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        Vik, Iceland

        February 1885

      

      

      “Were you ever going to tell me?” Resentful that she’d let him believe a lie—for years—Dýri heaved another shovel of heavy, wet sand over his shoulder onto the beach.

      A month had passed since her fiancé had broken their engagement to wed another woman, and since the battle that had nearly cost Iceland its crown—a conflict in which she and Dýri had fought back to back. They’d yet to talk about why she’d let their friendship fade.

      “Tell you what?” Sóllilja shot back. A casual reply, but her shoulders tightened, no doubt knowing she could no longer avoid this conversation.

      She’d invited him on this expedition—it was their project—but deflected every question not directly related to their objective while refusing to meet his gaze. But his stubborn heart wouldn’t let go of a hope that had quietly taken root, growing without any encouragement. Like a weed.

      “That your engagement was nothing but a sham?” A well-bred huldufólk would let the topic drop. He was anything but that. “That you never intended to marry Val.” Irritating, how she made him state the obvious. “That the whole ruse served no purpose other than to stop your father from pressuring you to marry some wealthy fae politician.”

      He’d pulled away. Respected boundaries that didn’t exist. Maintained a tenuous friendship because he couldn’t seem to let her go. Nor did she push him away. Was he a fool to think something still simmered between them?

      He intended to find out tonight.

      The sun had dropped behind the glacier an hour ago, but stopping meant the stench would only grow worse. Already, a blustery wind whipped the ocean into a froth, promising a night of icy snow and cutting gusts. A winter storm was blowing in their direction. If he stopped now, surging waves at high tide would bury the dead shell monster and he’d be digging the creature free from the black sand all over again tomorrow.

      Or fighting to keep the carcass of the skeljaskrímsli from a certain cryptid hunter.

      He didn’t mind a good fight, but battling over rotting remains was not how he wished to spend his time with her.

      And so they worked by the faint glowing lights of the lumitorcs they wore around their necks.

      Even in death, the creature looked built for the deep—armored, predatory, and never meant to leave the sea floor. Dense plates of overlapping shell glinted like wet stone in the moonlight, easily mistaken for a pile of rocks. Broad and muscular, it stood on short, powerful legs that ended in three curved, knife-like claws. An enormous hump rose from its back, tapering into a thick tail that ended in a stony, clubbed tip—a creature shaped by pressure, darkness, and hunger.

      Before they could call it a night and seek shelter like sensible fae, he needed to drag the skeljaskrímsli’s body two miles from Reynisfjara beach. For now, his heritage kept the worst of the cold from penetrating his thick skin, and Sóllilja wouldn’t admit to discomfort if she lay on her deathbed with a cold steel arrow piercing her chest.

      The many hours she spent training in the armory ensured she possessed a strength far beyond that of most fae, something he’d long admired. But—enticing curves aside—her petite frame meant she stood no chance at matching his strength or endurance. Dýri was simply taller, wider and in possession of a decided ancestral advantage.

      “Not that it’s any business of yours, but did you really think I’d trade this,” she held up her bloody knife without looking up from her task, “for a life of silk-clad luxury and an endless tangle of political machinations when I could be working to protect our people?” She cut another armored plate from the fallen shell monster and threw it at his feet. “Who could rest easily in a comfortable chair beside a warm fire when they could spend a night in the field, covered in cold blood and wet sand, if it might save multiple fae lives?”

      He snorted. On that, they agreed.

      In the time he’d been digging to free the creature, she’d managed to cut loose some twenty armored plates from the fallen shell monster. By his estimate, over three hundred more remained. The farmer, who had shot and killed the second skeljaskrímsli to emerge from the sea in as many months, had saddled a horse and ridden straight to his pastor. The pastor—Dýri imagined him grim-lipped and stern—had sent a clockwork raven to peck at the closest huldufólk door behind a waterfall, one which happened to be Kvernufoss, demanding something be done.

      Now, the fae weren’t responsible for stopping random sea creatures from crawling up from the benthic depths, but Sóllilja had leapt at the chance to “dispose” of the carcass and to stockpile the nacre-coated shell plates for her project.

      When word reached her, she’d convinced their mutual friend Val to drop them off at Vik while the rest of his crew continued northward on a journey to collect sunstone from the Helgustadir mine.

      Which left them alone for a little under twenty-four hours. Time that Dýri intended to use to clear the air between them. Until now, their combined stubbornness and disinclination to be the first to admit their mutual attraction kept them hard at work, the better to avoid jagged emotions and spiky truths.

      Well, that and the pressing matter of the ship looming on the horizon. From the shape of it, he’d wager his last horn of mead that it was El Galeón Umbrío. A rich Spaniard’s toy. Equipped with every modern amenity, including a steam engine, but built to resemble the battle-scarred man-of-war ships that once crossed oceans in search of treasure, the better to haunt the waters and scare off anyone who dared challenge the captain’s hunt for the unknown.

      The vessel had dropped anchor behind the granite sea stacks as the sun set. With the water too rough to risk a crossing and the beach’s habit of claiming lives with its sneaker waves, no tender boats had been launched. For now, the moonlit shadow of its hull represented nothing but a potential threat.

      By whom? A Spanish cryptid hunter who went by the name of Lúgubre. Who else could possibly want this rotting heap of flesh?

      Attending university like Val hadn’t appealed to Dýri. Instead, he’d set off to see the world. When he’d heard about a group of men set to sail to Senegal in search of the fating'ho—a human-like creature with black fur and red eyes—curiosity lured him aboard. Which was how he’d found himself serving as a crew member aboard the man’s ship.

      At first, all had been… acceptable. But as the captain’s hunger for fame deepened, so did his cruelty. Finding and studying cryptids was no longer enough. He began killing the adults and trapping their young, selling the offspring as exotic “pets.” He harvested venom sacs, organs, and glands from living creatures, profiting piece by piece. Their suffering—physical and mental—he dismissed without a thought, locking them into cages that were far too small.

      For a while, Dýri worked to sabotage the Spaniard’s efforts. But when the man grew suspicious, Dýri and Lúgubre exchanged harsh words. All of them centered over the young House Nissi he’d enslaved. Trapped in Norway, dragged from his warm hearth and pressed into service to mend rigging, patch sails and caulk deck seams, the house spirit had been living in the ash bin next to the galley stove, living off sugar cubes, potato peels and bacon rinds.

      The captain hadn’t wished to part with the handy little Nissi, even after Dýri warned that once the spirit recovered from the shock of his imprisonment, he would retaliate in an angry rage. That food would rot and grow mold. That boilers would leak steam while rudders failed. That oil lamps would extinguish or tip over, putting them at risk for collision and fires.

      Left with no choice but to terminate his employment, he’d liberated the Nissi at the next port and deserted ship. They’d almost escaped the galleon unnoticed. Alas, his bulk had cast too large a shadow. Shots had been fired while he descended a rope ladder to the dock with the Nissi clinging to his back. He’d had no choice but to fire back. If Lúgubre now walked with a limp, it was no one’s fault but his own. As to the Nissi, the spirit was now happily ensconced in the bathhouse of a remote hot spring and treated with the respect due his kind.

      Dýri was much happier working for his friend Val, even if it had involved him in a war against trolls under the influence of a madman. Only one thing in his life didn’t sit right, and that was the small lie of omission he’d let his friends believe.

      “It became my business,” he forced himself to address the source of his current physical and emotional misery, “when your so-called oath nearly cost Val the airship on which I happen to work.”

      This time Sóllilja did look his way, with a gaze that could cut glass. She pointed the bloody blade at him. “That’s a lie and you know it. Val dissolved our engagement without advance notice, not me. Say what you mean. Now that I’m a free woman, you’re jealous. Do you dislike all the male attention thrown my way? Are you wondering how many men have woken up in my chamber this past month?”

      He growled, not bothering to deny the truth, then took a step and dug deeper into the black sand, freeing the creature’s foreleg.

      “That’s right.” She sliced brutally into the shell monster’s skin, angling her blade to loosen another plate. “You’ve no defense. You declined the opportunity to slide between my sheets, so keep your sneering judgment to yourself.”

      He tossed another shovelful of sand. Then another. And another. No one could raise his blood pressure faster than this woman.

      Memories of that night haunted him. Stumbling down the long hallway after the party, half drunk and arm in arm, laughing as they propped each other up. Stopping at her rooms, planting a hand against the stone wall and leaning close as she unlocked her door.

      She’d risen on tiptoes to drape her arms about his neck, trailed a kiss along his jawline before whispering, “Don’t leave. Come to bed with me.”

      For years, he’d entertained fantasies of such an invitation. Before his brain could engage, his lips were on hers, his arms wrapped around her waist, and his foot kicked the door wide. With his body on fire, he’d contemplated stepping inside, slamming the door behind them and claiming her against its rough wooden surface, saving any soft horizontal locations for later.

      And wasn’t that the problem, thinking? His stomach had roiled as he’d recalled all the reasons they couldn’t be together. Without warning, he’d dropped her back on her heels. “No, Sóllilja, we can’t.” Offering no explanation, he’d pushed her inside, closed her door and walked away.

      After that night, their friendship grew uncomfortable, fading until nothing remained between them save her attempts to perfect nacreweft, a lightweight woven armor. He’d leave shells from exotic locations at her door. She’d process them, wet-spin a new spool of thread, nålbind a new fabric swatch. The resultant fabric sample—tattered, torn or slashed—would arrive by clockwork raven along with notes as to how this latest version had failed the tests.

      And so it went, year after year. A cycle of shells, thread, and failure. The small ritual the only tether that sill bound them to each other. Whatever friendship they’d once shared had been ground down into a hollow exchange. He left pieces of his heart at her threshold. She returned nothing but shreds.

      It wasn’t until he’d delivered a few armored plates from a dead shell monster that she’d hit upon a winning formula. A small, perfectly intact swatch had arrived. The winning source of shell? A sea monster that rarely ventured ashore.

      He’d been impressed when she’d demonstrated how the gloves she’d constructed from nacreweft deflected even the sharp tip of her blade. Gloves she now wore to protect her hands from the jagged edges of the creature’s armored plates.

      Dýri threw aside his shovel and wrapped a chain around the shell monster’s ankle. Time to pull the creature free and drag it elsewhere.

      She threw another bloody nacre plate in his direction.

      Enough. Cards on the table. “I turned down your drunken offer of a single night’s amusement.”

      “Why?” She pinned her gloved hands on her hips and glared at him. Wild and beautiful in her fury, covered in blood and gore, finally ready to admit they had unfinished business. “There’s no shame in a night’s pleasure.”

      “Agreed,” he snapped. “But I wanted more.”

      Knife in hand, she stomped up the slope of the wet sand until they were nose to nose. “And what kept you from that?”

      He scowled. “You enjoy fighting trolls.”

      Confusion rippled across her face. “What has that to do with anything?”

      The admission scraped from his throat. “I am one.”
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