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Chapter One
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KNIGHT-MOTHER ARLISE Dun blinked back a fresh wave of tears. Little hurts couldn’t hold a candle to the time a skinstealer almost melted her face, but the tears burned all the same. Before more could course down her cheeks, she dried them with a handkerchief. “Was the onion truly necessary?”

“Of course,” Old Man Reil grumbled as he hauled in the oars. “You want to speak with a selkie. All the stories say selkie men are drawn to the tears of human women. Onions make you weep. Simple. ’round these parts, we don’t question the stories.”

“Those stories sound like rubbish.” Salt warding off spirits, imps spoiling milk with their urine, sunlight slaying vampires; Arlise had heard all manner of similar, wildly misinformed folk methods over the years. More than a handful would’ve been downright lethal if relied upon. Mother, Arlise prayed, please don’t let this be one of them.  

In truth, she didn’t want to speak with a selkie. Clean clothes, a real bed, decent food, and a warm bathhouse sounded far more appealing, but there was no use telling the ancient fisherman that. 

Leaning on the gunwale, Arlise stared at the magically calmed water around Reil’s rickety fishing boat. How wonderful a life like that would be. No endless travel. No thankless struggle against foul magic. Nothing to atone for.

Reluctantly returning to duty, she shoved the pleasant thoughts away. “We could just row to...what did you call that island over yonder? Where the selkies live?”

Old Man Reil spat into the sea. “Torsten’s Rest.”

“Right. We could row over and talk to the colony. At least we’re guaranteed to find selkies there.”

Before Reil could reply, Knight-Sister Elain Bowen cleared her throat. “Arlise, I’m not sure we’d last all the way to Torsten’s Rest.” From her seat in the prow, she struggled to still the winds and waters within a ten-yard bubble around their tiny vessel. A harsh glow enveloped Elain’s trembling russet hands, just one hint at the massive amounts of energy she channeled back into the Outerworld. Beads of sweat trickled down her vine-like facial tattoos, and a low hum—like a buzzing bumblebee—filled the air. “Five more miles of rowing in that—” The mage paused and pointed to the ugly black clouds above. “—will overwhelm us.” 

Outside the sphere of calm, Quiet Cove refused to live up to its name: besides resembling a bay more than a cove, waves as tall as a man lashed the shore, high winds bowed the pine trees, and lightning split the sky. Worst of all, midnight black clouds buzzed with magic. If Elain’s simple spell were a bumblebee, the magic above resembled a hive of enraged hornets. No human mage could do this. Not without blood magic or demon summoning. Perhaps that was why the fisherman had been so insistent they join him on the Cove. Perhaps the selkies tied into this somehow.

Returning her attention to Elain, Arlise wiped a wet strand of blonde hair from her face and nodded, even though reliance on folklore still made her stomach swirl. Rowing all the way to Torsten’s Rest, on a mission her unit hadn’t even been assigned, wasn’t worth Elain tearing her connection with the Outerworld and going catatonic. Or dying. Prophets knew she had enough fallen comrades on her conscience. Adding her best friend to that list just wouldn’t do. 

For a few moments, nobody said anything. Instead, they listened to roaring waves and rolling thunder. Dead fish and salty air mingled with the pungent scent of onion slices. 

Tugging at his raggedy tunic, Old Man Reil spoke. “I hate to drag you Watchers into this mess, but I can’t fix it, and I have a debt to repay. Selkies saved my Nell from drownin’, brought me food every day after my first boat sank. I wedded one. Offerin’ somethin’ back is long overdue.”

Arlise nodded. Everyone owed someone else something, and everyone wanted to cast off the burden. Her own creditors were a hundred and eighty-seven innocents, and she’d strive to her dying breath to atone for that horrid day. “I just don’t see how this is a Watcher matter. We deal with magic, so unless this is about the storm...”

“It is,” Reil said, digging a pipe from his pocket and chewing on its stem. “Anythin’ more ain’t for me to tell.”
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