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Author's Note




A Sea of Secrets and Salvation  takes place approximately twenty-one years before the events in Merrowkin. It reveals whether or not a fisherman really did rescue a mermaid stranded beneath the Cliffs of Moher, and what happened afterward. You don't need to have read Merrowkin to understand what happens in this story. Aoife and Brian's adventures speak for themselves.



Happy reading!








  
  

Stranded
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“This is a fine mess,” I grumbled. I kicked a rock, which didn’t move but hurt my foot nonetheless. Add that ache to my wounded sword arm, strained throat, and other lingering issues, and I was a sorry excuse for a warrior. “This never would have happened to Scáthach.”   

I considered Scáthach. Not only was she my elder sister, she was a right terror, and spent her days leading a military academy located off the coast of Scotland. A wise woman would have reached out to her sister for aid, or at least advice, before first arguing with the king, and then plunging headlong into a situation that was larger and more complex than anyone realized. But not me. I’d run off and done things my own way, and now I was wounded and stranded on a beach at the base of the Cliffs of Moher.

Worst of all, I was stranded above.

Furious, mostly with myself, I paced the length of the beach. The two men who’d led me to my unfortunate situation were Gradlon, the monarch of Ker Ys, and a captain of my home city of Kilstiffen’s guard called Seamus MacCreehy. Gradlon hadn’t been foolish enough to raise his hand to me; no, he had approached me with a treaty of sorts, and while it wasn’t anything that physically harmed me, it was a blow nonetheless. And the fact that my father had agreed with Gradlon had hurt further still.

As for Seamus, he was committing nothing short of treason, and I said as much. I’d no sooner drawn my sword when his guards surrounded me. Mindless sycophants, all of them. Even so, those sycophants had effectively kept me from their leader, and one of them landed a lucky blow to my shoulder that rendered my sword arm all but useless. I’d had no choice but to use the magic imbued in my voice to escape the city and then flee upward through the sea, and now my throat was so raw I could barely muster a whisper. 

Gods below, I had no idea how I’d get off this beach and back home.

A thrumming sound roused me from my dark thoughts. I looked toward the sea, and saw a white craft on the horizon. The idiot on the boat was back.

“Hello again,” the man operating the boat called over. “Have you changed your mind about me coming ashore?”

“Don’t you dare come any closer,” I screeched, my voice raspier than it usually was thanks to the pain in my throat. “Set foot on this beach and I’ll cut off your head!”

“Suit yourself,” he said, then he threw two items onto the beach. Assuming they were weapons of a sort, I stood my ground, but kept a sharp eye on the projectiles. Boat Man laughed, and I turned my scowl toward him. He was a young man, with cropped dark hair and a ghost of a beard along his jaw. He’d removed his shirt since he’d last come by to taunt me, and his well-muscled arms and chest were on full display. Boat Man was a handsome idiot, I’d give him that.

“Leave me,” I croaked as I flung my arm toward the sea. The movement strained my bad shoulder, and I bit the inside of my mouth to keep from crying out. I’d learned long ago to not show any weakness, physical or otherwise, especially not in front of a surface dweller. 

Boat Man saw me wince as I held my arm against my body, but he didn’t comment on my obvious pain. Instead, he turned the boat around and left, which was all I’d wanted from him. After the craft was out of sight, I approached the missiles he’d lobbed onto the beach. They were two bottles, clear like glass but much lighter, and more pliable. I got one of them open, and found that it contained cool, clean water. I scanned the horizon, and wondered if I’d been too hasty in my treatment of the man. Perhaps he’d spoken the truth, and only wanted to help me. My gaze dropped to the shore, and the sea. It moved closer and closer to my feet as the tides came in.

Perhaps I should have accepted his aid.

Perhaps I should form a real plan, instead of feeling sorry for myself.

I drank more water, which felt like knives against my raw throat. I only needed to allow my throat time to heal, then I would sing and swim my way out of this mess. Soon enough, I would be home, and Seamus would pay for his crimes. As for Gradlon’s mad plans, getting around him will take a bit more finesse. Sadly, if there was anything I lacked, it was finesse.








  
  

Rescue
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I lay awake all night, thinking about her. The woman on the beach. The way the sunlight had glinted off her pale hair, how her eyes were a bright, clear blue—and the anger flashing in those depths. Add to her obvious beauty her odd clothing and assortment of weaponry, and the lady on the beach was quite the enigma. 

I couldn’t understand how she’d ended up on that beach, which was nothing more than a thin sliver of land at the base of the near-vertical cliffs. She certainly didn’t swim there or climb down from above, and there were no crafts moored nearby. What’s more, I asked around at the piers, and no women had been reported missing. It was as if I’d wandered into a fairy tale and met a selkie or siren who’d been waylaid on her journey home… Which would have explained the ethereal singing I’d heard. Following that song was what led me right to the beach, but that woman only screeched and croaked at me. She couldn’t have been the one singing such a lovely tune, but if it hadn’t been her voice I heard, whose was it?

Magical creatures aside, not only did she need to get off that beach, she was wounded. I recalled how she’d favored her right arm, and the rest of her looked rather beat up as well. Even though she threatened me with a beheading, what she needed was help, and I was going to get her some whether she wanted it or not.

As soon as I got out of bed. I phoned the Coast Guard and gave them her coordinates, then I went down to my boat and headed over to where I’d last seen her. High tide had been at around three in the morning, and for the life of me, I couldn’t remember if the beach she was on ever got fully submerged. My gut clenched, and as I steered my craft toward the cliffs, I hoped things hadn’t taken a turn for the worse.

When I approached the beach and saw her stalking the length of it like a trapped panther, I breathed a sigh of relief. She was still wearing that odd kit of gold chain mail and leather armour and boots, not that she had luggage with her for a wardrobe change. In fact, aside from her clothing, the only items she had were a round shield strapped to her back, a set of wide gold bracelets on her wrists, and a sword belted at her hip.

I swung the boat around and cut the engine so she could hear me. “I see you survived the night.”

“Aye,” she replied, but her voice was much weaker than it had been the day prior.

“I’ve some food and water with me, and I’d like to share it with you,” I continued. “Am I allowed to come ashore, or am I still in danger of losing my head?”

She didn’t speak, but waved me toward the beach. Taking that as my invitation, I dropped anchor, then I launched the life raft. I’d already stocked it with food, water, a first aid kit, and a few towels. After I’d reached the shore and dragged the raft onto the beach, I offered her a bottle of water.

“It’s fresh,” I said, when she stared at it as if she’d never seen a plastic bottle before, as if this wasn’t identical to the bottles I’d tossed out to her yesterday. I twisted off the cap, and held it out to her. “Want me to drink a bit, and prove to you it’s not poisoned?”

She frowned, and shook her head. “Thank you,” she rasped, then she drank. “Gods below, thank you for that.”

“You’re quite welcome. Would you like to sit?” I grabbed one of the towels—the old ratty ones always got demoted to boat duty, a habit I’d learned from my mum—and spread it across the rocky beach. It wouldn’t be much of a cushion against the rocks, but at least it was dry. “I’ve some food, if you’re hungry.”

“Why are you helping me?” she demanded.

“Because you need help,” I replied. “You’re obviously stranded out here. I know I’m a stranger to you, but I mean you no harm. If you’re willing to get on my boat, I’ll take you to the harbor, and then you can be on your way.”

“What harbor?” she asked.

“I usually dock at Liscannor, but Doolin’s the closest.” When her only response was to look toward the sea, I asked, “Is there another harbor you’d like to go to, instead?”

“Doolin? That’s the village across from Inisheer?” she asked, naming the closest of the Aran Islands.

“Aye, that’s the one.”

“They’ll find me in Doolin,” she murmured. “I need a different place to go ashore, somewhere they won’t look for me. I cannot return below before I’m ready.”

“Mmm.” I had no idea what she meant by that, since the only thing below us was the ocean floor. Instead of pointing that out, I busied myself by sorting through the food I’d brought. Hunger and thirst had been known to drive a person mad. “I brought some energy bars. They taste awful, but if it’s calories you’re needing, they’ll do the job. I’ve also got some apples, and bread.” I tore off a portion of bread and handed it to her. “My name is Brian, by the way. Brian Murphy.”

“I’m called Aoife,” she replied. “You must think I’m crazy.”

“I think you’ve been stuck on this beach for at least a full day and night, and that’s enough to drive anyone off the deep end.” I jerked my chin toward the bread. “Go on. Try it.”

Aoife accepted the bread and smiled, and damn it all, but that smile went straight to my heart. “It’s very good,” she said, after she’d had a bite. “Do you live on your boat?”

“It seems that way sometimes, but no,” I replied. “I have a house. It’s an old farm. Hasn’t had a decent crop in years, though I want to start growing again. My dream is to open a restaurant and serve locally grown produce, and seafood caught on my own boat.” I paused my rambling, and wondered why I was telling her all of that. I grabbed one of the apples, and offered it to Aoife. “These apples are from my wee orchard.”

Aoife took the apple from me, and scrutinized it as if I’d handed her a rare jewel. “App ell,” she repeated, stretching out the syllables. “I don’t think we have these where I’m from.”

Where in the world were apples an oddity? “Are you from far away?”

“It’s rather close, actually. How does one eat one of these?”

“I can cut it up for you,” I began, then a knife appeared in her hand.

“I can handle slicing it up.” She deftly sliced off two portions, and held one out to me. “Have some with me?” I took the piece from her, warily since I still had no idea where that knife came from. “Oh, it’s sweet! And crunchy!”

“Have the rest,” I said, when she offered me a second slice. She didn’t need to be told twice, and I watched as Aoife gobbled down the rest of the apple. 

“I see what you’re doing, Brian Murphy,” Aoife said, as she sliced the last bits of white flesh from the apple’s core. 

“Oh? What’s that, now?”

“You’ve come onto my beach bearing cool water and exotic treats as your final attempt to get me on that boat of yours,” she said, with a sidelong glance at me. 

“This is your beach? I was not aware.”

“I was here first, so that makes it mine.”

“Ah. I stand corrected,” I said, as Aoife’s smile grew into a full grin. I’d never seen a lovelier sight in all my days. “Has my plan worked?”

“It surely has, and it’s been helped along by the fact that I cannot bear to spend another moment on this rocky, soggy bit of sand.” She stood, though she still favored her right side. “If your offer still stands, that is.”

“Of course it does.” I gathered up the few items I’d brought with me and stowed them in the raft, then I faced Aoife. “Before we push off, I need to know how many knives you have on you.”

She tensed. “Why is that?”

“The raft’s inflatable. A stray poke and we’ll be swimming for it.”

Aoife tossed back her head and laughed. “Afraid of a dip in the cold water? Fear not, Brian Murphy. Not only do I have excellent control of my blades, I’m a strong swimmer. I won’t let you drown.”

“Consider me reassured.” With that, Aoife got onto the raft, and as I pushed off from the beach, I wondered what I was getting myself into.
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