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A Sound Boat



No one abandons a sound boat. Robby let out his breath between pursed lips. Years of worry had written gray streaks through his sandy hair as years of sea salt had etched lines around his eyes. No one abandons a sound boat, not so near a shoal. What was he thinking? The thoughts bounced back and forth across his mind like the clapper in a bell.

His boy clambered over the gunwales without a second thought, trusting Robby absolutely. Youth took chances and risks paid rewards.

Robby swung his leg over the gunwale of the single-masted fishing boat and stepped into the dory, which bobbed under his foot. He paused again, straddling the two gunwales while the hulls rubbed together, squealing with the rising and falling swells. Don’t abandon her, his instincts screamed, don’t leave the Louisa Love.

Robby squeezed the gunwale with his left hand as a man holds his wife’s hand to reassure her. The single-masted fishing boat did not deserve to be abandoned this close to Keelknife Point, but the anchor was solid. He’d weighed the risks hundreds of times. To ask the boy to thread the dory between the knife-edge rocks alone was madness, madder than what they intended together. There was no other way, and with any luck, they would soon be back with a catch beyond their dreams.

Should have asked Caleb to help, he thought. Should have left a man on board. Robby would have gladly shared the catch with his wife’s brother. But he needed luck, and when a man daily risked his life on the cold sea, the superstition he scorned by the hearth fire, he appeased on the waves.

“What’s wrong, father?” Camden sat in the bow, his oar in hand, shocks of sandy red hair peeking beneath a gray stocking cap.

“Not natural to leave the boat.” Robby swung his other leg. The hulls separated. Settled in the dory on the stern thwart, he checked the knot of their lifeline, a long rope coiled on the deck of the Louisa Love. “Ready, son?”

Camden nodded and dipped his oar in the sea. “Can she hold all the fish?” He spoke with youthful confidence, not a sliver of mockery.

“We’ll know soon enough. Now remember what I told you. Keep your oar touching the rocks. If I’m right, that channel will take us deep into the point.” Robby pressed his oar against the Louisa Love and pushed off. The dory rode a swell toward a gap in the rocks. White froth marked the jagged tops of stone knives when the surf broke across the point. The rocks stretched from the shore in parallel lines, reaching fingers, notched like the backbones of beasts crouching in wait. Robby saw a clear passage through the channel, but another backbone might lurk deeper, out of sight, ready to rip the dory in half.

For months he had watched this channel at low tide from shore and sea on calm and rough days, searching for hidden breakers. A few more months he had spent screwing up his courage. They could not know for certain until they had tried.

Crashing waves sent cold spray across the back of Robby’s neck. The boat lurched to port when Camden tapped a rock. Tightening his grip on his oar, Robby touched the nearest rock, correcting their course.

“Too hard, boy. Just enough to keep our course true.”

Camden nodded. The boy’s gaze was fastened on an approaching rock. He’s a good lad, thought Robby. Louisa will think I’m daft taking such a risk, but the fish down there, a haul of flatfish like no one has ever seen. At Robby’s feet coiled a knotted line with cork floats ready to receive baited hooks.

The swells nudged them toward shore and the pair settled into a pattern, alternately tapping the rocks, keeping the dory on a course as true as a bride passing down the aisle. The boy was humming a tune, as careless as he’d be hanging a net to dry. Robby allowed his spirits to rise, to think about pulling in the line heavy with caught fish. He glanced behind at the Louisa Love. She calmly rode the swells. Fifteen yards he reckoned. Another fifteen and they would set the line and row back to the boat and then they would wait and hope and if his instincts ran true, fill their barrels to overflowing.

The thud against the hull shivered from Robby’s feet up to his neck. The dory lurched upward, the bow jumping free of the water as the boat twisted to starboard. A few more degrees and she would roll over. She was going to turn. She was going over.

Father and son grasped the port gunwale, pulling their weight against the hull, fighting the boat’s momentum to counterbalance the roll. The dory shuddered as if she wasn’t certain what to do and then splashed into a trough, righting herself. Robby’s heart caught in his throat. He sat up, breathing heavily. A hidden shoal? His worst fear realized? The hull cut and splintered? He looked to his feet, expecting a gash and welling water, but the dory’s hull appeared sound.

Camden turned about, his gaze washing over the hull before settling on his father. Fear lurked in his eyes and his voice trembled. “Thought we was done for. What was it?”

“Dunno.” Robby poked the water with his oar. “Check the sea before you.”

Camden jabbed his oar deep before the prow and cut the water side to side. “Nothing. Maybe a big fish? Smelling our bait?”

“Could be, lad. Could be.” Unease hid behind the grin he hoped would reassure the boy. There had been purpose in that bump, and it had pushed them, thrust the boat out of the water. No room here for a whale. No fins broke the surface.

White froth flashed ahead, perilously close. With their attention directed below, the boat had drifted toward the edge of the channel.

“Push off, boy!”

Camden struck the rock square with his oar and shoved. The boat shuddered and then lurched wildly to port. Robby jabbed at a rock on his side, sending them back to starboard. After two more zigzags, they steadied the boat in the center of the channel. Robby cast his gaze back to the fishing boat anchored and unmanned off the point. Over twenty yards, he reckoned. Should they go further? To the thirty yards he had intended? Hesitation was the mother of disaster, worse than the wrong choice because it was no choice at all.

“Let’s go a few more yards, son. Slow as can be.” He hoped he had hidden the fear in his voice. The bump had spooked him.

They dipped their oars and sent the boat deeper into the point.

“Father!” shouted Camden. He jabbed the water off the starboard bow. “Something big. Green scales and a fluke as wide as the anchor.”

“Grouper?”

Camden shook his head, staring into the sea where the fish had dived. “Was a flat fin, I think. Like a dolphin.”

“With scales?” Sounded like no fish he’d ever seen in these waters. Perhaps a huge flatfish? His pulse quickened. There were fish to catch here. He had been right, but what sort? And had he already pushed his luck too far? That bump and the odd tail, both unexplained, still knotted his stomach. “Let’s set the hooks.”

Camden turned to kneel on the forward bench. Robby reached down for the line, his finger almost touching it, when the prow jerked out of the sea, tipping the boat back and to port. Robby fell against the stern. A tremendous splash in front of the boat sent spray across his face and salt water into his eyes. Camden cried out as another splash broke water to port.

Robby pulled himself up as the boat righted itself. The bow was empty.

“Camden! Where are you, lad?” He recalled the second splash and feared the worst. Had the boy struck his head? “Oh, sweet children of Gleimir.” He grabbed his oar and plumbed the depths on both sides of the boat. “Help me. Camden!” His heart raced to burst his chest. Sweat mingled with the salt water on his brow. He thrust and splashed with his oar, growing ever more frantic. A gray woolen cap bobbed just beneath the surface. A cap without a head. “Camden!”

Robby tossed his oar aside. He tore off his boots and stood up, ready to dive, when a few yards off the bow, the water swelled with bubbles.

Two heads emerged. One was Camden. His sandy red hair was plastered to his face in thick, stringy clumps. He spluttered and gasped for breath. The other head belonged to a girl with blonde hair streaked with green. Her shoulders were bare. Her arms wrapped Camden, holding him above the surface. Talons ended her fingertips, indenting the wet fabric of Camden’s jacket.

Robby didn’t believe his eyes. It was a mermaid. The shock paralyzed his tongue and stayed his dive.

The mermaid stared into his boy’s eyes. She was whispering to him. What siren song she sang, Robby couldn’t hear.

“Camden! Don’t listen to her, lad. Camden!” The boy met the mermaid’s gaze, oblivious to Robby’s shouting. Taking up his oar, Robby thrust against the weight of the sea with all his desperation, sending the boat cutting toward the pair.

The mermaid pulled Camden closer, and when their lips touched in a kiss, they sank together, and the sea swallowed them without a hiss or splash.

“Camden!” Robby had almost reached them. He tore off his sweater, preparing to dive in. Wet wool would drag him down. He touched the hilt of the knife in his belt, ready to slash and stab.

He stepped forward to dive when one of his stockinged feet landed on the hooks baited with fish scraps. He lost his footing in the slimy mess. His momentum carried him over the side in the wrong direction.

He fell toward a rock as sharp as a cleaving knife, which aimed at his head from the trough of a swell. He raised his hands as he pitched toward the stone, thinking of his boy in the arms of a monster and the folly of fishermen who cast their lines too deep. There was nothing he could do.
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So Many Flavors of Death



A lithe gray cat called Merliss lounged on the parapet of Bromley Bridge, soaking up the warmth of the midday sun. She lay on her side with her paws facing the roadway and her tail lazily curling and uncurling above the gurgling stream. A thick, leafy canopy shaded the water on either side of the bridge. The intense blue sky was free of clouds and seemed to promise a tranquil evening. The breeze carried the scent of a storm.

Thick stands of alders and birch growing along the stream blocked her view of the horizon where she was certain clouds were gathering out to sea. She would spend the evening on the hearth, listening to rain and the wind soughing through the trees. All the more reason to take advantage of the sunshine on offer.

Two sparrows landed on the roadway to peck at a brown and desiccated apple core. Merliss studied them through the slitted eyes of a predator. Stupid birds. Fortunately for them she wasn’t hungry and the joy of chasing birds for the sake of the hunt had lost its appeal many centuries ago.

Her ears twitched toward the rattle of an approaching wagon. Merliss rose to her haunches. The sparrows finally noticed her and flew off screeching bird curses which she could not understand. Her attention focused on the road, waiting to see what would emerge from the screen of birches around the bend. Whatever approached did not sound like a creaking farmer’s cart or a jangling peddler’s wagon.

A tired looking pair of gray mules—their heads lowered with the effort—pulled a box of a wagon. The top of the wooden frame scrolled like a series of waves. The red paint had faded to a pale pink. A dingy beige canvas stretched across the frame.

The pair in the seat struck Merliss as unusual as the wagon. The man holding the reins wore a black top hat perched at a jaunty angle. His white shirt hung loose on his thin frame and a cobalt blue cravat decorated his throat. His narrow face was all sharp lines and angles, a look his close-cropped black beard did nothing to soften. Sitting next to the man was a young girl in a shapeless, pale blue dress. Her black hair stretched back in a tight braid. Her face appeared as soft and round as the man’s looked hard and angular.

Though the man paid a cat no mind, the girl raised a hand in Merliss’s direction. “Hello, kitty.”

Merliss’s attention diverted from the drivers to the broadside where the canvas rippled with the jostling of the wagon. A picture at the center of the canvas featured the heads of a unicorn and a dragon. Text curving above and below the images proclaimed: La Grande Menagerie of Magical Creatures. 

Merliss sniffed and sniffed again but she smelled nothing magical, only the musty death of a boneyard. But she detected something odd about the scent, like it was not all there. The magical creatures wagon turned onto the road for Pelcairn. Merliss stretched her back. Someone claiming to possess magic who clearly did not warranted her interest.

The sun forgotten, Merliss leapt to the road and trotted in pursuit of the wagon. She followed at a brisk pace, sticking to the edge of the road where she took advantage of the hard-packed surface but could find cover among the woods at a single bound.

As she expected, the wagon turned west at Gatehouse Crossroads and passed between a brewery and a cooper before turning onto a three-acre plot of grass. Crowded with merchant booths during the equinoctial festivals, today the field was as empty as it was flat. Merliss found a perch atop an upended beer cask—close enough to watch but far enough to go unnoticed. The odor of fermented barley and hops whirled around her.

The man in the top hat sent the girl to fetch water from the stream bordering the southwest corner of the field while he unhitched the mules. Left to forage on their own, the beasts wandered toward the stream with its promise of water and succulent grasses. When the girl returned, she and the man set to work erecting a small tent big enough to sleep the two of them but no more. The pair worked without talking. Merliss speculated raising the tent was a daily chore.

After driving a couple pegs with a mallet, the man stopped to rest on the handle. He gazed across the road at the brewery. Merliss stared hard at his face, hoping to get a fix on his eyes and see inside his soul. The odds weren’t in her favor at this distance, but anything she learned would be a welcome boon.

The man flinched and stood erect. The mallet fell away forgotten. His head jerked from side to side as he scanned the brewery.

Merliss felt a flash of energy strike her eyes. A cloud of brown and green bloomed to cloud her vision. She rubbed her face with a paw until the echo faded. When her vision cleared, the man was tying rope around a tent peg. The girl was unrolling canvas.

None of this tent building interested Merliss in the least. That man had countered her soul sight. Something like that hadn’t happened for—she couldn’t recall how many centuries. Even more so now, she wanted to know about the so-called magical creatures secreted inside the wagon. And who was this angular-faced man who knew how to counter a soul sight? 

Billowing clouds were building on the horizon, gorging themselves on the sea. A long walk home lay before her and she did not fancy arriving at the cottage soaked and dripping. The time to act was now.

She left her perch and crossed the road toward the rear of the wagon. The man and the girl were driving pegs at the other end of the tent. Merliss crept across the grass as silent as mist. Her ears were pricked toward the tent builders. Her eyes and nose focused on the wagon. Two doors hung open at the back, exposing a dark interior crowded with boxes and poles.

Merliss stopped a few feet from the open doors. She had no intention of exploring inside. Not today at least. She stretched her neck to point her nose, sniffing and peering and listening. A curious assortment of faint smells rewarded her efforts.

“Papa, it’s the gray kitty from the bridge.”

Merliss startled into a crouch.

The girl came around the end of the tent. “It wants in the wagon. Can we keep it?”

“We don’t need a cat. We have enough trouble feeding ourselves.”

The girl stooped to her knees and held out a hand, pleading with pale green eyes. “Here, kitty.” She looked over her shoulder in the man’s direction and then turned back to Merliss. “Are you hungry?” she whispered. “I can spare a bit of jerky for you.”

Merliss cursed herself. The girl moved with a stealth to rival her own. Too greedy with her snooping. So stupid. Nothing else to do now.

“Clementine, don’t you feed that cat. There’s plenty of fish guts around here. I can smell it all the way inland.” The man peered over his shoulder at Clementine and Merliss.

Merliss noticed his eyes, one a bright green and the other a dark brown. She averted her gaze. The man appeared to pay her no more heed than an ordinary stray cat.

“Nice, kitty.” Clementine reached her hand closer. “You can sleep on my blanket tonight.”

Merliss bolted across the road, dashing for cover among the casks of beer and through the legs of men loading them onto a wagon. One man cursed her. Another kicked at her, but these were afterthoughts, as threatening as a rainbow.

“Kitty! Come back.” The girl’s cry carried across the road.

Merliss doubled back behind the brewer to crouch in the shadow of a cask. The pair had resumed driving pegs to secure the tent. Various flavors of death—old, and a few new to her—had rewarded her sniffing at the wagon doors. This pair warranted watching, careful watching.

The scent of distant rain rode the breeze. Merliss turned toward home, content to ponder for now and snoop another day.
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The Unlucky Comber



His fellow fishermen called him Caleb—Caleb the Unlucky when they spoke amongst themselves. To being an impoverished fisherman he confessed, but neither sloth nor incompetence convicted him. He toiled doggedly at his trade and whatever else brought him a few pennies. His poverty owed to nebulous circumstances beyond his control, or so he believed.

Misfortune nipped his heels, a half-step behind any good luck. When he plugged a chink between the stones of his cottage, another would open, inviting a draft colder than the former. His dog was scraggly, the runt of a litter. His daughter sickly, lungs too weak to tolerate the damp winds blowing off the sea. Nowhere did those winds blow more vicious than around Caleb’s cottage. His barrels of fish were always half-empty at best. His small boat confined him close to shore.

Other fishermen shied away. No one dared partner with one so unlucky in an endeavor so fraught with chance. He never expected his lot to change. He wanted little—to ply his trade on the waves and to provide for his daughter. He trolled the sea for fish and combed the beach for scraps, an odd endeavor for someone so without luck, but strange things washed up on shore and sometimes the most unlucky of combers found them.

As was his habit each evening, Caleb labored over a task he had begged from someone else.

“You’ve put in far more work on those pots than Cullen’s paying you.” Louisa slammed a knife edge across a carrot, cleanly slicing off its top. Caleb’s widowed sister came to his cottage every afternoon to assist his daughter Cassie with the cooking. “Disgraceful, I say. A crabber not mending his own pots. What lessons is he learning his boy?”

“Coins are coins.” Caleb sat upright to stretch his arms. “Do not matter who gives ‘em to you if it’s honest work.” After repairing four withy pots, his back and neck felt as stiff and bent as the willow branches comprising the pots. He eyed them with satisfaction as work well done, anticipating the coins Cullen the lobsterman would drop into his hand. He heard the coins clink in his daydream, felt their cold metallic weight in his palm.

Louisa blew out a breath and shook her head. Another carrot top suffered her knife. Cassie, who knelt on a bench before the table on which they worked and ate, looked back and forth between her father and her aunt. Her knife poised over an onion.

Caleb winked at his daughter, who smiled back. Louisa’s ire sprouted as readily as weeds in a garden. His sister meant well, and her points carried a certain logic, but Caleb could nary afford to turn down work. The carrots would suffer her wrath for the moment. This storm would blow over quickly, until she found another subject for her criticism.

Lengthening shadows crept across the rush mats covering much of the floor. Caleb reached for his pocket watch. He knew the time from the shadows but confirming it with a precise instrument added a sense of measured order and control to his precarious existence. His arm stopped. His hand closed on nothing. Like the phantom pain in a missing limb, he felt the stab of loss from his sternum to his spine all over again. The silver watch was gone for good, sold to pay for planking to repair his aged, battered boat.

He took his pipe from his mouth and tapped it against the hearth stones, raising a hollow knock. For want of tobacco, he had not lit it for weeks. Not even a dottle remained to prove its use. He frowned as he rose from his chair. What else would he have to do without?

Mack yelped as he rose from his place near the fire and scurried to Caleb’s side. The dog’s pink tongue lulled between the teeth of his gaping snout. Caleb stroked the coarse fur on the dog’s neck.

Late afternoons Caleb marked with a walk along the shore at the base of the cliffs. His cottage perched on a high bluff above a rocky beach, a place as precarious as his livelihood. Mack ran before and behind him, barking at crabs and small fish caught in pools, while Caleb gathered flotsam, lost fishing gear mostly, anything that might fetch a coin.

“May I come too, Papa? I’ve finished my half of the chopping and simmering is hardly the work of two.” Cassie’s eyes gleamed.

If only her cheeks and lips evinced the same force of life, Caleb lamented, but they were as pallid as the grave. Why providence saw fit to visit his bad luck on his child, the fisherman could not discern. What had he done, he asked himself, and not for the first or last time.

“It’s a wee bit cold today, child, and I saw the makings of a fog gathering round the tail of The Finger this noon.” He reached for the empty satchel hanging from a hook. “Wouldn’t be good for you, I fear. Not at all good.”

Cassie frowned. “But you wouldn’t take me in the summer either.”

“It’s the damp, lass. You’ve heard the doctor.”

“Sounds like a storm to me,” said Louisa. “Hear that wind in the chimney? It’s not moanin’ today. It’s a whistling.” She pursed her lips and blew a high-pitched note. “You take care to watch the surge, brother. Won’t do any of us any good you drowning yourself.”

“Hmm,” Caleb responded sharply. Was there a fisherman that did not know his tides and surges or a carpenter who could not read the grain of a board? His older sister freely dispensed her wisdom, which Caleb suffered without complaint in penance for her help with the child. “Aye, and the surge will churn up deeper treasures.”

“If you won’t take me, will you bring home a treasure then? Something for me?” Cassie climbed off the bench and threw her arms around his waist, squeezing. Her ill health had stunted her growth, so said Doctor Morguman. At her age, her head should have passed his shoulders but instead tarried at his sternum. 

“A string of pearls or a gold ring?” said Caleb.

Cassie tossed back her head and laughed.

Caleb stroked her head. The fine threads of her flaxen hair caught in the shark skin roughness of his hands. The blue ribbon he had bought her at the summer fair was fraying. He doted on her from his meager earnings. Cassandra was also the name of his wife, but he could not say that name without a tear moistening the crow’s feet around his eyes, so he called the girl Cassie, or more often, lass.

“Some pearl—” A cough cut her response. Another followed, threatening a fit. Cassie doubled over, one hand covering her mouth, the other clutching the woolen fabric of her dress over her spasming diaphragm.

Caleb lifted her onto the table and rubbed her back, whispering to her. “Easy, lass. Slow breaths.” Louisa retrieved a brown bottle from a shelf above the sink.

“There’s not much left, Caleb.” She filled a spoon with the reddish syrup and held it before Cassie. “The marks.”

Cassie’s pallid complexion looked more so as reddish patches on her cheeks now burned scarlet.

Caleb groaned. He had seen those marks before, the ever-reddening splotches that had marked his wife’s plunge to the grave. Mack whimpered. Perhaps the dog remembered too or channeled his master’s mood.

Consumption had stalked Caleb’s wife from the moment she had set foot in the cottage. The sea air did not agree with her lungs, but since a fisherman must live near the waves, and her husband was nothing if not a fisherman, her youthful pledge to her beau condemned her to breathe the cold mists that washed in off the sea. Until death do us part, she had promised her beloved, and parting came much earlier than either of them had expected.

“There, there, lass. Take your medicine,” he whispered.

A lull in her fit gave her a moment to swallow the syrup. She scrunched her face. “Ugh. So awful.”

“How much is left?” said Caleb.

Louisa held the bottle up to the sunlight angling through the west window. “Two, maybe three draughts I’d guess.”

Caleb shook his head. “I’ve got to find me a prize today or a good week of fishing. If only a shoal of cod would surface.” Such a shoal hadn’t been seen in the waters Caleb fished for years. He knew as well as his sister that it was a vain hope akin to catching the moon. “Cullen promised me an extra shilling for those pots, but I need more if I’m to rest easy.”

“Promises.” Louisa sniffed. “Rest easy?”

Cassie’s coughing subsided to distant spasms as Caleb rubbed her back. He felt every rib trembling through her dress. Cassie had always been small for her age, but he could no longer deny the girl was growing thinner. Fifteen seasons was not enough for any life, but a few more seasons at her rate of decline and there would be nothing left. It is this damp sea air, Doctor Morguman had told Caleb so many times. Her poor lungs cannot take it, just like her mother.

What was a poor fisherman to do? He needed money for more medicine. And if his dreams came true, enough for a boarding school in Loxley, a hundred miles inland among the high-country hills. The drier clime there might help, Morguman counseled. What was he to do? Sell the cottage? A single room served as sitting room, dining room, and kitchen. Two adjoining chambers held beds and nothing more. His home would garner little and leave him a destitute dependent on his sister.

Louisa wiped the spittle and phlegm from Cassie’s pale lips with a handkerchief. The woman gasped.

“What is it?” Cassie’s sweet voice croaked like a frog as if the long sickness squeezed her throat.

“Nothing, child.” She tipped the rag toward Caleb, hiding it from Cassie’s view. A streak of bright red stained the snow-white linen, the stripe of death, as certain as the tides.

He remembered the doctor’s pursed lips and wagging head the first time blood had stained his wife’s phlegm. Won’t be long now. The words tolled, reverberating like a death bell in a church tower. Too soon, Caleb railed in his head. Too. Soon.

“I’ll find something today. With that wind. I feel it.” He said it with enough conviction to convince himself, but Louisa’s eyes spoke resignation. He admired his sister’s toughness. She had lost a husband and son and kept going, but there didn’t exist an ounce of optimism in her soul. If you needed something done, you asked Louisa. If you needed hope, you set your rudder clear of her. She would drag you down as sure as an anchor. Caleb turned away. He needed hope as a beggar needs food. “I’ll be back before dark.”

“Cassie and I will have the stew simmering. You be careful, Caleb. Mind the wind.”

“Let me pet Mack. For luck,” Cassie croaked.

Caleb lifted his daughter off the table. She weighed nothing, more like an empty sack, Caleb thought. The dog thrust his muzzle against her chin as she knelt to caress him, threatening to bowl her over. Caleb’s confidence was already flagging. What right did someone known to his neighbors as Caleb the Unlucky have to expect good fortune to appear at his feet, but strange things washed up on shore and sometimes the most unlucky of combers found them.
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A Gift for the Unlucky



Caleb and Mack rounded the corner of the cottage, where the path wound past the family boneyard on the seaward side. He passed those graves daily, three markers—his parents and his wife Cassandra. His gaze lingered today over the simple, upright stones. The corners of his parents’ stones were rounded, the once sharp edges weathered. Green and yellow lichen colonized the south-facing sides of all three. To his mind they looked more forlorn than usual amid the windswept heath whose stems bent with each gust before springing back. It seemed unnatural that anything should stand here against the ceaseless wind.

A gust struck him, driving him back a step as if to prove the point. He walked toward the graves until he could read the inscriptions. Names and dates scratched into a thin slab of granite seemed a pitiful attempt at remembrance. Would he soon add a fourth for Cassie? The thought sapped the excitement he always felt before walking the shingle. You must find something, he told himself. A scrap of flotsam more prized than torn nets and rusting hooks.        

Louisa had spoken truly. The wind indeed whistled today. The gale lifted the wide rim of Caleb’s slouch hat and whipped the dog’s shaggy fur. The smell of sea salt borne on the cold gusts carried away his worries, if only for a moment. He belonged to the sea. The waves rocked him as a mother rocks a baby. It gave him sustenance from its bounty. A gull flew overhead, fighting the wind, a white cross against a blue sky. To ask Caleb to not fish, to not roam the sea and shore, to leave this place, one might have asked a bird not to fly.

The cottage perched on a high bluff overlooking the water. Three well-worn paths diverged from the cottage door. One led northeast along the bluff for a hundred yards before veering inland across the heath to his sister’s cottage. Another ran south through yellow gorse and purple heather toward Pelcairn and its sheltered harbor. The fisherman followed Mack along the third path which led to the edge of the bluff and a switchback trail down to the undercliff.

The dog trotted ahead, waiting at the turnings where Caleb stopped to study the sea. White froth capped the wind-driven breakers crashing the rocky beach. Gray clouds gathered on the horizon, fat with rain and white thunderclouds billowing above them. The water was the color of slate, dark and angry, consonant with the mood of the impending storm.

His father had taught him to scour the shore, and as a lad Caleb trod in his father’s steps or rushed ahead to wait, impatient, much like Mack. Years ago—no, now it was decades—on the eve of a storm with dark clouds pressing a slate sea, he and his father had found a compass, wider than the spread of Caleb’s hand and still sealed in its brass casing. He felt the old excitement course through his chest, the thrill when he had spied that gleam of brass in the rocks, the one speck of the case not tarnished.

“You’ve got the eye of a comber and the luck thrown in.” His father had squeezed his shoulder. “A grand ship this came off of and a pretty price it’ll bring.”

Luck, Caleb mused with a snort, the euphoria of the memory gone. That compass was the last grand item he had ever found. Since then, the mother sea had tossed nothing his way but bits hardly worth the salvaging. The dog barked and pawed his leg. 

“She’ll dredge up something for us today, Mack, eh? That compass saved us from a hungry winter. A great need we had then, as today.”

The pair stood at the last switch before the trail met the bare rock of the undercliff. Each crashing wave roared at them. They swayed backward and forward with the beat of the gusts. Most men would have retreated to the quiet comforts of hearth and chair, but seamen welcomed movement, and one steers into a wave.

Caleb scratched Mack’s neck and ears. “She won’t let us down, boy. Not this time. All we must do is find what the mother sea gives us.”

A series of ledges formed a natural stairway down the face of the undercliff. The lowest rocks were wet, a rare sight, as the high tide did not often reach the cliff. Spindrift spattered Caleb’s face. Foam washed the rocks and splashed their feet when the waves broke.

Yesterday, they had walked as far as The Thumb—the seawall protecting the harbor’s northeast side. A natural seawall known as The Finger protected the harbor’s western approach. The beach was wider and the undercliff a gentler slope in that direction, but the high tide would bring out other combers and Caleb was not in a sharing mood. The others may have their needs, but Caleb deemed his greater.

He made for Shelter Cove, hugging the cliff face out of the breakers’ reach. Mack charged ahead in short sprints over the jumbled white rocks, stopping every few yards to sniff at crevices.

A mile and a half into their trek, Caleb halted without warning. Waves washed the base of Keelknife Point, breaking against the cliff face. Mack ceased his sniffing and sat on his haunches, taking shelter on the leeward side of the fisherman. Several ridges projected from the point hundreds of yards into open water, barely visible at the lowest tide but always deadly.

“We shan’t make it around Keelknife without soaking our feet, Mack.”

He knew from long experience that an ill-timed step and a crashing wave on the slippery rocks might take a man down. The sun had slipped behind the nearing storm clouds. The light was gray as powdered ash and the sea beyond the breakers a writhing molten lead of heavy swells. The surge would drive the tide high onto the cliff face tonight.

“We best turn, Mack. Afore we become the flotsam we seek.”

His thoughts turned to Cassie, coughing at home with but a few draughts of medicine left. The mother sea was not in a giving mood today. He bared his teeth and shook his fist at the sky, a futile, pathetic gesture, a little man raging against an impervious god. He turned his back on Keelknife Point. Nothing to do. Perhaps tomorrow.

The dog followed the fisherman’s change in direction, sprinting ahead and barking. He knows we’re going home, thought Caleb, and home means table scraps.

Two heavy waves broke over the rocks twenty yards ahead, crashing all the way to the cliff. They’d be bashed and drowned if the surge caught them against the cliff face. Caleb the Unlucky quickened his pace.

Mack splashed into the surf, barking, growling, and baring his teeth at a wedge of rock jutting three feet above the shingle.

“Get ye back,” he shouted, as he hurried over the uneven scree. One false step might wedge his foot in a crevice, breaking his ankle or cracking his head in the fall. “Here, boy. You’ll be washed out.”

Mack knew the wiles of the sea. As another wave crested, he backed toward the cliff face and then chased the breaker’s retreating foam, again baring his teeth at the rock.

Almost even with it, Caleb spied a fishtail curling around the rock’s far edge. The tail twitched and then flapped side to side in a hopeless effort to swim. He reckoned the fish was wedged between rocks, injured, and hopelessly trapped. A boon from the sea.

The iridescent blue-green scales baffled him. Nothing like any other fish he recognized. But the tail’s width and thickness suggested a large fish, and such a fish might tempt the doctor to trade for more medicine. He imagined himself at the doctor’s door, bearing the mammoth catch and the near empty brown bottle.

“What have ye found, boy?” Caleb scanned the stones at his feet and grasped an oval-shaped shard. It fit in the palm of his hand. A knob protruded past his fingers. Something to bash the fish’s head, put it out of its misery. He rounded the rock hiding the fish’s body as another wave broke.

The dog scurried out of the water’s reach. Caleb stood in the surf, staring dumbly at what lay below him. Mack cocked his head and whimpered.





[image: cat silhouette]Chapter Four
A Gauntlet of Waves



The killing stone slipped from Caleb’s grasp, splashing at his feet, forgotten. Water washed over his legs up to his knees, an inch from the top of his painted leather boots. Impossible. He didn’t believe what his eyes told him. Such abominations were legends, the fancies of rum-soaked sailors’ dreams, hallucinations.

He put no stock in his sister’s claim that mermaids had lured her husband’s ship to doom. The waters off Keelknife Point needed no assassins to rend a ship. An alternative came to mind to explain what he saw—gruesome and sickening. A fish choking on a young girl had washed ashore in the death throes of its last meal. But that seemed more fanciful than his initial conclusion. He knew how a fish with a gaping mouth looked, and this one had no fish’s eyes or gills.

The water from the wave filtered through the gray stones back to the sea. A mermaid—yes, what else could it be—lay curled against the rock on her side. Four feet long he guessed, about the length of a salmon. The scales on the tail shimmered, changing color with every twitch of the body, shifting between blue and green, sometimes flashing gold or silver. Green and blue strands wove through the sand-colored hair that clung to her neck and back, stretching past her waist to her tail, her fish tail.

Why, he questioned, hadn’t she pushed away from the rock and floated back out to sea? Maybe a wave had flung her head against a stone and stunned her.

Behind him, Mack growled. Caleb understood that fear, rather than aggression, underlay the dog’s posturing. Keep your distance, the dog was saying. Caleb once hauled a juvenile sleeper shark into his boat. A worthless effort for Caleb the Unlucky. The meat was poisonous. Mack had growled at the monster, backing to the far end of the boat and staying there until Caleb rolled the fish back into the sea. Was this half-fish half-human a monster? She didn’t look very monstrous.

What to do? Leave her to her fate? Dislodge her and push her back into the sea? Or was this a trick? He knew what Louisa would say. The mermaid was waiting for him to stretch out an arm, take a step closer, at which point she would grab him and pull him beneath the waves to never be heard from again. The human form begged his sympathy. He recoiled from the joining of fishy scales and human skin.

A large wave crashed ashore, submerging the mermaid and her rock in foaming water. Caleb watched her form roll sideways. So, she wasn’t stuck. When the water receded, he understood. Halfway between her elbow and wrist, her right forearm bent at an unnatural angle. The tissue at the bend was purplish and swollen. Her emerald eyes, with irises twice the size of any human’s, returned his gaze. The whites of her eyes were tiny triangles pushed to the corners. There was fear in her visage mixed with pain and desperation.

Her lips parted. “Help.”

She spoke with the sweetest tones he had ever heard. The voice reminded him of his daughter. How could he deny such sweet music anything? But that was what the legends foretold, a watery grave for all who fell under the spell of a mermaid’s melodies. Louisa knew those legends. Did he not have a moral duty to help a wounded person, even if said being had a fishtail for legs?

“Please.”

What he lacked in luck, Caleb made up for in compassion. Mack was the runt of his litter, worthless for herding, destined for a burlap bag in a river. A disease had snatched his wife and threatened to strangle his daughter. He did what he could when he could. Do unto others. Forgive us as we forgive. Whether any of those lessons applied to mermaids, he didn’t know, and there was no priest handy to consult on morality, but he did know fish. With a broken arm, the mermaid wouldn’t be able to swim properly, and a fish that cannot swim is a dead fish.

Heal her arm and set her free. He had meant to find a treasure today, a cure for his troubles. His luck had brought him another burden, something his clear conscience collected in abundance.

Caleb crouched, reaching to lift the mermaid under her arms. Mack barked, followed by a growl gurgling up his throat. Water-soaked wind lashed Caleb’s face like a whip fashioned from fog. He didn’t have to look to know the storm was rushing ashore faster than he had expected. Maybe the sea didn’t want to give up its resident.

Cassie would be worried at the window. Louisa would be comforting her. He’s addling up the switchback now, Louisa would say. Too quiet for Cassie to hear, she would add, as sure as fish pass free through his nets. Mack barked again, more vicious, at the storm or the mermaid or maybe both.

“Calm boy.” Caleb twisted round to chastise the dog. “She’s a wee bit hurt. ‘Tis no danger to you.”

A wave broke as Caleb turned back to the mermaid, filling his mouth with seawater. Grasping the cold, slick stones at his feet, he held on to steady himself as the water slapped his chest and tipped him backwards, threatening to wash over his head. He spat, hoping against experience to cleanse his mouth of the cold, bitter-tasting sea. Lightning flashed over the water. Thunder rolled to shore as the wave receded. The beach would soon flood with the storm.

He wedged his hands beneath the mermaid’s shoulders. Her skin was slick and slimy as a lamprey, not affording much grip. He squeezed her flesh to the bone. She shrieked when he hefted and turned her, dragging her broken arm across his chest so he could bend her over his shoulder. She groaned as her form molded to his.

He stood, unsteady with the dead weight of the mermaid hanging down his back like a dripping net. A few faltering steps brought him to the cliff face. He touched the rock, now wet and gritty beneath his fingers with wind-whipped spray. The dog splashed toward the steps and the trail a quarter mile ahead.

The light paled to a sickly green as the storm’s vanguard scudded overhead. Dark gray clouds churned like a canvas sack of writhing eels. With your luck, he heard Louisa in his head, you have to be extra careful to expect the worst. She meant well, perhaps, but her advice rankled and slid down the gullet like fish oil.

Nothing to do about her advice now. He focused on his footing over the jumbled stones. Water swirled around his ankles, welling against one ankle as it crashed in and the other ankle as it rushed out. Another foot of water and the waves would wash him off his feet and snap his body against the rocks like a piece of driftwood. He hurried. The first bands of rain slanted across the beach.

Her slimy body slipped and shifted no matter how much he squeezed her. Along the crest of his shoulder ran the meeting of fish scales with human-like skin. His hand recoiled from the point of union, surely an abomination, the product of an unholy mating from the mythic past—Gleimir with a maiden or perhaps his brother Gleckmoun, the kraken. He didn’t know the ancient stories of the sea gods that well.

His seaman’s conscience demanded he aid others stranded in need, but did others include those that were not wholly human? This might be a folly down a wicked path. It might bring more bad luck. With no trouble at all, he could let her slip off his arm. No. She had spoken to him. Pleaded. Come what may, his compassion would not allow it.

Waves washed his boots up to his knees and when each wave receded, a little more water stayed behind. Mack still ran ahead, clinging to the cliff, searching in vain for a dry track. Wind and water continued to pelt him. Through the blackening green light hanging over the leaden swells, the western horizon became a smudge of charcoal. How long could she last out of water? Would she be dead by the time they reached the cottage? Was she already dead? And what would he keep her in once they reached the cottage? Questions to ponder during the long hike up to the bluff.
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