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To all my friends and neighbors in the mountains – you showed courage and compassion under the worst of circumstances, and your example gives me hope for the future when the past and present feel overwhelming.
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A Note To New Readers
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While essentially a standalone story, The Siren and the Selkie contains characters and refers to situations from my already published series The Landers Saga and The Phoenix Realm.  I think you can enjoy this novel without having read any of the preceding books—it is a companion volume, not a sequel.  However, be aware that there will be revelations of some pivotal events from previous books.  Thank you for your interest and as always, happy reading!  
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Chapter One ~ Sewell
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When I saw the colored light from the windows falling across the glossy pine curls of her hair, I knew I was home again.  The incense hung blue in the air, such a heavy spice that it made scent visible, and I inhaled deeply as I slid into the pew a few rows behind her.  I hadn't dared ask her for a lock of her hair before I had left, instead settling for a long coil of pine I had planed from a board in the estate workshop.  This I had concealed in my inner shirt pocket, flattened and dulled by my travels.  But still treasured.  I touched it now and wished for the right words when we came face to face after the service.

Chapel was a mostly solitary pleasure for me.  My family rarely attended, and their absence gave me a space I could inhabit entirely as myself.  I wasn't a son or brother or nephew here.  Though I was a Landers, so I couldn't escape into anonymity the way I could in the crowds of Corcin sometimes.  Used to be after I first moved to Landers Hall, if I woke up early enough on holy days, I slipped away to Calcors to recapture that complete freedom from my name.  After she came to the estate parish, however, my forays to the Calcors cathedral ceased.  

I smiled to myself at the word forays; it gave my church attendance the same furtive feel of Dominic's tavern escapades.  They had felt that way when Father first asked me where I went on holy day mornings.  I had been fourteen at the time, with no idea how well we were guarded until I started venturing from the family circle as an adolescent.  The guards hadn't stopped me, but one of them had followed me and seen me enter the cathedral.

"After we all attended His Majesty's decade jubilee, I kept smelling the incense and hearing the music and Father Fridolf's preaching.  I liked what he said, about how Mother's singing burned away all the impurity and made the church beautiful," I had mumbled in response to Father's question.  "Suppose it's strange for the son of the phoenix to seek the inside of a church, when I have her voice right here . . ."

"Not when you spent your first three years in a Sarneth convent.  Seems natural to me you would seek out such familiarity," Father had retorted.

"What?"  I had gaped at him.

He sighed heavily, an unusual weight to his words, "You were born in Sarneth, Sewell.  We hid you away in a convent to protect you.  It's why you don't remember much about your mother as a woman."

"Protect me from what?" 

"You can't tell the others, not yet, but we hid you away from King Rainier.  He took a great interest in your mother's abilities, and we worried you would be a warlock.  So we concealed your identity, hid you away with a sympathetic abbess and her flock . . ."

"Abby," I murmured, memories surfacing of dark skin and eyes against a white wimple, a wrinkled hand cool and soothing against my forehead as she smoothed my hair back after a nightmare.

He sighed again, his hands steepled together under his chin as he regarded me.  "I should have told you before.  I wasn't sure how much you remembered, but I knew after I heard about you going to church on your own that you remembered something."

"Why haven't you told me before?  And why can't I tell the others?"

"Because King Rainier is still after Dominic and Avreal—that's why we have the guards.  I'm going to tell them at some point, but not yet.  They're too young.  You're too young too, really, but you deserve to know.  You have nothing to be ashamed of, going to church.  I know the rest of us are heretics," here his mouth curled into one of his customary grins, "but that doesn't mean you have to be.  Rector Fridolf is a good man, one of the best, and you could do far worse than listen to one of his sermons, especially if it comforts you and reminds you of your Abby."

"Can I go see her?"

He frowned.  "I'm sorry, Sewell.  I would have taken you back long ago for a visit and told you all about this part of your heritage, but for my fears of King Rainier.  The abbess would have loved that—she loved you dearly."

"She's passed?" I whispered, my eyes stinging suddenly.

He nodded.  "Last fall, of a fever."

Tears dripped down my cheeks, tears for this woman I hardly remembered, except that I had loved her and she had loved me.  Father had gotten up then and come around his desk, briefly resting his hand on my shoulder as he pressed a crinkled, ink-stained handkerchief into my hand.  

The memory scattered in glimmering shards of colored light as the congregation rose for the closing processional, and I shook myself as I scrambled up.  I had missed the prayers and sermon, and it jarred me, losing the middle of things like that.  Life sometimes seemed like a series of book ends, fronts and backs but no centers.  No, that wasn't precisely correct—there were centers, but they didn't match the fronts and backs because they existed entirely in my mind.  

Father had said this was because I was an artist like Mother, and after I had met human Mother on Nimeertet's Island, I had understood better what he meant.  Mother and I had spent endless centers together in her studio there, happily creating paintings and sculptures side by side, only occasionally speaking.  Nothing had jarred me in that studio—instead I had floated along in the flow of pure creation.  Here, life jostled me constantly.  I had returned reluctantly, knowing I needed to, knowing I had a duty to, but missing those hours with Mother, especially on the days when the bustle and hassle of the estate threatened to overwhelm me.  

Only the anticipation of seeing her again had lured me fully back—if not for her, my body might have returned, but my soul would have stayed forever on Nimeertet's Island.  But I required my body and my soul in one place and one time if I intended to woo her properly.  

I picked out her fulsome, sweet soprano while we sang the final hymn—if a lily could speak, I imagined it would speak in her voice, a heady scent translated to a heady sound, heavy yet soft as gold, enough to knock me down on my knees.  I shut my eyes briefly at the shock of hearing her again and tried to ignore everything but her voice in my ears.  

Even after I opened my eyes and joined the line shuffling out after the priest and his entourage, I floated above my body, my mind lost in a reverie of our last tryst down on the creek bank before I had left on the voyage to Nimeertet's Island.  I had chanced a kiss, our first such intimacy, and all had been ecstasy for a single moment before she had pulled away and declared she didn't believe I would return.  Then she had clambered up the bank to the path, where she had taken off, swift as a deer, her skirts and hair flying behind her, before I had even recovered my voice enough to call after her.  Even then, my words had been hoarse, weak following the wordless power of touching my lips to hers.  Despite all the sword practice as a youth, I had never possessed the quick reflexes of my brother and father, and I cursed my lack in that instant.  

Then suddenly, here we were, face to face on the steps of the church, and I thudded clumsily back to the present, my mouth dry as I met her gaze.  

"You're back," she exclaimed, and I couldn't tell if her surprise held joy or trepidation.  "Sir," she added.

"It's Sewell," I managed.  "Always Sewell to you, Rhyannon."  I clasped her hand briefly, our secret message to meet later, and her fingers stiffened against mine before her sister Rosabel prodded her from behind, and the crowd bore her away, a flower petal on the stream.  

Rosabel spared me a glance, and I nodded to her.  "Where's Conrad today?" I asked.

"He twisted his ankle in the north pasture, the same ankle he broke last year, and I made him stay off it today.  I'll tell him you asked after him, sir."

"Please tell him I hope it mends quickly.  I wish my brother were here—he could fix it in a minute."

Her teeth flashed in a tight grin.  "That he could—a great talent has Sir Dominic.  If need be, though, we can summon Lady Esmeralda or one of her pupils from the academy.  'Tis a boon, having it so close.  Good day, sir."

"Good day," I tossed at her back as she strode down the steps, her children following her like a line of obedient goslings.  Rhyannon waited for her near the edge of the clearing, and our eyes met for an instant before she looked away.  I took that lightning look between us with me as I strolled back home, carrying the hope inside lightly lest it burst like a soap bubble.  Had she understood the unspoken message in my hand clasp?  Would she answer it with an appearance or an absence?  What if she couldn't get away?  I'd wait all night by the creek if need be, but what if I did, and she never showed?  Could I take that as her final answer?  Why couldn't I be bolder like Dominic?  It wasn't as if I didn't know how I felt about her.  I knew all too well.

~~~~~
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"Sewell, Lady Arythea has returned from court."  Aunt Dagmar poked her fork in my direction.

"That's nice—I hope she had a pleasant time," I mumbled around my bread, not sure what to say.

"You should ride over there later, pay a visit."  She took a bite, her unblinking eyes fixed on me over the rims of her spectacles as she chewed.  I pretended not to notice her scrutiny as I peered into my soup.

"If Sewell's unwilling, I'll ride over there, Mother."  Jaco grinned and slurped his wine.  

Aunt Dagmar winced, probably Jaco's aim-–he enjoyed needling her.  "I think not—I'll not have you representing this House, not until you've shaved and changed your linen.  You couldn't attract a barmaid in your current state, much less a gentleman's daughter with the delicate manners of Lady Arythea," she said stiffly.  Then she unexpectedly sighed as she regarded her middle son.  "Wipe the butter from your chin, dear.  No, not with the tablecloth—where's your napkin?"  When he looked at her in apparent puzzlement, the tablecloth halfway raised to his face, she thrust her own napkin at him.  She didn't need it.  She never needed it.  Her napkins remained pristine throughout all meals, their only seeming purpose to clean her errant sons and occasionally me.  

"So I take it Arythea didn't secure a betrothal at court?" Nan remarked, one hand seeking Flavian's as she rested the other on the growing swell of their second child.  I watched her the way I might watch a coiled snake.  She had brushed against me in the hall the other day, the hand that now held her husband's straying to unmentionable places.  My cheeks heated at the memory.  It could have just been an accident, but it wasn't the first such "accident" when it came to Nan.  I wished Dominic or Avreal were here—I could have asked either one about Nan's aura, what they thought.  But Dominic and Kelene were still in Corcin, introducing their new baby to Eden and the rest of our family there.  Avreal and Elk had taken their children to visit his tribe in the SerVerin Empire.  And I could only see Mother and Father as birds when they landed here to check on us folks at Landers Hall, so I couldn't very well ask Mother either.  My blush seared at the notion of asking human Mother about Nan's flirtations.  No, my time with human Mother shouldn't be soiled with such speculations—it was too embarrassing.  Even asking Avreal would be a stretch.  Dominic would be best when it came to solving this particular mare's nest.  

Aunt Dagmar's gaze narrowed as she slid her eyes sideways toward her daughter-in-law, and I wondered for one wild instant if she suspected Nan.  But all she said, her tone mild, "I know—it's surprising.  Such a pretty, highborn girl as Arythea, with her fine manners, should have no trouble finding a suitor."

"Perhaps it's because she's pining for me."  Jaco lifted his goblet in a mock toast.

"Most assuredly so."  I raised my own glass.  

"Sewell," Aunt Dagmar scolded.  "Don't encourage his questionable wit."  Though I noticed her hide a smile behind her hand.

"Mother, do you need a napkin?"  Without waiting for her response, Jaco lobed a fisted bit of cloth at her.

She managed to catch it.  "You had your napkin all along, didn't you?" she asked.  "That stunt with the tablecloth was one of your pranks."

"Naturally."  He dabbed delicately at his mouth with his napkin, and Roland, Nan, and I all snorted while Uncle Selwyn and Flavian just looked befuddled at the whole scene before resuming their quiet debate about which fields to plow and which to let lie fallow.  

Aunt Dagmar shook her head, then turned to regard me again.  I had hoped Jaco's antics would distract her, but no such luck.  "Really, Sewell, if you have no thought to courting Arythea, what about Bevelle of Nor Downs?"

I fidgeted.  "She's a nice girl, very pretty, but . . ."

"But?" she prodded.  "It would be nice to see you settled before you run off to the edge of the world again."

"Wouldn't it?"  Jaco echoed in a falsetto voice.  "She has your gown picked out and everything, Sewell."

"You be quiet," his mother said, her deadly tone quelling even his high spirits.  "This is a serious matter."

"Really, Aunt, I appreciate your interest, but I think I can pick out a bride for myself."  Unease blazed down the back of my neck.

"I'm sure you can, but I worry with you gallivanting everywhere now with your brother that it will be some foreign girl.  Not that I have anything against foreigners," she added hastily.  "Kelene and Dominic are perfect together.  I just think with you settled here that your bride should be someone from here too—otherwise I worry she would miss her family overmuch."  

"I only went with Dominic to Nimeertet's Island, and there are no foreign girls there.  I'm not intending to voyage again any time soon."  Though I might ride a unicorn back to the island to see human Mother and Father again I added to myself.  But she didn't need to know that yet.  If ships made her this nervous, a unicorn that she couldn't see would send her into a fit of the vapors.  One day in the studio, Mother had wished aloud that we could coax her sister on a ship—or a unicorn—to visit Nimeertet's Island just once.  Then she had answered her own musing with a sigh—she had known Aunt Dagmar her whole life and hence knew better than anyone else how attached her sister was to the solid earth, both in body and spirit.  

"I'm glad to hear it," that practical sister sniffed, reminding me abruptly of the here and now.  "Dominic already aims to turn my hair white before I'm fifty summers—I don't need you at it too."

"When will Dominic return here?" Nan asked with seeming idle curiosity, though I detected a sharp gleam in her gaze.  I quickly looked down and pretended to be preoccupied with my soup, which had gone lukewarm.

"Kelene wrote in her last letter that they hope to be here for high summer," Aunt Dagmar supplied.  "She's reluctant to travel too far by land with Antareez just yet, and given how he started out in a tide pool, I can understand why she wants to take things slowly."

Uncle Selwyn cleared his throat.  "Does he still have gills and fins?" 

"Of course not," his wife snapped.  

"I just wondered if we would have to supply a tub of salt water for a cradle, 'tis all," he said mildly.  "Given how Avreal started out with feathers and a beak, it's a valid question in this family."  

Jaco laughed, though I doubted his father had meant it as a joke.  Uncle Selwyn didn't make many jokes.  "They wouldn't have left Nimeertet's Island unless Antareez's lungs worked," I said, doing my best to answer Uncle Selwyn's concern in the serious manner with which I was sure he had intended it.

"Ah, that makes sense."  He scratched his chin and stared off into space for a moment before he noticed Aunt Dagmar still glaring at him.  "What?" he demanded.  "I'm allowed a question or two, aren't I?  When half of our family has turned into giant birds or fish, it gets confusing for me, all right?"

She relented then and reached for his hand.  "I suppose it does."  

~~~~~
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After we finished the main meal, I went to my studio.  Most afternoons I had tenants to visit.  But holy days freed up my time a little.  But not enough, never enough.  I inhaled deeply as I glanced around at all the half-finished projects and tried not to feel overwhelmed.  I longed for Nimeertet's Island again.  Or Corcin.  When Grandfather had first proposed me coming here to Landers Hall and helping oversee the estate, it had seemed like a window being thrown open.  I had feared that I would be expected to go to court after Father's transformation and take up his duties there.  The prospect yawned before me, a bottomless chasm of tasks beyond my capabilities.  But then this opportunity had presented itself, and I figured in my youthful optimism that I would have plenty of time to pursue my carving.  

It hadn't worked out that way, however.  I had more skills as a politician than I realized, my ability to soothe ruffled feathers both literally and figuratively a sorely needed talent here.  Uncle Selwyn and Flavian were good with the ledgers, but they both lacked a certain finesse when it came to people.  Jaco was far more amiable, too amiable his mother sniffed.  He whiled away the hours at the tavern, where he would far rather play cards with our tenants than collect rents.  

Roland had the most promise as someone who could help me intercede with the tenants, if only he weren't so quiet.  He had reluctantly taken over my estate rounds when I sailed off with Dominic and Kelene and had done reasonably well when it came to repairing barns or fetching firewood for widows or breaking horses.  But he went about these goodwill gestures like a monk who had taken a vow of silence.  No chitchat, none of that easy banter that made the drudgery pass faster and built camaraderie.  I could see the visible relief from the family and the tenants upon my return, and that bothered me.  It wasn't that I wanted to hand all my chores off to Roland so I could do as I pleased.  But it would be pleasant to have some help, and despite his shyness, I sensed he could do just as well as I did.  So I continued to bring him with me, hoping that would accustom him to all the various personalities and quirks of each household and give him some conversational fodder for the day that I returned to Nimeertet's Island.

I picked up the carving I had started of a tiger.  Since being around Nimeertet, I felt more certain of my ability to capture a realistic tiger in motion.  Although I enjoyed depicting all kinds of animals, I had securer footing with the creatures that had surrounded me since childhood and that I had observed in nature.  Deer, bear, wolves, horses, owls, seals.  Phoenixes, weirhawks, mermaids.  I had made simple elephants and giraffes and tigers for my niece and nephew after their return from the SerVerin Empire, but I had never been comfortable relying on their toddler descriptions and pictures in books.  My new familiarity with tigers, at least, was but one of the many reasons I appreciated my time on the island.  

A few hours later, I came back to myself.  The sun slanted long across the floor, and I needed to leave.  I set my blade and the sculpture down, taking an instant to absorb the pleasure of seeing the tiger released from its blocky, rough beginning to a more defined, sleeker middle.  In another day or so, he would be completely freed from the confines of the striped maple chunk I had started with.  I ran my finger down one of the reddish lines.  I had never used striped maple before—it was softer than other maples, and that had been a pleasant change.  I worried though that the unaccustomed ease of working with it might render me reckless.  Woods like oak could be unforgiving, but they forced me to be deliberate and keep my blades ready and sharp.  A memory of Grandfather putting us through our paces at swordplay flashed through my mind, brightly grim as sunshine on a battlefield.  Perhaps the old warrior would have appreciated me keeping my chisels sharp to attack a tough oak root.  Or more likely he would have growled that he expected me to test his training against human opponents.  

I missed him—more broadly, I missed home.  This was home, but not in the same way Corcin was.  There was always something exciting happening in Corcin—political plots and new discoveries and artistic innovations.  Avreal's shows all by themselves offered more to ponder in one night than a month of dinners here.  In Corcin, I was the quiet Landers, the eldest, the steady influence on all the intense, wild youngsters who came after me.  Now I yearned for their unpredictable high jinks, even as I relished the straightforward routine of the days here. It was strange being the only Landers so divided.  

After one last look at the emerging tiger, I quit my studio and headed down to the kitchen.  I lost myself in the bustle of the servants preparing the evening meal and planned to slip out unnoticed, a vain wish.

"So you're not staying for supper, Master Sewell?" Hester asked as I grabbed a flask of ale and some bread and cheese.

"I need a walk to clear my head, and the daylight won't last long."

The old cook nodded in a knowing way that would have left me uneasy if Aunt Dagmar had offered such a gesture.  I trusted Hester to hold her own counsel though—she had never been one to offer unsolicited advice on anything more substantial than the weather.  "Well, be careful not to stay out too late and catch a chill," she said finally.  "I know summer approaches, but it still plays coy some nights."

I thanked her and ducked out the side door.  The fields lay before me, golden stubble interspersed with new green, brilliant in the fading light.  And beyond them, the woods and the creek and the tender hope of Rhyannon.  
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Chapter Two ~ Rhyannon
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I crept upstairs and waited with bated breath on the corner step, then the landing, then outside my door for anyone to remark on my vanish-ment.  But the clatter and chatter in the main room and kitchen tumbled on without cease, no remarks about that will-o-the-wisp Rhyan to disrupt it into sudden, ominous silence.  I hated it when they called me that—I wasn't a Will, and I wasn't a wisp, whatever that might be.  I was myself, and although they might have claim on my outward labors and my gratitude, they had no claim to name me after swamp flame.  They had no claim upon my soul.

I quietly pulled the door closed behind me, then knelt and reached under the bed.  My fingers found the knothole in a trice.  I pulled the floorboard up, the cubby beneath I had made soon after I came here.  Ah, my treasures.  Usually I paused over each one, traced out its familiar beauties, before moving onto the next.  The purple-gray oyster shell, all shimmery on its mother-of-pearl underside.  The screech owl skull I had found in Rob's barn years ago, its delicate curves light as air.  The sky-blue, silver-tipped feather, far too large to be from a gull—had to be a phoenix feather.  Caught in a crevice between two rocks down on the shore. Perhaps from Sewell's sister, though I hadn't the courage to ask him.  Yet, I hadn't the courage yet, I insisted to myself.  Yet meant we would see each other again.  Yet meant we had a future.

I scrambled through the rest:  agates, a driftwood wand, shells, bits of sea-smoothed glass, stones, an acorn, my mother's pearl ring . . . then my fingers closed on the polished sculpture I sought.  I drew her forth, clutched in my fist, then slowly opened my hand, like petals unfurling, blooming to reveal the center glory of the flower within.  Sewell's carving of a seal, her body golden pine like my hair he had said, her eyes dark and deep like my eyes he had said.  He had painted her eyes and her nose black, but he had used many layers on the eyes so that they shined bright as tiny stars.  

I touched her smooth shape, fingertips on fire at the recollection of his lips on mine.  If I went tonight, would he kiss me again?  I vowed to myself I wouldn't run like a ninny this time, though it was impossible to know for sure.  Kissing him had put me in mind of standing in the surf and watching a wave roll in, gentle and small with distance at first, then growing larger and rougher as the reality of it drew closer, a force that could knock me over and pull me under.  The confusing part was that I wanted to be pulled under, but dreaded it all at the same time.  What if it drowned me?  

The tramp of footsteps tingled from my ears to my toes, and I shoved the carving and all the rest into my cubby and dropped the floorboard into place.  Rosabel, by the sharp rat-tat-tat of her heels and deliberate stride.  

"Rhyan?" she called.

"In here."  I just managed to get to my feet by the instant she creaked the door open and looked in at me.

"Thought you might be hiding up here, wicked creature."

"I not be wicked.  A burr got down the back of my dress—I didn't want to fidget through Rob and Mary's visit, so I came up to fix it."

"Oh, well they're here now, so be a dear and come help with the children.  Ned and Hector already got in a scuffle outside while Rob was seeing to the horses, and Conrad tried to break it up and really strained his ankle but good.  Silly lout, he knows better.  We'll have to call in one of the healers tomorrow, I'll be bound, and we haven't got any vegetables or meat to spare.  Maybe I could send the children out for a few blackberries, or Ned could catch some fish . . ."

"They don't expect payment, not every time," I managed to insert while she finally drew breath. 

"I know that, Rhyan, but we've already called them out two times at least this spring, three if you count Ned's fever in late February, and I had nothing for them then either.  I don't want to be beholden, especially to them."

"Why?" was out of my mouth before I could stop it.  "How is it being beholden?  You're helping them—they need the experience."

Her eyes squinted at me, as if she peered down a well in hopes of glimpsing the bottom.  "Suppose that's true, but I still don't like it.  They got talents I don't understand."

I sank my teeth into my tongue, a little pain to keep me from a bigger pain.  But that plan didn't work as well as it used to—the words blurted out anyway.  "We all got talents none of us rightly understand.  How does a spider know how to weave a web?  How does a bird know how to build a nest?  How does milk churn into butter?"

"Be you a riddler now?" she asked, in that indulgent older sister voice that made my lip curl over something sour, even though her words seemed to hold nothing but sweetness.

"'Tisn't what I meant."

"You'd best keep such questions to yourself—they don't have answers, and it makes you seem addled."

"I not be addled."

"I know that, Rhyan, but folk outside the family don't know that about you, and Rob thinks he's found you a likely suitor."

Oh no, another one . . . "Unlikely suitor, more's like it," I muttered.

She grabbed my arm just over my wrist, her grip pinching.  "You listen," she hissed.  "Me and Rob—with our parents gone, it's on us to find you a good match.  But you have to meet us halfway, child.  Now, you got the looks.  All you have to do is stay sweet and demure for a month or two, and we'll have you paired off to a good man.  A good provider.  You'll thank us one day, when age has poured a little sense in you."

I shook my head.  "I'd rather walk into the sea and never come back."

"You don't know what you're saying."  Her grasp tightened, so much I breathed out a pained whistle.  "Your head be full of nonsense, myths and stories he's told you . . ."

"He doesn't know that story."  

"He won't marry you, you know.  He can't—he be noble and you be a penniless orphan."

"There've been matches between the titled and untitled before!"

"Name me one such match," she sneered.  When I didn't answer, she said, her voice softer,  "It doesn't matter—you'll never fit in that world.  He only wants you for one thing—noblemen like him use up foolish girls like you.  If it were just that, it would be bad enough.  But he be a fey one.  I worry it's more than a straightforward seduction with the likes of him."

"How dare you?"  Finally, I managed to wrench my arm from her.  Red marks from her fingers that would purple into bruises later.  

"I dare because I care about you, what happens to you."

"He be a good man—the son of the phoenix, Cormalen's savior.  How could any of her chicks be heartless seducers, reared in phoenix song from the time they could toddle?"

"Cormalen wasn't so bad before her—it didn't need saving," she scoffed.  

"I notice you don't say that to the healers when you need 'em.  Before her song, the crown would have burned them alive for curing Ned of his fever and Conrad of his broken ankle."  I ducked her slap and headed for outside.  

"Rhyan!" she panted after me as I clattered down the steps.  "You go out now, now when I need you, you don't bother coming back."

The open doorway beckoned me, the spring fields and forests beyond, the beguiling rustle of a thousand greens.  I could sleep outside, under the stars for a night, deprive them of my presence and the many chores I did for my keep here.  But what if she wouldn't take me back in the morning?  She could be unforgiving when it came to ingratitude, and I could understand why, being that way myself sometimes.  She didn't intend to be cruel.  She just wanted me to follow her path.  It wasn't a bad path, it just wasn't mine.  But she would likely never see that, no matter how many nights I spent outside.  Besides, if I was still too angry to miss her in the morning, I would miss the children.  

For an instant, I stood poised on the threshold, soaked in the sun's comfort, before I did an about-face, whirling as smartly on my heel as a soldier well-drilled in the relentless march, and followed her lead into the kitchen.  She remained quiet towards me the rest of the afternoon, but no one else noticed—Rob and Conrad exchanging tall tales, each taller than the last, tended to overshadow most other concerns, and the children tearing about the house and yard took care of the rest.  She broke her silence only at the end, when I finally had calmed the children by showing the girls how to strand together daisy chains and the boys how to make grass whistles.  Glancing over the bowed heads, the furrowed brows, the satisfied smiles when they finally had completed their prizes, she said, "You're so good with them when you want to be.  You'll make a fine mother yet."

~~~~~
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Getting back on Rosabel's good side rendered it easier to slip off after supper.  Yawning, she hung up the dishtowel and sank into her armchair on the hearth.  Her words trailed off in a mumbled snore as her head nodded.  If I hadn't regained her good will, she would have still been buzzing, stirred up as a kicked-over beehive.  Usually I tucked the children in and told them a story or two, but Conrad caught me with a whisper as I headed for the stairs.

"I'll do it tonight, Rhyan." 

"You sure?" 

He gestured toward Rosabel.  "Even if she wakes, she'll just doze off again, and that's a dull evening when I'm too alert to doze myself.  Ain't used to being off my feet all day—feels like I napped away the hours, and now I'll never sleep again."

"What about the animals?"

"Ned took care of 'em."  He limped toward the steps.  "You go, enjoy yourself."  He winked at me, and my cheeks burned as I ducked my head down and fled for the outdoors before he changed his mind or Rosabel woke up.

As I tripped down the lane, half skipping, half dancing, I considered Conrad.  He knew where I was going and who I was meeting—that wink had said it all.  He could be a powerful ally in persuading Rosabel and Rob to accept Sewell, if and when it came to that.  

The sun reached long over the fields, quickening my pace.  Perhaps I could outrun the twilight.  My laces tightened with each breath, my lungs so small by the time I arrived at the bridge over the creek that I stopped and clutched the railing briefly.  

"Rhyannon?"

I gasped and twisted around.  "Wasn't expecting you here," I managed between breaths, my lungs slowly growing back to their proper size again.

Sewell palmed the back of his neck and glanced away down the road.  "I couldn't wait in our usual spot—I started to, but I couldn't stop pacing, so I thought I'd wander this direction and find you on your way."  He turned his face back towards me, his eyes locking with mine as he lowered his hand.  "You came—I'm so glad."

I smiled.  "I'm glad too.  It's good to see you back."  The golden light caught in his brown hair, bestowing a copper halo on him.  He resembled the statue of the angel in church with his square jaw, high cheekbones, and patient, watchful eyes—though whenever I had looked at that angel in the last few months, I had missed Sewell's freckles and slightly upturned nose.  And his hands—I had missed his hands most.  He had a craftsman's strong, long fingers, a rough history of his art etched in scars across his skin.  I reached out and grasped his hand in mine before I thought the better of such boldness.  Such un-maidenly familiarity would upset Rosabel, but she wasn't here right now, was she?  So I ran my fingertips over his knuckles and palms and read new marks there.

"You were at your art while you were abroad, I see."

"Yes—I learned scrimshaw from the sailors on the ship, and then I spent almost all my waking hours in my mother's studio on the island.  She painted while I carved."

"She painted?  How?  Did she hold the brush in her beak?"

He laughed, wove his fingers with mine.  "No—come, let's walk a-ways and talk.  I have so much to tell you, and I want to hear how you've fared.  I missed you."

I swallowed over the pebble of heavy feeling suddenly rising in my throat, a glug-glug choking me, my gulped-back tears dissolving the pebble like waves beating against stone.  Tears emerged instead of words—I hadn't known till that instant how much I had missed him, until I tried to tell him so and could only find salt water for words.  Then I was in his arms, and he murmured my name.  

"I'll take you with me when I go again—you would love that place."  His promise thrummed through my hair, warm and gentle as a summer breeze.

"Rosabel'll never allow that," I sobbed into his vest, inhaling the cozy, rich scent of boiled cream that always hung around him.  "If she knew I was out here now . . ."

"She doesn't approve, does she?"  

I shook my head, mute at the flat blade of his voice, the sharp pain at the edges.  

"What would I have to do to earn her good will?"

"Be a yeoman farmer with no witches or weirfolk in your bloodline."  Now that the overflowing seawater inside had washed away the pebble blocking my throat, the words poured out, words I had never meant to say.  It was the shock of his departure and his sudden return after a few months away—it had granted my tongue and heart an honesty that my mind still lacked.  

"She doesn't like witches?  But she's summoned the healers . . ."

"I know, I know.  I told her that very thing earlier."

"And weirfolk?"  He pulled away a little, his gaze turned inwards, far off in some inner land, so that I felt as if he didn't see me, even though we looked right at each other.  It was the loneliest feeling, having him here, holding me, but not present to me.  "But, Rhyannon, my parents, my sister—how could anyone dislike them?  They can't help their natures.  They can't help being birds.  They've saved lives by sacrificing their own.  And my brother—he's saved lives as a healer."  His voice rose, the first time I'd ever heard such clear upset from him.

"I know.  Never mind her."

"But she's your sister.  You live with her and her family.  You love them.  I can't cause a rift between you and them."  His hands dropped from me as he stepped back.

"You already have.  Just by being you, you have caused the rift.  Just by being me and yearning for you, I have caused the rift.  Even if we had never met, there would be a rift."  Now that the saltwater had dried, a bitter taste followed, stealing the mirth from my abrupt laugh.  A seal's bark of pain.  

"What's wrong?"  He reached for me again, but this time, I was the one who trod backwards.  I began to pace the length of the bridge, my arms crossed as I glanced down at the water gurgling in the stream below.  I could jump in that water and float away to the sea.  I had a vision of myself on the beach all day, weaving seaweed into my hair, building spirit dwellings from sand and sea-smoothed stones and shells, singing shanties to the gulls.  Then I would slip into my seal-skin and join my selkie sisters in the sea as we fished and frolicked in the moon channel with mermaids and dolphins.  Was that what had lured Mother away?  Father's ghost clutching her seal skin and leading her into the sea?

I uncrossed my arms, and my hands found the bridge railing and clung to it.  My human hands would restrain me, keep me from running off and going into the sea forever as Mother perhaps had.  "I think I have one of your sister's feathers," I heard myself say, my voice strange in my ears, another anchor to my human nature.

Sewell's boots tip-tapped on the road as he approached me, all cautious like a careful man observing a wild creature shy of humans.  "Where did you find it?"

"Down on the shore, near the caves."

"I didn't know you'd been down there.  That's a far walk."

"Used to go quite a bit, back afore my mother vanished, and we lost the cabin.  It was a much closer walk then, of course."

"Ah."  He leaned his hindquarters on the railing, several feet between us.  Easier to look at him that way, from the side, with him facing away from the water and me facing toward—we could take sips of each other rather than long quaffs.

"It probably is my sister's feather, then.  Or my mother's.  They both have more colorful plumage than the others, and they both have been in and around those caves quite a bit."

"It's blue like a robin's egg, with shiny silver mixed in."

"Definitely Avreal's feather then—she's the only bird I know with that particular blue tint."  He smiled, fondness for his sister dimpling his cheeks.

I glanced away at the water shimmering darkly below—although up here, the sun still embraced us, twilight had already reached the gorges of the creek.  I shivered—we had so little time together, these brief moments snatched between supper and nightfall.  "'Tis one of my treasures, her feather."

"What are your other treasures?"

So I told him of my cubby under the floorboards, what it contained, ending with the most precious, his carving of the golden seal.  He remained silent for a time after I had stumbled to a finish, and I dared a glance over at him.  He stared off, far away to the setting sun, and I had a glimpse of him leaning against the rail of his brother's ship as he gazed off into the mystery of the west. "Sewell?" I ventured finally, worried I had nattered on for too long about my small concerns.  He had much to tell me of his travels, and I had asked him nothing.

He rippled back to awareness, as if my saying his name were a sudden breeze over a still meadow.  He turned to me, his eyes deep and darkly green as the gully below us.  "It's strange—when I carved that seal, all I could see before me the whole time was you.  You were my model."

"Are you a warlock too, like your brother?"  The question burst out of me in my shock.

"No—what makes you say that?"  His voice held uncertain laughter.

I let go of the railing to gesture wildly at the growing darkness—it had spread up the creek banks to envelop the woods now.  "You see things about me no one else can—you know my story better than my own sister, but I haven't even told you the story, while she lived it along with me.  You don't know it, but you understand it—me—better than she does.  How is that?"  

He shook his head.  "What story?  Though you tell me that I understand, I'm confused.  I really don't understand, Rhyannon."

"Yes, you do."  I touched the saltwater trickling from my eyes, gathered the drops on my fingers and flicked them into the creek.  Let the minnows have some sorrow and joy to season their tasteless fresh water tonight.  "My mother is a selkie, a seal woman.  I am too.  When the time was right, we used to go down and gather on the rocks together with others.  Rob and Rosabel and Father didn't like it, but Mother and I didn't care, not then.  Or maybe we cared, but the sea whispering and the seals barking became too great a call to ignore at certain times.  Rob left, took over our grandfather's farm.  Then Rosabel married Conrad and left too.  Then Father got sick, and the healers could only ease it, not cure it.  When he died, Mother lost any hold to the land.  You would have thought from how she acted that he'd been her jailor, and his death threw the cell door open."

"Didn't she grieve for him?"  

I laughed, no merriment in it, only a seal's sharp cry of pain.  "Oh, she grieved, same as any widow who loved her husband.  Her love for him was the only thing anchoring her to the land.  That's how it be for selkies—our human mates, our human families, are our anchors in a safe port, but when the chain breaks, we might as well have remained wild creatures for all the human we have left in us."

"So her chain to the land broke when he died?"

"Yes."

"But what about you?  What about Rosabel and Rob?  Weren't her children chains too?"

"Apparently not."  I threw more tears to the fish.  "Or at least not strong enough chains.  I would have gone with her, you know.  But she wouldn't let me.  She slipped off one afternoon while I napped.  I looked and looked for her later and the next day and the next, but she wasn't anywhere to be found.  I might have stayed a seal and maybe found her one day, but Rosabel and Rob snuck up behind me on the beach and tossed a net over me and hauled me home."

"Damn them."  His profanity was a quiet growl, a sound so unlike his usual manner that I gaped at him.  When he noticed my look, he flushed rosy-tan in the dying sun.  "Sorry—it's just the thought of them being so rough with you bothers me.  I understand why they did it—I'm even grateful they did because if they hadn't, we might never have met.  But it's still wrong.  Someone used a net on my sister once when she was in her phoenix form, and she couldn't sing for months afterwards."

I gaped at him.  "I never . . ."

He halted and looked back at me, waiting.  Several breaths passed, my mind a blank.  "I never would have thought your sister and I could have such a thing in common," poured out of my mouth, so abruptly that I didn't know what I was going to say until all the words hung in the air between us.

"I'm sorry it's so—never should have happened to either one of you.  Two sweeter souls I couldn't imagine.  I hope you can meet her soon.  My parents too."

"Me, meet the phoenix?"  An excited dread tingled through me, akin to the sensation of brushing against a jellyfish while swimming as the seal one afternoon.  The pain that followed had driven me back to the beach, where I lay naked in my human skin until my mother found me and helped me return home.  I wondered what would follow meeting the phoenix and her hawk mate and their daughter?  These creatures of legend?  

"Rhyannon?"  Sewell touched my arm.  "Are you all right?"

"I've heard her song twice in my life, seen her out flying a handful of times . . . to meet her . . . I can't . . ." I babbled.

"Of course you can," he said gently, gripping my hands in his, holding me to the present.

"I'll faint.  My head feels light already at the mere notion of it . . ."

"If you faint and fall, I promise I'll catch you."  He smiled with the tender joy of a spring leaf, with eyes that saw all and remained open in wonder—he went through the world like that, and I didn't know how he stayed so.  Perhaps it was because he was an artist and the son of the phoenix. This was what Rosabel had meant when she called him fey—she intended it as an insult, of course, but it drew me to him and made me eager and thoughtless as a child following the pied piper to the elfin realm.  

"Wait, what have we here?" he murmured, the spell broken abruptly as he stared at the marks Rosabel had left on my arm earlier.

I snatched my hands from his, clasped my arms together to conceal the evidence as we gazed at each other.  "'Tis nothing."

"Those are bruises from someone's fingers—who did that to you?" he demanded, his tone echoing his quiet curse from earlier.  Open and patient he might be, but he had a toughness to him that surprised me.  "Rhyannon, who did that?"

"Rosabel," I said finally, worried he would think Conrad or Rob had done it if I didn't answer.  I could see him confronting another man, perhaps fighting with another man—he seemed to have quite a temper hidden under his quiet kindness.  Loath as I was to admit what happened, I doubted he would punch Rosabel.  

"Why would she do that?"

"I tripped on the stairs, and she grabbed my arm to keep me from falling . . ."

"Rhyannon."  His voice dipped.  "Sweet, you can tell me the truth . . ."

"It is the truth."  I tried to look at him, but I couldn't lift my eyes to his.

He sighed.  "All right."  An itchy silence lay between us.  The small sounds of the twilight soon filled it—nightjars twittering, crickets strumming, water flowing.  And hooves thudding and wheels creaking and men laughing.  Sewell and I both turned to look down the road as Dempsey Kirkwell drove his cart around the bend.  Jaco of Landers rode on the seat beside him, swaying in a lively rhythm to music only he could hear.

"Oh, the ale be frothing, and the wenches be dancing, and I be drinking," he sang out then so we could all hear the tune, and I grinned.

Sewell grinned too, even as he muttered so only I could hear, "We should have walked down by the creek—at least down there only the fishes might have seen us."  He gave my hand a last squeeze before letting go.

Dempsey tugged on the reins, and the rickety cart rasped to a stop, the dappled gray draft horse grumbling and stamping in mild protest.  I reached toward his silvery mane, wondering if it would feel like moonlight between my fingers, and he stilled at my touch.

"His name is Riker," Dempsey informed me.  "And you're Rhyannon, aren't you?"

I nodded, Riker's fine hair like warm velvet under my fingertips.  I had a threadbare velvet pelisse, a hand-me-down from the priest's sister, and it was by far the most sumptuous bit of clothing I possessed.  "Gray horses are the prettiest," I murmured.  

"Indeed.  To me, blondes are the prettiest."  Dempsey met my startled glance with a bold smile and twinkly eyes, and Jaco guffawed.

Sewell shifted beside me, his tone flat as he said, "I take it you haven't been formally introduced?"

"Where be my manners?"  Dempsey exclaimed, still smiling.  "I'm Dempsey Kirkwell—I've seen you in church a few times, Rhyannon, and at the fair last fall.  I kept meaning to meet you, but you slipped away before I worked up the courage.  I know your brother, even worked his fields a few times—his rye field is next to my plot."

"Ah, well, it's nice to meet you and your horse," I said and looked down at my feet to hide my blush.

"So, where did you pick up this scalawag?" Sewell asked.

Jaco cackled.  "Who are you calling a scalawag, cousin?  You're out here, wooing blondes on bridges, when Mother thinks you're paying court to Hatchet-face of Nor Downs.  Tsk, tsk," he finished in a high-pitched mockery of his mother presumably.

Sewell froze, his usual warmth turned icy in an instant as he glared up at his cousin.  I side-stepped away from him—the sudden chill in the air around him reminded me of the day I had charged into my beloved ocean as a small child and found the currents unexpectedly cold from an autumn storm.  I loved the sea in all its moods now, but it had knocked the wind out of me when I first discovered how quickly the water could change.

Jaco apparently sensed the change in Sewell too, as he drew up straight as a broomstick on the seat and pretended to be sober by falling quiet.  When he hiccupped, he covered his mouth and winced a silent apology.

"Where did you find him, Dempsey?"  Sewell asked, his voice even as the ice on a millpond.

"At the tavern, drowning his sorrows."

"As if he has any to drown," Sewell scoffed.  "Well, I appreciate you giving him a ride home.  It's more than he deserves.  Where's his horse?"

"Stabled at the tavern.  We tried to get him on the poor beast, but after seeing the farce that followed, I feared he would lose his seat and break his neck."

"Seems a bit early for even him to be that drunk.  What happened?"  

Dempsey shrugged.  "Something with a woman, I think."

"Arythea, Arythea, oh the fair Arythea . . . her father offered me whiskey, but her mother didn't like my singing," Jaco concluded sadly.  

"Good God, you went there and made a spectacle of yourself!  I thought you were joking at lunch."  Sewell looked aghast.  "Aunt Dagmar's going to choke you with your napkin.  And the tablecloth."

Jaco howled, whether in merriment or pain I couldn't tell.  Dempsey and I exchanged puzzled looks, then he shrugged again, his mouth tucked up at the corners like he pondered an amusing secret.  He did have a pleasant smile.

"Dempsey, can I ask a favor?"  Sewell rummaged around in his pocket and drew out several coppers.

Dempsey waved the coins away.  "I don't get paid for favors, especially favors to your family.  My brother Jerimy likely wouldn't be alive if not for your mother, and my Aunt Elsa would throttle me if she heard of me accepting coin from you.  She considers you family, you know."

"All right then.  Thank you for that."  Sewell bit his lower lip and dropped the coppers back in his pocket.  "If you would, could you turn this cart around and take Rhyannon home, then take me to the tavern to retrieve Jaco's mount?  If he's sobered up enough by then, he can ride pillion with me.  If not, could you take him to the Hall before you head home?"

"Sure—if you don't mind straw on your clothes, you and Rhyannon can climb in the back."

Once we'd settled in the cart, Sewell kept his hand tight around mine, and I dared leaning close to him so we could whisper back and forth.  

"Meet me again tomorrow night?" he asked.

"If I can get away, I will."  I glanced at Dempsey and Jaco, but they both had their eyes on the road.

"One of these evenings, I'll have to pay a real call at your house.  Somehow, I don't think this sneaking around is going to work much longer."  He jerked his elbow towards the others.

"You want to court me?"  I hissed.

He shot me a sidelong look.  "What else did you think all this was about?"

"But, Sewell, your family, my sister . . . none of them will approve."

"I know, but if I don't act soon, some other man will start coming around, and I can't stand the thought of you with someone else.  You do want me to court you, don't you?"

I stared at him, unable to speak in my shock at his sudden declaration of intent.  It made everything so real all at once, when it had been a lovely dream just an hour ago.  The future seemed so much easier as a dream, a vague promise of joy with no responsibilities or hassles attached.  The reality of this, of him, of us together, terrified me—and excited me too.  I wouldn't sleep tonight for feeling that reality approaching.

"Rhyannon?"

Slowly, my chin dipped down and then rose back up, a single nod, and he answered with a broad grin, his hand tingling against mine as a wild and deep gladness passed between us.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three ~ Sewell
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Jaco had sobered up enough by the time we reached home to stagger up the steps on his own, gripping the broad stone railing and pulling himself up like a man scaling a steep rocky path.  He leaned against it at the top, muttered "cold comfort this be" before he retched into an urn brimming with pansies.  I stood back, unwilling to commit my aid beyond the bare minimum.  When he finally straightened, I gripped his arm, intending to drag him up to bed before any more of the servants noticed how drunk he was.  The stable hands had already seen quite enough for him to get a tongue-lashing from his mother in the morning, but perhaps it would end there.  I doubted Arythea of Whitby or her family would gossip about her would-be suitor's antics—they were most proper, particularly her mother—and likely the whole scene, at least as I imagined it, had horrified them into silence.  And if Jaco knew what was good for him, he would keep silent too, particularly about seeing me and Rhyannon together.  

I shook him a little at this last thought, and he tried to wrench his arm from me.  The resulting scuffle ended the instant the front door swung open, Aunt Dagmar's face lit from below by a guttering candle, a weirdly ominous effect that threw her features into fire-edged shadows.  She resembled a severe, hollow-cheeked handmaiden of the gods, here to lead us into the underworld, and I etched the scene in my memory to sculpt later, even as I groaned at her presence.  Why wasn't she in bed, tucked safely away in blissful ignorance?  No keeping secrets now—Jaco would blab all in his current state, I just knew he would.

"What's that smell?" She twisted about, the candlelight bouncing across the threshold and the top step to land on the desecrated urn.  "My pansies!" she screeched.  

"It'll wash off, Mother," Jaco said, patting clumsily in the general direction of her hunched shoulders as she examined the carnage.

"You . . . you . . ."  She reared up and spun on him, her free hand raised, fingers outstretched in stiff claws.  The flame flickered and flared, almost setting her sleeve on fire.  I grabbed the candle holder from her.  She barely noticed as she advanced on her cringing son.

"Sorry, Mother!  I swear, I'll clean 'em myself."

"As if I'd leave them to your oafish mercies after you murdered them," she announced, her tone grim.  "All my work with the flowers, keeping this old place cheerful with a bit of color, and you had to go and aim your nasty sick at them.  You're a disgrace.  If it would do any good, I'd make your father whip you, but it'd be a waste of effort at this point.  You're a lost cause."

"I am not!" Jaco declared, drawing to his full height so she had to look up at him.  "I made Lady Arythea laugh today—her father said it's the first time she's laughed since she got back from court.  Her mother didn't approve of me, but she and her father liked me just fine . . ."

"Oh dear God, you got drunk at the House of Whitby?!"  Aunt Dagmar sank against the railing, hand pressed to her collarbone.  Her skin had a greenish cast, and I worried she might vomit in the flowers herself.

"Not exactly."  Jaco scratched his jaw and looked pensive.  "Sir Whitby and I drank some of his whiskey, so I was a bit tipsy when I left, but I didn't get drunk till I was at the tavern.  Lady Whitby didn't 'preciate my singing . . ."

"Can't imagine why," was his mother's acidic comment, which he either ignored or didn't hear.

"It put me in my cups, her meanness did, for I want her approval for I do so love her daughter.  Arythea, was there ever a sound so beautiful . . ."

"You barely know her," Aunt Dagmar scoffed.  "And if this is how you court her, you never will know her better.  Her mother's right to disapprove.  Although you may have amused her and her father today, that doesn't mean he'll ever let a jester marry his daughter.  If you admire her so, show her your better side next time—I know you have one."  Abruptly, she turned on me.  "And where were you during all of this?  Why didn't you mind him better?"

"I'm not his chaperone," I retorted, stung.

"Sewell needs a chaperone!" Jaco cackled.  "At least I'm courting a nobleman's daughter."

"What does that mean?"  My aunt turned her far too sharp, far too shiny gaze on me.

The candle wavered in my hand, its light faltering.  "I have a sweetheart."

"Who?"

"Rhyannon."  I heaved a deep breath.  "Rhyannon Wainwright."

"That poor fisherman's daughter who came to live with the Ballards when she was orphaned?"  Her mouth dropped open.

"The same."

She ran her tongue over her teeth as if counting them.  "Oh, Sewell," she said finally, her tone kind, too kind to be borne.  "She seems a sweet girl, well-mannered and all that, but . . ."

"But what?"  

Jaco tried to sneak away then, stepping silently over the threshold.  Her unblinking eyes still on me, Aunt Dagmar whipped her hand out and grabbed his sleeve.  "You—get some water and clean up your mess."

"Aw, Mother—can't it wait till morning?  My head's killing me."

"And whose fault is that?  I'll get your father if you don't mind me, and you know how he is when you drag him out of a sound sleep."

This threat sent Jaco scuttling off to find a bucket.  After he left, an awkward quiet descended between me and my aunt.  Finally, unable to bear her still scrutiny one instant longer, I broke—I never had been skilled at waiting out my quarry unless I had a knife and a block of wood in my hands.  "I suppose you don't like she's a peasant."

"It's not that, not exactly, not like you're implying.  She comes from good people from what I can tell—her brother Rob's the best yeoman farmer in this valley, and her brother-in-law isn't far behind.  No, it's the social distance between you that worries me.  It would be cruel of you to marry her and expect her to fit into this place."  She gestured around at the cobbled courtyard and the ancient stonework of the house.  

"So you would never accept her?"

"We'd accept her fine—don't you know us better than that?  It's the wider world I'm speaking of.  All the other noblemen's wives would snub her something awful."  She lowered her voice then, almost to a whisper.  "You know Nan would—puts on airs, that one.  Do you really want the woman you love subjected to that?"

"Maybe I'll go join the peasants then, and we'd live amongst them."

"You wouldn't do that—you'd have no time for your carving without your inheritance."

"I'll take her to live on Nimeertet's Island—I'd be content there, and I bet she would too."

She inhaled with a pained hiss.  "You wouldn't do that—you care too much about your duty to your family, to us here at Landers Hall, to abandon us for that place."  She reached out then and encircled my arm with her thin-fingered hand—I could feel the surprising strength of her delicate bones through the cloth of my sleeve.  "How can you threaten such a thing?  You know how much I would grieve for you, miss you, if you went to that place forever."  

"You speak about it as if it's a death—my death—going there.  You could come visit, you know.  Mother would love that."

"Oh, Sewell, how can you?"  She fell against me with a sob, dampening my shirt front with a sudden storm of tears.  Befuddled, I slowly put my arms around her shaking shoulders and held her as she wept, one hand upraised to keep the candle wax from dripping on her hair.  Jaco returned then with a clatter of cleaning accouterments—buckets and a scrub brush, even a mop tucked under one arm.  He could be surprisingly practical when the mood took him.  Flavian probably would have still been in the kitchen, scratching his head at all unfamiliar implements the maids used for their work.  

He paused in the doorway, gaping at his mother's back.  "Did I do that?" he mouthed, and I shook my head, though I wasn't precisely sure.  He shrugged, setting everything down before he fetched a lantern to hang on the hook between the door and the window.  Aunt Dagmar, whose sobs had quieted, stirred at the thumps of the buckets being set down.  Wiping her eyes with a handkerchief, she quitted the embrace to supervise, and I lowered my hand holding the candle aloft with no small relief.  

"Not like that, Jaco—you'll only crush more of the blooms . . . here, let me show you."  She sighed and went to work painstakingly dribbling water over the flowers.  Jaco stepped back with a grin and picked up the mop, sloshing it around the stones with happy abandon.  He lived with enthusiasm, not diligence.  I wondered how he would have done under Grandfather's exacting rule and then was glad I would never find out.  My younger siblings' adolescent antics had provided quite enough excitement for all of us in Corcin, Grandfather particularly.  I had thought at one point Avreal's shenanigans would drive him around the bend at last, but he had prevailed.  

I inhaled deeply, and the air held a sharp edge.  Would Grandfather have cared that Rhyannon was a peasant?  Grandfather had despised Elk as a suitor for Avreal because of his bad behavior, not because of his birth—Elk was a prince of the SerVerin Empire, after all.  Strict as he had been with us about certain things, held us to high standards in our work, for instance, he hadn't been a snob, at least concerning our generation's pairings.  Father and Mother's successful match seemed to have cured him of any such objections.  Mother had been sparrow nobility, as close to yeomanry as a noble could come, and Grandfather had ended up caring for her as he would for a daughter.  But if Mother was sparrow nobility, that meant Aunt Dagmar was too.  I squinted at my aunt, still bent over the pansies, with sudden curiosity.  Why was she so insistent on me marrying some girl from the high nobility when she hadn't started there herself?  She was high nobility now, of course, having married into the House of Landers, so anyone I married would become high nobility too.  Was that her problem with it?  She didn't like to think of a peasant becoming a high noblewoman as easily as she had?  
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