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For my parents and sister




Scarcely had she entered the river than she was cleansed, gleaming once more like a white stone in the rain, and without a backward look, she swam once more, swam toward nothingness, swam to her dying.

- Pablo Neruda




CHAPTER ONE

THE PRINCESS


It was a gloomy, overcast day, like all days were, when the princess first saw them. The two of them, who would change her life. There was nothing to herald their appearance, no collection of birds or arrangement of tea leaves to mark their arrival. If anything, the convent was more quiet than usual. The nuns had just finished the midmorning service and scattered to their cells for private prayer. The abbess was shut in her chamber. Only the princess was out in the garden, wandering along the stone wall that overlooked the sea. Here, near the old well, the wall dipped down to her knees, and an ancient gate led to a stairway that curved to the rocky beach below. She was bundled in furs, wincing against the blast of wind that  swept up from the sea and made the bare trees rattle around her.

She was not supposed to be out here. She should have been in her cell too, but she did not follow the rules the way the others did, and the abbess had instructed them to give her a wide berth. No one knew why, only that she’d arrived one night on horseback accompanied by three armed guards who carried in a large chest, placed it in a private double cell in the novices’ wing, and disappeared as quietly as they’d come.

No one but the abbess herself knew she was the Northern king’s daughter, that she was in hiding after secret reports that the South would be renewing its attacks. The others knew her simply by the name Mira, which was short for her given name, Margrethe. Most assumed she suffered some kind of ailment or melancholy and the less committed novices had spent hours over the last months trying to guess which one. A few days after Margrethe’s arrival, another new tenant had appeared: a bright, flame-haired girl named Edele, who became fast friends with Margrethe, almost as if they’d known each other for years.

Margrethe had never wanted to come to this desolate outpost, was not used to the barren loneliness of this part of the world. She missed the castle, the long dinners lit by fire and dancing, the sleigh rides, her childhood room with its little fireplace in which pine cones burned, the mantel  lined with books. She especially missed those – her books, and the long hours she had spent with her father’s adviser and old tutor, Gregor, poring over them, learning of ancient battles and loves and philosophies. But the kingdom was under threat, and this was the safest place for her, her father had said, here at the edge of the world, in the convent her late grandmother had helped found and that her mother had been schooled in as a girl.

She thought of her mother now, as she stared out at this desolate sea. It had been two years since the queen’s death, but sometimes it felt as fresh as a new wound. Margrethe pulled her furs close and stood stark against the wind, breathing in the thick air, which coated her tongue in salt. Wondering how her mother had felt staring out at this same sea. Was it like this back then? The ocean dark, wild? It seemed, to Margrethe, the colour of grief.

Before coming here she had never seen the sea like this, as a living thing. Some trees had been uprooted by a recent storm, and reached towards the water like gnarled fingers. She strained against the wind, hoping to catch sight of a Viking ship, a square flag, a dragon prow, but she was at the end of the world now, at the most northern point in the kingdom, and no ships came here.

How was she to know that this would be the most singular moment of her life? How can any of us tell when that thing comes that will make everything different? It  seemed, to Margrethe, a moment like any other: waiting to return to her father’s castle, looking over the gloomy sea, waiting for private prayer to be over and the convent work day to start. Strangely, she found herself looking forward to the hours she’d spend weaving that afternoon, listening to the clacking of the looms, the hum of the spinning wheels nearby, the voice of one of the sisters reading scripture to them. At first she’d hated the dull hours of work, but lately she’d found a certain comfort in them. She could forget everything, watching the wool transform in front of her.

The sky gleamed and shifted. The sun a dull ache behind a veil of grey and silver.

And then, there. On the water! She breathed in quickly, afraid it was a trick of the sea.

A fish’s tail shooting out. Bright shimmering silver.

Margrethe squinted against the cold wind, trying to keep her eyes steady and focused. They said you could see things here, at the end of the world. Faces in the clouds and waves and leaves. Branches becoming arms and then branches again.

But there it was again, a flash of white.

Margrethe blinked repeatedly, and the sea air seemed to cut through her. She wiped tears from her eyes and cheeks and leant into the wind. The sea seemed to shift from foam to water, from dark to light, swirling. In the  distance, rocks jutted. It would be easy to mistake one for the monstrous fin of a great fish, the prow of a ship sinking down.

And then: a curving, gleaming tail flaring out of the water. A moment later, another flash and a pale face emerging, disappearing as quickly as it had appeared. A woman’s face. The tail of a fish stretching out behind her. Silvery, as if it were made of gems.

She shook her head. The cold was making her see things. She turned to look at the convent behind her, the cross and church spires stretching black against the sky. The other women were inside, next to fires and wrapped in blankets and furs. Only she was crazy enough to stand here staring into this impossible sea.

She laughed at herself, turned back to the water. But the woman was still there, closer now, gliding through the water as if she had wings. Her hair the colour of the moon and scattered through with pearls. Her skin shimmering out of the water, catching the light and turning to diamonds. And that tail propelling her forward, unmistakably. It was not human, this creature.


Mermaid. The name came to her automatically, from the stories that had rooted themselves in her mind, the ancient tales she had read by firelight as the rest of the castle slept.

She no longer felt the wind or the cold as she stood  transfixed, watching the mermaid move through the water. Margrethe had not known such things could really exist, but the moment she saw the mermaid it was as if the world had always contained this kind of wonder. This is how it works, she thought. When the world becomes something new, it seems always to have been that way.

She’d never seen anything so beautiful in all her years at court, not in all the grand banquets and dances, the festivals that lasted for weeks at a time, the musicians and storytellers, the rich spices and fabrics and jewels shipped in from all over the world. Not in all her years surrounded by handmaidens who bathed her and brushed her hair and laced her corsets and pressed powder into her skin. Nothing could compare to this creature gliding through the water, propelled by the tail of a fish.

As the mermaid approached the shore, Margrethe saw that she was carrying something. A man. Holding him in her arms and keeping his head above water.

The mermaid slowed as she arrived at the shore, and reached out to the rocky beach. In a graceful rolling movement, the man cradled in one arm, she moved from sea to land. The sharp rocks would have ripped a human’s skin, but the mermaid seemed unharmed as she released the man and gently, tenderly laid him out on the shore next to her, her light hair hanging in long wet ropes.

Now Margrethe could see clearly: the man’s muscled,  warrior’s body, covered with wounds. Human. The mermaid stretched out next to him – her pale, naked torso shifting to glittering scales as waist flared to hip, the curve of her tail like a perfectly fitted, exquisitely coloured dress. A most wonderful silver, tinged with green. The mermaid sat up and pulled her tail to her side. She didn’t seem affected by the cold at all, despite the wind whipping all around her. Her skin seemed hard, like stone. As Margrethe realized this was the mermaid’s actual body, a feeling of revulsion mixed with her wonder and awe. What would it be like to be half a fish? she thought. How cold and hard was she to touch?

The man was sputtering and coughing. The mermaid leant over him, her breasts grazing his chest as she did. She kissed his forehead, stroked his wet hair. Even from a distance Margrethe could see the look of pure, radiant love that lit the mermaid’s face as she gazed down on him.

This is what rapture is, Margrethe thought. That thing she saw come over the nun’s faces as they knelt in prayer. She’d tried turning to heaven, the way the women surrounding her did, but her heart, she knew, was too tied to the earth.

Behind her the bells rang, announcing the late-morning devotions.

Suddenly the mermaid looked up and saw Margrethe. Margrethe gasped, caught. She could see the blue of the  mermaid’s eyes, as if the whole scene had become magnified, feel it inside her despite the distance between them. It was as if, for one moment, the mermaid was right there in the convent garden.


Save him, the trees, the wind seemed to whisper. A voice inside her. You, come now.

Margrethe stopped breathing, could barely feel her own body. And then, with one last look at the man, a last kiss on the lips, the creature pushed off from the rocks and dived back into the sea.

Margrethe cried out and, without thinking, ran through the convent gate and down the stone steps – hundreds of them – that led to the beach. She hugged the furs to her body, almost slipping, reaching to the thin iron banister to steady herself, the air rushing and whirring around her, the stairs streaming down under her endlessly. She reached the beach, stumbled over rocks, but there was no trace of the mermaid. Only him, the man the mermaid had pulled to shore. And there, by his hand, one gleaming oyster shell.

Margrethe waded into the sea, not caring as water soaked through her boots. She stared out, but there was only endless ocean, cut up by rocks and ice and the worried, suffocating sky. Suddenly the world seemed entirely bleak and without hope. ‘Come back,’ Margrethe whispered. ‘Please.’

But the sea was empty now. The rocks pushing up from the water, motionless, like uncaring gods. The waves moved back and forth along the shoreline, slapping it, lunging to the earth and then disappearing again.




CHAPTER TWO

THE MERMAID


The palace’s great hall was unusually quiet that afternoon. The ocean floor, dense with sea plants and anemones and coral plates, was still, and the amber walls swayed only slightly, sprouting flowers that brushed the mermaid’s skin as she swam past. The high-pointed amber windows had been flung open, and schools of glowing silver fish with pointed teeth poured through, illuminating the dark water. Above, thousands of mussel shells opened and closed with the currents. If she squinted, looked as hard as she could, she imagined she could make out the dim glare of sun above.

Her name was Lenia. She was the youngest daughter of the sea queen, and she lived with her mother, father,  grandmother, and five sisters in a large coral palace on the ocean floor.

She made her way to the end of the great hall, where a piece of heavy glass hung over the grand fireplace. Both glass and fireplace had been recovered from sunken ships full of human bones and ephemera and treasures. Lenia found it strange to see her own image, and she usually avoided the glass and its tricks. But today she felt so different and changed, she had to see if it would be obvious to anyone else.

Her sisters had badgered her all morning, their singing drifting through the water and every room of the palace, trying to lure her out to the garden, where they had all been waiting to hear her story. She had the most beautiful voice, everyone had always said, and it was she who’d been most excited, of all the sisters, to swim to the upper world. She was the one who had the human statue in her garden, a garden as round and red as the sun. She was the one who’d asked their grandmother countless times to tell her about men and women, about souls. But Lenia had waited in her room until she was quite sure her sisters had left for the day, until the only resident left in the palace was their old grandmother, who knew better than anyone that Lenia would talk when she was ready, and only then.

Lenia came up to the clouded glass. It took her a minute  to focus on her blue eyes, her white skin, the glittering moon hair that flew out on all sides of her in the water, her small pink-tipped breasts, her long silver-grey tail, the oyster shells lining it, a symbol of her high rank. Behind her, an octopus swayed this way and that, and a group of sea horses floated past.

She leant in until she was inches from her own reflection.

She pressed her palms into her waist, her smooth cold skin. She had thought she might look more . . . human, she realized. But she was the same as she’d always been. She didn’t even look older.

Her face stared out at her from the glass, as if it were mocking her. There was nothing human about her. Her skin was opalescent, changing colour ever so slightly as she shifted in the water. Her lips were stained pink with the sea flowers that had been ground for her. Water moved in and out of the tiny gills on her neck. And right below the curve of her belly, her skin took on a high sheen and then turned, slowly, to scale. Long, thin, silver fish scales layered down her tail.

She had wanted to go to the upper world for as long as she could remember. One by one her sisters had been allowed to travel to the surface of the water on their eighteenth birthdays, for the entire day, while she, the youngest, had to wait in the palace for their return. After  each sister’s visit they’d all gather in the garden and hear tales of the curiosities and wonders that lay above. The fish would slip past their shoulders and faces as the lucky sister wove her tale, and Lenia would listen breathlessly as her sisters spoke of the glimmering cities and clattering carriages they’d watched from the shore, the star-sprinkled night skies, the flying swans like long white veils over the sea, the mortal children with legs rather than tails, and the icebergs that glistened like pearls. Her sisters had been impressed by these things, but happy enough to return to the sea when their birthday was over. But to Lenia, the whole upper world seemed so vast, so strange, so full, that she’d been determined to venture further than any of her sisters on her own eighteenth birthday, memorizing every moment of it.

Once, mermaids had been able to visit the upper world whenever they wanted. They’d appeared to sailors, bewitched travellers, stolen beautiful young men from seasides, brought them down to the world below. But things had changed in the last few hundred years, as humans took more and more to the sea. After a group of mermaid sisters had been hauled up by fisherman and brutally killed, Lenia’s great-grandmother had issued a royal decree forbidding any further interaction between the two worlds. ‘They are dangerous,’ she had said. ‘They will kill us all if they have the chance.’ Still, to honour  that long-ago link between merpeople and humans, every mermaid and merman was allowed this one day, on his or her eighteenth birthday, to travel alone to the upper world, as long as they kept carefully out of view of humans.

To most of her kind, humans were base, predatory. They lived short, violent lives before dying and leaving their bodies to rot, which most merpeople found quite inelegant; they themselves lived for three hundred years before turning gracefully to foam. The bloated bodies of humans littered the ocean floor, human ships sank and became tombs full of garbage and bones. In recent years, some merpeople had even elected to stay in the sea on their eighteenth birthdays, refusing any contact with the upper world at all.

Her sisters, more than anyone, had mocked her love for humans. Her sister Nadine would bring Lenia the bones of sailors, and, whenever she could get to them before the fish, decaying body parts. ‘Look how disgusting this is,’ she would say, holding up a disintegrated finger, skin flapping off it like small sails. ‘Look what happens to them.’

But none of her family’s prejudices had lessened Lenia’s desire to see the upper world for herself. She had anticipated her visit for so long that she had insisted on going the night before, right after midnight, in the middle  of a terrible storm, one so strong and fierce they had felt it at the bottom of the sea.

‘You might want to wait a few hours more,’ her grandmother had warned, the coral walls quivering around them, but Lenia had waved off her concern. The eve of her birthday had finally come, and she’d gone through the whole ceremony – the elaborate feast, and the clipping on of oyster shells and pearls, the singing in front of the entire court – and she was not going to wait a second past midnight to visit the world above.

‘I want to see all of it,’ she’d said. ‘Even the worst of it.’

They had wrung their hands and tried to distract her with gifts and baubles. Her mother had had the cooks find giant clams and stuff them with monkfish liver and crab and roe, prepare lupe de mare with sea mushrooms, wrap crab meat around imported rascasse, lay out platters heaped with the rarest caviar, and present a selection of oysters and percebes and periwinkles and crabs and lobster and conch on huge plates lined with starfish. Her father gave her a shell that, when held up to the ear, played the songs of whales and selkies. And her sisters had joined together to make her a bracelet strung with sea glass plucked from the oldest, most tragic shipwrecks.

The golden banquet table had tilted and shifted from the shaking of the storm above. Sand from the ocean floor  had whirled up and spun around them as they feasted. The musicians kept playing their instruments made from coral and bones and shells, even as the palace swayed and the mussel shells above them snapped open and shut. No one had experienced such effects from an upper-world storm in hundreds of years, some of the merpeople whispered. This was extraordinary, and surely a very bad sign.

‘Sing, Lenia,’ her sisters had insisted, trying to distract her, and to defy them all she had opened her mouth and sung the sweetest song she could about the beauty of the world above them. She remembered details from her grandmother’s stories, from her sisters’ visits, from her own dreams. Creatures that flew through the air. Lightning that flashed across the sky. Souls leaving bodies and drifting up to the stars.

That is what the other merpeople did not understand, and what Lenia did: that humans had souls, and that their souls lived forever. It was not the same as when merpeople died, dissolving into foam and becoming part of the great ocean. Souls were webs of light that contained the essence of a human’s life. Memories and loves, children and families. Every moment of a life, pressing in.

‘Stop!’ her mother had cried, seeing the effect Lenia’s voice had on the court. Even those who had never been to the upper world and never wanted to go, who accepted it  as a place filled with danger, felt a deep longing within them when Lenia sang. They had all come from the same place, after all, humans and merpeople. No one could be whole in a universe so divided. Lenia’s voice, so sweet and clear, snaked into each one of them, filling their hearts and illuminating the parts that were empty.

Lenia stopped singing, and there was silence as each guest struggled to regain composure.

‘Just go, daughter,’ her mother had said, resignedly, and her father had nodded beside the queen the way he always did. No one was sure how much he actually paid attention to anything any more, he was so used to echoing his wife. ‘It is almost midnight. Go and you will see that nothing is as wonderful as our dreams can make it.’

And Lenia had left the palace and swum straight up to the surface of the ocean. Up, up, so fast it was as if she was being pushed on a wave, as the water swirled around her. The surface was miles away, further than she’d realized even on days when it felt so far from her it might as well have been another universe. The closer she got, the more intense the current became, thrashing her about, throwing fish and shells against her, wrapping seaweed around her limbs.

When she finally reached the surface and pushed her face above water, the sheer wall of sound nearly sent her back under. The crash of the thunder, the pounding of  rain, the rush of air as it hit her mouth and lungs. A strange, raw feeling, as if she were being hollowed out, the air swooping through her, invading every cell of her body. She struggled for breath as the waves rose and fell all around her, howling. The sky black and then ablaze with lightning. She cried out, and flinched when her voice distorted as it hit the air. Even among the crazy cacophony of the upper world, the sound of her own voice seemed to shatter against her.

As her eyes focused, she saw something in the distance, tossing on the waves. She’d only ever seen ships at the bottom of the sea. It confused her, the force of it battling the storm. The dragon prow twisting this way and that.

She ducked back into the water and made her way to the ship. She cut through the wild water with ease, and swam right under the vessel, watched in wonder as it tipped to the right and left, shedding oars and chests and other treasures into the sea. Like a monster riding the sea. She darted out from under the ship, pushed her head above water.

And then there, on the vessel. Right in front of her.

Human men.

She watched their faces raging with life, as they fought to hold the ship steady on the impossible sea. But the ship began to split apart beneath them. Whole chunks of the vessel ripped off, twisting in the wind, crashing in the  water, where they would sink down to the bottom of the ocean and become new ruins for her and her sisters to explore.

A man fell from the ship. Just fell into the water like a bit of debris. She slipped her head below the surface and watched him being pulled under. He thrashed and struggled to get above water, to the air, and she wanted to tell him that he was safe now, that the world under the water was beautiful, that she could take care of him there. But as she watched, his face became horrible, lurid. He stopped struggling. She swam to him then. She wanted to help him, to pull him down to the palace and tend to him, but then his body stopped moving and she knew he was dead. She grabbed him and shook him. Her face was next to his, her hands under his shoulders.

It struck her, what she knew already: men could not survive under the surface of the water.

She’d seen many dead humans, of course, but she’d never seen a human die before. It was horrible. Mermaids had a different kind of death. Everyone knew when they would die, and it seemed long enough to them, their three hundred years. They passed gently, turning slowly to foam, fading into the water and then disappearing altogether, to become part of the sea. She’d seen many mermaids die and those left behind always celebrated the passing with song and feast. But she believed it was even more beautiful  when humans died because they had immortal souls. She remembered again, now, how her grandmother had described to her the way a soul would slip from a human body, shimmering and beautiful, and rise to something called heaven, where it would have eternal life.

But that was not what Lenia saw, as she watched more men die around her. These were awful, painful deaths. Limbs thrashing and going slack. Men struggling, with all their strength, for air, the horror on their faces as they began to drown.

It was the most terrible thing she’d ever seen.

She let go of the man’s body in horror, watched him drop further and further into the water, until he faded into the black of the sea.

She looked up. Men were dropping all around her now, spilling through the water, clawing for land, for air. Dying. She pushed her way back to the surface. The ship was nearly gone now, just slabs of wood falling into the sea. Men were swimming, trying to grab on to pieces of the ship. Their strange legs flailing, their screams ripping through the stormy air. She watched as a ballast fell and smashed in a man’s skull. Dead men floated past her. And the sky still crackled with lightning, like an angry god.

It was chaotic, terrifying. She did not know which way to turn.

Until she saw him. One man clinging to a slab of  wood. His eyes moved up and caught hers. Had she seen him before? He was so familiar to her. The water was pulling him. There were barely any men left above the surface.

Her body began moving before the thought crystallized: she would save him, this one man.

She swam to him, pushing past bodies and slabs of wood, and he was frozen, staring at her, stunned, the rain pounding down. He was so strong, clinging to life so ferociously, his powerful legs kicking to keep him above water. She found it moving, his passion for life. This will to live.

‘Come,’ she said, holding out her hand.

He didn’t move.

‘Come to me. I will save you.’

Her voice seemed to have some magical effect on him. He looked at her, his eyes wide with fear and wonder, a smile beginning to form on his face, despite everything. She smiled back at him. Her grandmother had told her this, how easily men were enchanted by mermaid sounds. How easily a mermaid could cast a spell on a man and lead him to his death. This made sense to her now. Her soft, beautiful tones in this harsh, loud world.

She put her arm behind his shoulders, the other winding about his waist.

‘Let go,’ she said. ‘Hold on to me.’

His face was right next to hers. She could feel his heart beating.

‘My men,’ he said. His voice rumbling into her. ‘My ship.’

‘Shh,’ she said. ‘I will take you to shore.’

He was wearing cloth over his chest, and the material felt strange under her palm. She loved the smell of him. Even over the sea and rain, she could smell his hair, his skin, feel the warmth of his beating heart. As she began swimming, she leant her cheek into his wet hair, surprised at the feel of it. He was so soft, full of life. She had to stop herself from pulling him down to her garden and wrapping herself around him. He will die there, she repeated to herself. Take him where he will live.

She swam harder, pushing against the current, leaving the wreckage and the bodies far behind. She realized she knew where to go, that her body could sense it.

It was wonderful, swimming for the first time between the two worlds, half in the air and half in the water, as the rain beat down against her. She liked the challenge of the crashing waves, the way the lightning cracked the sky open, the beauty of the night and the rain and the stars, faintly visible. She liked the feeling of him in her arms. For a human it’d be hard work, carrying a man of his size, but he felt easy in her arms. He had slipped from consciousness, but she was aware at every moment of his  breathing, the air moving in and out of his lungs, how crucial it was to keep him above water and not let his breath stop.

She swam as her body told her to, slipping into a kind of trance between his breathing and the churning of the storm-ridden sea.

After a while, the rain stopped, the sea calmed, and there was no sound but the lapping of water and his faint breath. Above her, the black sky cleared, until she could see the thousands of stars strewn across it. Even in her most vivid imaginings, she had not understood the vastness of this world, how far it extended. She looked down at the man in her arms, his soft perfect face, and a ferocious love moved through her.


I will save you.

She pushed her powerful tail behind her. She swam harder than she ever had, holding the man as if he could break, her arms under his shoulders. And then, finally, in the distance, the glimmer of windows. Humans. The way her sisters had described it. There was a wall of rock, and above it a large stone structure. The sun was coming up, behind the structure, on the top of the cliff, splitting the sky into pink and cream and blue.

‘Look,’ she whispered, and his eyes fluttered open. ‘Look at the sky.’

He turned his head, looked right at her, and in the  breaking sunlight, she could see the strange, tawny colour of his eyes. There was so little life in them now.

She shoved her tail against the waves and swam as hard as she could, to the shore, to where he would be safe.

Her eyes scanned the cliff, the building, and then rested on a lone human girl, standing on the cliff, near a long staircase that wound down to the rocky beach. Lenia focused in on her.


Save him, she thought.

She reached the shore and pulled him out of the water, on to the rocks.

She had only seconds.

She lay beside him and stroked his face and his hair. His eyes fluttered open and shut as she leant down and kissed his lips, his eyelids, his forehead. The feel of him under her lips, combined with the sunlight, the air that swept along her bare skin, her wet hair – all of it filled her with a kind of euphoria she’d never before felt. The material of his wet shirt tickling her breasts as she leant against him. His open mouth and warm tongue.

He was so beautiful. She had never seen anything so beautiful.

But she could feel the life leaving him, and knew she had done all she could do, that it was time to let other humans take care of him so that he could live. She looked up at the girl on the cliff, standing there watching them,  transfixed. Her black hair blowing around her, her pale skin and brown eyes, her furs.


You, she thought again. Come now.




CHAPTER THREE

THE PRINCESS


The man was soaked through and shivering with cold. His arms and legs were wrapped in seaweed. There was a strange shimmer, Margrethe saw, where the mermaid had touched him, on his lips, arms, and forehead. He had a warrior’s body, though his clothes were those of a civilian. Even sprawled as he was on the beach, half dead, he looked like a soldier about to go into battle.

She knelt beside him, her knees pushing into the rocky beach, and touched his face the way the mermaid had done moments before, running her fingers along the trail of shimmer the mermaid had left on his cheeks and lips. There was no feel to it, no particles that rubbed off on to her fingers. His skin was smooth, like stone, and his light  hair had already formed into ice. Just as she poised her hand over his face to touch his eyelids, to trace their curve, he blinked and stared up at her.

His eyes hit her like an open palm. In them, she could see the same glint that was on his skin. She jumped back.

‘You,’ he said, in a strange accent, his voice like a growl. He grabbed her fur, and she saw how weak he was. The rocks around him were stained with blood. She did not know what to do. She thought of her childhood nurse, who had been able to heal with a clove or a piece of bark or a dried herb she’d plucked from the palace garden. But she herself had never been trained in the healing arts. She was the daughter of a king, she was not made for such things, she had never learnt anything useful at all. She was alone, and no one would be able to hear her over this wind. She wanted to cry. Why did she know so little of the world? But she knew enough to see that the man was blue, his teeth clacking, that he would die, and her heart burst open, with grief, with love, and she jumped to her feet.

She winced as she slipped off her fur and placed it over the man, carefully tucking it under his arms and legs. Immediately the wind beat against her. She was only wearing a light wool tunic, as all the young nuns did, with a white robe over it. The thin wimple did little to protect  her head from the cold. The man stared up at Margrethe as the cold slipped into her skin, into her blood and bones. ‘I will be back, with help,’ she said, and she turned and raced up the stairs as fast as she could, her body turning to ice, her hair to icicles that clanked together, and finally, after what seemed like days, she reached the garden, the gate, and then she was inside the abbey, gasping for air.

She pushed past the few nuns outside the abbess’s chamber. ‘Quick! I need help!’

Margrethe pounded on the abbess’s door, as the others gathered around her.

The abbess opened the door, startled – then panicking to see the young princess before her, wet and shivering, in a dangerous state of cold.

‘Mira!’ she cried. ‘What has happened to you?’

‘There is a man, on the beach, by the water. He needs help!’

‘Come in here,’ the abbess said, pulling Margrethe inside, making her sit by the fire. She called out to the others, ‘Get blankets and furs! Get the nurse!’

‘Please,’ Margrethe said. ‘We have to go to the beach, to help him. I told him I would go back!’ She knew she could not let the man die. The mermaid had brought him to her, to save him.

One of the nuns ran in, breathless. ‘Mother, there is a man on the shore.’

‘Go to him!’ the abbess said. ‘Get him inside before he dies! A group of you, go!’

As the cloisters erupted into chaos behind her, the abbess leant down and looked into Margrethe’s face. ‘You cannot risk yourself like this, no matter what. You are not like the rest of us. Don’t forget that. I promised your father you’d be safe here. Think of what would happen to us if any harm were to come to you.’

Margrethe nodded, woozy. The abbess was an imposing woman, with snow-white hair and pale eyes, and there was something stricken about her face, as if she’d just witnessed something awful. ‘He is down there dying,’ she tried to say, but her words came out in tiny gasps. ‘I saw . . .’

‘Shhh. Drink.’

Liquid burned down her throat. Vaguely, she sensed others coming in, wrapping her in blankets, leading her back to her cell. The abbess helping her as she lay on the pallet. Outside, the wind howled and howled. Suddenly, she was exhausted. Maybe there was something in the drink, to calm her and make her sleep.

 



When she woke, the room was bathed in darkness. Outside all she could hear was wind, the crashing of rain. Bells were ringing for prayer. It took her a moment to orientate herself, remember where she was. Was it vespers?  Had she missed the whole work day? She rose, pulled on a clean tunic. Her fingers shook as she secured the scapula, then attached her wimple and veil.

She’d been dreaming of her mother, she realized. She was a child again, curled up in her mother’s arms, taking in her lavender scent, the warmth of her voice, the softness of her palm as she smoothed down Margrethe’s hair. A terrible sense of loss moved through her. And there was something else . . .

A mermaid, yes. And a man.

Margrethe shuffled down the corridor, still groggy from her long sleep. Her body felt as if it had been wrought from flames. Slowly, she made her way to the chapel – stopping, for a moment, to peek outside, into the convent garden. She pressed open the door, and the wind rushed around her. It felt good, the cold. Rain lashed at her face and she could hear the crashing of the sea.

It was dark. The stars were visible past the veil of white that covered them. The sea shone blackly in the distance, all its secrets hidden away.

She shook her head. What dreams she had had! The mermaid on the rocks, bent over the dying man. Her mother, singing her to sleep. She must have fallen into a fever, the way the abbess had only the week before, due to the cold. Margrethe laughed, but not without a tinge of longing. She had been raised in a court where troubadours  seduced them with magical tales, where she spent afternoons with her tutor Gregor reading long, ancient stories of heroes and conquerors, the dead come back to life. Now here she was, living against the most desolate sea, with women who spent hours each day speaking to heaven while she herself made up fantastical creatures.

She closed the door, and hurried to the chapel, already late, taking her seat in the choir stall, next to Edele, her old friend and most favoured lady-in-waiting, who caught her eye and gave her a look of barely contained panic.

‘Are you well?’ Edele whispered, ignoring the sharp looks from the others.

Margrethe nodded and put her hand on Edele’s to reassure her. Feeling more than ever that she was at the end of the earth, where dream and reality mixed.

She mouthed the words along with the others. She closed her eyes, felt the sweat collecting at her brow. She had dreamt the wonders she’d seen earlier, she thought, but things were still lovely in this part of the world – these women, this place, the feeling that every moment contained something of the miraculous. And Edele, sitting beside her, one lock of her wild hair peeking out from the wimple that covered it.

After the service, Edele pulled Margrethe aside. ‘You shouldn’t have risked yourself like that,’ she whispered,  ‘running about in the cold. Remember who you are.’

Margrethe’s head shot up in surprise. Her heart began to beat frantically. ‘He is real?’

‘The man on the shore? Of course. He is safe, because of you. But you should have called to the others, not gone yourself.’

‘I thought I had dreamt him.’

Edele looked closely at Margrethe, her round eyes full of concern. She shook her head. ‘Are you sure you are well?’

A few of the others were gathering round. ‘He is a foreigner,’ one of the nuns said.
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