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To my bear, thank you for always believing in me.

~ Love, Your Selkie
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​Chapter One
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​​​Rassa

Life comes and life goes, such as the world turns, and the seasons follow suit. Mid fall in the year of 1485, a young wolf pup ran through a section of tall grass with her father chasing her on two legs. Night had fallen, and the moon was on the rise, darkening their vision. The pup dodged this way and that, around the tangles of nettles that would scrape along her fur. She went around the brambles that would get stuck, creating mats her mother would have to either cut or pick free. Her father lunged forward and managed to trip her. She yelped and rolled through the grass as he jumped to avoid landing on her. He was laughing as the pup got to her feet and tackled him, snapping at his shoulders and chest.

“Enough, Rassa, my little love!” her father chuckled in a soothing tenor voice. “Enough. Come back to two legs, child.” The pup chewed on her father’s fingers another moment before she whimpered. Her bones twisted and cracked; her fur receded into her skin before the length of dark red–brown hair hung from her scalp. The full transformation from wolf pup to five–year–old frame was painful. It was one of many reasons she picked one form for a fortnight at a time.

“Wha’ is it, fahver?” Rassa asked, staying atop him. She could smell the dewy grass surrounding them, along with the leather of her and her father’s clothes. She ran her fingers over the worn armor–like plate of his chest piece, feeling the smooth yet hard material. There were several knicks that she could dig her small fingers into and often did when she would lie on her father’s chest. He smiled at her and lifted his chin to look at the still darkening sky. Rassa turned over with care, keeping herself on his stomach, and lifted her eyes to the deep black overhead. She sighed, watching the stars poke through the dark. It was another weekly routine. They would always be late for the evening meal, but Rassa didn’t care. It was a time where she didn’t have to listen to the fussing of her infant brother. Time that she just absorbed nature and the love of her father.

He took a slow breath and exhaled in a sigh. Rassa blinked at the sound and twisted, looking for the moon. It was the one thing she always wanted to stare at. She found it after a few heartbeats. The moon was just clearing the trees of the surrounding forest. It created a silvery hue that drenched the woods and their home in sparkling moonlight. Rassa made to sit up and her father followed suit, wrapping her in a comforting hug as she dropped onto the grass.

“Rassa, tell me what you love and find beautiful, child,” her father whispered, tickling her ear. She watched the moon for a few moments, happy to see it at its full size. “Pup?”

“I love you, fahver, and mohver, and brohver.” Rassa sighed, tearing her eyes from the moon. “Ze moon is beautiful.” Her father gave her a gentle squeeze and kissed her cheek. The stubble on his face scratched at her, making her smirk and rub against him again.

“All good things to love, my pup.” Her father lifted his head to stare at the moon. Rassa smiled at the admiration in his eyes. “My mother found the moon as beautiful as you do.” Rassa tilted her head back and to the side in curiosity. She could see the shadows being cast under his firm jaw and brows as his eyes studied her favorite thing.

“She did?” she asked. She had never heard her father speak of his parents before. He nodded.

“My father was taught to keep his eyes on the ground until he met my mother. She showed him the beauty of the moon.” Her father sighed again.

“Fahver?”

“I have a bad feeling, my little love. I want you to know that no matter what happens, we will always love you. That if your mother and I fall, that you are strong enough to keep pushing on. You are beautiful and strong and should love yourself as much, if not more, than those around you.” Rassa tilted her head, very confused now.

“I do love me too, favher,” she said into the heavy silence.

“Make sure you still do in years to come,” he replied with a smile. It didn’t quite reach his eyes. They looked golden in the silvery moonlight instead of their normal hazel. “Come, your mother will wonder where we are.” 

Rassa’s father stood, lifting her to her feet as he went. Together, they walked into the house nestled amidst the forest surrounding the field. The fireplace at the center of the house gave off enough heat that Rassa wasn’t shivering after a few moments. Around the main room of the house, the firelight flickered over the large table in the center, over the small cupboard that sat in the far corner to the right of the front door with the wash basin further along down the wall. The light just touched the black doorway that led into the only bedroom.

She clambered up into her chair and sat at the table with her mother, who was nursing her baby brother. There were two other chairs in the room. One of which was a rocking chair, the other was her father’s. It was much sturdier than the other two for her mother and her, being made of a thicker, older wood. Rassa’s eyes roved over the hearth and its pot before settling on her mother and brother. Her mother had dozed off while holding the babe. Sitting cross–legged, she held the babe’s head and her elbow, while supporting her own head with her fist on the table. Her mother took a slow breath with her eyes closed as her father moved to get them food from the pot sitting on the hearth.

Rassa watched her mother, wishing she could spend the time like they used to. Her mother was always up with her brother and had little time for Rassa over the past four months. It frustrated her, but she understood she wasn’t a pup as both her parents had explained to her time and again. Rassa looked down at the meal before her and sniffed. It was cold but smelled good. She smiled and waited for her father to start. 

He set his plate down and looked at his mate with the small smile he had held for the moon. Her mother stirred as her father took the infant from her. She blinked up a few times at her father before nodding. Rassa leaned back in her chair as her stomach growled. One of her biggest flaws, as her parents and many others pointed out, was that she had little ability to wait.

Her father disappeared into the dark bedroom for a moment to put her brother in his crib. A soft groan escaped her mother’s lips as she stood, wobbling a breath before kissing Rassa on the top of the head. Her mother braced herself on the table to accomplish it, and the wave of exhaustion stung at Rass’s nose, smelling like a dying fire. 

“I love you, my darling. Zank you for being so ‘elpful today,” she purred. Rassa sat up on her knees in the chair to hug her mother. Unlike Rassa and her father, her mother wore dresses made of linen or wool, depending on the season. The fabric was rough under Rassa’s fingers as she gripped her mother around the chest. 

Rassa like her father and had a wolf second soul. Her brother had taken to their mother and was a white and gray spotted leopard cub. Her father came back and hugged them both, making Rassa squirm from the awkward pressure around her shoulders. Her parents nuzzled, the scraping sound of her father’s stubble a telltale sign. Her mother let out a soft noise before kissing her mate and releasing the hug. 

Rassa sat back and dropped herself off her knees before either of her parents scolded her and watched the love her mother and father had for each other. It was obvious in the near doe–eyed expression they both held, even if their expressions held exhaustion and concern. Rassa watched her father’s hand slide up his mate’s arm before giving a gentle squeeze.

“You should go rest, mate,” her father said. “Rassa and I can finish up here.” Her mother purred, kissing her father again. She leaned into her mate with the kiss and relaxed into his arms, still making the soothing sound. The wetness of the kiss made Rassa look away with a face of disgust.

“Zank you,” her mother’s voice ached with her tiredness. “Rassa, mind your fazer and when ‘e says, you come to bed. No fighting. Understood?” Rassa nodded, her face back to passive the instant she heard her name. Her stomach’s growl was audible, and her mother kissed her on the head once more before heading off into the darkness of the bedroom.

Her father added a log to the fire and sat while Rassa bounced in her chair. She sat on her hands to keep still as her father took his first bite. He smirked, chewing a moment before gesturing her to dig in. She did so with gusto, causing her father to chuckle before his second bite. The rabbit melted in her mouth while the carrots and potatoes mushed together. She cleared her plate before her father had eaten a quarter of his.

“You are getting much better at waiting, pup,” her father said with a flash of gold surrounding his hazel eyes. Rassa blinked, matching him as her wolf came forward to half control. Her wolf pulled their lips up in a smile before fading to the back again. Rassa had just begun to access her second soul, which made any small motions like that difficult. The gold ring stayed around her father’s eyes. “You may have more, but try to breathe instead of just wolfing it down.” His voice dropped a note as his wolf spoke. Rassa nodded and slid from her chair, filling her plate with a second helping.

She took a deep breath and tried to chew until everything was mush, as her mother always instructed. Rassa watched as her father and his wolf picked at his plate. Every few weeks, he seemed to eat less than normal, not wanting whatever was made. She finished her second plate as there was a knock on the front door.

Her father stood, leaving the half–eaten plate behind. He pointed at her to stay seated, and she froze as he opened the door. Rassa watched his stiff, squared shoulders relax, and he stepped back to reveal a red–haired, green–eyed male. At half a head taller than her father and about as wide, the male took a step over the threshold.

“Alpha Blakhart!” Rassa exclaimed. She hopped down and ran forward, jumping into the male’s arms. He grunted, but scooped her up in a gentle hug. “Fahver did not say you were running tonight!” she stated, digging her small claws into his leather cuirass as he let go. Her muscles shook as she held herself for close to a minute while Alpha Blakhart watched her father over her shoulder.

“Yer grip is gettin’ strong, pup,” Alpha Blakhart chuckled in a deep tenor voice. Alpha Blakhart’s arm tucked under her butt as her father gave her a stern look. Rassa adjusted on the arm as thick as her torso to get comfortable.

“Is ‘Fig wiz you?” Rassa asked, pulling her bare feet forward to push off the male’s broad belt and look over his shoulder. Alpha Blakhart loosed his breath and shook his head. Rassa looked down at his face. The lines seemed deeper as he frowned, and a soft smell of a rainy day hit her. He was saddened by her question. Rassa tilted her head, watching as the happiness in his green eyes faded.

“No, he decided the sea called ta him and left wit’ Jarak and Elder Zhevris.” Rassa pouted at the statement, dropping back on the arm that had been supporting her. Her grip relaxed, and she fingered a hole that sat just above the male’s heart. Whatever blade had pierced the hard leather had gone all the way through. Alpha Blakhart tapped her thigh and she let go of the thick leather pauldron on his right shoulder to slide down his side. “I miss him too, pup.”

“You let your eldest at the Mother?” her father asked, placing a hand between Rassa’s shoulder blades as she curled into his leg. She took a deep breath, smelling the remains of the dewy grass and the fireside on the well–used leather. The leather was rougher around his legs as it was all straps around the linen cloth of his pants. She never really understood why everyone she saw was in armor. None of them spoke of battles beyond the bedtime stories her father would tell. But even those were battles before his time.

“As I said Korasqui, he claimed it called ta him. Jarak and Zhevris did the rest when Jess and I were busy wit’ clan nonsense,” Alpha Blakhart stated, sounding irate. Rassa’s father lifted his free hand and nodded.

“Zhevris, like my mother, had–has a way with the world,” he soothed. “My apologies.”

Alpha Blakhart nodded and sighed. “It’s been three days.” The male shook his head, his eyes gliding across Rassa, gripping one of the straps on her father’s thigh. “Ye were the one who requested I come when I could. Is this a bad time?” Rassa’s father shook his head. The scent of relief came to her at the motion.

“Let Rassa and I just clean up a touch, then we can go. I am grateful,” her father said. The feeling of his hand sliding from between her shoulders to the back of her head left her cold.

“Ye’re most welcome. It’s been an age since we’ve hunted instead of anythin’ else.” Rassa’s head tilted up to look at her father’s almost guilty expression. Alpha Blakhart cleared his throat at the pause and looked down at Rassa. “How can I help ye clean up, pup?” He flashed a smile and gestured her forward. Rassa returned the expression and gathered the plates. “I’m sorry for–”

“It’s fine, none of them know,” her father replied in an undertone. Rassa’s eyes shifted to her left as her wolf became interested in the secrecy. Was this what was plaguing her father? He had never mentioned hunting. Alpha Blakhart lifted an eyebrow in shock before nodding and moving forward. 

Rassa turned with her head tilted at her father, curious of the secret, before Alpha Blakhart took the plates from her and headed towards the washbasin. He helped Rassa with the cook pot as her father took to wiping down the table. Her father threw two more logs on the fire once they finished. Rassa gave Alpha Blakhart a hug, knowing she was going to be told to go to bed. He returned it with strong comfort, giving her a playfully tight squeeze. The air rushed out of her, and she did her best to squeeze back. When they let go, he patted her on the butt and Rassa started off towards the bedroom door. Her father gripped her shoulders as she went in for a hug.

“Rassa, I have a task for you tonight,” he began, kneeling by the fire. Rassa nodded, standing tall. “You make sure this fire stays hot until I get back. Do you think you can do that?” 

Rassa’s eyes went wide with excitement and understanding. “You’re letting me stay up, fahver?!” Rassa half asked, half squeaked.  Her father nodded with a smile. “Yes! Yes! Yes! Zank you!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around his neck in a hug. His breath let loose at the impact and his arms wrapped around her thin body. He gave her a squeeze that was half the momentary strength of Alpha Blakhart before speaking.

“Easy, pup,” her father intoned. “You’ll wake your brother, then your mother, and have the Seven Hells to pay.” She calmed down, but could not take the grin from her lips as her father pulled her back. “Blakhart and I should be back just after the moon has made its zenith. You understand?” Rassa nodded, fidgeting in her father’s grip. “Good. Now be quiet as a mouse, keep the fire hot and when we get back, you can go to bed.” Rassa let out a soft, excited squeal, bouncing on her toes. The smooth wood creaked as Alpha Blakhart moved behind her to the door.

“Zank you, fahver!” Her father shook his head with a smile and stood, heading for Alpha Blakhart and the waiting dark. Alpha Blakhart nodded to Rassa. His eyes shifted to golden, and his skin erupted with red fur as he closed the door.

Rassa stared a moment before loosing an excited breath. Her father was letting her stay up and tend the fire, letting her have the responsibility that she had been begging for every night for the last year. She paced around the table twice before grabbing her blanket off her bed. She curled up after laying her blanket out on the floor. The cold didn’t seep into the house with the fire as high as it was for dinner, but it would grow colder, and she still hadn’t shaken the feeling that something was wrong with her father. Her head twitched at the unfamiliar noises occurring around the outside of the house, giving her the distraction from the soothing crackle of the fire she needed.

Rassa occasionally stood and stretched in front of the hearth before feeding a log into the fire. The flames licked the wood beneath her fingers the second time, and she winced, jumping back at the pain. The third time she did this, she listened to her brother stir and fuss before she heard her mother move to feed him. As Rassa listened to the fuss lessen and the suckle start in earnest, she paced the table, trying to stay awake. The moment she passed the corner near the door, there was a quick knock. Rassa froze and twisted to stare at the wood.

Fahver would not knock. Who would knock so late? she thought, confused.

Rassa shook her head and continued her pace around the table after a few heartbeats. It seemed like all the life around the house had gone still. She couldn’t hear any chirp or rustling of leaves, just the crackling of the fire. She sat back down and wrapped herself in her blanket for another few minutes before hearing the knock a second time. Rassa stared wide eyed at the door through the table legs. They had seemed unsure this time instead of quick.

Fahver would not knock, she thought again before turning back to the fire. The soft sound of a clearing throat to her left made her jump. Her mother stood there with her arms crossed, looking rather tired.

“What are you still doing up, little one?” her mother asked. 

“Fahver said for me to stay up and tend ze fire. He–he went out on a hunt wiz Alpha Blakhart,” Rassa replied, a little timid. She rubbed her eyes as they tried to close on her again. Her mother sighed and moved forward. She bent down, lifting Rassa’s blanket up around her shoulders and partway over her head. Rassa’s lips lifted in a tired smile as her mother kissed her over the blanket. 

“If zey went on a run, zen zey will be out all night,” her mother said, her tone softening. “If you feel like you are going to fall asleep, just come to bed and let me know.” Rassa shook her head, causing the blanket to slide. She gripped the rough wool between her fingers so it didn’t fall from her shoulders and sat up on her knees.

“No, I can do zis. I want you to rest and feel better.” Her mother smiled, eyes wet, and the smell of exhaustion, joy, and sadness hit Rassa all at once. It made her nose itch.

“I will always feel better when you are around, my love.” Rassa’s mother wrapped her in a tight hug and kissed the top of her head. “Zank you, but you should try to sleep too, you know.”

“I know,” Rassa said, failing to stop her yawn. “Fahver said he would be back sooner, but I haven’t looked at ze moon yet.”

“All right. As soon as ‘e is srough zat door, you come to bed, you understand?” Rassa nodded, relaxing her grip and her mother stood. “Zank you again, little one.” Her mother walked back into the bedroom. 

Rassa pulled the blanket up over her head, staring into the fire. She was getting cold. Rassa shook herself when she rocked. She stood and walked to the window to check where the moon was. The land before the house was in shadow, which meant that the moon was sinking over the far side of the forest. It was long past when her father was supposed to be back. 

No wonder I’m so tired, Rassa thought. 

As she turned away from the window, the knock from before happened again, but seemed panicked this time. It was rapid, but soft. Rassa did her best to see anything more than just the landscape. She let out a small huff and gave in, heading for the door. She lifted the latch as quietly as she could and peeked around the opening. There was someone standing there who was time and a half Rassa’s height. In the shadow, she looked to have brown hair, pale skin, and a dark color dress with a patterned belt around her waist. 

“Who are you?”

The female started and looked back. “I’m–My name’s Lamia. I’m looking for Alpha Lamenti. Is he here?” Her tone reflected the last set of knocks. Rassa couldn’t smell anything from the female, which confused her.

“Why do you need him?” Rassa asked, her tone soft but firm.

“It’s an urgent matter that I need to discuss with him. Is he here?” After a pause of Rassa sizing the female up, she asked, “If he’s not here, is it possible for me to wait inside? It is rather cold out here.” Lamia’s voice changed from nervous and in a hurry to soothing and motherly. Rassa blinked hard a moment, trying to clear her head of the exhaustion.

“He should be back soon, so I don’t see why not. But we need to be quiet because mohver and brohver are sleeping,” Rassa slurred.

“Thank you, little one.” Rassa took a few steps back, and the female slipped into the house. When the door was closed, Rassa moved back to the fire and gestured Lamia to follow her. Rassa went to sit, stopping a breath before remembering Lamia’s comment about being cold. She put two more logs in the fire and took her blanket off her shoulders, handing it over. 

“Here,” Rassa said. She blinked, still not smelling anything of the female. Even the fabric she wore seemed void of scent and glittered like the stars in the fire’s light. “It’s not much, but it will help warm you up.” Lamia smiled at her.

“Aren’t you generous? Thank you,” she whispered. Rassa gave a tired smile and squatted next to the fire. She wobbled a moment before falling back on her butt. Lamia’s hands caught her before she fell further backwards. “Goodness, you are sleepy,” the female said in an affectionate tone. “How long have you been up, little one?”

Rassa shook her head. “I’m fine.” Her eyes betrayed her, forcing themselves closed for a moment before she could open them. Lamia was blurry in the firelight, but she looked too smooth, too long in the face and torso. 

“No, you’re exhausted. Here.” Lamia adjusted her grip and pulled Rassa closer so she could use Lamia’s leg as a pillow. “Just rest.” Rassa fought through the tired feeling in a wave at the position. Lamia’s hand caught her as she tried to sit up. “Just rest. It’s okay. I can keep the fire going and when your father gets here, he can take you to bed.” Rassa nodded as the exhaustion conquered her strength and she fell into the waiting darkness of her mind.

She didn’t know how long she’d been asleep, but she was being carried and there was a male’s voice pleading, “please, my lady, take it out on me. Do not take her!” 

“I need you to feel the pain I felt for your betrayal.” Rassa didn’t recognize the female’s voice but recognized her father’s. “Do you understand what it did to me, Korasqui? What you did to me?”

“My intention was never to slight you, my lady, please. Give me back my pup. You can take it out of my flesh, please. Just give her back.” Rassa lifted her head and felt claws dig into the scruff of her neck. She stiffened at the claws sinking into her flesh and whimpered at the pressure. 

“It’s all right, my love. You stay resting.” The female’s voice was smooth and soft, promising her comfort if she listened. 

Lamia... Ze female, Rassa thought, panicked. What’s going on? What did I do? She opened her eyes. Her head was resting on the female’s shoulder facing the female’s neck. If she strained her eyes, she could see her father in his skin. Every feature on him showed panic, and his arms were wide. 

“Please! My lady, I am sorry. We all thought you had died off the cliff. I did not know. If I had any idea–I did search for you–please give her back!”

“No. I am taking her as payment, and I will raise her, and she will learn to hate this world.” Rage flashed across her father’s face, and he stepped forward before catching himself. Rassa could see the gold creeping into the hazel of his eyes. His wolf was starting to win. “And I’m going to take everything else from you, too. And from that bloody bear.”

“Blakhart?” Her father’s expression became confused for half a second. Rassa went to move again and yelped as the claws dug deep into the scruff of her neck. “What does Blakhart have to do with this, my lady? He was never involved. He never made a promise to you or anyone else. Please–Please don’t hurt her!” The desperation in her father’s voice made her realize this was what he had been afraid of. Someone would come to take her as payment for something he had done or failed to do.

Rassa felt the sneer form on Lamia’s face. “That bear has more to do with this than you realize.” The next thing Rassa knew, a loud roar erupted from the house, engulfing the house in white flames. The explosion threw her father forward, and he turned on the ground to stare at the flames. 

“NO!” he screamed. Rassa blinked the white flames from her eyes, staring in horror as she heard the screams of her mother and brother.

“No!” she whimpered and thrashed, not caring about the claws tearing her flesh. The next set of claws dug into the side of her thigh. It only made Rassa thrash more to get free.

“Enough!” Lamia snapped, and Rassa’s body went stiff as a board at the command. “You are coming with me and that is final.” Rassa’s body ignored her, refusing to listen as if controlled by the female. By Lamia. She had magic and was more powerful than any Rassa had known before now.

“No! No!” Rassa whimpered. She watched as her father got to his feet. He turned on the spot, his eyes bright gold and death written across his face. Rassa made eye contact with him.

Transform, pup, floated through her mind in a deep growl. Transform and run. Rassa squirmed, pulling on her wolf to begin the transformation. It was difficult with the female’s claws sunk into her as deep as they were. Fighting through the command hurt her and her wolf, but with great effort, they managed it. Once she was halfway through the transformation, her father charged, shifting into the perfect blending of human and wolf with a black coat that had streaks of white and red throughout. He slammed into them, causing Lamia to shriek and throw Rassa aside. As the ground stopped her roll, she struggled through more pain from the command Lamia had given.

By the time Rassa hit full wolf form and tucked into the grass, Lamia was up and fighting back. Rassa couldn’t see the form change, but she felt it was different. She could smell it. The words that rang through the night shouted from her father’s snout were, “Die, fae bitch! Die!”

***
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Rassa gasped, sitting up in bed. She was soaked with sweat and breathing hard from the dream. It was the same dream she’d had for the past week. It seemed to haunt her every night. The woman next to her stirred. Her fellow bar wench. The rustle of rough cloth filled the blackness that pressed in on Rassa. She took a slow breath, forcing the images of the burning house away.

“Rassa? You okay?” her fellow wench asked in a slur. Rassa hummed in confirmation.

“Yes, June. I’m fine. Just a nightmare.” She leaned over and lit the candle on the small bedside table. Flinching at the sudden white–orange flame, Rassa relaxed as it dwindled to a soothing red orange and June sighed.

“Rah–sah, lay back down,” a yawn punctuated June’s whine. “I’ll hold you and hum.” Rassa took a deep breath and shook her head. Her eyes flicked around the room as the meager light from the candle strained to penetrate the darkness. 

“It’s almost daybreak,” she replied, setting her feet on the floor. June’s arm snaked its way around Rassa’s waist to stop her from standing. “Please, you know how he gets if I don’t have everything set to open.” June tightened her grip, ignoring the request.

“Just lay back another few minutes, Rassa. You’re warm.”

Warm. Warm from what felt like the blazing fire from her nightmare. Rassa pulled June’s arm from around her and stood. A groan left June as Rassa lifted the candle from its perch. Her companion rolled over, pulling Rassa’s blanket over her. June shook her head and grunted as Rassa quietly opened the door. She slipped through the gap and closed the door with another deep breath. After a moment of her head against the door, Rassa leaned back and sighed.

She wore a thin shift, which she could guarantee was see through from her sweat. Rassa shivered then pushed off the door. The dream was still running through her head. Somehow, she had woken up before her father’s death and Lamia’s disappearance. Rassa remembered watching the fire and screaming for her father as she ran headlong into the flames after him and being burned for her actions.

She padded down the stairs of the inn and stopped at a window. Rassa heard a loud caw in the back of her mind and looked up through the gap in the curtains. The moon sat sinking behind the buildings before her. Rassa sighed and shook her head. She had woken up from the nightmare too soon for her to be getting everything ready. 

The inn was in sharp relief from the low moonlight and the flickering flame in her hand. The tables and chairs all looked decrepit and ready to collapse, reminding her yet again of her dream. Rassa blinked hard and rubbed her eyes before staring back out the window. She had to focus on her cage, not just a nightmare.

Her morning chores comprised of cleaning the entire bottom floor of the inn. All of its tables, chairs, and countertops. Then she would start the fires in the main body and kitchen so she could start cooking and brewing a variety of food and drinks to start the guest’s day. 

Rassa focused on the full moon, longing to enjoy it more. June was right, I should have laid back down, Rassa thought as the next caw occurred. This one wasn’t in her head, however. She blinked, watching as the bird flew across the moon twice before finding a spot to settle on the peak of the roof across the street. Birds that make that noise aren’t night creatures, Rassa thought, staring at the silhouette. It blended in with the roofs with the moon behind it, but she thought it was a raven because of its size.

She shook her head, turning away from the window. A raven had been the next part of the nightmare. She had hidden so long that a white and black raven had found her. He transformed from raven to a dark–haired, thin man with feathers throughout his hair, a beak of a nose and silver eyes. The name attached to the face was SwiftWing from memory, but another name hung there as well. Fiach. Both names belonged to the raven man.  

He had found her hiding under the brush, burned along the face and shoulders, and pulled her out enough for a woman with similar features to help her. That woman’s name had been Cavera and the apprentice of the woman had reminded Rassa of a cat because of her image. She didn’t know that woman’s name, but flame red hair tinted heavily with gray and brown with yellow–green eyes matched a rounded but thin child–like face.

Rassa shook herself and glanced back out the window. The raven was no longer perched, but a larger something was sitting there. Rassa drew the curtain back over the window and shook herself a second time at the sudden fear that swept her up. She crossed her free arm around her middle. The icy shift she wore stung against her feverish skin.

It was only a dream. None of it was real. I am not part wolf. My father and mother both died at sea, and I washed up here, Rassa thought. A small voice told her she was a liar. It nagged at her a moment to look back out the window. Rassa growled at herself and twitched the curtain back a sliver. The figure was still there, like a gargoyle perched atop the peak. She swallowed and clenched her jaw. “Please don’t be the raven,” she whispered against the window. The figure shifted, standing from a crouch. Rassa’s eyes went wide before closing the curtain in panic. She shook herself. You are imagining things. You are tired and plagued by nightmares. 

Rassa took a deep breath, smelling her own sweat and the flame of the candle before she started on the chores she could do. It helped lessen her shiver and her muscles began to unstick from the motion. She stacked all the wood they needed for the morning after setting the places ready to light. She had just finished cleaning and clearing her mind of the nightmare when her master came out of the kitchen. He stumbled over to the bar and glared at her.

“How much yah got left?” he grunted. Rassa kept her eyes averted. Even though she dreamt of being a wolf and knew she was a low blood human. She still had a decent sense of smell and from ten feet away could smell the unwashed man and the hops of the ale he had poured.

“Just to get dressed and light the fires, sir,” Rassa replied. She had learned over the last twelve years that challenging this man, her master, meant lasting pain. Her master grunted around his morning ale.

“Hop to it, wench.” Rassa nodded and lit the fires before hurrying to wake June and get dressed.
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​​​Chapter Two
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​​​Celfig

The gentle creak of ropes filled the air as the hammocks rocked by the Great Mother’s will. Celfig was half awake from a nightmare that had plagued him over the past few nights. In the nightmare, he was a small boy caught in a war and endured weeks of torture because he was a monster. He had been a bear man in the sense that he was covered in thick, short fur. His nose and mouth were that of a bear, but with human eyes. He would walk on his hind legs like a man and his hands and feet were human like but ended in large claw–like nails and covered in thick pads. 

There was no reason for this dream. Celfig never dreamt of anything. Which is why this one had been so vivid and frightening. Celfig adjusted in his hammock, listening to the snores that punctuated the creak of the ropes. His mentor, a sailor by the name of Jarak, slept on the hammock beneath him and rarely stirred outside of cannon fire or the bosun’s whistle. 

Celfig had just turned nineteen this past spring. He was a sturdy nineteen. Thick through the chest and a moderate height. He stood at near six feet, rivaling the captain. Celfig also sported short mouse brown hair with hints of red throughout and a trimmed goatee that matched the red of his hair. His eyes were hazel, and he was a bit of a trickster when he felt the urge. Jarak had encouraged that part of Celfig. 

“Find it where ye can, lad, ‘cause there are times ye’ll never see it,” Jarak stated when Celfig had been caught the first time. Celfig had just achieved his goal of becoming the ship’s armorer. Jarak had taught him everything on board, and the previous armorer had apprenticed Celfig over the past six years. 

He adjusted and closed his eyes against the snoring around him. The crew worked in four–hour shifts and soon enough, it would be time for him to be back on deck. He started dozing off, falling into a restless black pit. As images flashed in his mind, a high–pitched whistle cut through everything. Celfig jerked and sat up into the planks above his head.

“Ye all right, boy?” Jarak’s gravel voice asked at Celfig’s groan.

“Aye, just... nothin’ worth explainin’,” Celfig replied, rolling out of the hammock. Jarak stood and cracked his back, giving Celfig a no–nonsense look. “Nightmare. I had a nightmare tha’ kept me up.” Jarak grunted in understanding and clapped Celfig on the shoulder.

“Don’t worry. The tavern wenches in this port aren’t as frightenin’ as the last one.” Jarak smirked and winked. The sentiment drew a laugh from Celfig.

“I wish it had been tha’ level of fright, Jarak,” Celfig replied as they headed for the top deck. Jarak wrapped an arm around him, giving him a strong squeeze.

“Tell me when we break, boy,” Jarak stated. They sighed as a heavy sheet of icy rain washed over them. Celfig was grateful for his bare feet today. The rain was cold enough to bite at his skin and slick enough on the planks beneath his feet that with his boots he would have ended up in the Great Mother. He hated the weather nearing winter. The rains would grow cold and become snow if they stayed in the northern waters. If they headed south at all, things warmed up, but they dealt with dead winds or high seas.

While on break, a wave crashed into the ship, scattering crew members and supplies. Celfig and Jarak bolted to secure the other barrels as they rolled. It looked as if one of the ropes holding the supplies down had snapped from stress. Other crew darted about the deck, securing lifelines and the crew that had been swept off their feet. Jarak and Celfig, being two of the larger men, stuck to the large barrels and cannons on the top deck.

The two men exchanged a look before their eyes traveled skyward at a brilliant flash. Lightning shot from black cloud to black cloud before striking the sea a distance off. Not a heartbeat later, a loud, ear–piercing roar of thunder shook the ship and its men. Jarak’s eyes landed back on Celfig before darting to the sea. He tackled Celfig, rolling them further towards the aft of the ship as another wave crashed where they had been standing.

“All hands–on deck! Men, a loft–secure the sails double time!” was shouted in an echo from the captain to the first mate and the quartermaster.

“Lifelines! Everything below deck and secured!” The call echoed once again. Celfig and Jarak managed their feet and started hauling what they had grabbed from the deck, handing it off to two more deckhands before heading back for more. 

The deck flooded twice more by the waves crashing against it before everything that couldn’t be brought down was lashed as tight as possible. There was a call for those men in the sails to head below decks, along with most of the crew. Celfig, Jarak, Mac, another one of the sturdy men, and three others were called to stay topside in case anything else happened.

Celfig triple checked all the lifelines and braced himself against the stairs leading to the aft castle. The rain was so heavy that he could just see Mac and another man standing against the mainmast watching with what looked like sour and wary expressions. Jarak matched him on the opposite side of the stairs and the others found various positions to brace. The captain and quartermaster stood at the helm while the first mate had taken his chances below decks with the men. 

There was another bone shattering clap of thunder after a violent display of lightning that made Celfig flinch. Jarak shouted something he couldn’t make out before there was another crack. The fork lashed out from the clouds, striking the mainmast in a flash of bright white light. It kindled to red and orange sparks as the mast was set ablaze. Celfig exchanged a glance with Jarak before he charged forward. Mac caught him and threw him towards the opposite side to climb the rigging as he hooked an arm around the lifeline attached to Celfig.

Celfig had balance, but he hated everything to do with heights. He started climbing with another man named Cal on the opposite side of the rigging. Jarak and Mac had moved with them to hold tight to the lifelines in case either of them lost balance. Celfig and Cal prevented the damage to the sails and determined that the mast, despite being singed, remained sturdy. Celfig started down at top speed as another set of lightning flashed. The last thing he wanted was to be up the mast if the storm decided it was going to strike there a second time.

He was first to reach the deck and rushed forward with Jarak and Mac as Cal fell the last twenty feet. The three men caught Cal and put him on his feet before returning to their brace points. 

The six men spent four more ruthless hours on deck before being brought below for the next shift. By the time Celfig and the rest were heading down, however, the storm had let up to heavy rain. They were all drenched, exhausted, and freezing. Jarak helped Celfig pull out of his tunic before tossing him a spare blanket he had been handed.

A round of steaming grog was set before them in the galley before Cócaire, the cook, bustled away. Celfig was shivering violent enough that he ignored the tankard in front of him and focused on tucking his arms around himself to stay warm. Jarak watched him. The blanket he had around his shoulders loose, as if the freezing rains made no effect on his skin. Jarak’s eyes shifted to Mac and Cal. Cal was shivering as bad as Celfig. The rest like Mac seemed unaffected too. Mac was sitting with his tankard, shirtless and hairy with his blanket on the table next to him. 

Thick, coarse black hair covered Mac, while Jarak had hair that was less coarse but still thick and dark. If there wasn’t a significant difference in their physical looks, Celfig would have called them brothers. Jarak matched Mac in height, being half a head shorter than Celfig, and both were broad, with dark, sun–drenched skin from being on deck most of their lives. Jarak’s face and torso were both long and sharp where Mac’s were rounded and short. Celfig jerked as Jarak threw the blanket around his shoulders at him.

“N–no, ye–ye ne–need it,” Celfig said, his teeth chattering. Jarak snorted as Mac threw his at Cal. Celfig watched as Cal stared a moment before covering his head and shoulders with one blanket and his chest and back with the other. Jarak raised an eyebrow as Celfig tried to hand the tattered wool blanket back. Jarak stood, pulling the rough fabric out of Celfig’s hands and handled him like a child, wrapping it around Celfig’s middle while Celfig protested. “Jarak!”

“Shut yer mouth and accept it, lad. Ye’ll catch yer death faster than I,” Jarak snapped, batting Celfig’s hand away. 

Celfig stopped fighting and let his breath out in a huff. Mac chuckled, shaking his head as Cócaire came back balancing six dented metal plates. Celfig smiled at the steaming plates of food. He adjusted the blankets around him, still shaking against the wood bench and the surrounding wool. He reached for the two–tine fork and stabbed into a hot piece of fish. He had gotten used to the bland flavor as the spices had run out a week ago, but at that moment, it was the best damn thing he had tasted. 

He cleaned his plate and washed everything down with the grog. The semi–permanent gooseflesh on his arms from the time on the top decks was beginning to ebb. Jarak finished his food at the same time as Celfig and slid closer on the bench, wrapping an arm around him. The man had muscles as hard and strong as the mainmast, but what shocked Celfig the most was the fact that Jarak felt like he had been standing in a blacksmith’s fire. 

Celfig recoiled at first before leaning into Jarak’s grip. “Warmin’ up, lad?” he asked in an undertone as everyone but Mac left the table. Celfig nodded, soaking up the heat from the old sailor.

“More so wit’ a full gut and the blankets,” Celfig muttered. “Don’t like the feel of how much salt is between me balls, though.” Jarak’s laugh was loud and hearty.

“Don’t worry ‘bout tha’, lad. There’re a few bathhouses at the port we’re headed,” he said. “It’ll get those balls a yers clean enough fer the haughtiest noble woman.” Mac loosed his pig squeal of a laugh and Celfig snorted, shaking his head.

“I ain’t looking for a noble woman, Jarak.” Celfig made a sound of disgust. “Way too much lace.” He had seen the finery on some of the high–class women of the time and shuddered at the powdered wigs. “I’d like ta know me woman’s face ta judge if I want her or no’. No’ some paintin’ and pray tha’ she’s worth lookin’ at in ten years.”

Jarak let out another rumbling laugh. “Ye haven’t changed, boyo.” Celfig smiled at the statement and rocked as Jarak pushed him on the bench. Mac shook his head and toasted them before finishing his grog.

“I, for one, am ready to crash, boys. I’ll see you at the whistle.” The resounding thud of his tankard on the small table echoed in Celfig’s head. He let loose his breath and slumped onto the table. If he thought he had been tired before, he didn’t realize that today would have brought a bone aching pain to him.

“Lad?” Jarak’s question was gentle and probing. Celfig shook his head and sat up.

“I feel like I’ve been under the bosun’s whip for half the day,” he explained. Jarak snorted.

“I remember those days,” Jarak said, his tone still soft. It was at odds with the normally boisterous man sitting next to him. He turned and studied the lines of the older man’s face. Jarak was looking into his empty tankard in thought. 

“Wha’–?”

“Tell me ‘bout yer nightmare, lad,” Jarak interrupted, pulling his eyes from the wooden tankard in his hand to Celfig’s. Celfig blinked, meeting the deep brown. He had forgotten Jarak had wanted to talk about his nightmare in lieu of the storm. Jarak took a deep breath, letting it out at half the speed. “Do ye remember it?” Celfig’s nod was slow. In the moments it took him to speak, the two men heard the Great Mother crash against the ship alongside another more distant explosions of thunder. 

“I... I was a monster,” he muttered. Jarak leaned forward, cocking his head to the right so he could hear Celfig better. Celfig let out a huff. “I was a beast, Jarak. A monster of nightmares. One I’ve heard the landlubbers talk of in their woods. Only...” he trailed off, looking away.

“Only you were on two legs and looked similar to a man?” Jarak posed. Celfig whipped his head back around at the strong British accent flowing out of Jarak’s mouth. Jarak gave Celfig a reassuring smile. “I know you’ve only known the hardened sailor, but a trained man sits next to you. I have had those dreams, boy. They will pass and life will change. That’s why I started sailing twenty–seven years ago.” Celfig still couldn’t find his voice. “Now tha’ I scared the shit outta ye, I should also tell ye tha’ the changes comin’ aren’t gentle, but they are worth it.” 

Celfig closed his eyes, trying to comprehend what was happening. He shook his head as another wave hit them. It wasn’t as violent as the last few. A sure sign they were heading for either the eye, if the storm was a hurricane, or outrun what squall had started. Jarak loosed his breath and stood, offering a hand to Celfig. 

“Come on, lad, let’s get ye restin’,” Jarak posed, his hand still out as the ship rocked. 

Celfig’s confusion was heavy in his head and chest, made worse by the Great Mother’s temper and his exhaustion. He latched onto Jarak’s hand and let the man hoist him up. Jarak tightened his grip before pulling him forward toward the crew quarters. Celfig pulled out a well–worn pair of pants and shirt, changing into them, while Jarak did the same. It took Celfig a few heartbeats to settle himself in his clothes, since everything was itchy. 

Jarak watched him out of the corner of his eye as if he knew Celfig was ready to climb out of his skin. The older man raised an eyebrow as Celfig fidgeted. Celfig avoided the silent question and lifted himself into his hammock. Jarak’s quiet sigh told Celfig of the man’s concern. Two blankets followed the soft sound, getting tossed over him and the creak of the ropes supporting Jarak’s hammock. Celfig adjusted under the blankets, so his feet and back were covered. 

“Jarak?” he asked into the snoring sounds around them.

“Aye?” 

Celfig closed his eyes at Jarak’s concerned tone. “How do ye know everythin’ is gonna change?” Celfig had been aboard this ship since he was seven. He had little in the way of memories from on shore, but over the years, if Jarak had a feeling... everyone listened. Even the captain.

“The twist in my gut.” That high British accent flowed off the man’s lips as if mocking Celfig’s own speech. “Not all of us are born for the sea, Celfig. Some the Mother calls to kill. Others... others it’s to protect.”

“Why did she call ta ye?” Celfig asked, enduring the accent and the words that he’d heard half a dozen times. He had asked Jarak on several occasions why the man had gone to sea, but he had always changed the subject. 

“I’ve never asked tha’ question of her, lad.” The rough seaman’s tone was back on his tongue. “I think it was because she knew ye’d need me.” Celfig blinked at the planks above him in shock. “I never had the chance at a family because I left. Runnin’ from an arranged marriage. I stumbled into the Cap’n as I was ready to end it. Feelin’ like me skin was readyin’ ta tear off me. He offered a spot on his ship.” Jarak’s sigh was weighted. “Tha’ was the first time I heard the call. The want ta be on the Great Mother. The first time I felt tha’ somethin’ was going to change for better or worse.”

Celfig remained quiet as he contemplated the story. He had one clear memory from childhood. He remembered the sea calling him, remembered sitting on the grassy shore as a child and staring out at the sparkling water. It didn’t matter what time of day. Morning, afternoon, evening, or the dead of night. The sea sparkled and teased him. Wanting him to swim or just be with her, moving around everywhere he could see. Celfig closed his eyes and nodded.

“Thank ye, Jarak,” he whispered.

“Ye’re welcome, lad. See ye at the whistle.” The snoring almost swallowed Jarak’s reply. Celfig dozed off before he could hear Jarak climbing back out of his hammock.

***
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His dream was still uneasy. Celfig was wandering around the top deck on a storm clouded morning like he had been that day, but something was wrong. Missing. There were no claps of thunder or flashes of lightning. The Mother was still. The wind didn’t bother to brush by him and the gentle clack–clack of the rigging failed to sound. He looked up, noting that there was no longer rigging, nor sails, and the mainmast was... just a tree. 

When Celfig’s head came back down, he was standing in the middle of a forest. It was old. Familiar in a way that he couldn’t place. There still was no sound beyond the heartbeat in his chest. It was a calm thump–thump, not like it had been an hour ago. Through the storm, his heart had been hammering away to make sure that he and the surrounding men stayed alive through the Mother’s rage. The bark of the tree he was standing in front of was smooth and light, like the mast had been. It towered above him, as did many of the surrounding trees. All different shades of gray, brown, and white. All barren. 

It was winter in this place. A forest with no snow but bare dead branches. Celfig shuddered in the sudden cool breath of air that slithered by him. It wrapped around the trees on either side of him before doubling back, seeming to coax him forward towards where it was headed. Celfig inhaled, smelling the salt from the sea as he was pushed by the air now. Forward through the trees. Forward through the seasonal decay around him. 

It took an effort not to dig his heels in as the breath of cool air became stifling. The trees around him began to show color. To show life. They seemed younger than the forest he had been in. Jewels of red, orange, yellow, and purple flashed by as the wind kept towing him on, further and further forward through this newer section of forest. As suddenly as the insistence had been, it stopped all together in what he would assume was a good mile into the bright colors. 

Celfig spun, looking around the new space. That same feeling that he knew where he was hit him. Rocking him with the lullaby of a long lost and unknown woman. The high female laughter of another his age, nearing seven, and the crunching of the leaves and branches around him. The call of another man, a much deeper tone than the rest, called his name.

“Celfig! Where the bloody hell did ye go now?” The voice was like his own. Celfig turned, opening his mouth to shout back through the woods where he was and stopped dead.

Before him stood the creature of his last nightmare. A red furred bear with vibrant green–flecked, golden eyes, standing a minimum of a head taller than him. The nose and snout were very much a bear, but the eyes, beyond color, were human. The arms, powerful and deadly, were like a man’s beyond the thick blood red fur coating them. They ended in hands time and a half the width of his with dark black claws. The torso was also human but covered in fur. If Celfig looked close enough, he could see the muscles beneath the fur before the torso ended in powerful legs. A bear on its hind legs. 

The beast stared at him. Watching. Waiting. Waiting for him to do something. Run or fight. Those were the only two odds Celfig was now calculating. How to get away. Could he outrun a beast like this? Or would he have a better chance trying to stand and fight? Celfig didn’t take his eyes off the beast as he backed up one step at a time. After the fourth step, the beast took one forward. Something in its human eyes crinkled. Concern? Pleading? 

No, Celfig told himself. This is a beast. It’s gonna rip me apart. I must run. Run as far and fast as I can. As if the beast could hear his thought, it shook its head. Celfig’s eyes darted around the bear’s face, lingering on the ears at the top of its head before its snout full of sharp teeth. He didn’t give a second thought before he turned and took off at top speed.
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​​​Chapter Three
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​​​Rassa

Two days, two more vivid nightmares that she didn’t manage to wake up from. It contained more frightening scenes. The fire was the mildest of them. There was war. Death by creatures that she could not name. Then, at the end of it all, every single dream she’d had ended with Lamia’s laughing, triumphant face. She had won whatever revenge she wanted. Destroyed everything that she felt would help her regain whatever she had lost. 

Rassa tripped, heading out of the kitchen and dropped two plates of food. She muttered a curse as the hot food and clay sprayed her bare feet. There was a moment of silence before the mutter of patrons began again. It hadn’t been the first time today that she had lost her surroundings in light of remembering her nightmares. In remembering the raven herding her to safety within the dreams before abandoning her. He had told her to stay down and stay quiet. He would be back for her and come the night he had told her, there was no sign of him. 

She had run. Run as far as she could. Rassa had found the coast in her dreams, unable to stop herself before falling off a cliff into the sea. That cold, cruel splash of water had been what had stayed with her when June had woken her both mornings. Rassa cleaned up the mess she’d made before trying again. Keeping her eyes down on where she was walking seemed to be the easiest thing to combat her balance issue, so that is what she did. Kept her eyes on the ground, listening, always listening, for her name or the gruff voice of her master.

Once she finished handing out the ordered food, she went around with drinks as June returned from wherever she had disappeared with a young man. He had been pining over her for half the morning, so it didn’t surprise Rassa when she had secreted him away. The door behind Rassa opened to reveal her master returning from his supply run. Without a word, she went to sort everything before he grabbed her around the waist. Rassa froze at the rough touch, embracing the cold late fall breeze that followed her master into the kitchen.

“When ye’re done with sortin’ this, wench. Come ta my room,” he said in her ear before biting her earlobe. Rassa’s eyes flickered at the overpowering stench of stale ale and decaying breath. 

“Yes, master,” she managed as he slapped her ass hard. She knew it would leave a mark. Even through the two layers of cloth, she could feel it stinging. 

He lumbered off and Rassa shivered in place before loosing a defeated breath. She had hoped he would just forget about her today, but it was always too high a hope. Later today, bruised handprints would cover her. They would sit around her throat, her arms and wrists and her rear. It all was a matter of how hard she struggled or how much he felt like beating her in those relative moments of hell.

June swept into the kitchen, looking warm by the pink in her cheeks and chest. “He’s back then?” she asked. Rassa nodded, rolling her shoulders to ease the tension in them. 
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