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Praise for The Drowned Heir

"Profoundly poetic and infused with fascinating magic and myth, this book spoke to me deeply of the struggle between hereditary duty and the yearning for adventure. Hungry monsters and rogue waves lurk with ill intent below family secrets kept too long. I could taste the salt water in every line—a triumph of nautical storytelling, as fascinatingly and carefully crafted as a swift ship." —Premee Mohamed, Nebula-award winning author of And What Can We Offer You Tonight
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"A COMPELLING MARITIME fantasy with mythopoeic resonance. Jennifer R Donohue's hypnotic prose mesmerises and grabs the reader by the throat. Easily one of the best books I have read this year."

-Nin Harris
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"DEATH IS ONLY A BEGINNING. A beautiful journey between two worlds bound by ink, blood, and hearts." —E. Catherine Tobler, author of The Necessity of Stars
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"JENNIFER R. DONOHUE creates a lush and darkly detailed fantasy world full of myth and monsters." —Oghenechovwe Donald Ekpeki Nebula award winner, multiple Hugo finalist, CanCon & ICFA guest of honour
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"A DARK AND RICHLY TEXTURED fantasy novella that plunges you headfirst into a captivating and uniquely imagined world full of strange magic and implacable tradition, and where a family's expectations clash with a young woman's soul. Donohue grabs you from the first line and never lets go with a rollicking, beautifully crafted tale where everything, from the tattoos to the ships to the sea itself, are imbued with magic, and where gargantuan monsters lurk beneath the waves..."

—Maria Haskins, writer and reviewer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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Chapter One
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They drown me when my uncle dies.

He has no children, no heirs, and I'm my parents’ awkward third child, second daughter, so it can only be me. 

My mother, his sister, takes me down to the holy people, the waves, the hole in the rocks where the tide rises. I am divested of my belongings, my clothes, my shoes. I am given my uncle’s charms, and a rough robe which leaves my arms bare, the hem hanging past my knees. My braided hair is unwound, spilling down my back like a cup of overturned wine, and I am given a bitter draught to swallow. The holy people, and my mother, start a chant I have never heard before. The words are clear, but I can also make no sense of them, the syllables slipping from my thoughts in the spaces between rapid, panicked breaths.

Enough salted incense burns on the rocks that it hangs in a green veil around us, the wind strangely still. Nobody comforts me as I start to cry, balking at the edge. I can’t do this, I say, or try to say, but no words will form. Maybe it’s the smoke. Maybe it’s the strangeness. Maybe it’s what they gave me. They simply wait until I recover, and lower myself into that hole in the rocks. It has to be my choice, my doing, and to do otherwise would be to shame myself so completely there would be no way back. They hold me under until I stop struggling, until I am the water and the water is me. The waves thrash and pound against the rocks around me like a heartbeat, like my heartbeat, slowing, churning, fading. 

I awaken on the rocks with water drooling down my chin and neck, with all of my limbs quivering, grit in my hair right down to my scalp, my whole body feeling scraped out and uncomfortably refilled, two spirits now where only one was meant to dwell. My thoughts are overwhelmed by my uncle’s last living thoughts: a relentless roaring, a creature that is too large to comprehend, a scarred mound of flesh the same as and also distinct from the endless wave now breaking and the ship is breaking and I—we?—don’t have the breath to scream. 

My uncle’s spirit turns around and around on itself, like a fish in a too-small bowl. I don’t know what this is supposed to feel like; maybe I’m not meant to feel anything at all. I am meant now to be my uncle, so stern a captain with adults, but who had always been kind to me. Brought me swimming when I was small and threw me over the next wave, both of us laughing like gulls. My father never did such a thing. Maybe the Captain thought all along that I would be his drowned heir. Or maybe he thought he’d have more time. 

I am hurried into my uncle’s clothes, roughly taken up and taken in for my lesser height, smaller frame. Familiarity is necessary, to seat the spirit. To submerge mine. Nobody will ever talk to me again; they will be addressing my uncle. Still dazed, harrowed, sand and salt clinging to my skin and hair, my mother walks me home for the welcoming dinner. It is prepared by family and neighbors under the flowering trees in the back yard, not at the usual long dark dining table inside. Salt-baked fish and spit-roasted moa, big platters of vegetable-studded rice, bowls of fruits that must be roasted and cracked open like crabs before they are palatable. Bottles of wine and tea from the mountains, different family’s rums, fruit cordials. 

They said it was a storm, and a wave. Why does he remember a monster?

My sister pulls me aside and sits me down, combs out my hair. She murmurs to me and herself as she gently teases out the tangles, sand and grit pattering to the tiles with her beginning strokes, then less and less. It is soothing, familiar, and I wish I could cling to her for comfort and rely upon her to fend off anything else that would happen to me tonight. But no. My uncle’s spirit protests, strongly, and I cannot. I can’t even choke out any words, give her my thanks. My love. We are not sisters anymore, and she puts my hair back into braids, including all of my charms one by one, and my uncle’s, growing quieter as she does. She washes my face, cleans the salt out of my eyebrows, and takes my hands in hers for a moment, giving them a comforting squeeze.

I am too small for my uncle’s old boots, and everything that was once mine has been taken away. Given to one of my nieces, I hope, or a cousin. I am given a pair of new boots. They are heavier than any shoes I have previously worn, taller and with laces, a slight heel. I have always thought my uncle’s boots are for show, and wearing them doesn’t make me think otherwise. They are boots to drown in, if they didn’t come off quickly enough, but sometimes so much of one’s position in the world has to do with how they appear. My uncle’s spirit does not contradict this thought. 

I am given the coat that he wore as a captain, repaired from what was visited upon it this last voyage. Like the boots, it seems a garment that is impossible to be comfortable in, to be worn all the time, but unlike the boots it is still sized for a man. My sister rolls back the cuffs for me, the salt-dulled buttons disappearing in the folds of cloth so worn-in that it hangs how it should, like I have always worn it, and my uncle’s spirit takes comfort in it even if I do not. My hands slip into the pockets, unbidden, but of course they are empty now, and I wonder what he was looking for. I’m not sure if he should be able to hide his thoughts from me like this, his wants and his memories, but he does. I’m not sure if everything that is happening is what should be happening.

I am given a charm against drunkenness, fresh-made from a quartz craw-stone of the moa that is spit-roasted for dinner, worn round like a pearl and glittering white like shoals exposed at low tide, that our lighthouse warns against. I am pressed into the crowd of friends who seem like strangers, because if all of these people love me, how could they have done this? But of course, this is how it is done, when one dies without an heir.

My uncle’s life and accomplishments are celebrated, as though he had returned home successfully from his voyage a decorated captain instead of a stinking remainder in a wounded ship’s hold. It was a new ship, and its maiden voyage. The neighborhood children run free, playing at their games, threading through the crowd, and their laughter pierces my skull. More than once I have been a child at a gathering such as this, aware of the purpose but not fully understanding. If it is so serious and important, why is everybody so intent on also behaving as though nothing happened, nothing changed? I know now, though, as everybody calls me Captain, calls me by my uncle’s name, my old self erased in a single day’s efforts. Everybody makes effort to draw me into conversation, reminiscing upon old adventures, old escapades, everything meant to center my uncle’s spirit in his new vessel, ease the transition from the land of the dead to the land of the living again. Even the songs are his favorite melodies, and my sister’s sweet alto feels like such a betrayal when I hear it. I’m still here, I want to say, I cannot say. My uncle’s spirit turns uncomfortably.

At the end of it, my father and brother take me to my uncle’s house, where I am to stay, party torchlights still dancing in my eyes, everybody’s singing still echoing in my ears. I am the master of my own richly appointed mansion now, built with my own two hands—my uncle’s two hands. The partner in my family’s shipping business, captain of every ship he boards. Rarely have I had a space all to myself for very long, and in my uncle’s house, the silence and solitude drag at me like a rip current. In his thoughts, and mine, the wave grows and breaks, again and again, eyes flashing beneath. I let the new charm fall from my fingers where I’ve clutched it for hours, unable to stomach anything, unable to speak, or smile, or laugh. It rolls into the corner of the sitting room and there I leave it, to wink at me of an evening.

I think that I would very much like to go to sleep, and my uncle’s spirit, dazed itself, is finally in agreement with me. I ascend the stairs, dragging my hand along the smooth railing, touching the framed maps and portraits in the hall. I am somehow too shy with myself to change my clothing. I kick out of my new boots and drop the coat on a chair and crawl across the bed, plunging into deep sleep almost immediately, dreaming uneasily of the deep, of memories that are not mine and somehow are now. Dreaming of a long and mournful call before an impossible wave crashes down and renders all darkness.
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