightness."

"It sounds a fair enough trade," Sera Merius conceded, narrowing his eyes like a wary man confronting a dishonest camel trader.

Apparently sensing my thought, Avreal guffawed, then clapped her hand to her mouth.  "Mama!" Muriel yelled then, her strident little voice echoing throughout the cave, quite incongruous with the ancient, somber setting.  "Why you laugh?"

Of course, such woke up Jukar and the Four Winds, who immediately began peeping.  "Please don't tell the story of Ursula until I can listen too," Avreal begged before she swept to the back of the cave to clean up the mess her loud merriment had created and settle the fledglings back to sleep.

If she and Sera Merius hadn't still been sizing me up, I believed Seralaza Safire would have joined her daughter.  As it was, they both remained standing with me.  An awkward lull lurked with us, a fourth companion whose silence was only eclipsed by its chill.  After a minute or two, I could bear it no longer, lest I lose what little ground I had gained with them.

"I have never met anyone like Avreal.  I can understand why you, why all the Landers, guard her so fiercely."

"Can you?" Seralaza Safire asked quietly.

"I believe so—after getting to know her, the urge now overwhelms me to protect her at all costs, especially from the djinn."

She nodded, clasped her husband's hand.  "I am glad to hear it, sera."

Sera Merius cleared his throat, his steeled gaze piercing.  "I am glad to hear it too, though I hope you'll forgive me for doubting your sincerity."

"I expected as much.  I would be disappointed if you accepted me without question, after what I have done.  As I said, I am a father to four daughters.  I would not want a man with my faults as a suitor for any of them."

He snorted.  "I think most men who know themselves well and are good fathers would say the same.  At least you have the awareness to admit it and hopefully strive to be worthy of her as a result.  Avreal is so precious to us," he faltered, apparently overcome, "you must understand, Safire, Safire died, transformed—" here he squeezed his wife's hand "—while she was pregnant with Avreal.  We—I—thought Avreal was lost forever, that the bishop had murdered her before I even had a chance to hold her and be her father.  Then when Safire laid her egg, when Avreal hatched out as a baby bird, when I studied and labored to help her find her humanity and her voice . . . she represented indomitable hope in the midst of this terrible grief, such a bright little spirit.  She cheered the whole house as a bird and later as a girl.  Even my father, hard-bitten as he is, wasn't immune to her."

"Even my brother Tetwar was not immune to her . . ."  I trailed off as phoenix song echoed from the back of the cave, so rich a sound I fancied I could see it as well as hear it, a glowing ribbon of Avreal's many colors doubling back on itself in haunting refrain.  Her parents fell silent to listen as well.  A indeterminate length of Aesir's breath trickled by while she sang, and as I listened, mortal time ceased to exist for me.  Time was a glamour, an illusion, grander than anything I could ever devise, but still only an illusion.  Beneath time's sometimes beguiling, sometimes cruel glamour lurked the reality of eternity.  Such I realized as my sweet bird seduced my senses with her lullaby.

"Not only does she cheer us, now she is our conduit to the mortal world.  She was a truly remarkable gift from the heavens at a time we desperately needed her—and still need her," Seralaza Safire added as Avreal's song ended in a throaty jug-jug note that shifted into a soft whistle without a hitch, the magical instant the nightingale transformed back into the woman.  And then she skipped from the back of the cave, her hands clasped behind her back, still whistling as she stopped and jigged before us.  By the time she finished, her parents and I all smiled.

"I look forward to seeing you back on stage, sweet bird," I said, unthinking of naught but us two in the face of her impulsive charm.  Then I remembered her parents and worried about the endearment, especially when I saw Sera Merius stiffen.

"Elk's gonna cast glamours to add visual interest to my shows.  I can't wait!" she exclaimed, boldly linking her arm through my crooked elbow.  Her father didn't like such, didn't like it one bit.

"So that's why you prevented Father and Dominic from killing him when they had the chance, bunting.  Your stage show."  Sera Merius shook his head, clenched his arms across his chest.  Clearly he wanted to challenge me but restrained himself, the bones of his knuckles showing ivory through his skin.  "They better be some phenomenal glamours, sera," he directed at me, his tone sharp as the emperor's scimitar.  "We may not be able to kill you in your current form, but I can think of some ways to make immortality a most uncomfortable experience for you."

"Never fear, sera," I said over Avreal's flustered noises and upset mutterings in response to her father's threats.  "They will be amazing illusions, such as have never been seen before—anywhere.  Avreal deserves no less accompaniment to her lovely dancing."  

"They better be.  Trust me, I shall be watching, and if your brash words about your talents turn out to be the illusion, you shall suffer.  As for you . . ."  here Sera Merius reached out and tousled Avreal's already wild hair, then drew her to him.  She was reluctant at first, her backbone straight as a barbarian sword, but soon her sword-spine melted at his embrace.  A papa's girl, such was obvious.  "Someone has to take you in hand and look out for you, you wayward rebel—I've never seen anyone get away with so much, especially where your grandfather's concerned."

"Please don't hurt Elk, Father," she murmured.

"Did I hurt Nisroch?" he demanded.

"No, but you scared him silly."

"Good.  I think Sera Elkanah and I understand each other better than you think we do.  Warriors—and fathers—have a certain code they follow the world over.  Sera Elkanah understands that if he breaks the code, I'll break him."  Sera Merius's tone was gentle like he told her a bedtime story—yet somehow also ruthless as he glared at me over her head.  I cleared my throat and maintained a steady gaze back at him, trying not to blink, or if I did blink, trying to cast a glamour so it would look like I hadn't.  

"So, Sera Elkanah, now Avreal's back, will you tell us the story of Ursula?" Seralaza Safire asked then, and I could have kissed her dainty feet in gratitude.  She really did know how to handle her fierce mate—he seemed immediately to forget the palpable tension between us as he dropped to the floor, ankles loosely crossed, one arm slung around Avreal and the other around his wife.  The warrior turned scholar suddenly, a scholar who wanted his questions answered, no matter who the source.  

"Yes, tell us the story," he repeated her request, all three watching me expectantly.

Imitating their casual demeanor, I sat cross-legged on the cave floor as well, absently casting glamour mirages in the air between us to accompany my words, the way I had often told stories to my children.  Avreal's and Seralaza Safire's eyes darted after the glamours in unconcealed delight.  Even Sera Merius couldn't help appearing intrigued, I noted with some satisfaction.  Much as he tried, he could not remain as stone-faced as either his father or his son.

"Ursula lived a thousand turns of Aesir ago, on the shore of the Bay of Lights.  Her tribe started as fishermen but rose to the aristocracy when Ursula caught the eye of the emperor.  She was out one night, a water selkie swimming under the scimitar moon, and the emperor glimpsed her from his ship and was so smitten he ordered his men to trap her in their nets.  But Ursula, sharp of eye, noticed what they plotted and summoned her friends the dolphins.  They leapt to her aid, and she swam away, sure and swift with them to protect her, hidden amongst their silver-finned ranks.  But, unbeknownst to her, the emperor had a special gift as well.  He was descended directly from Aesir, the disgraced son of the sea god, and he could speak to all manner of sea creatures.  So he asked a shark to follow at a discreet distance and report back to him where Ursula left the ocean and became a woman again."

"He wasn't a very nice emperor, was he?" Avreal demanded, smacking at the glamour shark until it dissolved into smoky remnants.  "I mean, trying to net her, and then having a shark stalk her . . . it doesn't sound good, him having a shark for an ally."  

"No, it doesn't.  Alas for Ursula, you are right, sweet bird.  The emperor was a wicked man."

"Methinks someone may take after him . . ." Sera Merius muttered.

"Father!"  Avreal swatted him lightly on the arm.  "Elk's mischievous, not wicked."

Sera Merius just shook his head while Seralaza Safire said, "Hush, both of you.  Whether Sera Elkanah's wicked or not, I want to hear the rest of the story before I have to listen to you two argue about it."  Her chin dipped decisively in my direction.  "Please continue, sera."

I inclined my head in return.  "As you wish, seralaza.  So the shark passed along to the emperor where he had witnessed Ursula emerge from the water, a woman again.  The emperor found her the next day in her small fishing village.  When she refused him, he approached her father, who was so poor and dazzled by the emperor that he agreed to sell his daughter to be a royal concubine.  Ursula tried to get away, but the emperor's guards seized her and carried her off to the palace seraglio.  There Ursula suffered terribly, as you might imagine, for despite the wealth now surrounding her, she was the emperor's prisoner.  She pined for her tribe, for her friends the dolphins, and for the sea, especially on the night of the scimitar moon.  The emperor wouldn't let her shift into her selkie self except in a saltwater pool in his garden."

Both Seralaza Safire and Avreal shuddered while Sera Merius paled.  "That blackguard gave her Ursula's Bane, didn't he?" he asked, his voice toneless.

"Yes," I agreed, a trifle puzzled at why he skipped several steps in the story to arrive at that particular one.  *Because someone—a woman—forced Ursula's Bane on him once to seduce him . . . echoed Avreal's thought in my skull before she abruptly cut herself off, gulping when I lowered my brow at her.

*What?  Who?  I mentally demanded, but she shook her head, buttoning her lips shut in a thin line.  I had heard of unscrupulous men using the Bane to seduce women—it was part of the very legend I now relayed.  But never a woman using it in a like manner on a man.  And how did Avreal know such about her father?  He didn't seem the sort to share such a burden with any of his children, especially Avreal.

*He. Didn't. Tell. Me.  Her words came through the sudden barrier between us in short, staccato bursts, as if she carefully monitored what escaped her mind, an unusual caution for her to exercise.

Knowing she wouldn't relinquish any more tidbits, at least not now, I continued with Ursula's story as if there had been no interruptions, my curiosity still smoldering but banked for the time being.  "The emperor knew Ursula detested him, and such bothered him.  He wanted her love or at least her lust.  So he consulted one of his advisors, an old cunning man from the deep desert where the sand buries many secrets.  The man told him of a rare compound derived from the essence of moonflowers, a compound which could render folk unconscious, even kill if administered in too great an amount, but in lesser quantities, a drop or two perhaps, could steal away someone's will and witch talents briefly.  The emperor, a wicked man driven desperate by desire, administered the compound to Ursula, and for a night, she seemed to be his.  But the next morning, she hated him even more for what he had done.  They went on like such for many moons in a vicious downward spiral, him drugging her and her waking the next day to curse him.  She eventually bore him children, a son and a daughter.  After their daughter's birth, Ursula discovered where the emperor hid the moonflower essence and devised a plot to exact retribution.  She stole his vial and left one in its place filled with rose oil.  She made a necklace and wore his vial around her neck, hidden under her robes.  The last night he came to use the Bane on her, she tried to stab him with a dart dipped in his vial.  But he was too strong and overpowered her, stabbing her with the dart intended for him.  It was too great a dose for her, and she died.  Such is where many think the story ends."

I paused, let the silence do its important work.  Then I wondered if I had let it linger too long.  Avreal and her mother had covered their mouths with their hands, their eyes shadowed in almost identical expressions of dismay, while Sera Merius shook his head, his color grim and gray.

Hastily, I said, "The emperor was not all wicked.  There was enough goodness in him to be horrified at what he had done to a woman he loved.  But not enough goodness to make an honest confession to the court and his tribe.  No, he enlisted two of his guards, and they helped him dump Ursula's still-warm body into the ocean.  They returned to the palace, and the emperor claimed Ursula had run off in a fit of pique.  Soon, though, tales began to flow through the shore towns and cities, a trickle at first and then a flood, rumors of a beautiful golden and orange water selkie out swimming under all the moon phases, not just Aesir's scimitar, always accompanied by an entourage of dolphins.  The queen of the seas, they called her.  The emperor was beside himself—he knew then the Bane had not killed Ursula, not completely, that she had lived long enough to shift permanently into her selkie form.  He forbade any to speak of her and cut out the tongues of any who did, even the tongue of his own son, the son Ursula had borne him.  Such is why so few now know her story, especially the full version.  No one dared write it down or tell it while the emperor still lived."

A pensive quiet followed my last ringing words—all noises rang in here, I had noticed.  The caves allowed no sound to pass without the shadow of an echo.

Finally Avreal remarked slowly, as if she spoke in the midst of a night mirage, "I wonder where Ursula is now."

Seralaza Safire stroked her daughter's hair.  "Perhaps far west, across the sea where the other phoenixes have gone.  Perhaps other immortal weir creatures aside from phoenixes leave this shore when they grow weary of it."

Before I could ask how she could sound so certain about these other phoenixes, Sera Merius cleared his throat. "How do you know this story while so many scholars don't?"  He crossed his arms and tilted his head to the side, a dubious expression.

I shrugged.  "I imagine the Landers have stories of their tribe known only to them.  My mother's tribe and even my father's tribe are the same."

"So Ursula was your ancestor on both sides?" Avreal asked.

I nodded.  "She was.  Selling Ursula to the emperor caused my mother's tribe to rise from humble beginnings to being aristocrats, although their power has always been marred with tragedy.  I do not think one can sell one's own children and expect the resultant wealth to be untainted.  And the very boy the emperor had rendered mute as punishment later became emperor himself.  Jediah the First."

"You named Jediah for him."  Avreal's dimples flashed in a fond smile.

I inclined my head, my heart heavy at the thought of my son, lost to me.  Yet at the same time, a faint hope trembled through me, light as a feather lifted on a breeze.  Avreal would help me see my children again.  I wasn't certain how or when, but I knew in a sudden flash of insight that she and I would find a way together.  So Jediah might be lost to me for now, but not forever.  He and the others could not be, they just could not.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One ~ Kelene
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It should have been a most joyous homecoming.  Our spell had worked, and the fire selkie and weirhawk had awakened at long last and taken to Aesir's night sky palace on glad wings.  Cormalen and the Landers could once more rest easily under their watchful protection, the fire selkie's song cauterizing wounded souls and showering beautiful sparks of spirit over all. 

Instead, my husband and his young uncle sat in stony silence, their glows subdued as moonlight on granite while Mother, Eden, Nora, and I chattered like excited dolphins on the short carriage ride back to Landers Hall.  Sewell and Dominic's Aunt Dagmar had sat up to hear the news, and they were as elated as we were, so I didn't notice Dominic and Wylan's reticence particularly until we were on the stairs to the upper floor and Wylan, who was ahead of us, turned at the landing to regard his nephew.

"I'll be in the library, going over the measurements we made of the lower cave," he announced, his glow dark and drooping with exhaustion.

"But Wylan, it is past Aesir's deepest hour.  Are you not tired?" I asked.

"Kelene is right," Eden echoed behind me.  "Go to bed—surely the measurements can wait?"

Wylan shook his head, waved his hand as if he swatted at a gnat.  "I won't sleep—might as well get started."  Then he tromped off to the library before his mother could make any more protests.

Eden sighed.  "What's gotten into him now?" she said under her breath.

Dominic shrugged.  "He thinks maybe there's something there that can help Venessa, my parents, Avreal.  Hell, I think it too."

"But Dominic, me and your father and Lord Rankin and Cyranea and Renfrew—we've combed through every scrap we could find about the weirplaces."

"Wylan and I plan to apply trigonometry to the measurements we made."  Dominic's glow spilled down the steps and lapped at our ankles, a black-maroon flood, a sign he was too tired to maintain his customary calm.  

"Oh."  Such drew Eden up short.  "Well, we never tried that—what an interesting idea.  But I still think he should save it till morning.  He's dead on his feet—we all are."

Dominic plowed on as if he hadn't heard her.  "After all, if that blasted Elk can turn into a phoenix there, anything's apparently possible at the weirplaces."  He trailed off when he caught my narrow look.  "What?"

"You are upset about Sera Elkanah—why?"

"Why not?" Dominic demanded.

Eden touched his arm, her grip firm.  "I understand you being upset," she said in a crisp voice.  "I'm upset about Elk myself and what his transformation might mean for Avreal.  But we can't do anything about it, and frankly, my upset is a drop in the bucket compared to my joy that your parents are awake.  They'll watch out for Avreal and deal with Elk, never fear.  Now, you need to go to bed because Kelene needs to go to bed.  She and Ghitana and Avreal did the hardest job of all tonight, and they need their rest.  And you and Wylan need your rest after trooping through that cave."

Her words summoned a reluctant half-smile from Dominic.  "Yes, Evi-ma."

I thought the matter laid to rest then, at least until Dominic and I were alone in our bedchamber.  Usually Dominic watched as I shed my clothes, bathed, and brushed my hair, sometimes in outright admiration or other times in furtive sideways glances as he prepared for bed himself.  But not tonight.  No, tonight he threw himself down on the window seat and stared at the candle flames reflected in the glass, his glow seething and bubbling around him like wine boiling away over a fire.

So I hastily finished pulling my dressing gown on, glad for its quilted satin in the October chill, then went over to my brooding husband.  I might have seduced him into a better humor with my siren song, but my voice was still hoarse from summoning the fire selkie and weirhawk back to waking life.  So instead I stroked his taut shoulders with my hands, stroked his taut mind with mirages of us swimming together in a calm, tropical sea.  After a while, he sighed and leaned against me, his hand finding mine.

"What is wrong?" I asked, so softly it was almost an unspoken thought between us.  We couldn't share words yet through the mind bond, only mirages and moods, but I suspected the day would soon come when we would no longer need to speak out loud to each other.  When he didn't answer, I went on, "Are you not pleased your parents are awake?"

"Of course I'm happy about that," he muttered, his fingers tightening around mine—perhaps I was a rope to safety.  "It's just," he paused, then a sudden cloudburst as he exploded, fisting his free hand against the glass like he railed at prison bars.  "It's just there's so much I don't know, so much I don't understand, and I see first my parents, then Avreal, then Venessa, slipping away to this place where I can't follow them.  And now Elk just glides into this immortal mystery without even a hitch, the same base trickster who ensnared my sister's affections—it makes me ill."

Such an intense cauldron of emotion: a sense of accomplishment and gladness our plan had worked, grief at the gulf still separating him from the feathered members of his tribe, frustration at our limited mortal understanding, and jealousy.  Oh yes, jealousy—it rendered the rich wine of his glow to tart vinegar and bile.  He was jealous of Sera Elkanah, jealous Elkanah could sense the portal between realms while he could not, jealous Elkanah transformed into a phoenix while he remained human, jealous Elkanah and Avreal could now join in the full breadth and depth of an immortal mind bond while he and I blindly picked our way into the unknown world of spirit between us.

"Jealous?"  Dominic twisted around to glare at me.  "You think I'm jealous of that sly fiend?  Kelene, that makes no sense . . ."

I shrugged.  "Perhaps.  We are all jealous sometimes, and it is rarely sensible or reasonable.  Emotion does not bow to the whims of our rationality.  Emotion is the hurricane, the earthquake, the wilderness, while our logic is the ship, the fortress, the garden.  Emotion is nature, logic our attempts to control it.  So what if you are jealous of Elkanah?  You are a good man, and you will use your jealousy for some constructive end, never destructive.  I have faith in you."

"But I'm not jealous, not of him," Dominic said through gritted teeth.  "I could only be jealous of someone I admire, and he's a gilded ass if ever there was one." 

"So you admire him not a whit?"

"Why, do you?"  His gaze skewered me.

My fingers stopped moving on his shoulders, my mind stopped caressing his as I realized how he had caught me in a verbal trap.  "You did such deliberately.  You would rather provoke a stupid argument with me over another man, a man who means nothing to me, than deal with your own upset.  All I attempted to do was help, and such is how you repay me," I spat, snatching my hand from his grip and turning my back to him.  I went over to the washstand and resumed brushing my hair, my arm trembling.

A tight silence hummed between us for several lengths of Aesir's breath.  Then suddenly Dominic stood behind me, our eyes meeting in the mirror.  He startled me so much I gave a slight cry before his hand clapped over my mouth.

"Shh, before you wake the house—I didn't mean to scare you," he whispered, his lips brushing my ear.

"You move like a shadow sometimes—it is alarming," I said when he dropped his hand.  Alarming—and oddly erotic, though I would never confess such to him.  I didn't enjoy being frightened of course, but his preternatural quiet was a sign of his impressive control, and such did ignite my passion.

"I suppose I am jealous of Sera Elkanah in one respect."  His arms wrapped around my waist.  "I hoped I was some kind of water selkie so we could swim together the way he and Avreal can fly together."

"You went into the lower cave to test if you would shift?!"  My words died in a high-pitched shriek as I whirled on him, my hands clenching against his chest.  "Dominic, why?  What if you had?"

"Then I would have swum out of there as fast as my flippers or fins or whatever could carry me."  He gazed steadily down at me, unrepentant.  "I would have been fine, Kelene—I know better than anyone the dangers of that place, after what happened to my father there.  I just had to see for myself . . ."

"Yet you forbid me to go with you?"

"Well, we already know what would happen to you if you went in that cave—you would turn into a mermaid, and it could be quite dangerous for you to linger there."  His voice sounded through me, deep and soothing as he wrapped me in the velvety warmth of his healer glow.

I struggled against being soothed—he was such a wicked warlock sometimes, a masterful manipulator, using his talent to sidestep resistance to his bold schemes.  If I didn't watch it, he would lull me right to sleep before I knew it, especially with how tired I was at the moment.  "Your parents would never have allowed such if they had been awake, would they?"

"Hence why I went when I did."

"Dominic, such is wrong . . ."

He rested his chin on my head, sighed a kiss in my hair.  "I know, but Kelene, I have to do something to help them, to help Avreal and now poor Venessa too.  They're trapped between realms, and it's my responsibility to help them figure out how to break free, especially now Wylan's willing to apply his skill with numbers to the problem.  We're on the verge of finding the key to the portal, I can feel it."

"But how can you know such when you can't even sense the portal?"

He stiffened, and I cursed my far-too-ready tongue—now we were right back where I didn't want to be, poised on the brink of a argument about Elkanah.  "I suppose that's another reason I'm jealous of Elk," he said, abruptly stepping away from me, leaving me bereft of him.  "Why should he be able to sense the portal while I can't?  God knows what he'll use such knowledge for, perhaps to plot some mischief, whereas I—I just want to be able to help my family." 

"Whatever his faults, Elkanah loves Avreal.  And he loves his children.  He now has incentive to help you solve the riddle of the portal.  I do not believe he will wreak any more havoc.  Who knows?  He could do a lot of good.  You yourself admitted he is quite knowledgeable and well-read.  He could be a powerful ally . . ."

"Or a damn near insurmountable enemy, now he's a phoenix," Dominic interrupted.  "I can't believe you're taking up for him."  Ominously panther-silent, he prowled around the chamber, then stalked for the door.

"Where are you going?"

His hand on the knob, he glowered at me, his eyes dark and hard as slate.  "To the library, to talk with one of the few sensible members left in my family."  Then he was gone, shutting the door so quietly behind him I didn't even hear the click of the latch.  It was as if his anger had dissolved him into something amorphous—mist or smoke or spirit—and he slipped through the cracks of physical reality to explore all the places he couldn't as a mortal man.  As my mortal husband.  Was his curiosity so great it outweighed his love?  It must, for him to risk himself without a thought to how I would feel about such.

I snuffed all the candles and got into bed, my insides roiling like the sea in a hurricane.  Tears leaked from my eyes.  My whole face stung the way it would if I stood on a cliff in a storm, pelted by a harsh, icy rain, looming clouds slate gray as Dominic's eyes.  It was so cold here, only October, and already my feet sought the bed warmer as I shivered.  Dominic usually wrapped me in his arms when I got chilled, but he had abandoned me to go brood over some numbers.  Tegrat, who had been curled up asleep on the mat before the fireplace, padded over and snuffled my hand, and I fumbled to pet him.  I shut my eyes on the dark bedchamber and opened them on a mirage of my garden at home.  Tegrat and I walked the gravel paths, and I kissed every astaris flower I met, Aesir's warm southern light falling over all like golden fleece.  No fierce winds, no punishing storms, no moody husbands.  Only the soft rustle of leaves stirred by sweet-scented breezes, the drowsy chirp of contented birds, the whisper of the surf.  And all my brothers and sisters, even little Helaku, laughing as they chased each other through curtains of vines.  Then we all settled around the goldfish pond, and I greeted my finned friends by dipping my fingertips in the water, gently touching their scales while they nibbled on my skin . . . 

"Shh."  Fingers of mist rose up from the pond, followed by a man of mist who tenderly nibbled my ear lobe, and my mirage vanished, replaced by the suddenly solid reality of Dominic beside me in bed, his bare skin like a flame tingling against mine.  At some point, he had entered the chamber and shed his clothes, and I hadn't heard a thing.

"I didn't even hear the door—how are you so quiet?" I gasped.

He didn't answer except to run his cunning finger down my spine, the path of my invisible dorsal fin, and I shuddered, not from cold now but from a toe-curling warmth.  Then I shook myself the way Tegrat did when he had an itch in his ear.  No, I would stand firm, stiffen my backbone and stay the course.  He would not lull me out of my upset with him, not now.  He would not get the upper hand, not now, tempting as his upper hand could be when we lay together.

"I thought you and Wylan had much to do, much to discuss, yet you are back so soon?  Was he not as sensible as you hoped?" I purred—if he could play the dangerous panther, so could I.  Just because I was a weirfish who usually swam with the current didn't mean I couldn't have claws.

Dominic drew taut as a bowstring beside me.  "I convinced him to go to bed.  To work effectively with these measurements, to discover the right formulas, I think he needs Avreal or Mother to sing to him."

"Or Sera Elkanah, now he is a phoenix.  Surely his song can inspire great things too."

"Kelene . . ."

"Is such not true?" I mocked, turning over to regard him in the dark.  His glow rose, a blood-edged tidal wave, poised to crash over us both. 

"He could never inspire this, could he?" Dominic growled, and suddenly he had rolled me beneath him, his undertow dragging me out to sea and down, down, down into the dark as his mouth found mine, sucked away my breath with the desperate kiss of a drowning man.  Thank Aesir I was a mermaid and could survive such.  If I had been a mere woman, the depth of his passion would have drowned me too.  We had never been angry with each other before when we tumbled, and it turned our lovemaking into a wild tempest.  At the crest of the last wave, a dizzying monster of water hundreds of fathoms high, lightning flashed all around, and I cried out in a mingled ecstasy and terror, not sure if I still breathed until I blinked and found us back in the bed again.  It was quite unsettling, almost as if a stranger lay panting beside me in the dark.

"Good God," Dominic muttered, and the familiar timbre of his voice reassured me, anchored me back to the snug coral and wine sea afterglow of our shared bed.  "I feel struck by lightning."

"Me too.  Sera Elkanah could never inspire such, not for me at least.  Only you."  I turned on my side to face him.  His glow diffused around us, a cozy haze of mulled wine.

"Glad to hear it," he yawned, a bit wry.  He lazily stroked my hair and neck, spots tingling as he healed what Evi called love bites.  I remembered then, my cheeks hot, how I had raked my nails down his back.  A mermaid's claws, indeed.  And I couldn't heal him like he could heal me.

"I did not mean to scratch you."

Even though I couldn't see his face in the dark, I could see the silvery streaks of his grin in his glow.  "It's all right.  I didn't mean to nip you.  It seems we were both . . . riled up.  Those scratches are a badge of sorts, a cat marking her territory."

"I do not understand how such roughness, how making love when we are angry at each other—I do not understand how such could feel so . . ."

"Good?" he supplied, with another silver grin.

"Yes, but it is disconcerting."  Our fingers wove together, clasped palm to palm.

Worry deepened his voice.  "Kelene, if you didn't enjoy it, tell me."

"No, I enjoyed it."

"Because I never want to hurt you in any way, ever."

Then why did you go into the lower cave? was on the tip of my tongue to ask, and I was glad we couldn't share words just yet, for I didn't want to upset him again, not now we both teetered on the edge of sated sleep.  I just didn't understand how he could worry so about being a good husband, then risk himself so recklessly without a thought about how such might hurt me.  How would he feel if I had gone into the cave instead?  Did he not understand how much I loved him, as much as he loved me?  Did he have a secret death wish?  I remembered little of my night mirages the next morning, thank Aesir, except for glimpses of gray clouds raining blood, rocks littered with bones, and the sea awash with raw hearts pumping saltwater tears.  

~~~~~
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Mother found me and Tegrat wandering in the orchard.  As soon as I had risen, I had dressed and gone out, Tegrat dogging my heels as we avoided the bustle of the stable yard.  I needed quiet to think.  The orchard, abandoned in the wake of the harvest, invited me with its stillness.  Tendrils of late fog dampened noise, Aesir glistening over the rest.  Crooked black branches and leaves, shiny as brass and copper coins, enveloped me.  A few dropped apples slowly stewing under Aesir's gaze reminding me of Avreal's scent, and I inhaled deeply.  I rubbed the gnarled bark of the oldest trees and whispered to them of their distant cousins in other lands, of how trees talked to each other, how the same wind which blew in Numer eventually wended its way here, carrying messages across the sea.  The trees trembled at my touch, my words, and I knew they listened and understood, knew they had much to tell me in return if only I had the ears to hear.  They wanted me to pay homage to the cedar seralaza at the weirplace, a goddess on a long, lonely vigil.  As to what the vigil was, I couldn't catch such—it was in a language only trees knew.

Tegrat barked once, letting me know to glance up as my mother approached, her glow like a bouquet of deep pink and purple flowers swaying amidst the lines of trunks.  After asking the nearest tree's permission, I sat on a low branch and awaited her.

"Kelene, why were you not at breakfast?  Are you not hungry?"  I shook my head, and she felt my brow.  "You have no fever," she added, settling beside me on the branch.  "What is wrong?  Your color is muted, like when you are ill.  Or troubled."

"Dominic takes too many risks.  I worry he will defy death once too often and leave me a widow," I announced abruptly, then fell silent again, not sure what to say next.

Mother sighed.  "Have you said such to him?"

"Yes, but it doesn't matter.  Perhaps bravery or maybe just sheer stubbornness has made him blind to the risk.  Or perhaps immortals have surrounded him for so long, he forgets he is mortal and doesn't fear death anymore, so he leaves others to fear it for him."

Quiet settled on us with the faint rustle of trees shaking loose their leaves as they slowly disrobed for their winter sleep.  She combed her fingers through my hair, then absently began to braid the strands together, the way she had when I was a little girl.  I shut my eyes and relished the simple love of my mother's touch as she groomed me.  It seemed the rhythmic motion of her hands helped her braid together her thoughts as well, for she finally spoke.

"You cannot change him.  Nor would you want to, even if you could, for then he would not be the man you love," she mused.  "No, he has a few fault, as do we all.  As do you.  Now you are married, you are bound to him until death, maybe beyond, so the question is not:  can you live with his fault?  You must live with his fault—you are his wife.  No, now you are married, the question is:  how do you align his fault and your strength, your fault and his strength, to build a solid foundation for yourself and your child?"

"How?" I echoed.  "I suppose first I have to figure out my strengths and his faults, my faults and his strengths . . . but what if his greatest strength is also his greatest fault?  I mean, his boldness in one instance is admirable, but in another, potentially disastrous."

"Such is often so with our fault and our strength—they are two side of the same coin, as the barbarian proverb goes."  Another silence fell as she finished plaiting one section of hair and started on another. 

"I do not want to become a gorgon with him, but I fear such will happen if he continues to risk himself."

"Perhaps, on occasion, you might become a gorgon on the outside to tame his wilder impulse.  But never become a gorgon on the inside, Kelene.  He needs your nurturing more than your sternness.  Do you know what I see when I see Dominic?"

I shook my head.  "What?" I asked, expecting her to say a warrior or a healer.

"I see Helaku.  I see Jukar.  I see the ghost of a sweet little boy, more solemn than Helaku perhaps, more haunted than Jukar perhaps, a little boy who has lost his mother and would do anything to restore her to her former self.  But he cannot.  The most powerful healing ability in the world, and he cannot use it to save her.  Then he loses his father too.  And he cannot save him either.  So he does everything he can to save other folk.  And he searches the world over for a spell to help his parent, his sister.  It is how he shows love, Kelene—by risking himself.  He knows no other way.  He risked death to heal me, risked death to show you the force of his love.  I understand your fear, your upset, my child—I share it, for I care for him too.  His tribe shares it.  But we cannot change him.  Such is who he is."

Seawater flowed from my eyes, dripped down my cheeks at the truth in her words.  Mermaid tears for the grief-stricken boy my husband had been, a grief he would do anything to avoid, even risk his own death.  Such was how Eden and Nora found us.  Tegrat ran down the orchard path, tail high as he barked a good morn to them.

"What's this?  Kelene, dear, have you been crying?"  Eden cupped her hand under my chin and lifted my gaze to hers.  Nora hung back and petted Tegrat, her glow the faded gold of Aesir's gentlest light, her eyes the hue of rain clouds, the same color as Dominic's, her silence soft as the warm surf lapping at my fins.  

So I told them what I had told Mother, my words halting and damp.  At the end, Eden slid her arm around my shoulders and hugged me to her.  

"I understand exactly how you feel," she murmured, her glow wrapping around us softly as dark smoke, the spicy scent of burning autumn leaves lingering near her.  "He takes after Merius—and Mordric.  It can be wonderful, being married to someone so brave.  It can also be frustrating, even heartrending.  Your mother is right—sometimes being direct, even blunt, a gorgon on the outside as you would say, is the proper course of action.  But usually this is a problem best approached from the side, even from behind, so he has no idea what hit him."

"What do you mean?"

"Pretend you are stalking a wolf, not to kill him, but to tame him.  Would you charge at him?  No, you would only get bitten for your efforts.  So what would you do?"

"I would offer him food, a warm place by the fire.  Then, when he was almost asleep, I would sing to him in my selkie voice and scratch his ears."

Nora giggled.  "Is that what you did with Father, Mother?"

A contented cat-grin lit Eden's face and glow.  "In a manner of speaking, yes.  Except I can't sing like Kelene."  

~~~~~
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I considered Eden's and Mother's advice as the carriage bore them away to Corcin.  On the threshold, Eden had hugged me as tightly as Mother, with a fierce whisper in my ear, "If he won't behave and annoys you, take a break from him.  That's what Safire did with Merius when they were both human, what I've done with Mordric too.  Come back to Corcin early and help me and Nora in the garden.  Even the happiest marriage can't survive unrelenting intimacy."

I was half tempted to take her up on her offer right then and climb in the carriage with them, even though I didn't need a break from my husband just yet.  However, Eden's garden could certainly entice me from his side whether he pleased me or not, at least for a few blinks of Aesir.  She had planned it over many years to take full advantage of the seasons here.  In Numer, we had two seasons—rainy and dry.  Such had ill-prepared me for the fascinating parade of blooms and plants through Eden's garden.  I had assumed the northerners had only a short time to grow anything, given how soon Aesir turned his back on them to gaze south.  But I had assumed wrong, as autumn proved to me everyday with new and brilliant colors and scents.  

But one glimpse of the wild glint in Dominic's eyes and glow convinced me to stay behind to watch him.  After all, we would be following the others to Corcin ourselves in a few days, and then Eden, Evi, Nora, Avreal, and I would be closeted away from the men for several clandestine meetings as we planned a birthday celebration for Sera Mordric and Dominic.  It seemed my husband needed me now if he needed me at all the next few months, needed me now when we perhaps visited the weirplace, to keep him from diving off the cliffs just "to see what would happen" if for no other reason.  Somehow, when Sera Elkanah had shifted outwardly last night, Dominic and I had shifted inwardly and switched places in our marriage.  Suddenly, I had become the steady one, the one with fins firmly anchored to the sea floor while he bobbed around on the surface, tossed about like a ship adrift in a hurricane.

When the feathered Landers had still not appeared by mid-morning, we decided to ride horses to the weirplace.  While Sewell and Dominic looked on, I wandered through the stable, Tegrat padding at my side, and talked to all the horses.  At the end of the row, I stared up into the eyes of a huge stallion—he was such a light gray he appeared to gleam silver when Aesir glanced off his coat.  He pawed the boards of his stall, sweet hay dust drifting up and filling me with the dried essence of the past summer.  Tegrat barked in answer, and he and the silver steed had a conversation of sorts, with the stallion neighing and whickering.

"What is his name?" I asked.

"Silver—the stable master Ebner and Grandfather tend to be more practical than imaginative when it comes to names, especially if they mean to sell a horse."  Sewell hesitated, cleared his throat.  "Kelene, you might want to pick another . . ." 

"What?"  I glanced at him as I stroked Silver's nose.  "Is he not broken?"

"It's not that.  He's just a bit much for most folks to handle."  Sewell offered a faint smile, his dimples mere pinpricks of shyness.  "I would hate for him to throw you.  I for one won't go near the blighter," he confessed as his glow flared up to the hayloft overhead in a sudden draft of embarrassment.

"Ah."  Still stroking Silver's nose, I reached out and touched Sewell's forearm, forging a link between the man and the horse so neither would fear each other again.  

He tilted his head, one eye screwed shut as he examined me.  "What did you just do?"

"Made him your horse, and you his friend," I answered with my most enigmatic smile.

"Kelene has a talent with animals, with all living things, really," Dominic explained.  

Sewell put one fingertip forward and ran it over Silver's muzzle.  The stallion's breath quickened, his nose flashing first shiny, then velvet, then shiny again in a rapid play of light.  After a moment of such, a broad grin split Sewell's face.  

"He's never let me touch him like this without tossing his head—thank you."

Dominic cupped my shoulder, breathed in my ear, "I'll ride him."

I turned on him.  "No, you will not.  I saw him first."  My tone mingled coyness and determination in a flirtatious mix.  His face flattened, narrowed eyes, thin mouth, while his glow roiled around him.  Either my manner angered him or kindled his desire—likely both.

"Kelene, I know your skill with animals, but he . . ."

"A skill you do not have," I interrupted.  "I am the only one who should ride him.  It is less risky for me to do so, just like it apparently was less risky for you to go into the cave at the weirplace."  I turned away from him to examine the saddles, feeling the boiling tsunami of his glow hit my back.

"You went into the lower cave?" Sewell demanded.  "Didn't Avreal just say that could be dangerous for us?  It's why she never said anything about the weirplace before now, till now we needed to know in order to wake Mother and Father up, why you two wouldn't let me accompany you last night . . ."

"Wylan and I needed some measurements, that's all."  Dominic's voice was low, a hint of a growl roughening his words.

"Where was Avreal?"

"Busy with the twins—by the time she realized where Wylan and Dominic and Sera Elkanah had gone, it was too late to stop them," I answered, whirling back around to regard them.  No blue of his customary amiable nature soothed the flames of Sewell's irritation, orange rampant through the stable.  Between his and Dominic's upset glows, Silver's coat resembled Aesir last night, the bloodied blade of the lunar eclipse sweeping across his gleaming surface.

"Saucy selkie, confessing all my secrets to my brother."  Dominic attempted lightness in his tone, but it was false teasing, for he had no mouth to speak of, he pressed his lips together into such a thin, straight line as he glared at me.  I glared right back, my arms clutched over my chest as I began to saunter back and forth toward him, our eyes never leaving each other.  Tegrat obediently trotted along behind me, likely wondering as I did if my good sense had vanished.  All of Mother's and Eden's fine advice, advice I agreed with, and now I did my best to go against it and provoke my husband into a battle.  Perhaps I had become a gorgon on the inside.  

"If such is what it takes to keep you safe, I will do it."  I stopped before him, only a few paces between us.

Sewell cleared his throat again, sensing some crackle in the air even though he was no warlock, the instinct a sailor or farmer or all animals had about the weather.  "Why, Aunt Dagmar, what brings you out here?" he said suddenly with a forced heartiness, clearly relieved at the interruption.

Dominic shrugged his brows at me, a brief flicker to let me know I was still on his hook and we would pick up our discussion again later—in private.  His glow bubbled hot through my veins, so much passion in my blood I felt drunk on it.  Wicked warlock, wicked man, to bait my inner gorgon.  Apparently she was a lustful gorgon, if last night was any indication.  I shook my head and glanced away from him, trying to compose myself into a demure demeanor for his aunt—she was quite proper, even more proper than Mother could be.

"Good morn, Kelene—we missed you at breakfast.  Not feeling well?" she asked, eyeing me with speculation.  I could tell from the eager green shimmer of her glow, like the wind sweeping across a field of grass, she hoped morning sickness and all such entailed had kept me from the table.

Dominic apparently caught the same shimmer, for he said, a slight dryness lightening his tone, "Believe me, aunt, you'll be one of the first we tell—when it happens."

She blushed bright red to her hair line.  "Why, Dominic," she sputtered.  "It's not polite to put words in people's mouths.  I just meant . . . well, I suppose I meant what you think I did, but such matters are of a delicate nature, and . . ."

"Sorry, I didn't mean to upset you."  He touched her wrist, and her blush vanished as quickly as it had appeared, her glow settling to the calm green of a meadow on a Aesir-lit, still day.

"So, where are your parents and Avreal?" she asked, glancing at the scrap of sky we could glimpse through the big doorway at the end of the stable.

"Not sure," Dominic replied.  "That's why we're going to ride horses out to the weirplace, see what we can see."

She looked at him, her eyes deepening to wells of worry.  "You think they're all right?  I would have thought they'd be here by now."

"I'm sure they're fine.  Time runs differently at that place, and they have a lot of catching up to do, a lot to tell Avreal so she can pass it on to us," he assured her with great patience.  His healer glow suddenly ran through my fingers, silken ribbons of soothing bathwater.  He could be so gentle when he chose, could make everything seem all right with the mere sound of his voice.  I leaned against him, and he put his arms around me, his hands joining loosely over my hips.  He felt like a comfortable chair, firm and soft all at once, the kind one could inhabit for a long afternoon of reading and napping, as intense in his tenderness as he was in his fighting. 

"Well, you be careful at that place," Seralaza Dagmar huffed, suddenly brisk.  "It's dangerous.  I better not catch wind of you risking yourself there—and that means you."  She looked straight at Dominic over my shoulder, her gaze sharp as an arrow.  "Don't look so innocent, either.  In your own way, you're as bad as Avreal."  Then she glanced at me, far less stern.  "Do you need a bite to eat, dear, since you missed breakfast?"  When I nodded, such meant she loaded us down with several saddlebags full of provisions—jugs of wine and cider, bread, cheese, apples, a whole pie, even—enough to feed us for several turns of Aesir.  I almost wished I had shaken my head "no" instead.

Finally we mounted, and she stood below us, appearing small and a bit forlorn from the vastness of Silver's back.  He scraped at the cobbles with his hoof, impatient to be off, as I nibbled on a bread crust.  

"Be sure to leave some of that food for Safire and Merius and the Winds," she ordered.  I didn't tell her we would probably leave all of it for the feathered Landers.  I realized then such was her way of caring for us—and for her sister and her tribe.  Or flock, rather, when one spoke of birds.

"Heavens, Kelene, what beast are you riding?" she exclaimed, finally noticing my steed was Silver now she had finished fussing with the food.  

I tossed the remainder of the bread to Tegrat, who bounced up and grabbed it in midair, then gobbled it down.  "His name is Silver."

Her hand fluttered over her heart.  "He looks dangerous—are you sure he's completely broken?"

"Kelene could be a lion tamer," Dominic vouched for me.  I smiled at him in thanks, and he shot me a one-dimple grin back, all tension between us gone for at least one length of Aesir's breath.

"That may be, but I don't see her riding a lion, wiseacre," his aunt sniffed, hands on hips, elbows and glow slung outward in daunting points like her knitting needles.  Dominic snorted, then whipped his handkerchief to his face, pretending it was a sneeze.  I glanced over, surprised, wondering if he had caught my thought.  He nodded.  *Caught it like a kiss came through loud and clear as well as the smile he hid behind his handkerchief.

"You think this is funny, young man, your wife risking her life on a wild beast?" she demanded, her face flushing.

"Hay dust," Dominic answered, his voice muffled behind the bunched cloth.  "It makes me . . . sneeze sometimes."

"Ahh."  She was obviously not convinced.  "It better not make you . . . sneeze again, or we'll have to put you to bed lest you get a nasty cold like Selwyn does."

"Kelene's magic with animals," Sewell declared then.  "She fixed it somehow so I could pet Silver's nose—he's never let me do that before, even when I had carrots or sugar lumps for him.  I mean, look how calm he is now—he's never taken to a rider so fast."

Dagmar shook her head, then grudgingly conceded, "Well, I suppose.  But you could take my mare, Kelene, if you want," she appealed to me.

"Thank you.  I am sure she is a fine animal, but I think I have fallen in love."  I leaned forward and patted Silver's shoulder.  He whickered and shook his mane, clearly knowing such made him appear a most handsome devil.

Dominic sneeze-snorted again.  *Should I be jealous of him too?  You're gonna ride away on him and forget me, aren't you, fickle selkie?

*Oh yes.

"Really, Dominic.  You sneeze again, and I'll put you to bed myself," Dagmar threatened crossly.  

"Mother's song would fix me up quicker."  He wiped his nose and the edges of his eyes, putting on such a good show of hay fever I half-believed him.  "Why don't you ride your mare yourself and come with us?" he suggested.

Her skin and glow paled, and she looked down, plucking at her skirt.  "Oh, I'd like to, of course I would.  I long to see your parents now they're restored, but I think I'll wait for them to fly here.  It's just . . ." she paused, then looked up to peer at Dominic like he was a mirage or ghost—perhaps he reminded her of his sire as a young man, now forever a hawk because of the weirplace.  "It's just that place—it scares me.  Your father would never say, but I know that's where he made Avreal human again, then where he died and transformed himself, where he and Safire hid for so long while they hatched the Four Winds.  And now Sera Elkanah shifted there, just like that.  Well, it's a bit off-putting to someone like me, with my nerves.  Safire could always handle the mysterious, the unknown, the blue yonder as you call it—she lived there most of the time, your father with her.  But not me.  No, not me.  Now you dears be careful."

Dominic nodded as he threw his glow out like a net to surround hers, ensnaring her pain and drawing it away the way a fisherman pulled in the day's catch.  He grimaced briefly, his glow black as soot with the combined weight of her grief and his, and I remembered, my heart faltering, the day he had fainted in Corcin after trying to absorb his tribe's upset over Avreal.  He couldn't faint now, not now he sat on a horse and would topple to the hard stones . . . I reached out to him, my glow reaching with me, and surrounded him with soft coral warmth.  The darkness around him lightened to gray, and I breathed again.  

He looked over at me, his eyes still shadowed.  Old eyes in his young face.  *Thank you, sweetheart.  Then he guided his horse about in a clattering of hooves and set off at a gallop.  Sewell and I followed, and I tried to outride my fear for my husband, leave it on the road to dry up and wither away under Aesir's strong glare, a light to disperse all shadows.  I urged Silver to go faster, then faster till we were neck and neck with Dominic and his steed.  

He drew back on his reins as Sewell shouted something unintelligible behind us.  *Slow down, Kelene—this isn't a race, damn it . . . if that wretch throws you . . .

*He is fine.  It is good for him to run like such now he has a rider who can match him—he doesn't get such exercise often enough, and Aesir made him for it.  I patted Silver's neck, felt the heave of his vast lungs like bellows beneath me.

Dominic shook his head, flashing his half-grin at me.  *You are one bold Numerian witch.

*Such means I am a good match for you, since you are one bold barbarian warlock.  I tossed back at him.

*I'll have to talk to Grandfather and Ebner about that horse—you've likely ruined him for any other rider.

Such made me urge Silver to go even faster, fast as the wind.  He was magic, a horse beyond any I had ridden before.  I hoped such magical speed would help my sea shell ears capture and hold the ancient secret of the cedar seralaza's long vigil on the cliffs.  One needed quick hearing to catch the whispered talk of trees before it vanished into the rustle of leaves and creak of branches on the breeze. 
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Chapter Two ~ Elkanah
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A huge hawk jarred my shoulder with its clawed foot, roughly, as if I were a rabbit to be flipped over and gutted in a trice like any other prey.  My arms flailed in useless protest at my fate, until the hawk spoke, such an unusual thing for a hawk to do that I immediately froze.

"Sera Elkanah, wake up."  The hawk knew my name and could speak in a man's voice—how strange.  It must be a night mirage.  I blinked awake to find Sera Merius looming over me, a slight malice sharpening the steel edge of his color, the steel edge of his already cutting grin.  

"What is it?  Is Avreal all right?"

"Oh, she's fine.  Fast asleep.  Safire and the chicks too."

"So you can kill me after all?"

The grin whetted to blade thinness, though such seemed impossible.  "Much as I'd like you to think so, no, I really can't kill you.  I don't even particularly want to at the moment."

"So why did you wake me?  To witness Aesir's rise over the horizon?"

"No.  I woke you so you can help me hunt."

"Ah."  Without another word to betray my ignorance about hunting in my bird guise—I did have some pride, after all—I followed him out to the cave threshold.  Immortality surprised me.  How was it I could lay on stone all night and wake as refreshed as if I had slept on my down-filled bed at home?  How I had wanted to show Avreal the delights of that bed, witness her emerge from behind the carved side screens of Aesir and his wives at night, the moon and stars cutouts tantalizing me with glimpses of her soft ivory flesh before I seized her to me . . . instead we had made love in a cramped ship's hold and huddled together in a hammock afterwards.  Aesir above, though, she had been so lovely she looked unreal against the rough, salt-stained boards, the unraveling, discolored twine of the hammock.  She had seemed a beautiful glamour beyond even my skill to conjure.  Her fire selkie voice . . . the genuine magic of her had transformed the worst moments of my life into the best, a mere wisp of eternity dividing my past mistakes from my future joy.  Unbelievable joy, especially when we had soared together in our shared mirage.  Avreal's arrival in my cell that night:  the glittering, priceless jewel I discovered in the ash heap of my despair, the unexpected oasis when the parched desert traveler had relinquished hope of ever tasting water again, an oasis full of ripe apples.  I deserved none of it, wretched sinner I was, but I would still grab the glossy, succulent fruit greedily, hold her fast to me with my tricks, enchant her with my illusions, and somehow evade her tribe's hidden daggers.  A nobler man than I would have let her go, and he would have been an honorable fool.  I wasn't honorable, and I was no fool.  I knew love when I felt it, knew what a rare treasure it truly was, a tender, sweet morsel snatched from the dragon jaws of life, knew I should keep her safe, always in arm's reach.

Sera Merius paused at the edge of the opening.  I stopped beside him and gazed out.  It reminded me of standing at the portal in the lower cave, a perfect sky spread out like an endless carpet before bird royalty.  Of course here there was the sea, murmuring and crashing against the rocks far below.  Aesir's first sleepy fingers of daylight crept from the east, soft orange and grayish-blue.

Sera Merius perched there for a long while, the prince of hawks silently surveying his domain.  Then he said, his words quiet, "You know, despite everything, I actually prefer you as a suitor for her over Nisroch.  For one thing, our mortal family can see you and interact with you."

"How is that a mark in my favor?" I demanded.  "Your son wanted to kill me.  Old Dragon and Sour Dragon wanted to cut my head off or barring such, at least cut my tongue out, and the rest certainly looked askance in my direction.  Not that I blame them for such . . ."

"Old Dragon and Sour Dragon?" he inquired.

"Sera Mordric and Sera Wylan."

He chuckled.  "I should challenge you to a duel for that, but I'm too amused.  Did you call him Old Dragon to his face?"

"Yes, once.  In the council chamber.  Suffice it to say, we do not get along well, Sera Mordric and I."

"I didn't get along with him well the first two decades of my mortal life."  His tone was wry.  "Only after Safire came along did we mend fences.  For having such a fiery temper, my witch really is the dove of peace."  He smiled, dawn's gentle light making him appear younger, even vulnerable, as if he spoke to a friend.  His love for her had momentarily tamed him.  

"No, Sera Elkanah," he went on finally, "trust me, it's better they can see you, even in your new form, perhaps especially in your new form.  I've always preferred the wasp I can see to the wasp I can't, and Dominic, Father, and the rest are no different."

"Will they ever trust me?  Or will I always be the wasp?"

His eyes flicked in my direction.  "They'll trust you when Safire and I do, and not a moment before."

"Hmm."  He certainly knew how to give dodgy answers when it suited him.  "So, what else makes me a more promising candidate for Avreal's hand—wing rather—than young Nisroch?"

"You said it.  Maturity.  I fear Nisroch will be a boy forever.  Whatever your faults, you have grown up at least."

"Odd."

"What is?"  He turned his head this time to look at me fully.

"I said almost the same thing to Avreal about the fey boy, about how she has grown up while he has not, about how he has no idea what she has suffered for the love of Muriel and Jukar in our realm.  Even with her special gifts, it is not easy to be a mother here, especially an unwed one."

"No, it isn't."  Sera Merius heaved a sigh from deep in his chest.

"I do not want to make things more difficult for her.  If you and Seralaza Safire ask me to leave, I will do it."

"No."  His head jerked from side to side rapidly, a dismissive motion like my words had angered him.  I thought perhaps he tried to shake away any stirring of amity toward me.  I had said something right, and he wanted to dislike such but couldn't quite bring himself to it.  

"No?"  The skin of my face stretched to one side as I arched a brow, a canvas of irony.  "But I thought you wanted me to depart."

"She'd just follow you, and then we'd have more of a mess on our hands," he barked, sounding just like his father.  Then, suddenly, he dove from the ledge into the wind, arms outspread . . . no, wings outspread.  He was fully a bird now, no man to be seen, a silver-touched, blade-edged shadow against the still-dark sky.  I gulped and glanced down at the sea so far below.  At the jagged knives of rocks so far below.  I had flown through this opening last night, following Avreal, but I had wings then.  It had been my first night as a fire selkie, my first night in this cave.  I had not left it yet.  If I followed Sera Merius's example and jumped off into the open air, would I have wings too?  Or would I plunge to my death?  Was all this a night mirage, a glamour I perhaps had conjured to distract myself from the deadly boredom of imprisonment?  Or was it real?

The hawk's impatient shriek cut into my dithering.  Sera Merius had wheeled around and now rocketed straight for me, deadly beak pointed at me like a scimitar.  He came so fast and furious I forgot my fear and leapt out of his way just before he plowed into me.  Leapt out of his way into the open air . . . 

Terror boiled my insides, the stone of my gut dragging me down, down, down to be pounded flat against the rocks.  A man yelled to Aesir in a final rage, a futility, for in an instant his eyes would close forever, and he would see Aesir no more.  Endless darkness, always bereft of Aesir's light, the fate of all sinners like me who defied him.  I yelled to Aesir, shook my fist at the sky in a last defiance, only to find I shook my flight feathers.  Only to find the rocks and sea dropping away beneath me as I soared upwards, my new wings beating in powerful strokes.  Sera Merius flew beside me, and though I couldn't swear to it, I thought I caught a glitter of amusement in his sidelong predator's glance . . . then words left me for the pure sensation of the wind alternately buoying me up, then pummeling me if I turned against its current, the distant roar of the waves, Aesir growing steadily stronger to the east . . .

*Where's Father taking you?  Avreal's shrill squawk pierced my inner silence, and I came back to myself to realize Sera Merius and I were far out over the ocean. 

*He is showing me how to hunt, sweet bird—you want breakfast, do you not?

*I suppose, though I could get my own . . . if he gives you a hard time, I won't be happy with him!

*Giving me a hard time is his job as your father, at least at present until he and your mother learn to trust me.

*You're taking this so much better than Nisroch would she marveled.  *He despised Father, especially at first.  

*Nisroch is still a boy.  He will not understand your father until he grows into a man.

She sighed, a tickling whisper of wind in my ears.  *Do you like flying?  You seem . . . abstracted.

*I do like it, but I am a bit confused.  It seems I have lost track of time.  I could have sworn your father and I were just at the cave, but now we are far out over the sea.

*It'll be like that at first when you leave the weirplace.  You're not used to your immortality yet.  Her inner voice suddenly spoke with the authority of someone far older.  *You lose your memory because the state you're in right now—the in-between place, Father calls it—is beyond words.  The part of you that remembers it is eternal, always in the present, and has no words to communicate your experiences to the human part.  Your human side will catch up eventually and figure out a way to remember, but the words it assigns will never be enough to capture the full experience.

*But then how am I remembering it now and experiencing time in the way a mortal would?

*Because I'm with you in spirit.  She had suddenly gone evasive, dancing around words the way she danced around obstacles on stage, with a coy grace that made me yearn to pin the elusive butterfly down and stroke her in the right places until she forgot everything except me and the pleasure I could give her.

*Through our mind bond?  I couldn't resist teasing her a bit—she still didn't want to accept we had a mind bond, though it was clear to me we did.  I supposed another man might have been upset at her obstinacy, but it amused me.  She was still young, a wild creature—of course she resisted anything which resembled a cage.  She would come around when she realized the joy to be had in such a bond with me, come around when she realized it wasn't a cage at all because the door was never locked but always stood open.  Her suspicions were my own fault, after all, first for kidnapping her and then for pursuing her in the masterful way of my sires, used to bedding any concubine who twitched her veil in our direction.  Avreal had required far more cunning and subtlety to seduce, and even then, there had been a significant measure of luck in my eventual success.  Birds were skittish creatures who startled easily.  Even now, even after she had given herself to me in my shipboard prison, even after she had protected me from her tribe's wrath, even after she had called me her love and flown with me . . . even now, she still instinctively avoided me laying claim to her, even if it was only in our thoughts.

I had more than a length of Aesir's breath to ponder such, as she took a good long while to answer, so long I wondered if I had overdone it and she had cut me off entirely.  *You better pay attention to what you're doing, or Father will put you through hell.  I'll quit distracting you. 

Even after she removed herself from my conscious thoughts, she must have kept the bond thrumming between us on a lower level, for I had enough words now to relate my present experience to myself, enough words to hold it in my mind until it became human memory.  Now I could remember, I began to understand what she had meant about the in-between place and how to maneuver there.

Sera Merius uttered a piercing shriek then, the ominous whistle of a cannon ball flung through the air, the battle cry of a triumphant hawk.  He streaked downwards in a dive, so fast he was a silver-gray blur.  It was obvious he had spotted something exciting, perhaps a large shoal of fish.  I swooped after him, no hope of matching his speed.  I doubted I ever would—he had the sleek build of a hawk, whereas I most resembled a stocky raven.  But I could do something he couldn't.  I could cast a glamour on myself so my prey would never sense me coming.  He might not even sense me coming . . .

I concentrated on the wind rippling by me, envisioned a mirage of it as a shimmering cloth, touched at the folds in blinding flashes of Aesir's light.  The light enveloped me and shielded me as I dove toward the water frothing as it rocked wildly in its giant cradle of stone.  The waves threw spears of Aesir, and I blinked.  I opened my eyes just in time to see Sera Merius grab up a giant salmon in his talons.  The fish thrashed wildly to no avail, for with an abrupt, deadly efficiency, he tore off its head and gutted it with a single motion of his beak before he devoured it, its heart likely still beating.  I flinched even as I admired his ability to dispatch his prey.  He might not be able to kill me in my current form, he might not be able to fight with fire and song like the phoenix I now was, but he could most certainly be a formidable foe regardless.  And a powerful ally.  

He glanced around, clearly looking for me.  Then he shook his head, a picture of feathered befuddlement, and I remembered the glamour I had cast around myself.  I gulped back an exclamation of triumph, triumph so sharp it felt like I swallowed a scimitar.  Convinced of my invincibility, I deliberately flew right past him, so close my wingtip brushed his, a clear challenge.  

He screeched, a blood-curdling battle cry, then soared after me.  His keen hawk sight apparently afforded him glimpses through the armor of my glamour, enough so he stayed close to my tail.  Only when I flew directly into Aesir's glare did he lose me utterly, but I couldn't keep such up for long or Aesir blinded me.  It was a glorious match—his speed and sharp eyes pitted against my ability to bedazzle with illusion, and we kept it up for a long while.

Finally, I grew tired.  I wasn't such a skilled or strong flyer as he was—yet.  I intended to remedy such as soon as possible with practice.  I had only been a fire selkie for less than a day, after all, and he had been a weirhawk for years. 

He flew right into me like a cannonball, an explosion of feathers as I fell from the sky and plunged into the water.  I emerged sputtering, my glamour washed away, my plumage saturated.  Soon I discovered, though, I had an advantage as a fire selkie he lacked—I could evaporate all the water with my heat, so quickly a thick mist surrounded me in an instant.  I flew free from it, of course, but not without considering its possibilities.  Like a glamour, such a fog could conceal and fool, a cloud to hide me like Jemaal had hidden himself when he crept into Aesir's sky palace and stole the god's favorite wife, Venus.

We finished the hunt swiftly then.  Since I lacked Sera Merius's speed, I covered myself with another glamour of light and caught a fish for myself.  I flew along with it, clutching it in my talons for a length of Aesir's breath as I worked myself up to eating it.  Living in the Empire on the river as I had for so long, fish was a familiar food to me.  But not like such.  Not raw and still wriggling.  Then I had an inspiration.  I chirped the way Avreal had shown me last night, a piercing whistle of hot flame which had lit a bonfire on the beach for the mortals.  Now it smoked the salmon I held until its scales crackled, the aroma reminding me suddenly how hungry I was.  As I tore off bits and swallowed, then helped Sera Merius catch more fish to take back to the cave, I wondered why immortal creatures needed to eat at all.

*Because we're still partly on the mortal plane.  Also, mortals eat food not only for physical sustenance, but spiritual sustenance as well.  Every living thing has a soul.  The plants and animals humans eat become part of them, part of their souls.  We may no longer need the physical sustenance, but we could always use the spiritual sustenance.  Avreal explained.  *I saw the game you and Father played, the mock battle of skills she added, sounding wistful.  *It reminded me of watching him and Dominic and Sewell and Grandfather and Wylan, practicing with swords.  I bet he misses that—it's a good way to lower his defenses.  Maybe you can really become friends one day.

*I hope so, sweet bird.  Not only for your sake, but because I think your father and I would have been ready comrades under other circumstances.

*I think so too.

Sera Merius and I made two trips so we would have enough fish for breakfast.  Muriel, Jukar, and Avreal awaited us at the cave threshold, guarding our haul from a flock of eager seagulls.  Sera Merius, still in his hawk guise, quickly cleaned the fish and tossed the innards and heads and tails out to the gulls, who battled over their grisly prizes in midair.  While her grandfather shifted back to his human self, Muriel pranced about us, her shimmering curls bouncing and throwing off white shards of Aesir's gaze.  As she cavorted around the pile of fish, she clapped in delight, so like my star-eyed, giggling Sybele a blade rose in my throat and sliced straight to my heart.  Aesir above, my children seemed far from me, too far.  So distracted was I, the naughty little seralaza Muriel grabbed one of the fish and danced off into the depths of the cave with it. 

"Muriel!" Avreal exclaimed.  "You get back here right now . . ."  Brief jewels of childish laughter floated back in answer as fading echoes, the last clear though faint:  "Mama can't catch me!"  Avreal blew out a sigh and went off to find her errant daughter, leaving Jukar standing with us, his eyes big, his hand over his mouth.

"Muri need spanking," he determined with finality, as stern a judge as his great-grandsire Mordric.

"Is such so, young sera?" I remarked before I glanced over to see my grin reflected on Sera Merius's face.  Jukar nodded, all serious, and Sera Merius tousled his hair.  

"Can you help us carry these fish to your mama and grandmama?"

Jukar nodded again in response to his grandsire's question.  "Muri don't get no more," he declared.  

"That's right," Sera Merius agreed solemnly.  "She already took her share.  I saw her."

Jukar seemed satisfied with such, as he started filling his arms with fish.  He could only carry the two smallest, but we let him as it clearly pleased him to help.  He trotted along after us, his talons clicking rhythmically on the rocky cave floor.  

"He is quite a somber little bird, is he not?" I whispered to Sera Merius.

"Takes after my father, I think.  And Dominic."

"Knuckle Nic-Nic," chimed in Jukar behind us.

"That's right.  You remind me of your Uncle Nic-Nic when he was your age."  A strange note deepened Sera Merius's voice, and I glanced over at him, puzzled.  He sounded almost . . . *melancholy Avreal supplied, the same dullness in her tone.  *He misses Dominic and Sewell.

*But we will see them later today, will we not?  Even as I thought such, a sudden shaft of knowledge pierced me to the quick of my being.  I had known the separation from my children hurt like being slowly roasted alive, but I had little considered until now how permanent such a separation would be, even if and when I could visit them again.  I had faltered at the idea of them seeing me in my new form but hadn't gone much further than that in my mirage.  *It is difficult for him and your mother to be so close to your brothers, yet unable to communicate as humans?

Her nod jerked through me, and I almost dropped the fish.  I hadn't known we could share sensations through the mind bond until now.  *And what kernels of comfort they glean now from being close to our family even if they can't fully communicate will vanish like dust when our family—she paused—*dies.  Separated for an eternity, until this realm ends, unless we can find some way to bridge the gap.  The curse of immortality.  

*Such is horrible. I exclaimed, abruptly punched in the midriff with the reality of my own situation as well as Sera Merius's and Seralaza Safire's.  *I have known such about their situation before, of course, but it was a philosopher's knowledge, intellectual, tinged with a distant compassion.  Now I know for myself, and the knowledge feels like a knife twisting in my gut, and it is horrible, sweet bird.  Horrible. 

*We'll find a way.  She rushed to assure me.  *Mother and Father and I work on little else when we are together, and you're here to help us now.

We had reached the inner cave where the seralazas waited, even naughty little Muriel, still holding her fish.  My spirits lifted at the sight of them, three generations of smiling lady-birds.  Surely Avreal spoke truly.  We would find a way to bridge the gap between realms.  We had to find a way.  I could not accept a mirage of such fiery angels as Seralaza Safire and Avreal trapped here, so far away from those they loved.  

The Four Winds flapped overhead, peeping and cheeping, apparently on their way to do some fishing of their own.  I temporarily forgot the weight of Avreal's revelation as the rest of us settled down to our meal.  Seralaza Safire smoked all the salmon with a snap of her fingers, and Avreal pulled out a basket containing bread and jugs of spiced cider and wine.  It was a far different repast from what I usually had, but then I had embarked on a new life last night under the slow blink of Aesir's night eye.  Such deserved a change from ordinary routine.  

At the end of the meal, Sera Merius and I cleared away all the fish bones, throwing them out of the cave and down on the cliff ledges for the seagulls.  The Winds tumbled back through Aesir's sky palace and settled on Sera Merius's shoulders and head.  All except Tariel.  With a shy clucking, she landed on my shoulder, then took to picking gently at my hair.

Sera Merius shook his head, Tor fluffing out all his feathers—the poor Autumn Wind looked a bit dizzy at the abrupt back and forth of his perch.  "Not you too.  Bad enough your big sister likes this jester," Sera Merius told Tariel, who chirped a loud, cheeky answer, then continued preening me.  

Because of his light tone, I took little insult from him calling me a jester.  Instead, I petted Tariel's back, thoughtful suddenly.  "Do the Four Winds never shift into human form, even here at the weirplace?"

"No."

"So they are not human at all?"

"No, they are pure spirit, wind angels.  It is why not all can sense them, even when a phoenix sings."  He started to walk back to the inner reaches of the cave, and I followed, striding to catch up.

"So what are Muriel and Jukar?"

He lifted his brows, grinned.  "Not angels, at least not Muriel, that's for certain."

"So why are the twins different from the Winds?  Both Nisroch and Avreal are immortal like you and Seralaza Safire . . ."

He paused and turned to regard me before he answered, his gaze searching.  Measuring my reaction as I heard his words.  "Nisroch was never and will never be a bird or any other sort of weir creature, for one thing.  For another, both Safire and I sacrificed our mortal lives to protect our family before we conceived the Winds.  Our last mortal moments held the agony of the unjustly persecuted and murdered, our blood purified through our sacrifice," he said evenly before he heaved a deep breath.  Then he went on, "Avreal suffered the same Safire and I did, so I theorize any children she bears, no matter the father, will be immortals like her and have special abilities and avian characteristics.  But they will only be pure spirit like the Winds if their father also sacrificed his mortality the way Avreal did." 

He turned on his heel then and continued to the back of the cave where the other fire selkies waited, patiently glowing and burning in the ancient dark of this place.  I was a fire selkie too, but unlike Avreal and her mother, I had not been slaughtered, my blood staining the hands of the unjust.  Instead I had died at the height of a spiritual ecstasy, died so swiftly and silently that I wasn't even aware of passing to the other side until I woke to my new life covered in feathers.  So what sort of children would Avreal and I create together? I pondered.  According to her father, they would not be pure spirit like the Four Winds but something more akin to Muriel and Jukar, poised between human and bird.  I realized I had Avreal blocked, as she called it, and was glad.  She did not need to hear my musings just yet about our offspring, not when she had barely accepted the idea of me as her mind-bonded mate (if she had yet).  I should grant her the gift of my patience.  I owed her such, at the very least. 

Water, the greatest stonemason of the ages, had long since smoothed the harsh rocky edges of the lower cave into a cozy undulation which reminded me of the snail-shell contours of my beloved home, as rounded as a beautiful woman's body, the palace I had wheedled out of the royal architects and my father's far too generous purse.  The upper cave, in contrast, jarred me with its jagged walls, like an open mouth filled with sharp teeth.  I doubted I would ever feel quite at ease here, especially since I wondered who had shaped this place and how long ago.  Not the sea, most assuredly.  Yet someone had, albeit roughly.  For one never had to stoop in the narrow passages connecting the chambers, not even Sera Merius or I.  I pondered such as I traveled deeper under the ground, the circle of the light from my plumage traveling with me.  It was an odd inner phoenix lantern I carried, not like Seralaza Safire's or Avreal's.  For my color held a dark fire, the violet-black ghost of a lightning bolt streaking through ebony clouds.  It caused the whitish fungi growing in the shadows to glow with a weird brightness as I passed.

"Who carved such?" I asked, sweeping my hand overhead at the lattice of tree roots and rocks and from side to side at the uneven circle of the first inner chamber.  My words echoed back to me with a mocking edge.

"The cedar tree above us.  She dug her roots down and cracked and loosened the rock.  Now she holds up the ceiling," Seralaza Safire answered, sounding as vague as if she drifted like a lovely, lost cloud through a night mirage.

"But who removed the rock she loosened?"

"The other phoenixes," Avreal supplied.

"The ones from long ago, you mean?  The ones you think Ursula lives with now?"  When I said such, a chill settled between my shoulder blades like a corpse trailing its icy finger down my spine, and I couldn't suppress a shudder.  Aesir above, would we be here as long as Ursula?  I could not comprehend all the years piling up, what such would mean, how weary I would be at the end of our realm, separated from my children and tribe while Aesir stared mercilessly down, day after day, year after year, decade after decade, century after century, age after age . . .

Avreal blinked at me, then patted the place beside her.  "Sit," she said aloud while she thought *you look ill, dear Elk.  Thinking of your children again?

I nodded, sinking gratefully down.  The rock beneath held a comforting solidity suddenly.  Then I caught Seralaza Safire's narrow expression as she watched me and Avreal.  Our gazes met, and she smiled, her whole face suddenly alight, and I almost forgot her look of knowing speculation.  Almost, but not quite.  No matter her kind manner, she was a mama bird, keeping a close eye on her beloved daughter, and I had best stay on my guard with her the way I would with her hawk mate.

I smiled in return, the easy, charming smile I granted all, the palace smile to keep them at arm's length and disarm them.  She, of course, would see right through it, the way Solanna always had, but it would do the trick to move the conversation along to other, safer subjects for now.  Such as the other fire selkies, here so long ago and now far away across the sea in the West.  At least such was what the Landers suspected.  I shivered again at the mirage of those other firebirds, trapped in our realm for so many turns of Aesir.  No, perhaps such was not a safer subject than Avreal's and my questionable romance, after all.

So I looked to Sera Merius, who lounged against the wall, his grandchildren dozing on his lap, the Four Winds roosting on his shoulders and in the tufted white nest of his wild hair.  "What was the Kraken like?" I asked, inspired by my earlier mirage of the upper cave as a fanged mouth.

Sera Merius grimaced.  "A horror.  An absolute hell.  Worse even than being murdered.  Imagine a thousand poisoned daggers piercing your soul at once and sucking out your spirit's blood.  And no mercy of a quick death to spare you the pain.  We would never have done it, but for Dominic and his crew being on the brink . . . "

"Merius, dear heart, the children."

"They're asleep, Safire."

"Avreal isn't."

For my sweet bird sagged against me, faint, her spirit gown hazy and dull as colored smoke.  I slipped an arm around her shoulders, her parents' ire be damned.  At my touch, her spirit gown instantly sharpened again, bright, shining clouds at Aesir's brilliant descent into night.  She opened her eyes and peered shyly up at me, as if we had not been properly introduced.  I smiled back at her, my mouth burning with the urge to kiss her, taste her ripe apple essence.  

*Soon, very soon.  Her answering passion ran hot in our veins.  *If we can slip away to the lower cave . . .

Seralaza Safire cleared her throat then.  Avreal and I practically leapt away from each other at the sound.  *She can sense our auras!  Oh no . . . was Avreal's frantic thought.  *And Father can't sense them like she can, but he can still see our aura-clothes weave together as long as we're at the weirplace . . .  

*Avreal, my love, it will be all right, at least for now.  It does not look like they are suiting up to kill me just yet.  

Seralaza Safire buoyed up my wry musing when she said, a slight smile dancing over her lips, "I'm sorry—I seem to have startled you both."

As for Sera Merius, he merely stared at us, laced his fingers together, and snapped all his joints.  Then he said, "And I'm sorry, bunting, if what I said about the Kraken upset you.  Your mother and I are fine now.  It seems we really are impossible to kill.  And we had some fascinating dreams together which made up for all that came before."

"What sort of dreams?"  Avreal crept back to my side and huddled against me as she gazed big-eyed at her father, eager as I was now for the rest of their story about the Kraken.

Seralaza Safire spoke with the same haunting lilt she had when she talked of the cedar tree above our heads using its roots to form the upper cave.  "We floated on a night sea at first, no moon to be seen, only a faint twinkle off in the distance to guide us . . ."

"It sounds like the same sea Nic-Nic visits when he heals someone near death.  Or when I had the twins, I fainted and found myself on that sea," Avreal broke in eagerly.

"Yes.  It is the same sea, the sea between realms that all mortals cross when they die and leave this world for the next."

"But you and Father can't cross that sea, not until the end of this realm."

"No, but we can visit it in our dreams, at least the dreams after an experience like we had with the Kraken," Seralaza Safire said with a mystic's patience.  "Anyway, we followed the faint twinkling lights.  The more we looked, the more of these lights we saw, like stars beckoning us onward in the right direction.  Sometimes we would hear Dominic speak to us, hear Kelene and later Ghitana sing to us, our connection to our bodies thin but not broken."

"Did you experience hunger?" I asked.

She shook her head, then clasped her husband's hand.  "We had no awareness of hunger.  Nor of the passage of time.  We simply drifted on waves of eternity, following the path the stars laid out for us.  Until we washed up on a shore."

"A shore?" Avreal echoed after her mother lapsed into silence.  "Where?"

Sera Merius squeezed his wife's hand, their fingers and spirit robes interweaving with the intimate ease of two together so long and so deeply they had truly become one.  In the Empire, a world where women and men had separate lives except in the seraglio for a few hours at night, such obvious love between a husband and wife seemed strange.  Certainly, until I met Avreal, I had been comfortable with the easy affection I had for my wives.  There had been no jealousy and no passion except the most primal kind, the passion a man may have for any woman he considered comely.  I had murmured the usual sympathies when the fever had carried off Acar's favorite concubine, not really understanding the true nature of his sorrow until now when I considered never seeing Avreal again and found the consideration an abhorrent impossibility.  Just as abhorrent as the mirage of her in another man's arms.  Finally, I understood Tetwar's jealous rage when he found one of his concubines in a palace guard's bed.

"We landed on the shore of heaven," Seralaza Safire said finally, so lost in a mirage she appeared to be going back there now.  I even fancied I could see through her for an instant, a colored shimmer like mother-of-pearl which surrounded her and partly obscured her from our world as she floated into the next.

Sera Merius's grip tightened on her hand.  "Spooky witch," he muttered.  "You're always ahead of me, even now."  A grin, sharp as a scimitar, opened his taut face.  "Leading me astray again, no doubt."

Such jerked Seralaza Safire out of her mirage.  She swatted him, a playful gesture which turned into a caress as she tucked a tuft of hair behind his ear, her fingers lingering.  They gave each other another long, deep look, drinking from the oasis they found in each other's eyes.

Avreal sighed inwardly, then sniffed aloud, perhaps holding back a sob.  *It's so wonderful—and so sad—to see them like this.

I took her hand in mine—her parents were so caught up with each other, they would not notice this once.  *Why sad?

*Because I can't share this moment with Dominic and Sewell and the rest.  Her fingers entwined with mine, and we remained like such for a long while afterwards.  Her parents, bless them, pretended not to notice, their love for Avreal drowning their suspicion of me.  Or perhaps they began to like me, a cautious plod of questionable faith which allowed me to now hold hands with their daughter in their presence.  Or perhaps they were distracted and didn't notice at all, for Muriel awoke then and hopped from her grandfather's lap to her grandmother's, dragging a half-sleeping Jukar with her.

"What's this?" demanded Sera Merius.  "Was I not satisfactory as a pillow?"

Muriel screwed her face up in a yawn, then shut her eyes.  "Gran-mama have soft kneezes.  And her voice don't rumble like dunder," she murmured.

Seralaza Safire giggled.  "I am better padded than you."

"In all the right places," he muttered, his expression a bit rakish.  Then he said, his voice louder, "At least the Winds still love me.  Perhaps I make a better perch than you do.  More angles."

"Perhaps."  Seralaza Safire's mouth curved in gentle amusement.  "So," she continued after a long moment, "There we were, lying on the shore of heaven like two half-drowned shipwreck survivors.  We couldn't even open our eyes.  The lids seemed to be weighted down."

"So how did you know it was heaven, if you couldn't see it?" Avreal demanded.

"Because my mother started talking to us, stroking our brows, and we could smell her aura-scent of lilac all around."

Such seemed to dumbfound Avreal for a moment before she breathed, "Grandmama Fiona, the healer?  Whatever did she say?"

"At first, how much she loved and missed me and your Aunt Dagmar, how glad she was to finally meet Merius, how proud—and sad—she was at how much we had sacrificed.  And how proud she was of all her grandchildren.  You must tell Dagmar, Avreal, at least that much.  Can you do that for me?"
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