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The Endless Sea Between Us

 

Lucy Mason


For Avi, who helped me fall in love with writing, and Anna, who taught me to be kinder to myself.


 

In this tenth year of the reign of King Robbard, it is hereby decreed that all witches must cease their practice. Anyone who continues to perform magic will be put to death by burning without trial or appeal.

—Edict 74, by the order of King Robbard

 

The sea sings to those who listen, but it doesn’t listen to everyone who sings back.

—Gwendolyn Moss


Chapter One

Faeryn

The seaside village of Acantha was convinced the only way a girl could be the sole survivor in a house struck down by plague was if she was either a witch or was cursed. Little did they know, the village stopped thriving not because I had survived but because my mother hadn’t. Not all witches wove spells of bad intention; she blessed the town all her life, ensuring good fortune, plentiful crops, and favorable weather. She spent my first thirteen years murmuring words of protection, resilience, and well-being over me before kissing my forehead and telling me good night. It was the only thing that saved me—I had no proof, but I knew it as sure as I knew her blood, witch’s blood, ran in my veins.

The village had burned my house—and several others—to the ground to keep the plague from spreading, though I had saved and hidden my mother’s references and spell books. Where she had closely guarded her secret, I never denied their assertions about my magic, even as the threat of witch-hunts spread outward from the capital like a deadly ripple. I had been encouraged to move along to another town. I had not-so-respectfully declined and went about my business, because if Acantha was going to hate and fear me, I was going to give them a reason to do so. If they wanted a villain, a pariah, I’d give them one.

I rebuilt my life in a cave off the beach, only venturing to town for Wednesday market to buy goods I couldn’t procure myself and sell the gifts the sea brought me. I hoarded my blessings and spells; I used them to keep myself dry and warm, to carve runes in the stone to conceal the entrance and entice fish to swim into the small pool that filled every time the tide rose and trapped them when it fell.

I occasionally used magic for less scrupulous things—but only when I had to. The sea gladly turned over its riches to me, and I didn’t care to take advantage of it, but sometimes money was a necessity. So, on the afternoon of my eighteenth birthday, I whispered words of dryness and care, dipping my fingertips into the small dish of ground seashells and the ash of burned driftwood and running them over the fabric of my dress and up and down the leather of my boots. I marched down to the beach clutching my net, a giant thing I’d made myself, hours and hours spent weaving golden thread—bounty, vitality, security—into the hundreds of knots holding the ropes together.

I waded into the water, to my knees, then my hips, then my chest. The waves washed in and out, and I felt the current—but remained dry. I swam out and tied the net to a buoy I had anchored there, then attached the other end to a buoy farther down the beach. I ducked under, my eyes stinging, and traced a symbol like a bow, for closure, capture, finality. It glowed briefly then faded, pulsing very dimly in the murky depths. There wasn’t much I could do below the surface; runes were always more effective when they were imbued with the intention of spoken words.

My waterproofing charm was wearing off—drips of water collected in my boots and my skirts clung to my legs, not wet yet but just faintly damp. The first five or six times I’d done this, I had come out looking like a drowned sailor, my hair in dripping snarls and my boots so heavy with water I could hardly walk. Practice, time, and patience had improved me—I stood on the beach and lifted my arms and whispered. The little droplets of water clinging to me and dampening my dress evaporated.

If I was the heedless nightmare they feared, I would do the next step without warning the villagers. Instead, I made the quarter hour’s walk into town. Well, I say town—it was really nothing more than a small cluster of houses, a blacksmith, a tavern, a butcher, and a cobblestone square for the market to set up in while vendors passed through. The children, towheaded and wide-eyed, dared each other to get close to me. They huddled together and whispered, “It’s the sea witch! She’ll turn you into an eel!” as I walked past them. I kept my eyes straight ahead on my way to the blacksmith’s shop, barely able to resist the urge to lunge and hiss and make them scream in terror. My mother would be disappointed to know I had done it before; my father would have been delighted. I’d inherited my temperament and inability to suffer superstitious fools from him.

Someone had started the rumor that if children misbehaved, I’d drag them down to my seaside cave and turn them into a fish—or worse, eat them. It was meant to make little ones behave, to come inside when their mothers called them, but I had never exactly refuted the outrageous claim. Sometimes fear was a powerful tool. It was the only thing keeping them from attacking me—the only thing keeping them quiet.

The tall, gawky apprentice at the blacksmith’s was bent over the forge, his dark hair stuck to his forehead, damp with sweat. He was one of the few who didn’t find me frightening; he facilitated most of my communication with Acantha at large. His family had been my family’s neighbors until the sickness took my mother and father, when they had retreated to the far end of Acantha to escape contamination. We had played together as children. He still had the friendly, cheerful manner and sweet disposition of a boy who hadn’t lost everything, though, and the loss of my parents hung like a veil between us. A veil he couldn’t see or feel, but one I was always painfully aware of.

“Owen.”

He didn’t startle or turn to look at me, a gentle clink from the fire as he withdrew a piece of metal glowing cherry red. Once he quenched it in a barrel of water, clouds of steam billowing around us, he coughed, clearing the air with his hand. Through the haze I could see his hopeful grin.

“Faeryn! What can I do for you today?”

“There’ll be a squall tonight.”

His face fell, the crinkles at the corners of his eyes fading with his smile. “Oh. Okay. Natural, or…?”

“Unnatural. Only rain will touch the town. I can keep the winds confined to the beach. Spread the word. Don’t let anyone wander down there, and don’t let any boats near the water.”

Owen tossed his thick, sturdy gloves onto his workbench. “Thank you for the warning. I’ll let everyone know. You don’t have to go just yet. Would you like some tea?”

His master wouldn’t be wild about the idea of a witch in his workshop. Eckhart disliked me as much, if not more, than most other villagers. Owen was his at-will employee; catching him in my company could be the end of his promising career. So I shook my head, because it was a lonely life, but I wouldn’t let him take the fall. The village had turned its back on me when I’d been orphaned, and if I’d made it this long on my own, I wouldn’t let a boy pity me for it.

“If you change your mind, I always have a pot brewing.”

“I’m afraid Eckhart wouldn’t be terribly pleased to find me here…or that you’d shared his tea with me. The answer is still no.” Every time he asked, and every time I refused. The days of playing together were long gone; too much grief had gone under the bridge since then.

He frowned, a little wrinkle appearing between his eyebrows. “Someday I’ll be a proper blacksmith, not just an apprentice, and you can come in whenever you like. Eckhart doesn’t have any say in what I do after work, though. Tea later?”

I backed away, exasperated. “I said no. Good day, Owen.”

“Goodbye, Faeryn! I’ll see you later!” he called after me, and I ran for the beach, away from him and the people who had turned their backs on me and my family, my boots kicking up small clouds of dust on the path. It was easier to cling to the bitterness that kept me afloat than drown in the sorrow.

I didn’t slow until I reached the sand, and I bent down and ran my fingers through its silky grains worn fine by the water. I grabbed fistfuls of it and closed my eyes, gritty bits of shells poking into my palms. The wind blew a cool breeze in, lifting my hair away from my neck. I loved the sea and the sea loved me back; it was the only thing I had in the gaping chasm of After—after I lost my family, my friends, my childhood. It never let me down.

I kept a rod of driftwood for drawing runes in the sand. Using both hands, I guided it in flowing arcs and sharp edges, holding the thought of the storm in my mind, big and strong enough to dredge up treasure from the sea floor.

When the symbols made a circle around me, I put down my staff, held out my arms, and sang, calling the magic from somewhere deep inside where all the pain dwelled. Wind. Thunder. Rain. Turmoil. Renewal. I pulled on the sea and it pulled back at me, a give and take that always stole my breath away.

Some days summoning the storm was easier than others; with my emotions running so high, with the fifth anniversary of my parents’ deaths looming so close, the gale tore out of me, leaving me raw, empty, and exhausted. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and I walked the path at the edge of the beach, scattering a fine powder of dried seaweed in my wake to hold the worst of the squall off the village.

“I never thought you actually did it,” a voice called from the rocky bluff over my cave. I whirled to see Owen, still in his apron, his hand shading his eyes from the light of the setting sun.

Everyone knew I was a witch. They had been whispering it among themselves for years, and I never denied it. Nobody had ever seen it with their own two eyes, though; nobody ever had enough proof to condemn me. I felt vulnerable, worry replacing the bitterness that usually occupied all the empty spaces in me. I turned and retreated toward the little cave that had sheltered me since my childhood house had burned.

“Stop! I just came here to tell you happy birthday. I forgot when you were in the shop. I just…you caught me off guard.”

I slowed, staring up at him. He was telling the truth—there was nothing but curiosity on his face.

“I just…didn’t really believe it.” His voice was faint from so high up.

I cupped my hands around my mouth and shouted back, “Are you disappointed?”

He didn’t answer, which was the wrong answer. My magic was special—it sang through my blood. I wouldn’t be Faeryn Moss without it. Even though it was the reason for so much sorrow, it also brought me joy. It was all I had left of my mother. I ignored his pleas to stay and stormed back into my cave, kept warm and dry by the strength of the charms and spells I had been making for the last five years.

I’d carved runes for safety and dryness in the floor around bookcases holding not only my mother’s books but the ones I’d been acquiring weekly since I’d been on my own. Spell books and apothecarial works were banned from the market, of course, but my appetite for reading was insatiable—reference books detailing hundreds of plant species, gems and minerals, varieties of fruits; works on the stars, on boats, on weather; novels about outcasts who came out on top in the end, adventure, and romance.

My bed was against the far wall, sheltered between two shelves lined with jars of dried plants and powders. It was nothing but a stack of blankets thick enough to form a pallet and a pillow I had sewn myself, but it was cozy and it was mine. I curled up with a book, its spine broken and the pages worn thin from rereading. Past all the barriers I heard the storm I’d sung up beginning, just the lashing of rain at first but eventually the roar of wind. It howled and raged, and it gave me a sort of vicious satisfaction.

I hated asking the sea for gifts (though it always provided without complaint), but I loved the fierceness of the gales, like the grief and the anger inside me escaped and was allowed to run free for a night. It was the one time when everything felt clean, when I didn’t remember the smell of the ashes as the villagers burned down the home where I had lived and my family had died. I fell asleep to the sound of the sky’s tears, far enough away that it sounded like a soft, whispered lullaby.

Morning brought the salty, clean air wafting in with a small stream of watery sunlight. The candles had burned themselves out in the night, tall white sticks reduced to nothing more than waxy stubs. By now Owen had probably told the whole town what he’d seen—proof, finally, of what I was. There was no furious or frightened shouting, though, no indication that danger awaited on the beach or that they had attempted to breach the barrier protecting the cave’s mouth.

A gull called raucously, but it was difficult to untangle myself from the blankets. It was easier to stay in bed, to read another book and not think about the world beyond the sand and the sea. But my net waited, full of treasures, so I waterproofed again, making an extra pass around the rim of my boots before heading out. The shore was littered with shells I could collect and grind down later for use in charms and spells, and birds swooped, plucking fish right out of the waves.

I swam to the first buoy but found my knot pulled so tight I couldn’t undo it. The rope was taut, swaying like something was thrashing under the surface. The sea had always been so careful, bringing me pearls and chunks of coral and the skeletons of enormous fish that brought a load of gold to the right buyer, usually the court scholars. It had never captured a living thing. I held fast to the net, moving hand under hand deeper into the water to find the problem.

It wasn’t a dolphin.

It wasn’t a fish.

It was a woman.

She flailed and clawed, her fingers tangled in the rope where she had tried to free herself. She was surrounded by a cloud of silvery white hair, strands of the tiniest pearls woven into it. I kicked back up to the surface, gasping for air. How in the name of the gods had a person gotten caught? She would surely drown. Maybe she had fallen overboard a boat caught in my storm. I swam back down and pulled her fingers free, and she turned enormous, pale-blue eyes on me. She opened her mouth, and she’s going to drown—

But she didn’t. Razor-sharp teeth gleamed behind her lips, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying.

Scales caught the morning light filtering through the water above us, a few sprinkled up her arms and on her bare midriff leading to a thick, muscular tail, the fins at the end tattered from her violent flailing. If I cut the net, it would take months to repair. I’d have to buy more gold, pay Owen to melt it down and pull it into the thinnest wire. I’d have to tie a hundred knots all over again. This net was my livelihood, since I couldn’t sell charms—it grew more dangerous by the day, and it would cheapen the gift of my magic.

I held up a finger, signaling her to wait while I figured out what to do next. She clearly wouldn’t drown. She was a legend, a myth, a creature I had never believed in but had seen carved into the figurehead of ships so many times as they came into port.

A mermaid.

She reached after me, fear twisting her face, one arm shoved through the net, but I couldn’t stay. I wasn’t like her. The gills on her neck fluttered wildly and she fought harder. She was terrified; everything about her body language begged me not to leave her, but what choice did I have?

I swam over to the buoy and hooked my arm around it, struggling not to panic. Think, Faeryn. In times of panic, it was always Mother’s voice I heard, not my own. If you keep a clear head, you can do anything. I couldn’t make the mermaid stop fighting long enough for me to untie the rope. I couldn’t risk making a cutting rune so close to her. I had no knife to slice the net. I was a strong swimmer but could only hold my breath for so long.

My only option was to calm her down so we could work together to untangle and free her. I had no ingredients with me, no charcoal for drawing a rune, just my fingertip, which I traced on the inside of my wrist. Breathing, calm, air, peace. It burned slightly like a fingernail scratch, invisible on the surface of the skin though I could feel it working. After a few deep, even breaths, I plunged back under.

The woman was struggling harder than ever, her hands torn open and bleeding from trying to rip the net. A thin web of skin joined her long, tapered fingers together about halfway up. While I hadn’t been able to hear her words, now she was screaming, an angry and terrified wail that tore through my eardrums. I wanted to jam my hands over my ears, but instead I put them up against hers. She stilled, cocking her head inquisitively like a bird, snapping her mouth shut.

I started working her free, my progress painfully slow and methodical, pushing at her shoulders gently to get her to turn and maneuver her way into a bigger pocket of the net. Inside was a richer bounty than the sea had ever given me—gold coins covered in grime and algae, wrapped in seaweed; battered wooden boxes washed in from some shipwreck far away. I would have to let it all fall to the sandy sea floor below if I worked the knots and folds of the net loose. It was the right thing to do.

Sometimes I wished I was the selfish, hateful hag the village thought I was.

Even with the rune, my lungs burned. I made another trip up for air, gasping and sputtering when I broke the surface. I wasn’t strong enough to keep going down on my own—none of my talents were physical—but I couldn’t go to town, though Owen would almost certainly help me. The village hated and feared everything they didn’t understand; what would they make of this half girl, half fish? They would pull her out of the water and make her a spectacle, kill her in the name of medicine. The king’s scholars would stuff her and she’d end up on display in the castle. I couldn’t allow it.

If I could summon a storm with nothing but my sadness and my voice, why couldn’t I save this woman’s life? Why was my magic so responsive to bad things, and nothing good? Why could I create destruction, but not cast a miracle? I retreated to the shore to find a broken shell, anything with a jagged edge. Months of work be damned; I wouldn’t let her die in my net.

I sawed through the knot anchoring it to the buoy, then dove again. She had twisted. The more she fought, the tighter the ropes bound her. Desperate, she was chewing at the strands. The net gave, but the gold I’d woven into it held strong, a metal mesh ensnaring her. I’d have to cut the other end free—but the net was sinking now it was unmoored, and I was sinking with it. The mermaid motioned upward with her hands, and I wanted to scream at her, “Do you think I’m drowning on purpose?”

I tried to yank my foot free from my boot, but it wouldn’t budge. The rope was too tight around it. She started twirling, a blur of scales and skin, green spots dancing before my eyes and the corners of the world turning black and…

I’m going to die here…

The sea is taking me for all the things I took from it…

She’s trying to drown me faster…

One of her arms burst free from the net and my lungs were burning, screaming, a stream of bubbles escaping my lips…

Her hand closed around the front of my dress, bringing me in closer…

Darkness.


Chapter Two

Zale

Everything my pod and my clan ever told me went against this. Humans were dangerous, murderous monsters. We were to drown them if they managed to find us and avoid them at all costs…but there was a reason I no longer lived in the palace. I had saved a human once before and paid the price. And now I was doing it again, my mouth pressed against hers, breathing air into her lungs as I shook free the last of the net.

She had saved me. I would save her. It was only fair.

I swam toward the light, the warmth of the morning sun turning the surface of the water a luminous crystal blue. She was limp in my arms, weighed down by the thick dark fabric covering her body, and I was so tired, so weak, but we managed to break the surface. I hauled her toward land and heaved her up onto the wet packed sand.

She wasn’t breathing. I shoved her onto her side and slammed the flat of my hand against her back until she started coughing, gagging on the saltwater in her lungs. Somehow, she was still dry. I pushed her hair, black as squid ink, away from her face, holding my ear down close enough to hear her rattling breaths.

Alive. She was alive, and so was I.

The last human I saved had not looked like this. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and tan, with hair bleached from the sun. She was smaller, delicate, breakable. Also unconscious. I took a fingertip and lifted a strand of hair from where it lay fanned out around her. I rubbed it in my hand, astonished at its silkiness. She should have been drenched. It was baffling, delightful, a puzzle I couldn’t wait to solve.

But I couldn’t yet. I could be seen.

Letting a human see you was as good as a death sentence. I knew that better than anyone.

I retreated into the water. Being seen was riskier than a shark tracking the scent of my blood. I might be able to get away from a predator in my own territory, but on land I didn’t stand a chance. The net hung like a ghost near a rocky outcropping that dropped off into a trench, the human artifacts it once held perilously close to the edge. The ground was littered with satiny pearls as big as my fists, gifts from the giant clams the sea had swept away.

The currents had gone wild, reaching the calm depths where I had made my home in the remains of a human sailing ship, pulling me helplessly into the eddies. There had been a light, golden and warm and pulsing softly in the confusing darkness of the tide, and I had made my way to it—only to find a trap, the net that had almost murdered me.

I scooped up an armful of pearls and went back to the surface. I emerged just enough to see land. The girl was alive, crawling back toward a cave set deep in the rockface. I would bring her the sea’s treasure as a thank-you, and it would give me a quiet place to learn more about her. I would never understand her—human words were low-pitched and gravelly and impossible to learn—but there was more than one way to communicate. I would draw, gesture, do whatever it took.

She might not even be human, or how else would she stay perfectly dry after leaving the water?

When the tide rose, bringing water into her hiding place, I sneaked in, deposited the armload of pearls by the edge of the pool, and settled in to wait. It was the perfect lair, serving as protection from the weather, with plenty of food washing willingly right inside. My rescuer was curled up on her side, sleeping off the trauma.

Her eyelashes were thick and dark against her cheeks. Two limbs were curled up toward her chest where her tail should be. I dug my fingers into the rock and dragged myself up next to her, pulling the coverings from her…I reached for the word. Father had taught it to me only in the context of making me aware of danger and enemies.

Legs. They were legs, like two muscled fins, naked of scales. And underneath the coverings, which I tossed to the side, was more fabric. Why were humans so obsessed with layers? Why cover their skin? There was nothing shameful in it. Maybe she was cold. I peeled off that layer and saw the ends of her legs, digits like fingers but shorter and stubbier curling against the cool air.

She was amazing.

There was a rush in my stomach like I used to get when I’d sneak out and do all the dangerous things my parents warned me about—holding fast to dolphins as they hurtled through the strongest currents, lurking under the silhouettes of human ships so close I could see the sun shining through the waves around them. She was dangerous and thrilling in the same way. I laid beside her on the stone until my tail ached, my scales growing stiff and uncomfortable. When I slipped back into the pool, the tide had ebbed, leaving a stream so shallow I couldn’t escape.

Oops.

So I rested in the shallows, recovering from the ordeal. I wanted to know her name, but I didn’t see how I could, or how she could ever know mine. Zale, a name I could never live up to because it meant “mighty sea.” It was a name for a princess, and I had lost that title…though I wasn’t sad to see it stripped from me. A proper princess would have drowned the human when she had the opportunity.

I snagged a fish, hit it hard against the stone, and began devouring it, ravenous. I hadn’t eaten since before the storm.

A piercing shriek echoed off the cave walls, volume so loud I dropped the remains of my dinner to cover my ears. The girl had woken from her rest, but I didn’t see what she was screaming about. There was nothing in the cave but us.

“Stop!” I shouted, distressed, and her voice grew louder. She scrabbled across the floor, spotting the leg covers and fabric I had taken off her discarded a few feet away.

We were afraid of humans. Who knew humans were afraid of us too?

I screamed back, partly to get her to be quiet and partly because I was scared. Clear bottles in neat rows on shelves shattered, sending powders exploding into small multicolored puffs of smoke and liquids running across the floor. The human lunged at me and grabbed my wrist, and I tried to pull away, thrashing my tail and my free arm as hard as I could.

“You hateful fish, look what you’ve done!”

My mouth dropped open, my eyes went wide. She was speaking mermish, or I had developed a sudden understanding of her language.

“I can understand you!” I squeaked.

“Of course you can, I have a translation rune,” she snapped, her cheeks strangely pink as she put—

“What are those things?” I pointed to the fabric bunched up in her hands.

“Uh. Socks.”

“What are they for?” I crossed my arms over the edge of the rock and rested my chin on them.

“For covering my feet.”

“Why do you cover your feet?”

She flapped her hands at me in disgust. “I don’t owe you any explanations. Look what you did to my ingredients! It will take me months to collect and prepare them all again.” She stood up, jamming her feet—now covered in socks—back inside the thick coverings with sturdy bottoms. They were probably to protect the tender skin of her legs from sharp or poisonous things.

“My name is Zale.”

“I don’t care.”

“That’s very rude.”

“Well, to be fair, I’m a very rude person!” She threw her hands up in agitation.

“I can see that. What’s your name, rude human? Why did you scream so much?”

“Because you were eating a raw fish!”

“Yes?” I squinted. I felt like I was missing the context of this. “I was hungry.”

“That’s revolting. It wasn’t even cooked! You and your gross fish-gutting teeth.” She made a gagging noise.

I ran my tongue over them. “They’re not gross. How do your teeth look?” I reached for her and she skittered away.

“Haven’t you heard of boundaries? I bet you would have just reached in my mouth to take a look!”

“Of course I would have. I want to know what your teeth look like.” I hesitated. “Please don’t be angry with me.”

“I am exceptionally angry with you.” She turned her back, her shoulders hunched. “As a matter of fact, I’m furious. I ruined my net, I almost died trying to save you, and you repay me with supersonic shrieking so awful it shatters glass. Who’s the rude one now?”

“You’re not mad,” I said softly, sadly. “You’re afraid.”

“I’m not!”

But she was. I knew it, and she knew I knew it, which was why she wouldn’t look at me. I snapped my mouth shut. My teeth frightened her.

“What can I do to make it up to you?”

She pointed to the entrance of the cave. “Get out.”

“Not until my debt has been repaid. If you hadn’t cut me loose, I would’ve died in that net. In…your net? Did you set the trap?”

“It wasn’t a trap. I do this twice each year and have since I was thirteen.”

“Thirteen what?”

“Thirteen years old. Why are you being deliberately obtuse?”

“I’m not! I don’t live my life by the setting and rising of the sun. I measure time in tides and seasons. You really are rude, even for a human.”

She grabbed a branch with a bundle of dried sand reeds tied to the bottom and started sweeping up the powders and shards of glass off the floor, avoiding the sticky puddles here and there. I watched her for a while, my chin propped on my hands.

Maybe she won’t notice if I go find the rest of that fish.

“Faeryn,” she said quietly.

“What?”

“That’s my name. Faeryn.”

I smiled. “Hello, Faeryn. It’s nice to meet you.”

“I’m still not happy about my ingredients.” She scowled, scooping the pile of debris into a scallop shell and dumping it into a woven basket. She smacked her hands together daintily to dislodge the dust.

“What can I do to fix it?”

“You can’t replace them. They’re all from land. They’re labor-intensive. I’ll have to collect and dry herbs, grind down shells, burn driftwood to make ash.”

“What are they ingredients for?”

“Magic.”

The most powerful of humans—mages. It was important to please her, or who knew what kind of mischief she could get up to. She’d already proven she was rude.

Also, against my best interest, I thought her absolutely fascinating—from her prickly nature right down to her inexplicable socks. She was lovely and dangerous, and I couldn’t help but admire her frankness. She did not give a single damn what I thought. I found myself immensely charmed by that.

“I bet I can bring you back ingredients you’ve never had before,” I offered slyly.

Faeryn scoffed. “Unlikely.” There was a gleam in her eyes, though, an interest she was trying to dampen.

“Give me a few hours.” I pointed at the pile of pearls. “Between those and some extra special ingredients, we’ll be even, right?”

She turned away to pluck a dried bundle of leaves from where it dangled from a string tied to a stalactite. It went into a little stone bowl, where she began grinding it aggressively with a pestle into a fine dust. “You won’t come back.”

“Don’t be so cynical. I’ll see you soon.” I pulled myself along the low stream, relieved when I exited the mouth of the cave into the open sea.


Chapter Three

Faeryn

Zale was gorgeous and ethereal.

I hated her. At least the townsfolk were honest in their dislike and fear; her childlike curiosity and desire to earn my forgiveness were nothing but a sham. In case she did come back, though, I went out to the beach and started a small fire to roast some fish. Just to show her how to properly eat, of course. Not to be kind. I had a reputation to uphold, after all.

“Faeryn!”

I looked up. Owen stood on the threshold where the dusty path from town dissolved into the beach, unwilling to set foot in my territory uninvited. Just as well. I didn’t want him there.

“That smells delicious!” he called.

Irritated, I signaled for him to come over. He sat in the sand beside me, grimacing as grains worked their way into his clothes. I wordlessly handed him a little pouch, all that remained of the charm designed to keep dirt and sand out of uncomfortable places.

“Rub that into the hem of your shirt and pants. It’ll keep the sand out.”

“So you really are a witch,” he said softly. His tone wasn’t accusatory, just resigned.

I held the metal rod with skewered fish out, and he wriggled a strip off the end, passing it from hand to hand so it didn’t burn him and blowing on it.

“I really am.”

“I was the only person in Acantha who didn’t really believe it.”

“You should have.”

“But you’re not a…a wicked sorceress. You’re harmless.”

“Am I?” I raised an eyebrow. “I caused last night’s storm.”

“Not to hurt people.” He poked the fish in his mouth. “Anyway, you should lay low for a week or two. The prince is on tour, trying witches in hopes it makes the kingdom more peaceful, and he’s set to arrive in Acantha soon before he returns to the capital.”

I scoffed. “Has he considered that the kingdom would be more peaceful if he stopped persecuting people for being different?”

He squirmed. “I don’t know. Thank you for the fish.” He stood up, brushed sand off his pants, and handed back the little sack of powder. “Here’s this. I appreciate the offer, but I’ll pass.”

“Does magic make you uncomfortable?”

“Yes.” He didn’t hesitate. “I wish you wouldn’t do it. You could be part of the village again, you know. If you renounced your magic. I would vouch for you.”

“I don’t want to be embraced by Acantha on false pretenses. Denying that part of me is like…like denying that my heart is beating. It’s a vital part of me.”

“You could be accepted, though!”

I glared at him. “I will be accepted exactly as I am, or not at all. I will not change myself to suit the townsfolk and make them happy.”

“Fine!” He stalked off toward the village.

I’d alienated my one ally, the only boy who didn’t think I was a monster. It didn’t feel as cataclysmic as I expected. The cool sea breeze still ruffled my hair. The sun still warmed the sand. I was alive, despite my run-in with the net the night before. Owen was angry, but he would get over it, and if he didn’t—well, what was one more person when the whole village shunned me anyhow?

I gathered up the grilled fish in a woven basket and headed for town. The pearls would fetch a much greater price from the jeweler at market than the tiny general store, but I needed new jars immediately. I couldn’t afford to wait. Lennel, the bushy-mustached shopkeeper, scowled at me as I entered the store, a tiny, tinkling bell signaling my arrival.

I held out a middling pearl. “I would like to sell this, please.” The polite word left an ashy taste in my mouth and I could not muster a smile.

He took it from me and rolled it around in his palm, squinting. If he could have accused me of selling a fake, he would have, but all of Acantha knew of my wares from the sea. They were in high demand at the royal court; it gave me pleasure to know the gold of the witch-haters ultimately ended up in my coffers thanks to their love of finery and luxuries.

“Twenty.” Lennel never took his beady eyes off me, though I had never stolen a day in my life. He pushed two gold coins across the counter.

I laughed. I couldn’t help myself.

“Is something funny?” He glared at me.

“At market that would bring at least five hundred crowns. I know you have to turn a profit, but anything less than two hundred is insulting.”

“Then consider yourself insulted.” He pointed toward the door.
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