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      Well, this book has a decade under its belt, and did well for itself. It was finalist for Best First Novel in the Locus Awards, listed in Library Journal’s Top Five Fantasy and SF Novels for 2013, and was made Ranting Dragon’s Fantasy Debut of the Year.

      

      It began its life as a novella, published in 2011 under the name “Of Ambergris, Blood, and Brandy” in Abyss & Apex. As so often happens, I fell in love with the characters, and couldn’t leave their story unresolved, so I wrote a sequel, then converted the novella into a novel. Those two novels were my first sales to a traditional book publisher (Ace/Roc).

      

      Interestingly, the original outline of the story didn’t include Duilio. I had carefully laid it all out, but when I began typing, in paragraph 3, the walk-on character who was supposed to drop some exposition and then leave the story—who didn’t even have a name—suddenly became a person. It was an unexpected twist for me, but I went with it, blithely ignoring the outline and typing furiously. It took 3 days to turn out a 15K first draft, one that was substantially different from my first intentions. But I knew it had gone in the right direction, and here we are a decade later, with 7 books set in this world.

      

      The original outline was also set in Venice. I needed a location that was ocean-adjacent, and that was an easy first pick for intrigue. However, I quickly (before I finished the first draft) decided I needed a better setting, so dug around a bit and settled on Portugal (all that lovely coastline). That sent me down a research rabbit hole and I didn’t quite emerge from that until the last book was published.

      

      Also, when I started this, I had 2 named characters: Paolo Silva and Oriana. Duilio picked up an Italian name as well, but no one else had names until the second draft. The one problem with this is that Duilio does appear in Portugal, but it’s not all that common. And Paolo? Well, that’s supposed to be Paulo (which I’ve corrected in these new versions.) I’m still surprised that I went through so many edits, and never caught that I’d left in Italian names.

      

      (The backstory of Duilio’s mother is that her mother was a selkie who rescued a Sardinian fisherman—Duilio Fadda—from a wreck and went to his home in Sardinia with him. She was pregnant with Duilio’s mother at the time, and bore a daughter she named Gianna Fadda, who in turn named her second son after the fisherman who’d raised her as his own, another reason she was so tolerant of raising other women’s children.)

      

      In any case, despite some bobbles, I am pleased over all with the way this series turned out, and I’m happy to keep it floating around out there.

      

      I hope that these tickle your fancy, and I’d love any kind words you’re willing to leave on the various review sites!

    

  


  
    
      For Jeremy Brett,

      the best damn archivist in the west.

      

      May your paper copies never be eaten by mouse or drowned in flood, and may your digital versions automatically update themselves to the newest media without losing any data.
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      Lady Isabel Amaral plucked another pair of drawers from the chiffonier and tossed them in her companion's direction. Oriana caught the silk garment and folded it neatly while her mistress disappeared into the dressing room.

      Oriana laid the drawers in a pile with the others, surveyed the collection spread across the bed, and shook her head. Even after two years living among humans, she was still bemused by the number of layers a proper Portuguese lady must wear. Chemises and underskirts, drawers and stockings and corsets: they all lay neatly prepared to pack away, none of them meant to be seen. It was a far cry from the comfortable—and less voluminous—garb Oriana had grown up wearing out on the islands that belonged to her people. She rarely noticed her heavy clothes any longer but seeing all the lace-decked items displayed on the bed before her, the quantity of fabric in which Isabel swathed herself daily was rather daunting.

      What was missing? Even with all that lay in front of her, Oriana was sure Isabel had left something out. She puffed out her cheeks, mentally cataloguing the garments on the bed.

      She wished Isabel hadn't waited so late to inform her of the plan to elope. If she'd known in advance, she would have packed Isabel's best clothes neatly. She could even have sent a couple of trunks ahead via train to the hotel in Paris. Being rushed at the last moment was her own fault, though. She'd made her disapproval of the match known early on, and Isabel probably wanted to avoid an argument. But it was also Isabel's style to wait until the last moment. That made everything more of an adventure.

      Unfortunately, adventures didn't always turn out well… particularly if one didn't have the proper undergarments.

      Aha! Oriana suddenly placed the oversight. "You haven't any corset covers."

      Isabel peered around the edge of the dressing room door and waved one hand vaguely. "Pick some for me. I only need a couple. Marianus will buy me new ones after we're married."

      Isabel disappeared back into her dressing room, leaving Oriana shaking her head. She had to wonder if Marianus Efisio knew he would be spending the next few weeks shopping. While Isabel's family possessed aristocratic bloodlines tracing all the way back to the Battle of Aljubarrota, they had very little money. Everything supplied by the various milliners and dressmakers who'd rigged Isabel out in style had been bought on credit. Isabel's mother was counting on her beauteous daughter's marriage to a wealthy husband. Luckily, Mr. Efisio did meet that requirement.

      Unluckily, he was already promised to another woman, Isabel's cousin Pia.

      It was an arrangement made when he was just a boy and Pia an infant. Even so, it wasn't fair to simply ignore the arrangement. At any rate, Oriana didn't think so.

      Isabel had waved away Oriana's concerns, claiming that Mr. Efisio wasn't suited to Pia's placid temperament. The elopement would cause a scandal, and Isabel's rarely present father would be livid. Nevertheless, Isabel's popularity in polite society would help her survive the disgrace. In time, Mr. Efisio would be forgiven for breaking his betrothal, particularly if Pia were to marry well. He had money, which always seemed to temper society's disapproval.

      Isabel was like a tidal wave, though. She always did as she wished, and the gods would merely laugh at anyone who stood in her way.

      Clucking her tongue, Oriana sorted through the contents of the rickety chiffonier's top drawer and selected the two best corset covers. She'd just laid them neatly on the bed when Isabel emerged from the dressing room, her arms overflowing with skirts and shirtwaists. She dropped them atop the garments Oriana had already folded, and a narrow line appeared between her perfectly arched black brows. "Am I missing anything else?"

      "A nightdress," Oriana answered. She eyed the wreckage of her neatly folded stacks. Isabel probably hadn't even looked before dumping the clothes she'd carried. Oh well, there was nothing to do but start over. Oriana nodded briskly and lifted the top skirt off the pile.

      A knock came at the door, and she jumped. She instinctively hid her bare hands in the fabric of the skirt. She was usually so careful, but she'd taken off the mitts that normally hid her fingers to help Isabel pack. Then she realized she was wrinkling the skirt terribly and forced herself to let it go. She took a calming breath, hoping her voice would sound normal. "Who is it?"

      "Adela, Miss Paredes," one of the maids responded from the hallway. "I have what my lady asked for."

      Oriana cast Isabel a questioning look. What was Isabel plotting?

      Isabel hurried to the bedroom door herself. Oriana stayed by the bed and shoved her hands behind her back. Other than Isabel, no one in the Amaral household knew her secret. Oriana wanted to keep it that way.

      Her webbed fingers would give her away, and being caught in the city would mean arrest and expulsion, if not worse. They were her great flaw as a spy. She'd finally made the decision to have the webbing cut away as her superiors insisted and had planned to take her half day off this weekend to have it done. But Isabel's sudden decision to elope had fouled those plans. Oriana hadn't decided if she was vexed…or relieved.

      Isabel opened the door only wide enough for the maid to pass her something and closed it quickly. She turned back to Oriana, a mischievous grin lighting her face, and held up a pair of maid's aprons and two crumpled white caps. "See what I have?"

      Oriana stood there with her mouth open. Why would Isabel ask for those?

      Isabel rolled her eyes. "A disguise," she explained. "See? If we wear black, we can put these on over our skirts and we'll look like housemaids."

      Well, the only thing more scandalous than engaging in an elopement had to be exposure while doing so. The disguise would make the two of them less noticeable at the train station—most people in Isabel's circles didn't notice servants. Surely none would comment on a couple of housemaids dragging luggage about for their mistresses, even this late in the evening.

      "I understand," Oriana said, trying for an enlightened expression. The black serge skirt she currently wore would pass for a housemaid's, but her white cambric shirt and the blue vest wouldn't. "I'll need to change my shirt, but it should do."

      Isabel tossed the aprons atop the chiffonier and grinned. "See? It will all work out."

      "I'm certain you've planned for everything," Oriana allowed, inclining her head in Isabel's direction.

      A dimple appeared in Isabel's alabaster cheek. "When it comes to marriage, one must."

      Oriana laughed softly. Isabel always had a clever retort on her silver tongue, a talent she envied.

      She regarded the pile of garments atop the bed and tried to think of the best way to tackle the task ahead of her. An open trunk waited on the old cane-backed settee at the foot of the bed, although she would have to fold and tuck judiciously to get all these garments into it. She would likely have to add a portmanteau as well. Mr. Efisio had gone ahead to Paris, but he had ordered his coach to pick them up no more than a block away. She could carry their luggage to the coach in two trips if needed.

      Isabel watched, tapping one slender finger against her cheek. "Now what have I forgotten?"

      "Nightdress?" Oriana reminded her.

      "Oh, I mustn't forget that." Isabel dashed back to the dressing room.

      Oriana folded the blue skirt from the top of the pile and set it in the trunk, located the shirtwaist Isabel wore with it and tucked that in next, and then headed into the dressing room to hunt down the matching jacket. She found Isabel standing before the full-length mirror in the cluttered dressing-room, holding up a nightdress. It was her most daring, a white satin that bared much of her bosom like an evening gown.

      Isabel glanced over one shoulder at Oriana, her face glowing with excitement. "Do you think he will approve? It's not too shocking, is it?"

      Isabel was blessed with an ivory complexion and thick black hair. She had delicate features, delicate hands, delicate feet. Her hazel eyes had been the subject of many a wretched suitor's poem, and her rosy bow-shaped lips had earned their own paeans. She was everything that Oriana wasn't, beautiful by any standard. A good thing, too, as Isabel's sharp tongue and cutting wit might have earned her enemies were she less lovely. But she'd gathered a court of suitors and held them fast while waiting for a man of both adequate means and malleability to come along. Mr. Efisio had never had a chance once Isabel made up her mind to have him.

      Oriana's eyes met Isabel's in the mirror. "I'm certain he'll like it, shocking or not."

      "Good." Isabel smiled contentedly at her reflection, but turned back to Oriana, her face going serious. "I know you don't approve. I'm grateful you're coming with me anyway."

      Oriana opened her mouth to apologize for her earlier arguments with Isabel over Mr. Efisio's fate but paused. She still didn't approve. She nodded instead.

      "I do love him," Isabel said then, the first time she'd told Oriana so. "Have you never been in love?"

      Oriana gazed down at her folded hands, her throat inexplicably tight. She was only a few years older than Isabel, but her situation in life had never been amenable to courtship. How many times had her aunts pointed that out? Unlike human society, among her people a female often remained alone; there simply weren't enough males. Those females not meant for a mate were destined to serve their people instead, as Oriana did.

      That thread of Destiny that bound her soul to some other's? Oriana didn't think it existed. She had resigned herself to that years ago…or she'd thought she had. Seeing Isabel so excited about her upcoming nuptials made Oriana wish she'd been one of the others—those for whom Destiny had chosen a mate. "No," she admitted when she found her voice. "I've never been in love, so I suppose I can't understand."

      Isabel's brows drew together. "Do your people believe in love? Or are your marriages all arranged, like Pia's?"

      Oriana mulled that over. "We believe we are destined for one in particular, or…"

      "Then perhaps you just haven't met him yet," Isabel interrupted with a blithe wave of her hand.

      Apparently, Isabel believed that if she were to have a husband, then everyone must. At least Isabel's interruption had saved her from admitting aloud she was destined to be forever alone. Oriana nodded again, as if she agreed. She was realizing she did that quite often.

      Isabel surveyed the mess on the bed with narrowed eyes, plotting how to subdue it, no doubt. "Now, why don't you go pack your own bag, Oriana. I'll finish up in here."

      Oriana cast a glance back at that chaos and suppressed a shudder. Isabel would simply cram her clothes into that trunk. As she wasn't taking a maid along, Oriana would end up ironing everything later. She hated exposing her delicate hands to all that heat, but she would do so to help Isabel start off in her new life properly. One last thing she could do to repay Isabel for her kindness.

      She tugged on her black silk mitts to hide the webbing between her fingers. "I'll be back shortly, then."

      She slipped out the bedroom door and walked down the hallway, rubbing her hands up and down her arms to warm herself. The Amaral household was one of contrasts. In the public areas of the house, no expense was spared. Fires would no doubt be burning merrily in the parlors to chase away the September evening's chill. The silver was regularly polished, and the China lovingly displayed in a fine oak sideboard in the palatial dining room. The rugs and tapestries were of the finest quality, many dating back to the family's wealthier days.

      The social elite of the Golden City seemed to believe that façade of affluence, counting the Amaral family among their most prominent members. Isabel and her mother were invited to all the important affairs, the balls and picnics and soirees. They attended the theater regularly. Isabel's approval was sought by younger girls, and her hand by all the men.

      But while the Amaral family worked hard to present an affluent image downstairs, they didn't bother upstairs. The second floor where Isabel and her mother had their bedrooms was left unheated. The draperies and rugs were threadbare, and the hall runner had begun to unravel along one edge. Only half the gaslights were turned up, leaving the hallway murky.

      The areas of the house where the servants lived and worked were worse. When Oriana reached the narrow back stair leading up to the third floor, it was altogether unlit. But since her eyes were better than a human's in the dark, she didn't bother to fetch a lamp to climb its creaking length. The servant's quarters were cramped and cold, the floors covered only with aged floor cloths. Like most houses on the Street of Flowers, the Amaral home had been transplanted to this spot in the Golden City in the previous century, moved stone by stone. The servants lived in rooms that hadn't been improved since that time: no plumbing, no lighting, and peeling paint on the walls. Small wonder the maids so often fell ill.

      Being Lady Isabel's hired companion, Oriana had a room to herself. She was grateful for that. Her little room was a safe haven, a place where she need not hide her hands or her gills, or the inhuman coloration of the lower half of her body. While she looked more human than most females on her people's islands, those things simply couldn't be escaped.

      Oriana opened her door and slipped inside. Once she'd lit the lamp on her nightstand, she stripped off her silk mitts and stretched out her fingers. The webbing between them glowed iridescent in the flickering lamplight. Although they protected her from exposure, the fingerless silk mitts pushed down the webbing between her index finger and thumb. This pair she'd sewn herself. That ensured they were better made than the ones she could buy at the market and long enough to hide all but the tips of her fingers. Even so, they made her hands ache.

      Oriana sank down onto her narrow bed, rubbing that sore spot. She kept her nails trimmed close. Otherwise, they would curve downward over her fingertips like claws. That was easy to hide. Her webbing was a different matter. At least the other maids didn't question her refusal to bare her hands. Not long after hiring her, Isabel had cleverly let slip to Adela that Oriana had psoriasis—rough, red patches on her skin—marring her hands and throat. That lie provided a ready explanation for continually wearing mitts and her penchant for high-necked gowns even for summer. It also meant that the maids never associated with her for fear it was catching. Whenever she wasn't in Isabel's company, she was alone in this cold and unfriendly house.

      Over the last year, Isabel had become more than just her employer. She'd become a confidante as well. But once Isabel was securely married to her Mr. Efisio, there would be no need for a companion to play chaperone. Oriana would return to the Golden City, alone and without employment. There was little chance she would find work as a companion again, not after having been a party to an elopement.

      That didn't concern Isabel, though, and Oriana didn't blame her. Mistresses had no reason to concern themselves with the fate of servants they left behind. Isabel was busy planning her marriage and her future; it would only spoil her enjoyment to hear her companion fretting about her own predicament. But without a letter of reference, Oriana was going to have difficulty finding a new position.

      Because she'd not yet had her webbing cut away, her initial assignment in the city had been trivial. The sereia spymaster in the Golden City, Heriberto, had grudgingly taken her on, but he'd done little to help her. Oriana had managed to secure a position in a dress shop on her own, one favored by less-wealthy members of the aristocracy. She'd listened to the gossip of the ladies as they came in for their fittings, reporting back to her master which of them might be sympathetic to non-humans and welcome their return to the Golden City. When Isabel—a regular customer at that shop—had offered Oriana a position in her household, it had been a step up, with greater access to the aristocracy. It had been a coup for a spy whose master insisted on treating her like an untested child.

      Now it would be back to the cramped dressmaker's shop on Esperança Street, or possibly even home to the islands to wait for another assignment. She would simply have to see what Heriberto ordered. Oriana sniffled and snatched up the handkerchief off her nightstand. This was no time to feel sorry for herself. She would have to press on. She would reschedule her appointment with the doctor. The webbing was sensitive, and its absence would leave her hands with phantom pain for the rest of her life. Nevertheless, if she was going to be useful to her people, she needed to get it cut away.

      She had little left of the things that had been important to her as a child. Her mother had died when Oriana was only twelve. Four years later her father had been exiled for sedition. Oriana had never learned exactly what he'd done or said, but he'd been raised by an indulgent mother who'd taught her only child that he was the equal of any woman on the islands. Unlike most males, he'd even been educated. Oriana's mother had been proud of her clever mate, no matter his tendency to defy convention. But his political beliefs had clashed with almost everything the government held true, and after his exile Oriana had been left alone to care for her younger sister Marina. They had aunts who'd taken them in but weren't ever close to them. Citing Oriana's natural talent for calling, those aunts had pushed her relentlessly to join the Ministry of Intelligence, claiming again and again that it was her destiny to serve her people. Oriana had refused.

      Until three years ago. When Oriana was away, visiting their paternal grandmother on the island of Amado, Marina had run away to search for their father. Somewhere along her path to Portugal, she had fallen prey to a merchant ship's crew.

      Oriana wiped away a tear with the back of one hand. Her parents would have expected Oriana to keep Marina safe, but she hadn't. That had been her failure. Marina hadn't been happy living with their aunts on the island of Quitos, but Oriana had never believed she would take such a desperate step to escape them.

      After Marina's death, Oriana had given in, joining the ministry. She'd hoped to protect her people from the threat of subjugation under human rule. She'd also hoped to extract a small amount of vengeance, but never learned anything further of her sister's death. The humans she'd met in the last two years had turned out to be no worse than her own people. And she'd seen no firm indication that Prince Fabricio intended to seize control over her people's islands any time soon. There were rumors, of course—those were as commonplace as seagulls—just no proof.

      But Prince Fabricio had acted against her people's interests in the past. The prince had several seers in his entourage, whose words purportedly ruled many of his actions. One of them had prophesied that the prince would be killed by one of the sea-folk—the sereia, the selkies, or the otterfolk—and fear of that had led to the prince to ban all non-humans from the shores of Northern Portugal decades before, when Oriana was just a child. That decree had cut her people off from their primary trading partner and crippled their economy. Many of their people had lost property and their livelihoods. And because of that same ban, Oriana now wore mitts that pinched her webbing and high collars on even the hottest days.

      It was simply the price she had to pay. Determined to squarely face whatever chapter lay ahead in her life, Oriana rose and set about the business at hand—packing. As her presence was meant to lend Isabel countenance in this ramshackle flight, she needed to look severe but ignorable. That wouldn't be difficult. She didn't have Isabel's beauty to catch male eyes, and once she was mentally classified as a servant, most people dismissed her from their minds.

      That had been helpful over the last year. Her dark eyes were larger than most humans'. Her brown hair, when dry, had an unusual burgundy cast that prompted the maids to whisper that she'd had suffered a mishap involving tincture of henna. Those things would have drawn curious eyes if she were a lady, but for a mere companion no one took note. She faded away.

      Oriana changed into a black shirtwaist that, under the borrowed apron, would pass for a housemaid's. Then she moved her nightstand away from the wall and used her shoehorn to pry up the short floorboard underneath. In an old, netted handbag tucked under the board, she'd hidden every last mil-réis she could save. It wasn't much, but the stash of coins would pay for a place to live while she was looking for her new position after she returned from Paris. She weighed it in her hand, then tucked the small bag into the bottom of the portmanteau and arranged her clothes and hat atop it.

      She closed up her case with a touch of room to spare. She might be able to retrieve her other garments when she returned to the city. She unpinned her hair, combed it out, and braided it, making a simple knot at the nape of her neck. She checked the small mirror on her wall—yes, she did look like a housemaid.

      But at least she would be a housemaid who had seen Paris, the French City of Lights.

      Oriana checked her left sleeve, feeling the reassuring stiffness of the dagger strapped to her wrist. Perhaps Isabel was correct, and everything would work out. Even so, it was better to be armed than trusting.

      The clock in the hallway struck ten just as she reached Isabel's bedroom. She let herself in and was greeted by the sight of Isabel standing proudly by her trunk, all the catches closed, and the strap already buckled. "See? I did it all by myself," Isabel said, a sly look in her eyes. "I know you didn't think I could manage it."

      Oriana inclined her head, granting Isabel that point. She didn't comment on the additional portmanteau half-hidden behind Isabel's skirts. "I am impressed."

      Isabel chewed her lower lip. "Now how do we get these downstairs without the butler noticing?"

      The other servants were all aware that the family needed this marriage in order to pay the bills, but the butler had old-fashioned opinions about what was appropriate for the daughter of an aristocratic family. He'd created one difficulty after another to keep Mr. Efisio away from Isabel.

      "Carlos will help," Oriana decided. The first footman hated the butler with a passion. He might do it just for spite. "Do you have a couple of mil-réis to spare?"

      Isabel produced them from her little handbag, and Oriana slipped downstairs to bribe the footman. As she'd expected, Carlos was on the back steps of the house, smoking a cigarette. He proved willing to help and, a few minutes later, carried Isabel's two pieces of luggage out to the corner of the courtyard.

      The court behind the row of houses was private. Beyond the courtyard were the mews that served the wealthy homeowners of the Street of Flowers, the scent of dust and horses carrying in the cool night. Under the streetlamps, it was bright enough to see the whole alleyway, but Oriana couldn't make out a coach waiting in either direction. She turned to Isabel who, with her white cap and apron, almost looked the part of a housemaid, although an impudent one. "Where is Mr. Efisio's coach to meet us?"

      Isabel pointed to the farther end of the block with her chin. "On Formosa Street. His driver is to wait for us there."

      Oriana groaned. That was several houses away. She should have bribed Carlos to carry the luggage all the way there. Casting about, she spotted the small stair leading from the cobbles down to an old basement entry, the coal room. Reckoning no one would be using that door tonight—no shipment of coal was due for another month at the earliest—she took the two portmanteaus down and tucked them by the steps where they wouldn't be seen. Then she and Isabel picked up the trunk between them and began the trek down to the far end of the alley.

      Isabel had thrown herself into the adventure of the moment. She didn't complain about having to carry her own luggage. She didn't complain about the weight of the trunk, or how far they had to go. She simply picked up her end and led the way. Oriana had to admire her for that, because the trunk was damnably heavy. They'd nearly reached the end of the alley when a coach approached slowly and eased to a stop.

      "Thanks be to God!" Isabel said passionately, tugging on her end of the trunk to draw Oriana along faster.

      The driver of the coach set the brake and jumped down to help them. They set the trunk on the ground as he opened the coach's door and lowered the steps. Isabel went to climb inside while Oriana spoke to the burly driver. "I need to go fetch two more bags," she told him. "I'll only be a moment."

      He grunted his assent, and Oriana turned to dash back to the Amaral's courtyard.

      A hand grabbed her hair, fingers tightening about the braided mass at the nape of her neck. Off balance, Oriana stumbled backwards toward her attacker. Before she could cry out, he pressed a cloth over her mouth and dragged her against his body.

      Oriana bit down hard. But biting only drove the cloth into her teeth, a strange, sweet taste on her tongue and in her gills. She struggled wildly as the fire in her stomach died back into cold fear. The big man had her pinned helpless against him. She kicked at his shins, but her heel tangled in the hem of her skirts, like seaweed wrapping about her legs. It was getting harder to move. All these damned skirts...

      The man set her down, shaking the hand she'd bitten. Oriana swayed on her feet. She tried to loosen her shirt-cuff to draw her dagger, but her hands wavered in her vision. A wave of nausea rose, leaving her hot, then cold.

      What was wrong with her? She should do something…

      As if at a great distance, she heard Isabel cry out. Oriana spun that way, reaching one arm out to her. Then she was tilting, falling toward the night-dark cobbles.
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      Oriana dreamed she was bound. It was dark. Her head ached fiercely, her stomach felt hollow, and everything was wrong.

      Ah gods, no. It wasn't a nightmare.

      She was tied firmly in place. She was upside down, seated in a chair, bound fast to it by ropes about her arms and chest and ankles, and that chair was secured to the ceiling. Her wrists were tied, forcing her hands to lie flat on a metal surface, a table or tray. Her ragged breath echoed in the small space.

      She jerked against the ropes, but they didn't give. Instead, the whole world swayed around her. A whimper escaped her lips. What was happening?

      I’ve been drugged, haven't I?

      She couldn't seem to think straight. There had been something bitter on the cloth the driver held over her mouth. Was he one of the Special Police, the branch dedicated to hunting down non-humans like her? Had someone turned her in?

      She had to find a way out of this place. She could smell wood and cork, the pungent scents of resins and paint and, faintly, the river. She held her breath and could hear muted sounds, but nothing that made sense. Her eyes began to adjust to the blackness, better than human eyes for that sort of thing.

      And then she realized she wasn't alone. Isabel hung in a chair across from her. The cobwebs that cluttered Oriana's mind blew away in a sudden rush. "Isabel," she cried. "Wake up!"

      Isabel's head swayed and her eyelids fluttered, but she didn't respond. She must have been drugged, too.

      Oriana's hands curled into fists against the table's surface. She had to get Isabel out of this place. She yanked against the ropes that bound her arms again but couldn't make out how they were tied. The knots must be behind her back.

      She surveyed the shadowy room then, taking stock. She could make out its size now, not much larger than the inside of a coach. The walls looked featureless, dark and plain. There was only her and Isabel, and a small round table nestled between them. The ropes pressed her hands down on one side of the table, and Isabel's hand lay opposite them. Oriana could see that the surface was patterned somehow, but the room was too dark for her to make it out.

      What is this? Why would anyone put us here?

      Her breathing sounded harsh in her own ears, overloud in the tiny room. She forced it down, not wanting to frighten Isabel. She had to come up with a plan. Then she heard a new sound through the walls, the metallic rattle of shifting chains. There had to be someone nearby. "Let her go," she cried, hoping they would hear. "She didn't know I'm not human. She's not a Sympathizer. It's…"

      Everything moved. Oriana had the terrifying sensation of falling, then her body slammed to a stop against the ropes that bound her. She hissed and followed that with every foul word she'd ever heard her aunts say. The initial flare of pain ebbed after a moment.

      They were on water now. The room bobbed like a boat.

      "It's me you want," Oriana screamed into the darkness. "Not her, damn it!"

      There was no response save for the continued clatter of chains.

      Oriana's breath suddenly went short. This room couldn't be watertight, not if she'd heard the chains so clearly through the walls. Water was going to fill this space, and quickly. "Isabel, wake up!"

      Isabel moaned in response, her eyes fluttering open. "Where am I?"

      She heard water bubbling into the structure that trapped them. Something was dragging them deeper. They didn't have much time. "I don't know. We have to try to get loose."

      "Oriana? Where are you? I can't see." Isabel began to cry helplessly then, like a lost child.

      Oriana tried to keep her voice steady for Isabel's sake. "It's very dark, Isabel. That's why you can't see. Now listen to me. You have to try to get your arms loose."

      "I can't," Isabel sobbed.

      Oriana couldn't see the water yet. It was above—no, below—her head, seeping upward. She could hear it and smell it, though. Cold fear knotted in her gut. They were going to run out of time.

      No, she wasn't going to give up that easily. "I'm going to untie myself," she told Isabel. "Then I'll untie you."

      "How?" she whimpered.

      Oriana didn't take time to answer. She grasped the edge of the table and shifted in the chair that held her, twisting so her teeth could reach the rope about her right wrist. Her teeth were sharper than a human's, something that rarely proved an advantage. The rope splintered and shredded in her mouth.

      The water continued to seep upward, inexorable.

      "Oriana? Are you still there? Oriana!"

      Oriana paused. The fear in Isabel's voice tore at her heart, but she needed to get loose more than Isabel needed an answer, so she kept chewing. But she did stop and glance up when Isabel screamed.

      The water had reached the top of Isabel's head. Isabel began thrashing wildly. "No!" she screamed. "No!"

      This was cruel. Crueler now that Isabel had figured out the fate planned for them.

      "Isabel, be quiet." Oriana used her voice to call Isabel, the one magic she possessed. She wove the imperative into her words—not a spell like a human witch might use, but simple desire, yearning. It would have been more successful with a human male, but she could hold almost any human's attention for a few minutes, and even prompt them to action. The magic drew Isabel's gaze to her and, although she didn't think Isabel could see her, it forced Isabel to focus on her words. Oriana hoped she could buy them some time. "Isabel, bend forward as far as you can," she ordered. "Right before the water gets to your nose, take a deep breath and hold it."

      Isabel's ragged breathing was interspersed with sobs, but she obediently bent forward, her dark head almost touching the table.

      Oriana prayed that would be enough. She set her teeth back to the rope. It gave suddenly, and she yanked it with her mouth. It had been wrapped around several times, so she had to pull each loop loose. Chilly water touched the back of her head. Cold fingers of water spread along the back of her housemaid's costume, grasped her shoulders, climbed up her garments.

      It reached her mouth, and she took it in. Her gills opened involuntarily, and her throat closed, stealing her voice. She breathed in the familiar water of the Douro River as she dragged her arm free of the loops of rope.

      No! The rope holding her other arm hadn't loosened at all. They were separate ropes. She would have to chew through each one individually. She tore at her shirt sleeve, but her wrist was tied too tightly to get her dagger loose, not until she could get that hand free.

      There was no time. Oriana didn't want to look, but she couldn't stop herself.

      Across from her in the darkness, Isabel's eyes were stricken in the pale oval of her face. The water had nearly reached her waist. Oriana didn't know how long Isabel had been holding her breath, waiting to be rescued.

      If she could just reach Isabel, she could breathe for her. Oriana jerked against the rope trapping her left arm, but it didn't give an inch. She tried to shove the ropes binding her chest down to her waist, but they tangled in the fabric of her apron.

      Isabel's bow-shaped lips opened. A flood of bubbles streamed from her mouth, the last of her breath. Her body jerked convulsively against the ropes that bound her to the chair. Her eyes were wide with terror.

      Unable to reach her, Oriana pounded her free hand on the surface of the table, setting off painful vibrations through her webbing. She wanted to scream. She wanted to beg Isabel's forgiveness. But her voice was gone underwater. She reached out her throbbing hand and laid them over Isabel's fingers. What could she do?

      She couldn't sing underwater, but she could hum. Oriana wove a call into the tune to comfort Isabel, using her memories of an old lullaby her father had sung to shape the sound. It was all she had to give.

      Isabel's expression eased, the fear in her eyes fading.

      Then she was still.

      Oriana's song faltered to a stop, and soundless sobs shook her body. The water had stolen her ability to cry. She could taste Isabel's death in the water, the sudden tang of a voided bladder—loss of control along with the loss of life. Oriana tugged the silk mitt off her hand with her teeth and spread her fingers wide, stretching the webbing between them. She could feel the vibration of her own heartbeat.

      From Isabel there was nothing.

      And then a glow crept across the surface of the table between them, almost like blood flowing from a wound. Letters imprinted on the surface gave off a pallid light, forming words that made no sense to Oriana's eyes. The glow crept to the center of the small table and then stopped as if it had hit a wall.

      The table had come alive in response to Isabel's death.

      Oriana looked back at her friend. She tried to touch Isabel's face. Her fingers fell short, so she grasped Isabel's hand again, as if Isabel could still feel her there. Isabel's head began to sway loosely with the motion of the water, a single strand of hair floating past her open mouth and snagging against her lips.

      Oriana squeezed her eyes shut, unable to look any longer.

      She didn't know how long she stayed like that, trembling against the ropes that bound her. The water continued to rise about her. It swallowed her legs. The cold seeped into her tight-laced shoes.

      Then the last of the air slipped out of the room and the whole thing began sinking quickly, some anchor drawing it down. The pressure of the water made the wood groan. Then it came to a stop, far gentler than that first slam into the surface of the water. Now that the room was flooded, they should sink to the bottom of the river, but for some reason they continued to float.

      Oriana opened her eyes. At a deeper depth, it was even darker, but the table's surface continued to glow, lighting Isabel's motionless features. Oriana stared at that tabletop for a long time, those meaningless words and lines burning into her mind.

      She felt wrung out and dull, like a chemise whose dye had all seeped away into the wash water. She needed to escape this place, but there was no longer any need to hurry, was there? She had all the time in the world now—now that Isabel was gone.

      Someone had put them here to die, but it hadn't been the Special Police. They would have known a sereia could breathe as easily underwater as above it. No, this was a trap meant for humans. Someone had wanted Isabel to die terrified and helpless.

      But that someone had made one mistake.

      They hadn't weighed Oriana Paredes into their equations, no doubt thinking her simply another housemaid. They'd tried to drown a sereia. And she was going to make them pay.

      Not for herself. During the year she'd trained to be a spy, she'd been taught that her own life might be forfeit. She'd accepted that possibility. No, she would make someone pay for doing this to Isabel, who had started the day with such great hopes and ended it with terror.

      She would hunt the murderer down and, one way or another, they would see justice.
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        * * *

      

      It seemed a long time later that Oriana bowed her head and began to chew at the other rope. Once she got that hand free, she was able to draw her dagger and cut the remaining ropes that bound her to the chair. She pushed herself out of it, lightheaded when her body righted itself.

      In the darkness, she touched Isabel's face, a final farewell. Isabel's ebony hair had held to its coiffure, save for that one loose lock. It streamed upward now, almost reaching Isabel's lap—a streak of darkness against her white maid's apron. Lit by the table's eerie glow, Isabel was lovely even in death, her face at peace. Tiny bubbles of air worked loose from the shadowy wooden structure about them, glistening in the darkness.

      Oriana's throat ached, but she couldn't cry. She clasped the unmoving fingers one more time, and then swam to the top of the little room.

      She wedged herself next to the fixed chairs, crowding Isabel's bound feet. She hammered against that floor or ceiling with one hand. Each impact sent uncomfortable vibrations through her webbing, so she wrapped one arm about the base of the table and used her feet to kick at one of the corners instead. After a few good kicks, she felt it give. Nails tore loose from the wood. She slid her hands into that narrow opening and pushed with all her strength.

      The boards gave enough for her to squeeze through.

      After one last glance at Isabel's lifeless form, Oriana wriggled through that space. Her skirt caught on a nail, and she had to rip it to get loose.

      She was free.

      She let herself float there for a moment. Her skirts were heavy, but her natural buoyancy kept her from sinking too quickly.

      The river's surface above her was dark. Before her Oriana saw shapes floating in the water, more traps like the one she'd just escaped. They were twenty feet or so under the surface, trying to float but prevented from rising any higher by thick chains that tethered them to the river's murky bed below. Why didn't they sink to the bottom? Oriana kicked away from her prison, trying to grasp the bigger picture of what she was seeing. In the nighttime waters she could make out two neat rows, stretching on for some distance. There must be over twenty of these prisons under the river's surface.

      It was The City Under the Sea.

      Oriana had read of the great work of art being assembled beneath the surface of the Douro. The newspapers often opined about it, ever since the pieces began appearing in the water almost a year ago. Each was a replica of one of the great houses that lined the Street of Flowers, the street of the aristocrats. Shrunk down in scale to no larger than a coach, the replicas were constructed in wood. They were all upside down, enspelled so that they would float, yet chained to the riverbed so they could never escape. They swayed in the grasp of the river's outbound current, all moving in eerie unison.

      Oriana looked back at the house in which she'd been imprisoned. It was a replica of the Amaral mansion, Isabel's home. To one side was the copy of the Rocha mansion, and on the other the elegant Pereira de Santos house.

      Had Isabel been killed merely for the sake of this…artwork? Had others woken in the darkness only to realize, like Isabel, that their death was seeping in about them?

      Oriana gasped, drawing in water, and corruption touched her gills. The water tasted foul, reminding her of a shipwreck, bodies left behind in the water for the fish and other creatures to pick clean. Nausea sent a flush of heat through her body. She slapped a hand over her mouth and nose, as if that could protect her from breathing in the death that was all about her. Oriana kicked hard, fighting the weight of her garments. She had to get to the surface, away from this graveyard.

      She swam toward a spot of light that must be the moon's reflection on the water. But when she broke the surface, her head banged against the hull of a small boat, hard enough to disorient her. She instinctively shoved away. The stars spun. In the distance she saw the lights of a city, although she couldn't tell which one. She let herself slip back under the water, the only safe place. She spread her fingers wide so she would feel in her webbing when the boat moved away.

      Instead, she sensed someone diving into the water. Oriana kicked back down toward the depths, but her pursuer kept after her. She drew her dagger again, but before she could turn about, a large hand clamped down on her hand. She had no leverage to jerk away, and it took only a second before the man attached to that hand managed to pry the blade loose from her fingers. It spun away down through the water, quickly obscured. A tang of blood floated in the water; the dagger had cut her hand when he'd wrestled it away. The man wrapped an arm about her chest and dragged her back up toward the surface.

      When she broke the surface again, a second man dug his hands into her sodden dress while the man in the water pushed her up and over the edge of the boat. She tumbled into the bilge.

      For a second Oriana huddled there, hands balled into fists, trying to catch her breath. Her head throbbed, and her hand did as well. Blood leaked from the palm of her right hand, but she didn't dare look. If she opened her hand to check the wound, her captors would surely see the webbing. Who were these men out on the water in the dark?

      The boat rocked as the man who'd pursued her into the river climbed back aboard. She had to face them eventually. Oriana took a deep breath and struggled to right herself between the planks of the rowboat. A moment later she was seated on a bench, wet skirts tangled about her legs, facing an older gentleman. Her pursuer settled behind her. The man before her was sixty or so, still handsome, with gray hair and a stern, square jaw. She recognized his face but couldn't place it. Where had she seen him before?

      "Are you well, miss?" The older man had a blanket in his hands. Oriana flinched back as he leaned forward. He persisted, wrapping the blanket about her shoulders.

      Oriana began to shiver. Her garments and shoes were soaked through. She lifted one hand to push her hair from her face, remembering to fold her fingers to hide the webbing. Where she'd banged her forehead against the side of the boat, it was already tender.

      Had they seen her hands? When they'd pulled her into the boat, had she had her fingers spread? She buried them in the blanket. Perhaps they'd been so busy they hadn't noticed. Please, gods, let that be the case.

      The man repeated his question. He sounded kindly. He sounded concerned.

      He thinks he's rescuing me. Oriana nearly laughed at the thought. She cleared her throat instead. Her breath still came shallow, and too fast. "Yes," she mumbled. "I'm…well enough."

      "That's good," he said. "We were worried when we saw you in the water."

      Her hands balled into fists again under the cover of the blanket. She needed to think faster, smarter. Why was this man out on the river? The Special Police patrolled the waters of the Douro every night, and she thought they had extra patrols over The City Under the Sea, but this little rowboat wasn't one of theirs. Had these men slipped past their patrols? The moon hadn’t risen yet, and the only light came from a shuttered lantern set on a hook at the fore of the little boat, so it was possible they might not have been seen. The boat began to move, the large man behind her handling the oars, smelling of river water and musk.

      The gentleman laid a gloved hand on her sodden knee. "Now miss, how did you get out here?"

      Oriana tried to gather her wits. She shook her head jerkily.

      "I had a vision," he said then, "that there would be a girl in the water. I came here straightaway to see you safe, miss."

      Vision? With a sinking in her stomach, Oriana suddenly placed his face. The man before her was Paulo Silva, one of Prince Fabricio's favored seers. She had seen the man before, although at a distance, at more than one of the balls she'd gone to with Isabel. She hadn't wanted to attract his attention then, and she didn't want it now. Her lips trembled. The shivering was worse now, and not just from the cold.

      This man was close to the prince who so hated her people. If Silva knew what she was, he would surely turn her in. She could try to dive back into the water, but she wasn't sure she could get into the river before the oarsman grabbed her. Her twisted skirts and the blanket would make that easy for him. And attempting escape would confirm that she had something to hide. She swallowed hard. There was still a chance they hadn't realized her true nature.

      Oriana tried to keep her voice from shaking. "Thank you, sir," she managed.

      "Good," Silva said. "You've found your voice. Now, do you recall how you got out here, miss? I'm amazed you managed to keep your head above water."

      Her head hadn't been above water. If she told this man she'd been trapped in the houses below, he would know for certain she wasn't human.

      "I was dumped off one of the bridges, I think," she lied quickly. "I was drugged, but I remember falling." She sounded pathetic enough to lend it plausibility.

      The small lamp swayed with the motion of the boat, casting Silva's features in light, then shadow. "How terrible! Shall I take you to a hospital, then, miss? Or the police station?"

      Neither one of those options would end well for her. "No," she said quickly. "I must get home to my mother. She must be terribly worried. She lives right on the quay."

      "Of course, miss," Silva said solicitously. "I'll escort you to your door myself, if you wish."

      Oriana caught her lower lip between her teeth. Did he actually believe she'd been thrown off a bridge? Perhaps he suspected she'd thrown herself from one of the bridges. In the dim light of the swinging lantern, his face was unreadable. "No," she told him firmly. "No. If you'll take me to the quay, I can get home from there."

      "I feel responsible for you now, miss," he said gently.

      She didn't want to be around this man any longer than necessary, no matter how kindhearted he seemed. "Please, sir," she said, "you've done enough."

      "May I know your name, at least?" he asked.

      When people realized that Isabel was missing, her own name would surely be mentioned in the gossip. Silva might remember having seen her in Isabel's company, so lying would only draw suspicion. "Paredes," she said. "Oriana Paredes."

      He reached over and patted her blanket-covered shoulder in a grandfatherly way. "I'm glad I followed the promptings of my gift tonight, Miss Paredes. I suspect our meeting must be propitious. I know we shall meet again."

      Not if I can help it.

      They had neared the tree-lined avenue of Massarelos—almost a mile from where they'd found her—far sooner than Oriana expected. The oarsman used a hook to drag the boat over to one of the stone ramps leading up to the street level. Oriana rose carefully. Hand folded to conceal the webbing, she grabbed for the rail and managed to wrangle her wet skirts about to get her footing on the stone. Once out of reach of either man, she felt far safer. She started to unwrap the blanket from about her shoulders.

      "No, you must keep it," the seer insisted. "You must go home immediately and change into warm clothes, miss."

      "Thank you, sir," Oriana repeated dully.

      She walked up the ramp and glanced back to see the oarsman shoving the small boat away with an oar. Beyond the feeble glow of the streetlamps, the boat's inhabitants were quickly rendered invisible.

      Now that she'd escaped her unwanted savior, Oriana desperately wanted to curl up somewhere and cry. She wanted warm clothes. And dry shoes. And a bath to get the foul taste of the water near The City Under the Sea out of her gills.

      She wanted to sleep. Perhaps she would wake to find that it was all a dream.

      But first she had to tell Lady Amaral that Isabel was gone. Somewhere in the bottom of her heart she would have to find the strength to do that.
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        Friday, 26 September 1902

      

      

      A vague sense of foreboding kept Duilio Ferreira from sleeping. An idea fluttered about in his mind, refusing to be caught. Something was wrong; he simply had no idea what.

      He lay in his warm, draped bed, staring up into the darkness. He toyed with the idea of rising, turning up the lights, and attempting to read, but hadn't quite given up on sleeping. His limited seer's gift had something it wanted him to know. He simply wasn't sure whether he wanted to spend his night trying to figure it out. He would rather be sleeping. The clock on his mantel ticked past three, barely visible across the murky dark of his bedroom.

      He groaned and tried turning onto his side. It was something about water. Something had happened or was going to happen in the river.

      He was helping the police investigate the work of art being slowly assembled near the river's mouth, The City Under the Sea. Surely his edginess was related to that. The artist, Gabriel Espinoza, had taken into his mind to recreate the grand houses that lined the Street of Flowers. He'd anchored the first replica in the water a year ago, yet only recently had the Security Police—the regulars—begun to investigate those houses, suspecting that something more sinister than art might be driving the creation. They had immediately been ordered to close their investigation, although it was unclear from how high in the government that order had come. That had only served to pique Duilio’s interest. As a private citizen, he could still ask all the questions he wanted.

      The latch of his bedroom door turned with a faint click.

      Reflex more than anything else got him onto his feet before the door opened halfway. He didn't feel the twinge of warning that usually alerted him to danger, but he snatched up the revolver that lay on his nightstand and held it ready as he turned to face the intruder. A shape stood unmoving in the doorway, startled by his sudden action. Someone else waited in the hallway with a lamp, casting the intruder into silhouette.

      His visitor was female, even though she clearly wore trousers. That didn't mean she was harmless; a woman could be as dangerous as any man. Even so, Duilio felt certain there was no reason to fear this visitor. He let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. "What do you want?"

      "You're him, aren't you?" a feminine voice asked, confirming her gender. "Erdano's brother?"

      Well, any woman who knew that wasn't likely to be a threat. Duilio lowered the revolver and set it back on the nightstand. His visitor had to be one of Erdano's women—part of his brother's harem.

      Duilio buttoned the top button of his nightshirt and started hunting for his felt slippers. "Give me a moment, please."

      Very few humans had any inkling the Ferreira family possessed selkie blood, and those who did were polite enough not to let themselves into his bedroom in the middle of the night. It was, of course, an open secret among their employees that Duilio's mother was a selkie. While most selkies spent their lives in seal form, every moment in the sea or on a beach, she'd been raised among humans. However, for a time she had lived as a seal among the nearest harem, to the north of the mouth of the Douro River at Braga Bay. Erdano was her child by that harem's master. He often visited the Ferreira household, but tonight he'd sent one of his women instead.

      Duilio cursed under his breath. His valet had hidden his comfortable-but-worn slippers again, an unsubtle reminder that the man wanted Duilio to replace them. He gave up on finding them, crossed to the mantel, and lit the gaslight there. It wasn't likely that bare feet would offend this woman anyway. He turned up the light enough to cast a feeble circle of illumination about the armchair and table waiting before the hearth, then looked back at the unknown woman. "Do you have a message from Erdano?"

      "Yes." She stepped into the light, revealing pointed features set in a heart-shaped face. Light brown hair fell sleekly over her shoulders. She was a lovely girl, but as soon as Duilio caught the scent of her, any thought of getting to know her better fled. Evidently before she walked barefoot into the city to find him, she'd simply borrowed some of Erdano's garments. The clothes—a man's trousers and shirt cinched tight by a wide belt at her waist—reeked of musk. Duilio resisted the urge to pinch his nose closed. Even though he was half-selkie himself, he had never much liked the scent of other males.

      "Sir?" a voice asked from the hallway, dragging Duilio's attention away from the girl. João, the young boatman who stayed down on the quay with the family's boats, stood there, his sheepish expression evident in the light of the lamp he carried. "She came onto the yacht looking for you, sir. I thought it best to bring her here to the house. I…I thought she would knock, but…"

      "It's fine, João." Duilio knew better than to expect polite behavior from this girl. Selkies didn't have the same manners as humans. She stood gazing up at the gaslight distrustfully. "Give me a few minutes," Duilio said, "and then you can escort her back."

      "Yes, sir." The young man nodded quickly and withdrew into the hallway, pulling the bedroom door shut as he went.

      Duilio wished João hadn't closed the door. The girl wouldn't be concerned for her reputation, but Duilio would prefer that the servants not get the wrong idea. He plucked his velvet dressing gown off the end of his bed, drew it on over his nightshirt, and belted it. Then he returned to the girl's side, leaning closer to get her attention. "What did you need to see me about?"

      "Oh. There was a woman in the water," she said, now watching the flickering gaslight as if concerned the flames might suddenly jump out of the fixture.

      A woman in the water? That had to be what his gift had been yammering on about. "Where?"

      The girl glanced at him for the first time. Her eyes slid toward his velvet dressing gown, her brows drawing together. "What is that?"

      She'd probably spent most of her life in the sea and would have little familiarity with human luxuries. Duilio held out his arm so the girl could touch his sleeve. "It's called velvet."

      She laid a tentative hand on his arm. The corners of her lips lifted as she ran her hand over the fabric's nap. Her warm brown eyes were, in the gaslight's glow, quite lovely. "Pretty. Can I have it?"

      In addition to their ability to change form, most humans believed selkies to have magical abilities in the area of seduction—selkie charm, it was often called. Duilio doubted this selkie was more than eighteen, young in human terms, but likely experienced in many things human girls of that age would not be. He patted her hand in his best fatherly manner. "What is your name?"

      "Aga." Her eyes flicked toward the bed and then up to meet his. "Tigana said I could stay with you. You could give me the velvet."

      God help me. Duilio pressed his lips together, weighing his response. Tigana, the queen of Erdano's harem, had control of the harem's many females. It wasn't the first time she'd sent him a girl, apparently believing he must be in dire need of a woman. Duilio had never been sure of the rules of harem politics and, not wanting to cause friction between Erdano and his queen, he'd always refused the gift. Well, save for the first time, years ago. Since then, he'd tried to handle it diplomatically.

      "Can you tell me what you saw, Aga?" he asked, reminding the girl of the reason she'd come. "Where was the woman?"

      The girl's mouth drew up in a moue. "Over the rotting houses."

      The rotting houses were what the selkies called The City Under the Sea. The houses themselves were all new, even the oldest not showing much wear from being underwater yet. All the same, the selkies had noticed a scent of rot in the water about them—a detail that Duilio feared was linked to several reports of missing servants. They had only made a connection between those missing servants and the work of art a few weeks ago when Lady Pereira de Santos had reported two of her maids missing only a day after the replica of her house had been mentioned in the newspapers. They'd wondered if their bodies might be hidden within those houses. Aga's sighting firmly linked Duilio's sense of foreboding to The City Under the Sea, but he was still missing some vital clue. "Was she swimming?"

      Aga shrugged fluidly. "Yes, but then she was in the boat."

      Duilio felt his brows drawing together. When had a boat entered the conversation? "How late was this, Aga? Had the sun set?"

      She sighed as if vexed by all his questions. "Only a little while ago. I swam to the mouth, and then to the big boat…"

      The 'big boat' would be the Ferreira family's yacht, Deolinda, moored out past the Bicalho Quay. "I see."

      "…and then I walked here with the man."

      Duilio chewed his lower lip as he calculated. Aga had swum out to the mouth of the Douro, almost three miles against the current back to the yacht, and then she'd walked nearly a mile up the steep streets of the Golden City. How long had that taken her? Perhaps two hours? Three? "So, was it before the moon rose?"

      "Yes." Her tone suggested he might be dense.

      Women did not swim in the river in the middle of the night. Most human women never learned to swim at all. "Did you see the woman, Aga? What did she look like?"

      The girl stepped closer and laid graceful hands on his velvet-covered chest. She didn't quite reach his chin. "She wore black. And white."

      His gift told him that this conversation was important, that he needed to know something this girl was telling him…or not telling him. He wasn't sure what questions he needed to ask. "Were you close?" he pressed. "Did you see her face?"

      Aga rubbed her cheek against his chest. "No. Wrong way."

      He wished Tigana hadn't been in a mood to be generous. He didn't need this sort of distraction now. Duilio set his hands on the girl's shoulders, stepped back, and tried again. "This is important, Aga. Can you tell me anything else? Did she fall out of the boat?"

      "No, it was waiting when she came up," Aga said, her shoulders slumping.

      Came up? From the houses? Why would someone come up from the houses? If they wanted a better look at them, they could ride out to the site on one of the submersible boats that sold tickets to curious folk who wished to see the work of art. He'd even gone to look at them himself. And at night it was too dark to see them anyway.

      "You don't want me?" Aga's hands began to roam his chest, drawing Duilio's wandering mind very firmly back to the present.

      Oh, what a vexing question. His body had clearly noted the girl's lithe form. Heaven knew she was attractive enough, and once he got her out of Erdano's garments, the disturbing scent of male selkie would be greatly diminished. But she was part of Erdano's harem…and there was a servant outside in the hall waiting. Both factors dampened any ardor she aroused in him. "He's my brother," he told her. "I want to keep on his good side."

      "Why?" She sighed again, sounding petulant. "Tigana said…"

      He held her at a distance. "All the same."

      "They said you were nice," she added plaintively.

      Oh, Good Lord. The only time he'd gotten involved with any of the women from Erdano's harem had been when he was fifteen. That was half a lifetime ago, and evidently, they still talked about him being 'nice.' Well, it could be worse. "I'm sorry, Aga, but I need to sleep."

      That only made him sound like an old man.

      Her lower lip thrust out in a pout. "What do I do?"

      "There's a room down the hall where Erdano sleeps when he's here. You can stay there for the rest of the night or go back to the boat if you wish."

      Her face took on a calculating look. "Is the handsome man from the boat still here?"

      Duilio resisted the urge to laugh at her eager tone. Poor João. "I believe so."

      The corners of her pretty lips lifted. "Is he nice?"

      Duilio wasn't going to speculate about whether João was nice. "You would have to ask him, I suppose."

      "I'll do that," she said brightly, then her brows drew together. "Do I leave now?"

      "Can you think of anything else to tell me about the woman in the water?"

      Aga took a deep breath and appeared to be thinking hard, her lips pinched together. She finally pronounced, "She had webbed hands."

      Like a thunderclap inside his brain, Duilio knew.

      That was the fact he'd been fishing for. His gift confirmed it.

      A woman with webbed hands. Duilio set his own hand under the girl's elbow and drew her back toward his bedroom door. When he opened it, he found very flustered-looking João right outside. The young man must have been listening at the keyhole.

      "Sir," João said quickly, "you asked me to wait."

      Seeing the young man's flushed features, Duilio held in a laugh. "Yes, João, I did. Can you escort Miss Aga to Mr. Erdano's room at the far end on the left? Or back to the yacht if she wishes."

      João's eyes slid toward the girl. "Yes, sir."

      Recalling the girl's request, Duilio slipped off his dressing gown, bundled it up, and handed it to her. "In trade for the information, Aga."

      She petted the bundle of velvet like a pup. "Pretty."

      She didn't even look back, but happily followed the boatman away, the light of his lamp fading as they went down the hallway. Duilio shut his door, content to leave his little problem in João's capable hands. He returned to the hearth, settled into the leather armchair, and stretched out his legs.

      A woman had been out in the water, near the submerged houses. That woman had webbed hands: a sereia, not a human. Unlike selkies, who were called selkies all over Europe, the sereia bore different names in other countries. The French called them sirènes, the English mermaids, and the Germans knew them as lorelei.

      No matter how they were named, they weren't allowed in the Golden City.

      Selkies weren't either, but the ban hadn't ever kept his mother or Erdano—or himself for that matter—out. For all Duilio knew, there could be dozens of selkies living in the Golden City. Unlike the sereia, once they'd shed their pelts, they were almost indistinguishable from humans; without a selkie's pelt, one couldn't prove they weren't. But a sereia's webbed hands, their gills, and the scale-patterning of their skin? Those were all elements of their nature that they couldn't put aside.

      Duilio laced his fingers together and propped his chin atop them. He could recall seeing sereia walking the streets of the city when he was young, in the days before the prince's ban. Although they kept their distance from human society, a few had owned houses in the city or in Vila Nova de Gaia across the river. They had traded with the locals, but not any longer.

      When Prince Fabricio came into power following his father's demise, he had issued a proclamation banning all sea-folk from the Golden City on pain of death. He'd been told by his seers he would one day be killed by one of the sea-folk. Duilio had his doubts. He found it hard to believe a seer could reliably predict anything far into the future, and it had been almost two decades since then. Too many factors had changed in the interim.

      Whatever the impetus behind the prince's order, for the first few years following its issuance, the Special Police—whose explicit mandate was to carry out the orders of the prince, whether or not those orders served the best interests of the people—had obediently rounded up every sereia or selkie they could find, along with many of those who protected them. Sympathizers had been jailed and their property seized. The sea-folk themselves had been executed. Otterfolk rarely came into the city, and most selkies slipped in and out, interested in little beyond a night's pleasure, so the majority of those executed had been sereia. And although Duilio hadn't heard of an execution in the last few years, most citizens believed the Special Police still carried them out, just not publicly.

      There was actually an ambassador from the Ilhas das Sereias—the islands of the sereia—at the prince's court, but the man lived under house arrest at the palace. And while Duilio had long suspected there might be sereia hiding in the city, he hadn't been sure until he met Miss Paredes.

      He closed his eyes, remembering that day. It had been a brief encounter, back in the spring. Everyone else had watched the stunning Lady Isabel Amaral. Duilio's attention had been captured by the lady's companion instead, a woman somewhere near his age, modestly dressed and attractive, although he wouldn't have called her beautiful. Pretty, perhaps, but nothing special. Well, she had exceptionally nice lips, lips made to kiss. He recalled admiring her tiny waist and rounded hips, although that might simply be her corset. Her flat-brimmed straw hat had cast a shadow across her face but, as she shifted the parasol she carried to better shade her mistress' alabaster skin, he'd noticed her dark eyes.

      His breath had gone still. He had known, in that way his gift worked, that she was more than just a hired companion. She was special. That had been enough to make Duilio look again.

      And for the six months since that brief meeting, his gift had kept telling him the woman was important. He didn't know how, exactly, but he didn't take the feeling lightly. He'd watched her from a distance. He bribed a servant in the Amaral household to discover her given name, Oriana. He'd investigated her background. Before becoming a lady's companion, she'd worked in a dressmaker's shop. He discovered little else. It was as if she hadn't existed before then.

      He'd often attended the same social events as Lady Isabel and her companion, even if he didn't travel in the Amaral's elevated strata of society. They were old aristocracy, while the Ferreiras were newly moneyed and not worthy of their conversation. Duilio had watched Miss Paredes carefully, though. She often kept her hands in her lap. She wore silk mitts rather than gloves, an old lady's affectation. She always chose high-necked shirts, even at formal occasions, carrying her modesty to an unfashionable extreme, although he'd heard a rumor from one of the servants that she had spots…or something catching on her hands.

      Taken individually, none of those things had given her away. But the longer he thought about it, the surer he became that all of those foibles combined were signs of a sereia hiding her true nature. Duilio opened his eyes and stared at his cold hearth. He had no proof that Miss Paredes was a sereia, but his gift assured him it was true.

      Just as there might be dozens of selkies hiding in the city, he was willing to accept that sereia might be living here as well. But it was more dangerous for them. Their nature was harder to hide. The most reasonable explanation that he could come up with was that she was a spy, although what she could learn in the Amaral household mystified him. While the Amaral family had impressive social ties, their political ties were limited.

      And if she was a spy, what had she been doing out by The City Under the Sea? Did her people find the taste of death in the water as objectionable as did the local selkies? Or could she have had some other reason for being there? A vague frisson of worry snaked out of the back corner of his mind, his gift trying to give him another clue to unlock the bundle of questions.

      Black and white. Aga had said the mysterious woman with webbed hands wore black and white. That had been important.

      Duilio closed his eyes and concentrated, hoping to force a direct answer out of his gift. He took several slow breaths. Was it Oriana Paredes out on the river near The City Under the Sea?

      His gift supplied nothing in response.

      Duilio rubbed one hand across his face and groaned. Stupid. That was the wrong question. That event was in the past already, and his gift only looked forward. He reformulated his mental question and asked himself, Will I learn that Oriana Paredes was out on the river tonight near the rotting houses?

      And then he knew. Yes, sooner or later he was going to discover that Aga's mysterious woman with webbed hands was, indeed, Oriana Paredes, companion to Lady Isabel Amaral.

      Duilio suspected it was for this very night that his gift had called her to his attention that day as she stood in Isabel Amaral's shadow.

      Tonight she had been seen in the river near The City Under the Sea. Surely she had some reason for that, some information that might be helpful to his investigation.

      Black and white. Why was that important? His gift never answered the why of things, which was always the part he needed most. He sat back in his chair and sighed. In the morning, he would visit the Amaral house and ask to speak with Miss Paredes.

      No, he wouldn't. His gift told him she wouldn't be there. She had left the Amaral household for good, which was damnably inconvenient for him.

      Duilio got up and turned down the gaslight. If he wanted answers to his questions, he first had to find her.
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