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Chapter 1
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OF ALL THE FOOLISH decisions I had ever made in my life, this one seemed by far the stupidest. Leaving Caesia with a handful of foreign strangers I had known less than a handful of weeks, trapping myself on a ship in the middle of the sea, ensconced away from the whispering trees and solid earth, I had walked headfirst into a snare of my own making, felt the noose tighten around my throat, and accepted it with less fight than a rabbit. I struggled to find meaning in my reasons. Caesia held nothing for me but death. Not even Nyx remained. But I supposed leaving―even if death chased me across the sea― created a chance at something other than my moldering bones scattered across the woods.

I had convinced myself madness thrummed through my veins, lodged itself deep in my head and heart. And if I was mad, then at least I was free. 

While bemoaning my hasty decision to follow the Islanders, I sprawled across the gunwale with my arms draped over the damp wood, and pressed my face against my clammy forearms and swallowed a groan, forcing it down past the rising lump in my throat. The ship dipped and rolled, driven forward by a brisk wind that sent the hull cresting over windblown waves. Cold salt-spray misted my matted hair, turned the grit and grime I had gathered on my clothes and skin since my last pathetic attempt at cleansing into a thin coat of itching, stinking mud.

My stomach lurched, driving upward into the base of my throat. I ached with exhaustion, so bone-deep tired my mind felt numb. At least the roiling sea churning my guts to froth kept my nightmares at bay. I could not dream if I could not sleep. And if I could not sleep, then there was no chance I would wake my companions with my screams; I had managed to avoid alerting them to my haunted slumber during our trek through the ruins, but trapped in the confines of a ship―a place without escape, without privacy―I feared arousing their pitying curiosity.

The ship rolled into a trough. My teeth clipped together on the edge of my tongue, sending a shiver of red-hot pain lancing through me. Forcing open my eyes, I sought the horizon, a steady place on the stirring sea. Something that was not constantly moving. Nothing but white-capped waves greeted me, the smooth blue-gray sky bleeding into a dancing sea of an eerily similar color. Behind the ship, small in the distance, dark clouds curdled, sending a breath of chilly wind across my damp flesh. Shivering, I closed my eyes again and groaned. So stupid. How idiotic that the movement of water should undo a creature who has lived her life in trees. 

I missed the trees, with their quiet, wordless voices of comfort and peace, their sheltering boughs and fragrant foliage. The sky looming over the ship, so vast and endless and empty, seemed ready to crush me into the dead wood of the deck. Better in the open though, rather than trapped in the dark, narrow confines of the bunk I shared with the Islanders. Too much, too soon after the ruins. Another nightmare to add to my collection. 

I fought to turn my attention away from my ceaseless agony to focus on the steady footsteps coming up behind me. Someone used to life aboard a ship. If I had not been mad, I would have opened my eyes and whirled around, ready to face whatever approached me. But I was mad, and I did not care anymore. 

“Not better yet?”

Folded like a discarded sheet against the railing, dressed in a thin, sleeveless tunic and worn breeches, bare feet clammy on the damp wood, I did not bother to open my eyes. Forcing the word from between my teeth took too much effort as it was. “No.”

“You’ve eaten today?”

I managed a strangled moan of disgust. Stop talking. Go away. The notion of food brought a lump to my throat and a pressure behind my eyes. My stomach twisted against my ribs.

“No water?”

I had no energy for another word. 

“Then it’s the sea-cure, ta?”

Why had no one mentioned a cure before now? Why had they let me wallow in agony since we left Corvain? I cracked open an eye, slanting an accusatory glance toward where Rhys crouched beside me, holding a cup in his roughened hands. The wind and sun had chapped his skin. Despite all my concern over his injured shoulder, he had slipped back into his role of one of Mog’s crewmen. “What?” The word was no more than a rasp.

“Sea-cure.” Rhys proffered the cup and my stomach obeyed enough so that I could reach out to take it. “Wanted to give you the chance on your own first, mind.”

I saw why. Thick as pitch and just as black, the supposed cure made an audible glop as it shifted in the cup. My guts twisted at the scent of mildew and spice.

“It’ll help,” Rhys said, but the idea of pressing the rim of that cup to my lips, of tasting that syrupy, coagulated slop proved too much to bear. Recoiling from the mug, thrusting it back into his hand, I gagged and heaved over the rail, though there was nothing to bring up.

When I could breathe again, after I had wiped the back of my mud-splattered hand across my parched mouth, I cast a dour look at Rhys. “That is poison.”

“Some of your own potions taste worse, ta? And I drank those down well enough. Drink it, unless you’re ready to be up here heaving your guts out until you die of thirst.” The exasperation in his voice frustrated me. “That what you want?”

I could not look at him. Laying my head back onto my forearms, I closed my eyes and let the wind whisk away the stench of the sea-cure. Embarrassment and irritation and terror boiled within me. I was frightened of what I had become, of what I was becoming. Leaving everything I had ever known for a distant chance of acceptance. Only a fool did that. A mad fool. Someone stupid and dangerous. 

“Dae,” Rhys said. “I’ll pour it down your throat myself if I have to.”

Squinting open my eyes, I bared my teeth at him. “You can try.”

With a sigh, he sat back on his heels. “Then drink it yourself, will you?” Casting his gaze upward, he sought something in his mind and found it. “Please.”

Rhys did not often make requests of me, especially not in tones of concern rather than authority. And none of the Islanders had ever said please. The cold wind brushed my jaw, ruffled my hair, but the headband I wore to hide my pointed ears protected most of my head from its delicate fingers. I wanted to sigh. I doubted Rhys offered me poison, not after he fought so hard to free me from Stark’s clutches in Corvain. The sea-cure might not kill me but, even if it did, it seemed I was dying a slow death by thirst regardless.

I peeled open my eyes again and cast Rhys a narrowed glare. I would drink it, but I was not going to act pleased about it.

He offered the mug. Before my nerve faded, I snatched the cup, trying to close my nose to the tangy-rot smell of it, and pressed the rim to my lips. My throat convulsed as the warm mud-thick drink filled my mouth. Sputtering, I swallowed once, then heaved as my body fought to bring it back up.

“Keep it down, ta?”

In impotent rage at Rhys’ useless words, I swallowed again, head filled with the wretched aroma. Another gulp. I saw the bottom of the cup through the dregs. I could manage no more. Shoving the cup into Rhys’ hands, I flung my upper body over the rail and worked to keep the sea-cure inside, pressing my hands to my mouth, clamping shut my lips while wanting to claw the taste from my tongue.

Rhys flung the dregs into the sea and rolled the empty mug in his hands. “The cailleachs swear by it.”

I felt the sea-cure like a stone in my guts, a solid mass of foul sludge. My head ached, the scent of the cure clinging to my hands, my mouth. The taste of midden and fish coated my tongue, my teeth, made worse with every pounding thump of my heart. Lowering myself back into a clump against the gunwale, I pressed my forehead against the damp wood and breathed in the salt-wet taste of it through gritted teeth.

“Sidhe had to drink it, ta? When he was first starting out.” Rhys scuffed his feet a little on the deck. “The first didn’t take. He couldn’t keep it down. Twice more before he managed. Tell Rona you did it in one if you’re wanting her to make a mess of teasing him, ta?”

His way of apologizing for putting me through the ordeal. Never once had I heard an Islander say sorry, though they expressed regret in other ways.

“Good thing is you’ll need it only the once.”

Thank the gods for that. If I had needed to drink it every day I would have thrown myself then and there into the sea.

He tapped the edge of the cup against the railing by my slumped head and left, the sound of his steps fading into the cacophony of noise on the deck. The cries of the sailors, the clanging of chain and sweep of rope, the crackle of salt-stiff canvas. And everywhere languages I did not recognize and could not speak. 

Sea spray misted the bare skin of my arms and face, leaving a fresh trace of brine across my dry lips. I longed for a bath but with freshwater now a precious commodity, no one dared waste it on such a luxury. The thought of water seemed less a burden on my stomach but, when a slight clench of my guts brought the taste of the sea-cure back to my throat, all desire to drink shriveled away.

###
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I startled awake, hauling open my heavy eyelids, wrenching my cheek from the damp railing. A strange feeling permuted the air. My skin prickled, a sense of unease coiling in my guts as the ship rolled on a swell, spraying the deck and my face with mist. The sky roiled with dark clouds. Pressing a hand over my racing heart, I rose to my knees and looked around. Despite the chill wind, beads of sweat rose along my hairline, my palms grew clammy. Terror traced along my skin.

I recognized this feeling.

With a keening whine, I leapt to my feet, reaching for my lost dagger, whipping my head around as a sailor at the front of the ship began to scream. A dark shadow clung to the bow, one clawed hand scratching furrows into the polished wood. A leg followed, webbed toes dripping with brine, tipped with razor-like claws the color of old blood.

Scrambling for the knife missing from my belt, I threw myself backward, panting with fear. An arm caught around my waist and flung me to the deck. The motion knocked the breath from my lungs. I pushed onto my hands and knees, twisting away, but the arm forced me down again, one hand covering the top of my head, pressing my chin to the deck. I kicked and clawed, mind cloudy with panic, before the heavy body threw itself atop mine and halted my struggles.

The creature slithered forward. Vaguely human-shaped, with long, dark, sopping hair that clung in tendrils to a green-gray face; small, pupilless, yellow eyes quivered like egg yolks over a drooping mouth where serrated teeth gleamed. A nose like a muzzle, the flesh smooth as frog-skin. Something like whiskers clung around the corners of its mouth. 

It rose to its feet, sniffing the air, and took a step forward, arms so long the tips of its clawed fingers clicked against the nails hammered into the deck. Its feet made sucking sounds as it walked, like boots pulling free from the mud. The feeling that emanated from it set me shivering. The same as the rukh. Bile rose in my throat, and I clenched my teeth to keep it inside.

The thing crept closer.

“Ssh,” Rhys whispered. His warm breath brushed my cheek as his weight pinned me to the deck, caged beneath his body. Deliberately, his other hand closed over my mouth, ignoring my nails digging into his wrist. All around us, other people had thrown themselves prostrate, covering the back of their heads with their hands, faces pressed against the deck.

Stopping at one sailor, the creature lowered its head and snuffled the man’s hair. The sailor shivered but kept otherwise still, and the beast moved on. Timber creaked on our left and another set of strange feet came into sight, shuffling toward Rhys and me. His breath caught as he forced my face down with the hand that shielded my head, the side of his throat pressed against my headband-covered ear and, through it, I felt Rhys’ pulse thrum like a plucked string.

Fear radiated from the beast, scouring my blood with ice as it stepped forward. Rhys’ palm tightened on my mouth, trembling against my lips, as the creature leaned to sniff his scalp. Then its chill, wet muzzle moved to snuffle the side of my head. I dug my nails into Rhys’ wrist, my body held painfully taut as the nose inhaled against the exposed skin of my throat. Its flesh smelled of mildew and fish, of cold depths and secrets not meant for sunlight, like the muck at the bottom of a swamp.

The creature stepped back, tapping the claws of its fingers together with a sound like rattling bones, and circled us. Its damp muzzle thrust once more against my throat, pushing hard enough to jostle my body, and screeched, its moist breath painting my flesh. Closing my eyes, I swallowed my fear, unable to control the quivering of my fingers on Rhys’ skin.

The rukh had tried to devour me, to drink the ether in my blood and suck the marrow from my bones. Across the deck, a sailor screamed in terror as the second creature bounded toward the railing with his ankle caught in its grip. With a wet hiss, the one nearest me rose and followed, claws scratching at the wood, and the man’s shrill cry cut off abruptly as they dived back into the sea.

After a few moments of terrible silence, Rhys released me and sat back on his knees. Around us, the others began to move, pulling themselves onto their feet, wide-eyed and unsteady.

My muscles had tightened with fear, aching all the way to my calves. My bruised back throbbed in time with my heartbeat. “What,” I asked, faint, scrubbing the feel of the thing’s breath off my neck with my palm, “were those?”

Rhys rubbed at his wrist where I had dented the skin with my short nails. His dark brown eyes were distant. “Baubas, maybe,” he said, sounding uncertain, then turned to me. “Are you hurt?”

“No.” I swiped at my neck once more before lowering my hand. The sick fear heralding the beasts’ approach had faded, but my stomach still felt queasy. “It...smelled us?”

“Ta, seems so.”

What had it been hunting? It had circled around me twice, almost angrily. Why? Had it found me strange enough to warrant a second evaluation, or had my scent carried a hint of whatever it sought?

“How’d you know?” Rhys asked. 

“Know what?”

“Just before they climbed aboard, ta? You’d jumped up, looking like you’d been pricked with a pin.” He shook his head, just a little. “Haven’t moved that fast in days.”

A drop of rain soaked into the shoulder of my tunic. Rhys could only have noticed that if he had been watching me as I sprawled over the rail, perhaps waiting to stop me from falling overboard. We crouched close enough that our knees touched. “I just did.”

We both startled as Mog’s voice boomed from the upper deck. “Get back to your stations, lads! Let’s make haste, ‘less you want your bones fish-picked.”

Rhys stood and offered me his hand. I let him help me to my feet, appreciating the gesture, but he dropped it as Fintan, Rona, and Sidhe darted toward us, panting and pale. Rona threaded her arm through mine, heedless of my flinch at the contact, and tugged me toward our bunk. “Let them work,” she said, her voice weak. “Sidhe, come on.”

At the rear of the ship, Sidhe stooped to haul up the door to our narrow chamber by its pull-ring; the square pallet groaned on its hinges, revealing a set of short, steep steps nearly as deep as Rhys was tall. I slipped past Sidhe and down the stairs. Sidhe leapt in behind me, pulling the door down against a sudden gust that threatened to yank it from his hands. With a grunt, he slammed it shut just as the storm opened up. Torrential rain crashed upon the door, dripping through the seams, crackling on the thick, uneven glass of the porthole, though dim, grayish sunlight still managed to crawl inside. The wind screamed low and loud.

I flinched once more, fighting memories the creatures had dredged from the shallows of my mind.

“Sick again?” Rona asked in dismay, reading my distress as nausea.

“I am fine.”

“We can’t clean too well down here, you know,” Sidhe said, then pinched his mouth shut when I narrowed my eyes at him.

Once off the step, Sidhe and I maneuvered around each other in the space that Mog had created for Rona and Fintan years past whenever they had traveled with him. Small enough for two, the room was decidedly uncomfortable for five, but there were no other accommodations that were not filled with crewmen and Mog had been plain with the fact that he did not run a passenger ship.

Rona and Sidhe climbed together into the bottom of the two cots on the left wall. The cot above sagged, the thin mat in its woven lattice frame scarcely an inch above their heads. I took the only cot on the righthand side, having to step onto the sea-chest turned sideways between the bottom cots to do so, as the chest took up all the remaining floor space. Fintan and Rhys took turns sleeping on the floor under one of our cots, on a thin pallet of wool that left them complaining of aching joints.

I hated this room. Despised it for its crushing compactness. Drawing up my knees, I looped my arms around them and tucked my chin against my forearms, taking deep, steadying breaths through my nose. “What were those things?” I asked once my heart had calmed. 

Rona snuck a glance toward the porthole, her voice barely audible. “I’ve heard them called baubas. They’re supposed to be stories.”

“The drowned,” murmured Sidhe, looking uneasy. “Don’t say anything more. It’s bad luck to talk about them.”

I slanted a look at him. “I did not think you believed in luck.”

“Things are strange on the sea,” Sidhe said, turning away. “It doesn’t hurt to hope for extra aid.”

Rona leaned over and unhooked a small, fat-bellied lantern that swung from a nail near her head. Opening the little glass door, she reached in with a twisting motion to light the wick inside; Fintan had explained once, something about oil and a mechanism that struck flint when you moved it—I had been too ill to care.

“Are you feeling better, Dae?” Rona asked, shuffling closer to Sidhe as he dug through a canvas bag on his other side.

She was obviously trying to change the subject. “Mostly.”

“Good,” she said, smiling at me. “Tastes terrible, but it works.”

“I’m surprised you needed it.” Sidhe sniffed, pulling a large tome from the sack, settling it on his lap as Rona leaned over to read the cover. “I thought you were too terrible to succumb to a little seasickness.”

I closed my eyes, biting the inside of my cheek. “At least I kept it down on the first try.”

Rona laughed at the indigent noise Sidhe made. “He told you?”

The corners of my lips twitched as I tried not to smile, but I jerked upright as the hatch crashed open. Fintan leapt down the steps and hauled himself onto the bunk over Rona’s head. Rhys jumped down a moment later, slamming the door shut behind him. Lightning flashed through the seams of the door, streaking yellow-white across the thick glass of the porthole. The ship listed on a wave and Rhys stumbled, bashing his shoulder on the edge of the upper cot. With a huff, he threw himself onto the cot beside me, water dripping from his clothes. The motion nearly sent me tumbling into his lap. I wrenched backward, gripping the chain to steady myself.

“A bit dark in here to read,” Fintan said as he climbed onto the cot above Sidhe and his sister. Laying on his stomach, he dropped his head over the side to stare at them, eyes narrowed with suspicion. “You were reading?”

Rona made a sound of disgust. “I do have some manners. Besides, Dae’s watching.”

Fintan snorted dubiously. “I bet.”

Then she gasped in horror, waving her hands in dismay. “Wait, Rhys, get up! You’re dripping on our bunk!” 

With a long-suffering sigh, Rhys tossed the canteen he held into my lap, then hauled the sodden shirt over his head and draped it over the chain that held the cot to the wall. As the shirt dripped in a steady stream onto the floor, Rhys sunk back onto the bunk beside me. 

“Better?” he snapped.

“Ta,” Rona said with a prim lift of her chin.

Water had also soaked his trousers, but if Rona was not going to mention it, I certainly was not. Instead of looking at Rhys, though he was near enough I could feel the heat from his body, I eyed the canteen. Beaten metal with a wooden plug, scratched and worn from years of use, and the woven strap faded and frayed. Not unlike my own waterskin, hidden somewhere away in the depths of the sea-chest. I judged by the weight of the thing that Rhys had filled nearly to the brim and offered it back.

“For you, ta?” Rhys said, waving the canteen away. “Drink it before you shrivel.”

I rolled my eyes, but uncorked the canteen and took a tentative sip. Warm, brackish water washed over my desiccated tongue. My thirst awoke with a vengeance, desperate for more, but I sipped again and swallowed, waiting to see how my traitorous stomach would react. When it failed to protest, I drank again and again, trying not to gulp.

“Slow, slow, ta?” Rhys tipped the canteen away from my mouth. “You’ll get sick that way.”

I lowered the canteen, my ears burning under the cover of my headband. “Thank you,” I muttered. Rhys glanced at me but said nothing.

“Who’d we lose?” Sidhe said, breaking the brittle lightness the bickering had created.

Fintan sighed. “Young Pat.”

There was a moment of silence in the bunk as the storm raged outside. “Poor boy,” Sidhe said. “May Sueltana keep him.” All four Islanders made the same cupping motion with their right hands, palm turned to their face then swept down level with their sternum before flicking their fingers outward.

Rhys leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. “Mog’s changing course.”

“Not surprising,” Rona murmured.

“We’ll angle east for shallower waters,” Fintan added. “Should make nasty surprises somewhat less likely. Adds on some time, though.”

Sidhe sat up, brows pinched with concern. “How much time?”

“Days. Not enough to fret on.” Rhys’ hand moved to prod the exposed stitches along the back of his shoulder.

“Do not scratch,” I said, lowering the canteen from my mouth. Though it hardly mattered; in a few days, the stitches could be removed.

His hand changed course to scrub along the recent growth of hair darkening his scalp, then dropped back to his thigh. “What’re you reading now, Sidhe?”

“Ah, well.” Sidhe canted his head, embarrassed. “It’s a collection of legends and myths. I traded Mog one of my novels for it.”

“I thought, since we’d be down here a while, maybe Sidhe could read us something to pass the time,” Rona said, smiling.

Rhys shrugged. “Might as well,” he said as the ship tilted. My shoulder knocked into his arm; Rhys’ hand flew up to steady me, his grip gentle on my elbow as he pushed me upright. These cardeai touched without thinking, without ulterior motive. For all that I was a halfblood, the Islanders did not appear to care, and I could not understand it.

Thunder rumbled as Sidhe opened the book and began reciting a Serran tale of water spirits, then mountain ghosts, then one about Caesia’s fabled inukerns. 

“Do you think they were ever real, Dae?” Rona asked as I swallowed another sip of water from the canteen.

“My father had a dagger made from one’s horn,” I said, unthinking, “but I have never seen a living one.”

“Your father?” Fintan repeated, surprised.

I smiled without humor. “Did you think I sprouted fully formed from the earth?”

“Well, no,” he grumbled. “A story like that might be in Sidhe’s book.”

“There is one story in here I’d like to ask you about, Dae,” Sidhe said as he turned a few pages. “There was an assassin in Caesia, a halfblood called the Nightingale. Have you heard about it?”

My blood chilled, but I forced my face to remain impassive and my voice steady. “Every Caesian has heard of him and how he was killed by the King’s guard.”

“I’d wondered if you knew—”

“That book,” Rhys interrupted. “Thought it was about myths.”

“And legends,” argued Sidhe. “Wouldn’t a famous assassin be a legend?”

“Ta, well, you’re asking Dae her relation to some dead murderer because of what they share. Should she be asking every Islander if they’re kin to the cannibal cailleach?” Rhys turned his dark gaze to me. “Finish that canteen yet?”

I shook my head, a sour taste flooding my mouth. The term murderer felt so much more depraved than assassin; bloodier, somehow, more visceral.

“Keep it. I want you to finish it, ta? Every drop.” He turned back to his companions. “Time to turn off the lantern, ta? Let’s leave the insults for morning, at least.”

Sidhe dipped his head, somehow managing to look both chastened and annoyed. Leaving his shirt dripping from the chain, Rhys slipped from the bed and onto his pallet underneath the cot where Sidhe and Rona sat. Rona blew out the lantern’s meager flame and settled beside me as I sipped again from the canteen, too stunned to speak.

Rhys had gotten angry on my behalf, all because Sidhe had implied that all halfbloods knew each other. How angry would Rhys have gotten if Sidhe had suggested that I was the Nightingale? How furious would he be if he discovered the truth?

“Soaked the cot with his amadan—” Rona grumbled as she shifted uncomfortably on the thin mattress.

As the cardeai drifted to sleep, so uncaring of my presence—of a halfblood’s presence—I drank and watched the lightning through the thick glass of the porthole. On a seaborne ship, surrounded by cardeai who called themselves my companions, who knew nothing about me yet trusted me with their lives—how had I gone from a lonely hermit running from her past to this?

It would not last. It could not, knowing my luck, but I would survive this as I had suffered through everything in my life so far: on sheer will fueled by spite and hope. A volatile combination that might one day be the death of me.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




IN THE BRIGHT, NEW morning, with the smells of the deck washed clean by the storm, the hot sun bore down on my shoulders. A stiff breeze whipped my hair against my face, despite the headband’s best efforts to keep it from my eyes. Already too hot for my usual clothes―close-fitting tunic, breeches, knee-high boots―I suffered in silence. I had already left the boots behind, wrapped up with the entirety of my belongings in the sea-chest. The only other option was to go nude or in one of Rona’s overlarge dresses, or possibly the men’s shirt in which I had left Corvain, but none of those appealed.

“The yard’s cracked,” Fintan said, seated cross-legged on the deck in the shade of flapping canvas, eyes tracing the lines above us. “Mog’ll have to repair it before too long.”

“He could make do,” Rona added, “but two casks of water went over.”

“He’ll beach long enough for us to go to land?” Rhys asked, leaning back against the railing.

“I think so. I asked him.” Rona shrugged her shoulders. “He didn’t say no.”

“And he loves saying no,” Fintan added.

“Thank Sueltana for small mercies.”

A gust of wind brought mist against my skin. Such a relief in the baking heat of sun-drenched wood and open sky. I wondered where we would beach, if there would be trees and cool soil and water enough to wash. I did not want to ask, to reveal my eagerness and then have it dashed if the place was less than I hoped.

The ship sailed over the blue-green sea that sparkled as brilliantly as gems in the sun. I breathed deep, hoping to scent crisp greenery or fresh water on the breeze, but gained nothing except a noseful of unwashed flesh and damp wood. With a sigh, I settled onto the deck nearby, elbows on bent knees, with my chin resting on my arms. Rhys pulled a set of bone dice from his pocket and danced one over his knuckles.

“A game while we’re bored, ta?” he asked, addressing all of us. 

“Why not?” Sidhe said. He had been quiet since Rhys’ reprimand in the bunk, poring over his Caesian book in out of the way spaces. I understood his curiosity and could not blame him for it, but his interest dredged up old worries. I feared what might happen if the Islanders discovered I had been the Nightingale, that I had murdered and fought my way across a kingdom in a cruel man’s name. Rhys’ voice had been laced with disgust when Sidhe mentioned the Nightingale. Some dead murderer. My stomach clenched around the one piece of stale bread I had managed for breakfast. If he knew, if any of them knew―no one wanted an assassin as a companion. The men I had killed in the ruins had been for survival; the Islanders accepted that and did not blame me. But an assassin―a murderer―was something else, something dark and pitiless and malicious.

If the Islanders cast me out, I would be alone again. Friendless, homeless, adrift. I was tired of failure.

“If we’re to dice, let’s do it in the shade at least,” Fintan said, wiping his face with the neck of his shirt. 

“You’re already in the shade.” Rhys shifted until the patch of shadow fell over him. “Hotter than Caesia, ta?”

“Seems so.” Sidhe closed his book, tucked it under his arm, and joined the others. Rona dropped to her haunches beside me, loosening a tie from somewhere in the folds of her dress and using it to wrap her hair into a mass atop her head. I flicked my eyes over the sailors as she fanned her neck. They avoided even glancing in our direction, busy with the task of keeping the ship headed in the proper direction, or fearful of offending their captain’s relatives, or the captain.

“Not for me.” Rona dropped her hands and swept short, errant wisps from her face. “I’ll watch.”

“Dae?” Fintan asked. 

“I do not know the rules.”

Fintan scoffed. “No cards, no dice. You ever do anything for fun?”

I turned my face away, looking out over the sun-bright sea. In another life, so long ago, I had played a game with Nyx on the outskirts of Benthol using bits of bark. In Havosiherim, we had sparred, he and I, and I had practiced with the bow and learned herbaceous treatments and anthelan remedies at the priest’s side. Those things had been diverting, sometimes enjoyable. But fun? I had to admit the word had very little meaning. “Not really.”

Beside me, Rhys tossed the dice. They clattered on the deck like chattering teeth, the sides marked with three pits and five showing skyward. He made his thinking sound as Sidhe swept them up and shook them between his palms.

“You said you’ve seen mummers, ta?” Rona asked, nudging my elbow with hers. “What about damsair―ah, dancers?”

I shook my head. “Not that I can remember.”

She thumbed her bottom lip, eyes narrowed. “I think you’d learn that well enough. You’ve quick feet.”

And you would teach me, I take it?” I fought a wry quirk of my lips. The idea of dancing neither appealed to nor horrified me, so that was something, at least.

Rona laughed, sending the glass beads along the ties at the shoulder of her dress clinking. “I could, you know. I’m good at it.”

“There’s one dance you know,” Fintan said. “That hardly makes you an expert.”

“Makes me better than you.” She made a face at him.

“Which one?” Sidhe dropped the dice and looked up. Twos and ones for him. “Valsa?”

Fintan snorted, but Rona ignored him. “Nothing like that,” she said with a flap of her hand. “I know mhor feadog.”

Only half their words made any sense, but I committed the ones I did not recognize to memory in case they came up later.

“My aunt never liked that one.” Sidhe smothered a grin with a cough as Rona pressed her hands to her face.

“The shame of it!” she laughed.

Rhys caught my eye, making a face of irritated amusement at his companions’ antics. I did not always understand their humor, but they meant nothing malicious. 

“Fintan knows it too. Don’t let him lie to you, Dae.” Rona gave my hand a pat, and I struggled not to flinch at her swift motion. “We used to dance on deck when we were little, when back when Mog wasn’t...what he is now. To entertain everybody during lulls.”

Fintan swept up the dice and tossed them in one movement. “You were the only one who remembered the steps.”

Rona pressed a hand to her heart, a sharp grin creasing her face. “Such sweet words you don’t mean. But I’ll overlook it for now. Anyway, Dae, now that you’re well again, you should practice the steps with me. Don’t want to lose that nice figure by being lazy.”

My ears grew hot at her casual appraisal of my appearance. Despite my discomfiture, pleasure touched me at the idea of being included in her ship-side rituals. It felt so unnatural still, to be allowed to jest and live and dance if I so chose, to be able to sprout new buds on old branches. “What if I like being lazy?”

She laughed, flicking her fingers. “Then some day we’ll roll you into the sea with the rest of the whales.”

Closing my eyes, I tilted my face back into the sun. “Say that again once I manage to keep down more than a piece of stale bread.”

“A point for Dae,” Fintan hooted. “Rona, that makes you three behind.”

“Wait, what?” Rona cried. “When did we start playing something? You can’t just start a game without telling me!”

“And that’s a point for Fintan,” Rhys said. “Like you’re not even trying, ta?”

I smiled, listening to their banter, feeling like I belonged. Though my place might still be small and rough, it was there, and if I felt trapped or tormented later, the beckoning depths of the sea offered an easy respite from unwelcome misery. Sometimes the best way to manage my fears was to hold an escape within reach, though without the intention of using it.

###
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Late afternoon found Mog’s ship straggling into a sheltered cove. Unlike the sandy beaches of Corvain, thousands upon thousands of small, smooth stones in shades of pink and brown and gray formed the shore of the cove. Waves rolled upon the pitted shore, sinking white-foamed into the crevices before sliding back into the surf. I gripped the rail at the front of the ship, watching the land grow closer with my heart thumping in my chest. Trees smudged the sky, faint splotches of color that drifted on the slight breeze. Beyond them, a rocky mass jutted upward as if someone had dropped an entire mountain naked into the sea.

Go faster, I willed the ship. Go faster than this. I needed the feel of solid earth beneath my feet and living wood under my hands.

“Keen, ta?” Rhys asked. He leaned with his forearms on the rail beside me, watching from the corner of his eye.

A flush of chagrin washed through me, as if I were a child caught pinching treats from a jar. “Am I so transparent?”

His lips twitched upwards for a heartbeat. “Not so much. A good guess, if I’m being honest.”

I made myself laugh, just a slight, swift offering. “And likely not a difficult one.”

“Ta, no, at that.” Rhys turned to gaze over the water toward the island. “You’re faring well for one not used to being ship-borne. Quiet, though.”

I scoffed, turning away from the approaching beach to watch the sailors milling on deck like ants. Voices raised in calls, creaking ropes and snapping sails, the crash of water against the hull and the screams of seabirds. Just as loud as a city, in truth. “Being here does not feel...secure.” The words twisted free like a hook drawn from a fish’s mouth, as soft as I could make them and have Rhys still hear.

“Ta,” he said after a long moment, working the knuckles of his hands, rubbing the rough skin under his palms. “A bit like Stark’s ruins, this. All corners, no doors.”

A maze to navigate with no discernable escape. So swiftly he had hit upon what made me uneasy that it felt comforting, in a way. “Yes, like that.”

He made his Islander thinking sound, but I gathered no sense of what it meant. Empathy, perhaps, or maybe disappointment. It was then one of the sailors cried out from his place high on a mast, eyes sheltered from the sun with the flat of his hand. The ship shuddered and chains hissed as the anchor fell into the water with a resounding splash.

“If you’re wanting to get to the beach, best find a spot in the dinghy.” Rhys pushed away from the railing and stretched, then paced down the deck toward where Rona and Sidhe hovered close together. I followed close, letting Rhys’ unyielding stride cut a path through the crowded crewmen; they parted on either side of us like a river around a boulder.

A small boat hung from the side of the ship, dangling from a system of pulleys and ropes that creaked and swayed as Rona climbed in around a pair of barrels. I watched Sidhe leap in after, sliding in next to a pair of brawny sailors seated at the oars. Rhys touched my back, so light I barely felt it urging me forward. I sprang inside after Sidhe, as much to clear the sudden haze from my mind as to reach the island.

As Rhys climbed aboard, Rona worked a small cloth sack between her hands, staring toward the mountainous mass jutting above the calm sea. “There’s a freshwater pond, Uncle says. He’ll give us some time if we don’t get in the way.”

As she spoke, Rhys and Sidhe eyed the two sailors. The men did not notice or did not care. One spat over the side as he tugged the ropes, and the dinghy dropped with a halting jerk before lowering to the water.

“We’ll stay out of the way,” Rona said. “I promised we would.” She smoothed the cloth sack over her lap. 

I wanted to fidget, to pinch splinters off the bench to ease the thumping of my heart, but I remained still. A bath, even in cold water. Time on dry land. A walk under the trees. I felt purposeless, with nothing to ground me. The mercenaries had stolen my weapons in Corvain, leaving me bladeless. I had stowed my belt-pouch with its few odds and ends in the safety of the sea-chest, along with my meager stack of filthy clothes and what remained of my herbal supply. All I carried with me were the clothes I wore, the headband, and the battered silver armlet above my elbow. A few bones and feathers still tangled in a lock of my hair from when I had gone mad in the forests of the hinterlands, and I had not yet cared to remove them.

“I brought plenty,” Rona continued as the dinghy landed with a splash. The rowers took up their oars and propelled us toward the island. “Enough for you, too, Dae.”

A faint expression of gratitude flitted across my face, but the approaching island had captured my attention. Trees drifted in the breeze, fronds like huge ferns dappled in the sun. As soon as the dinghy ground upon the rock of the beach, I sprang free, wavering on unsteady legs.

“You’ll get used to it quick enough, ta?” Rhys said. “Legs forget the difference sometimes.” He turned his face to Rona. “Fintan’s coming on the next?”

“I don’t think so.” Rona swiped a curl from her face. “Mog’s got him sketching maps of those ruins.”

“Ta?” Rhys lifted his brows. “And why’s he doing that?”

Rona huffed and shook her head. “I don’t know. I’d told him already it was useless. The man’s manor up in smoke. Mog didn’t care for what I said.”

“And Fintan’s opinion makes a difference?” I had fallen into the habit of silence, slipping back into the reticent attitude I had held for so long, barring Rona’s previous interrogation.

Sighing, Rona stomped forward on the beach, leaving us to trail behind and the sailors to make their own way in the other direction. “Mog thinks a man’s mind works better than a woman’s.”

I misliked the sound of that. Was I leaving one hate-filled place for another of a different stripe? Hiding my ears was something I could do, something I had always done, but concealing my gender chafed harsh. “And is that normal for your Isles?”

“No,” Rhys said.

Sidhe snorted. “A little late to be asking that kind of question.”

My fingers itched to rest of the hilt of my lost knife. “I would have asked, had I known I would be making the journey.”

Ignoring us, Rona knelt and unknotted the ties of her sandals, then held them with one finger as she rolled the smooth stones under her feet. “I’d not say normal,” she said to me. “But not uncommon. We’re not property, mind, but some older folk think a woman belongs at home in the kitchen.” She gave a little laugh. “My maim does hate that I’ve not learned to cook.”

“Nor have any intention of it, if I remember right,” Rhys said, shoving his hands into his pockets.

Rona laughed hard, the stones scuffing under our feet. “Right! Why cook when you can earn coin enough to have others do it for you? She’s not said a word about it since I started bringing in money of my own.” Canting her head, Rona winked at me. “That’s how you do it, Dae.”

“I thought that was what I was doing, as I remember being hired as a physician. And besides, seeing as how I mostly char meat and make disgusting teas, that makes my presence around the cookfire mostly worthless.” 

Rhys grunted as I tossed his words back at him. So my teas were repulsive, were they? I rather liked them, most of the time.

Sidhe sighed. “I guess Fintan will have to be the domestic one.”

“Oh, ta,” Rhys said. “I’ve caught him with a ladle once or twice.”

“He does make a good soup.” Rona huffed and swept a hand over her curls. “We should hurry, though, if we’re to have some time before the yard’s repaired.”

“Mog would leave you, truly?” 

Shifting the sack on her shoulder, Rona said, “Oh, probably. He’s not the sentimental sort, my uncle.”

“There’s worse places, ta?” Rhys added. “There’s water here, at least.”

“Depending on how long it takes Mog to wander back this way,” Sidhe said, his voice a grumble. “A good storm could ruin it.”

“I think that’s enough whining from you,” Rona said with a pout. “I expected Rhys to be the grouch. Off you go, then.” She jerked her thumb toward where the sailors had vanished. “We’ll be at the pond. Give us a shout if anyone starts coming our way.”

Rhys rolled his eyes at Rona’s words, but turned to clap Sidhe on the shoulder. “Right, then,” he said, veering away toward the sailors with Sidhe trotting along beside him.

I bit back a laugh, stretching my sore back. “And here, when we met, I thought Rhys was the leader. I see I was mistaken.”

“He’s a good face for it. The big, stoic man with the stern manner. But sometimes men need a little push to remind them what they’re supposed to be doing.” Standing on her toes, Rona shielded a hand and surveyed the small hollow before us. A stand of rocks, scraps of stiff brush, a rivulet of water flowing in our direction. “Down here, they’ll not see us.”

Slipping down the short decline, pressing through the scrub, we emerged by the edge of a clear pond surrounded by beach-pebbles and stark black rocks like those of the mountain, dappled with shade from tall fern-like plants with prickled fronds. Kneeling on the smooth stone, Rona emptied her cloth sack into a neat pile. Folded cloth, smaller scraps of rough fabric, a hairbrush, and a petite wooden pot with a tight-fitting lid.

Then she shucked off her dress and splashed into the water, diving under and rising up with her hair drenched and face streaming. “Ooh, it’s a little cold. Best jump straight in.”

I peeled off my stinking clothes, tossing them in a pile nearby, then hesitated. Nakedness was natural―that did not bother me―but to be without my headband, to have my pointed ears visible...I felt more exposed by that than I did without clothes. But to be clean for the first time in weeks... Looking around like a deer catching scent, I watched for anywhere a sailor might spy us. I heard them in the distance, jabbering like crows as they refilled the casks, but none sounded close enough for concern. And Rhys and Sidhe were with them. An extra layer of protection. I forced away my unease, removed the headband, and slipped into the pool.

With a sigh of pure relief, I tilted my head backward into a curve of rock and closed my eyes. No pitcher in a crowded inn, this. A chance to soak, even in tepid water, brought a rush of pleasure. 

Rona splashed and hummed, sometimes singing a bit of a Serran tune. “Here you are,” she said after a long time. When I opened my eyes, she dropped the small pot into my hands, filled with soft soap that smelled like berries and wine. I dug out a thumb-sized scoop and, with a chunk of pitted stone, scrubbed away the grime embedded in my skin. It took longer than I liked, even after I pulled off the silver armlet and tugged the charms from my hair. Three times I soaped and scrubbed until the water stopped rinsing brown. 

“Oh, that is much better,” I said, wiping wet strands of hair from my face.

Rona clambered out of the pool and dried with one of the scraps of cloth, then slipped on a clean dress, girding it between her brown legs to form a pair of blousy pants. “I didn’t think to tell you to bring clothes,” she said, chewing the edge of her thumbnail. “I don’t think you’d anything clean left, anyway. But I brought an extra dress if you’d like. It’ll be too big, but we’ll figure it out.”

I did not mind too much. Dirt and old damp from our trek through the ruins caked all my clothes. Until I had the chance to wash them thoroughly, I did not care to put them on my newly clean body. “I would like that,” I told her, rising from the pond to dry with the extra cloth. I slipped the armlet back in place but left the hair-charms on the ground. “Thank you.”

The cream-colored dress draped over my slender frame, but Rona belted it snug about the waist and helped me gird and tie the hem until it rested level with my knees. Glass beads clinked on the pins that fastened the shoulders together. “It’s rather open under the arms,” she muttered, stepping back to regard me with narrowed eyes. She had thought of nearly everything, offering me another length of clean cloth to fashion a bandeau around my chest, under the dress. After I had snugged it tight, she nodded, then grinned. “Not quite an Islander, but you’ll do.”

“All I could ask for, really,” I said with an answering grin. I found I enjoyed this light talk, this almost jesting.

Rona bent and grabbed the brush, then waved it toward me. “Sit. I’ll brush out the snarls.”

Nyx might have brushed my hair, blushing and stammering all the while, if I had ever asked, but was this what it was like to have a female friend? I had made enemies of a few women along my path, but never had one as a companion before. It was surprising still to have my company enjoyed. Rona knelt behind me and took the weight of my hair in one hand, carefully pulling the boar bristle brush through, pausing to tease out a tangle whenever she found one. I almost remembered my mother doing the same once, so long ago. Such a peculiar feeling thrummed through me: half terror at the idea of someone behind my back, mayhap with a blade at my ribs, and half elation at being cared for voluntarily.

“Was life with the anthelai hard?” Rona asked, pausing her ministrations. “I just wondered... You’ve some scars.”

Rona said the word so delicately. She had seen them all, surely, while bathing in the pool. Most of my scars were delicate traceries, the faded suggestions of blades or needles or teeth and claw. A few were obvious markings of near-death: the puckered wound above my breast where Talros’ arrow had struck, the burn flaring across my back when Caspon’s lair had burst into flames, the silver line drawn up my throat from the guardsman’s sword that had freed me from the beryl’s magic. A handful of others from the Crystal Vale and the rukh’s caress. A few more from my time spent in despair in the wilderness during the first years of my exile. 

“Every place was hard,” I said, closing my eyes. “You cannot be what I am and live unscathed.”

She brushed my hair until it gleamed like sun-warmed honey, then plaited it into a neat braid that she coiled at the base of my head, pinning it with a stiff twig. “I hope the Isles are better for you,” she said, taking a fresh cloth from the sack and winding it over the points of my ears, knotting it neatly beside the braid. “There, all done. We ought to give the boys their chance before too much longer.”

My throat clenched tight. Breathing deep until I was certain my voice would be steady, I pressed my hands tight together to still them. “Thank you, Rona.”

She smiled at me, gentler than her usual cocksure grin, amber eyes bright. “I meant it, mind. About the Isles.” Gripping my wrist, she tugged me along behind her, the sack now holding our old clothes and her sandals swinging from her other hand. “Come along. Let’s get back to the beach.”

My bare feet skimmed over the smooth stone as we picked our way back to the shoreline. Rona waved toward the area where the sailors had gone and soon enough Sidhe and Rhys emerged, speaking to each other in Serran before disappearing toward the pool.

A weathered log made a good seat, bleached and dry as an old bone. I watched from its embrace as the sailors rolled full casks toward the waiting dinghy, standing them on end near the gentle surf. My eyes slid toward the trees. The dead wood beneath me was voiceless, but the living trees sang pleasant murmurings. I wanted them, needed them, but dared not leave to be abandoned by the ship. Some distance away, the sailors heaved two casks into the dinghy and climbed inside, leaving other others behind as they started back toward Mog’s ship.

“They’ll make two trips,” Rona said. “Looks like the dinghy can’t hold the four at once.” She hummed a little, then pointed toward the sailors in the rigging. “Look, Dae. It’s not even fixed yet. We could’ve stayed in the water for a while.”

“Probably for the best,” I said, sliding off the log. “I am going to the trees.”

“I’ll call you when they’re ready to take us back. Don’t go far, though.”

“Just to those trees there.” I tilted my head toward the small grove, then set off at a swift pace, eager to be in welcoming shadows. 

Once there, I breathed deep the scent of fresh sap and crisp foliage, laying a hand on the odd, striated bark. The mottled shade danced over me as I stood still, closing my eyes to better hear the halcyon tones of the trees. No words, but feelings. Subtle whispers of welcome and approval and contentment. The trees had always accepted me, even when everything else had not.

I ambled through the grove, running my fingers over their bark, feeling them whisper at my presence. I misliked the thought of leaving them, of returning to a ship on an endless sea full of nothing. The dead wood sang no songs, brought no comfort, but I endured it. As I always did. I would find trees in Lugnayos, in the Isles, and there I would not forsake them.

Footsteps behind me, loud and incautious. Familiar. Trailing my fingers on the trunk as I came around the rear of it, I looked up to see Rhys standing just inside the grove, watching me, the patched sunlight catching on the beads of water in his short hair. 

“Is the ship ready to leave?” I asked, wondering at his silent presence.

There was a long stretch of silence before he answered. “No.”

Looking past him, I saw Rona and Sidhe seated together on the gray-bone log, their heads bent together in conversation. Before them, the sailors had returned and were rolling one of the two remaining casks to the waiting dinghy.

“Is something wrong?” I asked, confused.

“I don’t―” He rubbed the knuckles of his left hand, cracking the joints. “Ta.” Glancing away, he pointed his face toward the base of the tree I still touched. “So Sidhe’s book, it says anthelai need trees.”

“Does it?”

“Is it true?”

I raised an eyebrow, wondering. “I am not an anthela, so I cannot answer that.”

Rhys breathed out a ragged sigh and swiped a hand over his glistening hair. He disliked when I answered one question with another or in a vague manner, but frustrating him in small ways, knowing he would growl and complain but never anything more, was a small rebellion that helped keep me sane among strangers and away from everything I had ever known.

“I meant, do you need them?”

I studied his face for a moment, searching for a hint of mockery or disdain, but found neither. I continued my path around the tree, slipping my hand to the next closest one, feeling awkward and exposed. Escan, the lord of Havosiherim’s son, had once played at being interested in me and had asked about my hopes for the future. I had told him and he had turned away, disgusted by our different views. A part of me feared Rhys might do the same, might leave me on the island, if I proved myself too different or too strange.

But I was so tired of hiding. If I were going to be cast aside, there was no point in delaying it. Better now than cast off at sea.

“I do not need trees,” I said, slow and measured, “but I prefer to have them. I...miss them when they are gone.” Dropping my hand from the warm, rough wood, I stopped, turning to face him. “This feels strange to talk about.”

Rhys’ lips quirked. “I’ll remember your effort,” he said, with a hint of wryness. He placed his own hand on a trunk, tapping his fingers against the stripling bark. “What’s to miss?” The look of concentration he sent toward the tree made it hard to swallow a smile.

“They whisper,” I said, and did smile then at the look of open wonder he cast at me. “I think you will not hear them. You are a cardea, as the anthelai call your kind. It means deaf to the voices of the trees.”

Rhys’ brows knit over his dark eyes. “Ta, I remember the word. You’ve said it a time or two.”

Shrugging a shoulder, I half-turned to look out through the grove. “It is no insult, as I use it. Only the word I have always known.”

“Didn’t take it as one.” Rhys patted the trunk. “So what’d they say, then? Since I can’t hear it.”

He wanted to know. He did not just take my words and dismiss them. Rhys believed me. “I do not hear words,” I said, feeling self-conscious at the attention of something I had always kept hidden. “Just impressions. Solace, comfort, acceptance, that sort of thing. I think for the anthelai they may have voices, but not for me.”

He made his thinking sound. “They make you happy?”

“They do, in their way.”

Rhys dropped his hand, eyeing the tree with sudden distrust. “They know we’re talking about them?”

I wanted to laugh, and it showed in my voice. “I am no tree, so I cannot tell you that either.”

“Ta, probably best.” Rhys scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve cut a few down in my time, ta? Turned them into doors and beds and whatnot. That’ll feel strange, wondering if they know what’s happening.”

Pressing my lips tight for a moment, I held back a glimmer of amusement at the suspicious glint in his face. “I think they might not be as aware as that. Or they may be content to be useful to someone. I have made plenty of campfires in the forests, after all, and the trees have never seemed to mind.”

“Ta,” Rhys said, which sounded like nothing so much as wary acknowledgement.

Rona’s voice cut across the beach. “Heading out!” Sidhe followed her cry with a sharp, piercing whistle.

I gave the tree one last caress, committing to memory the feel of its whispers and the rough scratch of its bark on my palm. There was no knowing when next I might have the comfort of the trees and I took what succor I could, hoping for reserves to last the remaining months on Mog’s ship until we reached my new home in the Serra Isles.

Rhys said nothing as we picked our way back across the beach toward Sidhe and Rona, but he kept rubbing the knuckles of his hand as if it pained him.

“Did you injure yourself?” I asked, reaching to feel if he had opened the scabs gained in the ruins.

He glanced at his hand, then dropped it to his side, avoiding my touch. “Oh. No.”

I waited but, with nothing else forthcoming, dropped the subject. If he did not want help, that was fine. I had scarcely any herbaceous remedies remaining in any case, at least until I could replenish my supplies.

Rona greeted us by the log. Two sailors rolled the last cask toward the dinghy. “Pity you can’t bring this with us, Rhys,” she said, patting the driftwood. “You’d make something lovely out of it, I’m sure.”

“Ta, a shame,” he said in an odd sort of tone, then left to help the sailors finish loading the cask. 

Sidhe cocked an eyebrow in my direction. “I’ll say you clean up nice, at least.” With a little sketchy bow, he turned and trotted after Rhys like a pup.

“That was nicer than I expected,” I said, watching them load the cask.

“He’s a bit rough around the edges,” Rona replied, “but that’s nothing I can’t smooth out.” Straightening, she fidgeted with the pins on her shoulders, thumbing the beads back into place. “You’ve a nice walk?”

“I did. I was nice to be off the ship.”

Her amber eyes narrowed with laughter. “Oh, Dae. We’ve only just begun.”
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Chapter 3


[image: ]




MOG’S SHIP, THE Godwina Fey, loomed high above the sea, casting shadows over the rippling water. The man himself, called Mog the Black, had spared me nothing more than a bored glance during all our time aboard. How I preferred it, in truth. I hoped to remain forgotten, unnoticed, disregarded by those with authority. Certainly, he saw me as nothing more than a stray tagging along after his niece and nephew, but the more I stayed on deck, the more I worried about drawing unwanted attention. 

But then wind failed. Mog ordered most of the sailors belowdecks, where they sat on rows of benches, slid long oars out from holes, and heaved the ship across the still sea. 

“Not you,” I told Rhys. “Not until those stitches come out.”

He did not protest as much as I thought he might when I grabbed his wrist and pulled him from the bench and onto the upper deck. The sailors grumbled, of course, but when Fintan slid into the vacated space with a careless grin and a witty comment, they stopped.

Mog stamped across the deck, a frightening grimace plastered on his face. Middling years, dressed in a black coat and breeches with stiff black boots, a gray shirt, faded and frayed at the neck and cuffs. A battered red feather jutted from the slouching gray hat. His long hair had come half-loose from its queue, tangled and greasy from too little washing and too much salt. “To me, lads,” he called, and three small cabin boys dropped from the rigging and rushed to his side. “Grab the stickers. See if there’s anything worth havin’ down there.”

The boys whooped, scrambling over themselves as they raced toward Mog’s cabin. Rona poked her head out of the open door as the boys stopped at a tidy stack of narrow poles nearby, a smear of indigo across the corner of her jaw. Sidhe leaned out around her, a worn leather book in his hand and ink stains on his fingers. 

“What’s this?” he asked. 

“Get back to copying, lad,” said Mog, without looking at Sidhe. “I’ll need those journals done.”

“We’re making good progress, uncle.” Rona disappeared back inside the cabin, but her hand darted out from the doorway and latched onto Sidhe’s shoulder, hauling him back to the task Mog had set for them.

As the cabin boys steadied the poles on their skinny shoulders, I noted each had a barbed head. Not poles, but spears. The blunt end had a long coil of slender cord attached through a notch at the base.

Mog’s dark eyes glittered like obsidian beads as he frowned at Rhys and me from under the brim of his worn hat. “I see the sea’s not done you in yet, lass. Well, your moment of leisure’s done. I won’t suffer idlers on my ship.”

As if puking over the railing for days had been leisure. I swallowed my bitterness, pasting on a faint cordial expression. It would not do to offend Mog in turn; he could dump me overboard just as easily as he could take us to Lugnayos

“Ta, captain. What’d you have us do?” Rhys asked before I could speak. He bumped me with his elbow, almost certainly not an accident.

Mog eyed us, thumbing the sparse hairs on his chin. “You’ll help the lads,” he said to Rhys. “Fintan tells me you’re a fair healer, lass, but I’ve no need for one of those as of yet.” He dropped his hand with a snort. “And I think you’d not get scars like that from some heavy-handed beau, but you’ve nay got the muscle for fighting, no matter what your friends say.”

My fingers itched for a dagger. “I could show you a few moves, if you like.” Rhys forwent the elbow and opted for resting one large hand between my shoulder blades, the tips of his fingers curling slightly at the neckline as if just waiting to snatch me away by my dress. A frisson traced down my spine as my stomach twisted, my body warring between staying still or leaping away.

An eyebrow hitched upward. “You’ve some spirit after all.” Shaking his head, Mog tossed a hand. “Ta, take a place with the lads, then. If you can’t manage, I’ll find another task for you.” Rhys’ fingers twitched against my back at the implicit threat.

“Ta, captain,” I said, stomping on the urge to throw his warning back in his face. 

After Mog strode away, Rhys dropped his hand and exhaled heavily. 

I frowned at him over my shoulder. “You did not have to fret so much. I am not so stupid as to antagonize—the captain.” I almost said ‘a man with my life in his hands’ but that was patently untrue; I was definitely stupid enough to do that.

“Didn’t say you were,” Rhys said, but his dark eyes flicked away.

“You thought something. Why else would you have grabbed hold of me?”

“I didn’t grab you.” Rhys returned my frown. “I was just...worried, ta? I was trying to—” He cast his gaze skyward, struggling to find the words in Caesarn, or formulate an excuse that would not offend me. “Pull you away so I could step in if Mog got himself riled.”

Wanting to protect me. People did not do such things for me, except now, apparently, they did. Ignoring the nervous twinge in my gut, I hurriedly patted his upper arm in what I hoped was an appreciative gesture. “Well, it was a decent try, I suppose.” 

Rhys looked down at my hand on his arm. I scurried away before he could say anything, toward the cabin boys who were casting spears into the sea at the railing.

“Captain Mog told us to help you,” I said when they looked at me, feeling Rhys close on my heels.

“More harpoons near the cabin,” said one of the boys. A second darted away to grab two, thrusting them into our hands as he returned, padding barefoot on the slick deck.

“Know how to throw one of these?” Rhys asked, laying the coil neatly beside his feet.

I eyed the spear in my hands dubiously. Long and slender, not as heavy as it looked, but bulkier than anything I was accustomed to, even my vanished long knife. “Not yet, but I can figure it out. Have you used one before?”

“Oh, ta,” he said, hefting the length of oak over his shoulder. “Watch a few times to get the notion. And keep your feet away from the rope.”

The cabin boys slowed their throws to watch as Rhys surveyed the water, then flung the spear into the sea. The cord whistled past my ear, jerking to a halt as Rhys snatched it. He reeled in the harpoon hand-over-hand, water dripping off the slender rope, and pulled up a wriggling fish the size of my thigh.

“Get the basket!”

A boy pulled the fish off the barb and dropped it into the large woven basket by the rail. I watched them all a few more times. They missed more than they caught, the shadows of fish barely visible as they darted through the calm water. A few leapt from the gentle waves, gliding in the air for a few moments before slipping back into the depths, but even those evaded me. My few throws resulted in nothing except wet hands.

I felt Mog’s eyes prickling the skin on the back of my neck. 

“I think ye’re arms are too short,” said one of the boys, scratching his neck.

“Nay, harpoon’s too heavy,” said another.

“We’ve the bow,” said the quieter one. “Could ye manage that?”

Finally, something decent. I smiled at the boy. “You know, I do believe I could.”

Once he returned, I tested the pull on the bow, then ran my fingers across the stiff fletching of the arrows. There was a little notch in the butt of each arrow where I needed to attach the cord to haul the fish in. After doing that, I set the arrow to the string and tested the pull again. I had never shot an arrow with anything attached before, and the distribution of weight would make a difference in how it flew. With Mog watching, I did not think I had the chance to practice a shot. The first attempt had to prove fruitful.

“This a proper time for me to worry?” Rhys murmured, and I choked on a startled laugh.

“I suppose it is,” I managed, hating the way my ears went hot under my headband as Rhys gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze. These Islanders were always touching each other, and they were never embarrassed. I felt horribly irrational in how I both feared and craved any amount of friendly physical contact.

Taking a step to the side, away from his hand, I raised the bow and waited. Around me, the cabin boys chucked their spears into the sea. Rhys did the same. I waited as the water rippled over the back of some silver-scaled fish as it leapt into the air, spreading its fins wide to begin its glide, drew the fletching to my ear and released the arrow. The barbed point sank into the fish just behind its gills, sliding through like a warm knife through a slab of butter until it emerged from the other side.

The boys whooped. One of them hauled the fish onto the deck, yanked out the arrow, and dropped the dead thing into the basket. “Again!” he cried. “Can ye do it faster this time?”

“Faster?” I asked, bemused.

“Got it barely after it broke the surface,” Rhys answered, eyes flicking toward Mog. “A good shot, ta?”

So I caught another in the same manner, then a third just under the water. Then I managed to catch two on one arrow, entirely by luck, and that was when Mog decided to check our progress. As the boy reeled in my fortunate double-catch, Mog stood nearby, arms crossed and stone-faced.

“Can you do it again?” 

I kept my face carefully blank. “If the fish cooperate.”

Mog thumbed the patchy hair on his chin. I did not care for the speculative expression he wore. “Johan,” he said, his eyes never leaving mine, “fetch the tops from my cabin.”

One of the boys broke away from rail and darted to Mog’s lair, returning swiftly with a handful of wooden rings as large as bracelets. Mog took them, turning one between his sun-worn fingers. “If I were to toss one in the air, could you send an arrow through the center?” No curiosity laced his tone. His dark eyes fixed on me with intent, as if he already knew his answer and needed me only to prove him correct.

Rhys shifted behind me, too far for a touch of solidarity.

“I am not sure,” I said, spiking my words with hesitancy. Be good, but not too good. 

Mog’s lips thinned in displeasure. “Try. And don’t play me false. I’ll have no trouble finding you a different task to earn your keep.”

Rhys made a scornful, unhappy sound.

Whatever task Rhys had imagined was likely in line with whatever Mog had decided would be my punishment. Unpleasant, at the least. Dangerous or degrading, at the worst. Before I could think any more about it, Mog jerked his arm and sent three rings spiraling over the side of the ship into the azure sky. I snapped up the bow, aiming from instinct, and let an untethered arrow fly. The shaft whisked through two of the rings. The third disappeared into the water.

“Had time to reach for a second arrow, lass.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why would you assume that?”

Mog tapped the end of his nose with a wink. “Not always been shipside. Again!” 

Another three rings soared into the air. I hesitated briefly, then skewered each ring with its own untethered arrow, watching with grim acceptance as both rings and arrows sank beneath the surface of the sea.

Reaching out, Mog snagged the bow from my loose grip, touching the brim of his hat with his other hand in a parody of admiration. “Well, ta,” he said. “You’re not as useless as you seem.”

I matched Rhys’ dreary sigh with one of my own as Mog tucked the bow and remaining arrows under his arm as he strode away to the sailor plying the wheel of the ship. “Shouldn’t have done that,” Rhys grumbled, wiping a hand down his face.

I crossed my arms and leaned my hip against the rail, looking out over the sea, the chatter of the cabin boys filling my ears as they turned away from us, dragging the basket of fish toward the galley. My stomach churned with fear, but my voice was calm. “Should I have refused?”

“No,” he said, sighing again. A handful of words clawed from his tongue, clearly curses from the sharpness of his tone. “Couldn’t have done that. No telling what he’d have set you to otherwise.” Rhys glanced away as he spoke, all but shouting the lie in my face.

“Anyone who practices regularly could have done the same.” I shrugged a shoulder, feigning nonchalance. “His eyes were all over my scars. He expected me to be able to do something.” From the corner of my eye, I caught Rhys’ fierce glower.

“He’ll have you kill for him, ta? That what you want?”

I scowled right back. “Of course it is not what I want.” My breath caught, lungs seizing, as memories assailed me. A few years of relative freedom, only to be thrust back into this situation. Killing those with whom I had no quarrel, murdering on the whim of another. My skin prickled. My mouth went dry and sour.

A touch shook me back to the present. I blinked as Rhys’ hand fell away from my arm, the warmth of his fingers imprinted on my skin. The sound of my new name a question in his mouth. 

“How could you ask me that?” I hissed, casting off my fear with false ferocity. Drawing myself to the top of my meager height, I lifted my chin, remembering that Rhys had hired me to accompany them to the Isles. He had done it under the guise of concern, but my place among these Islanders was a pocket of uncertainty. We were traveling companions. I did not know if anyone except Rona considered me a friend. “But I will do what I must, as would any mercenary.”

Turning on my heel, I stalked away, too afraid of the words that might pour from my bitten tongue if I stayed. And Rhys, silent, let me go.

###
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Fintan and Rhys hauled ropes with a handful of sailors. Clouds purled above them, marring the vivid sky. Not storm clouds, at least, and I was grateful for that, but the canvas sails snapped and timbers groaned as the ship skimmed onward. I watched Rhys at times, knowing I should not, telling myself it was because I wanted to learn how the ship worked. We both acted as if Mog’s test and our argument had never happened, a little more difficult since Mog had ordered me to fetch the bow if another baubus appeared.

After several days of relative calm, Rona made good on her threat to try to teach me to dance. “So you move your arms like this,” Rona said, standing up on her toes, rolling her arms in an undulating motion from one hand to the other. “Step out with your left food, and then―” She did a complicated set of steps, rocking toes to heel and pivoting in neat circles. “There’s a twirl at the end. Looks quite good when the dress isn’t tied up. But...” She flicked her eyes over the men on the deck. “Best not do that here. Once you learn the steps, we’d move on the harder things. Come along, let’s try it together.”

Standing beside her, I tried to follow along, my ears hot under the headband, stomach clenched with nerves. I felt foolish and much too visible.

“That’s good!” Rona said after the sequence ended, clasping my elbow in a genial touch. “I thought you’d be good. You’ve danced before?”

I shook my head. “I have not.”

She hummed a little under her breath.

A sudden, familiar feeling brought gooseflesh to my arms. Turning to the rear of the ship, I sought the source, biting my tongue and hoping I was wrong. Rona’s voice wafted faintly past my senses. The sick curdling in my blood increased; sweat beaded on my skin, cold in the breeze. And then I was running. The slick deck skidded under my feet. Just as I grabbed the bow and quiver from beside Mog’s door, the screams began.

They rippled like a tide across the deck, starting at the rear, and I turned just as the first baubus clawed its way over the railing. Rona whimpered in terror as she flung herself to the damp wood and covered her head with her trembling arms. At the mast, Fintan dropped with a thud, tucking his chin against his chest as he curled into a tight ball. All around him, sailors did the same.

Ignoring everything, I raised the bow, centering on the baubus’ monstrous face. The thing raised its head, nostrils quivering as it sniffed the air. Its wet hair slapped against its moist flesh. When the blank yellow eyes slid over me, the creature’s long nails clicked together, the webbed fingers flicking back and forth as it curled and uncurled its hands, and the thing took a step forward. The scent of it carried on the wind. My guts twisted against my spine in horror, making my throat work to keep down bile.

The baubus dropped into a crouch and darted toward me, big leaping strides sending it swiftly down the deck. Bounding like a cat. Rhys shouted at me from near the mast. The fool! He would call the thing toward him.

There had been two before, I recalled as I released the arrow into one of the thing’s egg-like eyes as it suddenly loomed over me, teeth bared and webbed hands outstretched.

I flung myself onto my stomach as the second baubus raked its claws where my head had been, avoiding the other’s toppling body. Twisting onto my back, I managed a quick backward spring before claws cut the air by my face, severing a few strands of hair that had escaped my headband. I yanked another arrow from the quiver and slapped it to the string as I darted backward over the first baubus’ corpse. Dark blood flowed over the planks from the wound in its face.

Roaring. Hot, wet breath that stank of the deep, of decay and mildew and dried riverbeds. Of caves in the damp earth and wormy loam. Of bloated corpses and fish-bitten bones. I loosed the arrow, send it skimming off the side of the baubus’ head. It bounded closer, ignoring the red welt on its damp flesh.

Nearly tripping over a prostrate sailor, I sidestepped just as the baubus flung forth a hand and ripped the quiver from my shoulder. The leather shredded under its talons like rotten cord, but I hissed in pain as the strap dug into my skin.

My heart thumped as the sick terror rolling off the baubus invaded my senses. I panted, feeling sweat slither down my spine. Not the rukh. Not the rukh. Not the rukh! 

The baubus turned its watery gaze to the sailor.

I brought the bow up like a club. The swift motion caught the monster’s attention for a moment, but, lowering its head, it sniffed the sailor’s throat. He whimpered, fingers clenched and quivering in his hair.

As the baubus raised a clawed hand, I whipped the bow onto its exposed arm. Blood coursed down the froglike skin. With a wail of rage, the creature flung itself at me, abandoning its prey. I rolled backward, wrenched the dagger from the sailor’s belt, and slammed it into the baubus’ throat as the creature rose above me. I skidded aside, feeling the thump as the thing hit the planks.

As I attempted to catch my breath, the sailors picked up their heads, wide-eyed and hesitant. Bootsteps rapped against the deck. Mog strode toward me, his coattails billowing behind him.

“Did you break my bow?” he demanded.

I found it by my feet. The wood was supple and solid, and I glimpsed no cracks under the blood coating it. The wet string was useless now, though. “You will need new cordage,” I said, “but it is otherwise fine.”

With a scowl, Mog snatched the weapon and frowned as he cast a wary eye along its length. Then he huffed. “Good.”

I bit my tongue as he turned and left, calling to the sailors. “Get your arses up,” Mog cried, “and stop your gawking! We’ve work to do. Boys, get to scrubbing. I want those things behind us.”

The sailors scurried to do his bidding, and for a few moments, the deck was chaos, as thick with crewmen as ticks on a deer. The dead baubus slid back into the sea. The green-faced crewmen who had touched them shook their hands in disgust, wiping their palms on their pants to rid themselves of the slick fish-stink of the creatures. With buckets and mops, the cabin boys attacked the bloody puddles, their eyes darting toward me and away when they caught me watching. A few leaned their heads together and whispered.

Rhys came up beside me, his face grim.

“What was I supposed to do?” I asked before he could speak. Not let someone die, not if I could stop it.

He exhaled roughly and ran a hand over his scalp. “What you did, I’d guess.” Rhys kept his face still as he ran a careful eye over the nearby sailors. “But this’ll cause problems, Dae.”

Likely, that was true, but I did not enjoy hearing him say it. “I can handle a few sailors.”

He glowered down at me. “Oh, ta?”

I shrugged a shoulder. “Perhaps not all at the same time.”

Rhys closed his eyes, the muscles in his jaw standing out as he clenched his teeth. 

“Fine, I will stay still and quiet and as unobtrusive as possible for the remainder of the voyage. You will not even know I am here.”

“Dae,” Rhys groaned. “Don’t jest.”

“I was not.”

“Just,” Rhys said, pulling at the back of his neck with both hands, “stay out of trouble, that’s all I’m asking.”

“Then you tell the baubus to stop coming on the ship,” I retorted. “Or ask them to stop eating people.”

“Oh, ta, that’ll do it.”

“Can you two just stop?” Rona snapped, stepping between us. “It’s over. Everything’s fine. No one died.”

“Not yet,” Rhys grumbled under his breath, and it was then I realized that he was not being contrary. He was anxious. Truly, the man fretted too much about things well out of his control, but his worry made me feel uncomfortable. He had brought me onto the ship to save me, and I was causing trouble for him. 

Sudden guilt made my stomach hurt. After a moment’s contemplation, I offered a sliver of optimism, knowing I likely lied even as the words fell from my tongue. “I will try not to cause any more trouble, Rhys.”

Rhys glared, as if he was contemplating the depth of my sincerity. “Ta,” he said with a sigh.

​

###
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“What is that?” I whispered, tilting my chin toward a dark speck on the horizon.

The sailor perched on the highest mast of the ship cried out, waving a hand toward the distance. Rona’s head snapped toward Mog, tightening her jaw as the man pulled a spyglass from his coat and put it to his eye, yellowed teeth showing as he grimaced with the effort to find what the sailor had seen.
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