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When Carys went to clear the
seaweed from the rock pools that morning, there was a boy floating
in one of the more dangerous pools. Face-up, and nudged by the
swirling salt water into one of the sharper rocks toward the edge
of the water, he floated, caught by the yoke of his shirt or
perhaps his shoulder. Carys gave him a brief look, but if he wasn’t
already dead, he would be soon: there was a wound on his head that
had ceased to bleed long ago, and was now pale and pink against his
skin.

She left him there while she
cleaned out the other pools, with the wistful thought that perhaps
the sea would have taken him back by the time she returned. It was
important to clear the seaweed from the shore and tidal pools every
morning: if Carys was late by even a few minutes, the selkies would
make mischief with the salt-soaked weeds, and the whole day’s
fishing would be ruined for the village. More than that, if the
selkies were feeling particularly mischievous, there would be
deaths.

So Carys cleared them all,
grimly working from one to the next, trekking back and forth from
pool to the dividing line of sand and rock where she laid the
seaweed on the sand to keep it out of reach of the selkies. It
usually took several hours to collect all that she must collect,
and simply taking it from the water was not enough. This stretch of
coastline was particularly foamy and rough, churning up unusual
amounts of seaweed, and keeping the weeds out of reach of the
selkies was just as important as gathering it from the rocks to
begin with.

It was easy to ignore the boy
as she worked, because he was in one of the funnel-shaped pools,
and difficult to see unless she was looking down into it. The only
signs of his presence were the gulls wheeling overhead, sharp-eyed
and eager to eat anything that stayed still long enough to sweep
from the beach.

The boy was still there when
she came back from clearing the other pools after making her way
thoroughly along the rocky water-line. Carys sighed and fished him
out with her seaweed hook, too wary to wade out into this
particular pool to fetch him. It was bottomless, swirling and
seething no matter whether the tide was in or out, sucking anything
unwary enough to fall in deep underwater into the caves below the
rocky beach. Carys, who knew better than to trust the treacherously
slippery rocks, crouched low and long, ready to drop everything if
her feet betrayed her, and hooked her seaweed staff beneath one of
his arms to loosen him from the rocks. The surging foam tried to
swallow the boy whole when she leveraged him away from the rocks,
but Carys was too practised with her hook to lose him to such a
trick as that. She crooked it around his neck and drew him in
rapidly, her bare toes white where they gripped the black rock. He
was very heavy for a boy who didn’t seem to be quite full grown,
and it was only when Carys had him around the chest to drag him
onto the safety of the rocks that she discovered why. Not only was
most of the boy’s slender length solid muscle, but there was
something hard and heavy belted around his waist beneath his shirt.
No weakling herself, Carys dragged him up off the rocky shore and
into the sand before she let go of him again. She would have left
him there, but when she began to stand something cold and weak
wrapped around her wrist.

Carys hunched back down on her
heels in surprise, her wrist caught by slender fingers, and the
boy’s eyes opened to the barest slits.

He whispered: “Please help,
Lady.”

She might still have left him
there if his chin hadn’t crinkled with a repressed sob. But it did,
and Carys’ lips pulled sideways in a grimace. She picked him up
again, taking his weight across her back and shoulders, and
carefully put him into her handcart. Then she left the seaweed
where it was, and went home early for the first time in ten years,
pulling her laden cart behind her. Her cottage was nearby, a plain,
white-washed thing with a white-speckled roof of slate that was
almost always covered with gulls. It wasn’t a particularly inviting
cottage: the doorstep was bare and flat, not dipped from wear by
the continual tread of visitors, and on those days that Carys
didn’t cook, there was no fire in the hearth of the single room
that it boasted. Carys was used to the dark and the cold, just as
she was used to the loneliness. She’d become so used to them, in
fact, that now she merely thought of them as everyday life, and no
longer thought of them by their names.

Today, however, after she put
the boy down on the floor, she went back out to her small firewood
stack that was piled under an outcropping of the slate roof, and
brought in some wood to lay a fire. When there was a spark of
warmth and light in the hearth, she stripped the boy of all his
clothes and swaddled him in her soft summer quilt, then tucked her
thicker winter quilt around him as well. She looked at the heavy,
wet belt she had removed along with his clothes for some time
before she hung it over the back of one of her chairs to dry with
the rest of the boy’s clothes. That done, she stoked up the fire
and left him to live or die, while she fetched the seaweed in. He
was warm and dry, and only time would tell whether or not he had
been too cold for too long, or if he had lost too much blood.

It was noon when Carys checked
on the boy again. By then, the day’s crop of seaweed was safely
stored in damp piles beside the cottage, ready to be stuffed into
sacks and taken to market to sell for fertiliser, and it was
convenient enough to duck into the cottage for the moment it took
to see if the boy was still alive.

He was, though the wound on his
forehead had begun to bleed again in a sluggish sort of a way.
Carys clicked her tongue in disapproval, then washed it out with
the last remaining bottle of clear liquor she owned, and sewed it
up. She did the same by another cut on his shoulder, and by the
time she snipped off her thread, his skin was no longer waxy or
cold to the touch, and the faintest tint of red had come back to
the very centre of his lips.

“You’ll
live,” Carys said, and went back to her seaweed.

 


The boy didn’t wake again until
later that night, when Carys was preparing dinner. She had expected
it, and her old stew pot was already hanging over the fireplace
with the first proper hot meal she had cooked in months beginning
to simmer away inside it. She was chopping a carrot when she heard
the first signs of life from him: a faint rustling of the quilt and
an unintelligible murmur.

Carys left her chopping and
leaned over him to put her hand against the side of his face. It
was warm now—too warm. She clicked her tongue disapprovingly once
again, and put the other hand to his forehead.

His eyelids fluttered open as
she pulled her hand away, and Carys saw the cloudy brown eyes focus
momentarily. He said, “You’re that angel from before,” and lost
consciousness again.

Carys gave a surprised hiss of
laughter and looked down at the face that was just beginning to
tint with colour again. Dark hair softly stubbled his cheeks and
chin, which meant he was slightly older than she’d judged him to
be: perhaps twenty or so. Even open, his eyes had been narrow and
tilted; closed, they were mere slits. Eppan? But his hair was gold,
more Scandian than Eppan. Carys looked a little closer and saw the
dark roots to his hair. She gave a small sniff. Affectation.

From his face, her eyes turned
almost unaware to the belt that was still drying before the fire.
She was curious, but a life spent in trying not to let her
curiosity run any faster than her feet could, had also kept her
wary. There was no good reason for a child of this age to be
washing up on the beach with a wound on his head and a heavy belt
hidden beneath his clothes. Carys knew the shipping routes along
this stretch of coast; she knew them as well as she knew the
peculiarities of the tide and the tricks of the selkies. More than
that, if there had been something like a shipwreck, other debris
would have been thrown up on the rocky coastline. No, this young
boy had been either deliberately or accidentally left to the
mercies of the sea in another fashion, and anything that was in his
belt was something that likely shouldn’t be meddled with.

Despite that,
Carys gazed at it for a long time, and when she rose again at last,
it wasn’t to resume chopping vegetables. She crossed to the
fireplace instead, lifting the belt carefully from the back of the
chair and folding it just as carefully until it was a bulky bundle
of leather belt and thong. She flicked another glance at the
unconscious boy over her shoulder, then swiftly removed three of
the bricks by the fireplace and stuffed the folded belt into the
dusty hole that the removal made. She put the bricks back just as
swiftly and then scooped a few handfuls of dusty wood debris from
the hearth and sprinkled it over the area. She preferred not to know what was in the belt, but
if someone
came for the boy and her house was searched for whatever the belt
contained, Carys also preferred it not to be so obviously in
sight. 

The stew
was comfortably cooked and back to simmering when
the boy began to stir again. Carys glanced over at
him briefly but finished setting the table with its usual two
places before she filled a third
bowl and went back to
the bed. By then the boy had begun to struggle to free his arms
from the quilts, but when she approached, he froze.

“Clothes are gone,” he
croaked. 

“Yes,”
said Carys. She set the bowl down
on the table beside the bed and
proffered a half-full cup
of water that the boy let her dribble into his mouth at first
suspiciously and then eagerly, gulping air and water both in his
hurry.

Carys said: “Slowly.
You’ll be sick,” and took the cup away. 

The boy, who had
leaned forward to follow it,
said, “Sorry, Lady. I’ll slow down. Please.” 

Carys brought the cup
back to his lips, and he was as good as his word, slowly sipping
the water until it was gone, his eyes warily on her
in case she took it away again. When that was gone,
she fed him the stew in the same way. She’d been careful when she
dipped the bowl, letting everything but the barley slip back out
until the bowl was all broth and barley instead
of dotted with meat and vegetables. It wouldn’t be
quite as good for him, but Carys was inclined to
think that he wasn’t capable of proper chewing and swallowing just
yet, and when he choked on a few of the barley pearls she was sure
of it. She took that
away too, and this time he didn’t just follow the bowl as it was
pulled away; both hands broke free of the quilt to cling to the
hand that held it. 

Carys turned her
cold, blue eyes on him and saw him
swallow. The two hands
that had seized hers loosened and dropped, but it wasn’t until he
sat back again and said meekly: “Sorry, Lady,” that she put the
bowl back to his lips again. He sipped
cautiously, his eyes on her rather than on his meal,
and Carys was glad when
the bowl was empty. She wasn’t used to people looking at her any
longer; she’d been too long alone and too little in the
village. 

He was still looking
at her when she went back to
the table and filled one of the other bowls, and he was still
watching when she ate her own stew. Carys ignored him,
and eventually, he fell asleep. That was a positive sign, she
thought, when she went to feel his forehead again. If he’d had a
fever, it had been a mild one; he was still too hot, but his cheeks
were nothing more than a little flushed. 

She gave him more
water to drink when he next
woke, then left the cup beside the bed and put another
few pieces of wood on the fire. The
cottage only had one bed, and although it was just big enough for
two Carys preferred to
sleep by the fire for tonight. She settled herself on the old rug with her back to
the fire, and went to sleep with the sound of the boy’s slow
movements lingering on the warm air.

 

Carys woke as the
dawn began to glow pink at the shutters. She always woke with or
before the dawn, the rocky seashore
and its crop of perilous seaweed the first thought in her mind. She
brushed the ash from the folds of her skirt and from the shins of
her trews that showed below that, and for a moment she froze,
because the bed was piled high with quilts and the shape of a
person, and that person was tossing and turning.

She broke herself out
of the trance as quickly as it had fallen, a short laugh bitter on
her lips, and stoked up the fire. If she was careful
about how she laid the wood,
the cottage would stay warm while she was gone. It would take more
wood than she usually used in a week these days, which meant she
would have to make a firewood
trek before the end of the week, but at least the boy wouldn’t get
cold again. 

She left the cottage
while the boy was still
tossing and turning, her seaweed staff familiar in her hand and its
hook catching the pink glow that was beginning to
bulge above the horizon. She followed
the coastline more carefully than ever this morning, and even
dipped her hook into the more dangerous pools that swelled from the
underwater caves beneath, searching for any kind of wreckage that
she might have missed yesterday. There was nothing, and eventually
she left her search to be sure she got the seaweed in before
the selkies came out to
play. 

She
finished comfortably in time: as
she bundled the last of the straggling weeds into
one bundle, Carys saw the
first silver gleam of
water against slick
brown selkie hide as they
leapt from the waves to the rocks, changing as they
came. Her work done
and her village safe for the day, Carys sat down and watched them
as they played. If it weren’t for the fact that they looked out on
the world through feral, alien eyes, it would be easy to confuse
them with a group of naked youths, dancing on the black rocks
and threading seashells through each others’
hair. Ooohing and aaahing at the green,
pulpy seaweed that ebbed and flowed beneath the surface of the
water but not daring
to touch it, those alien eyes shining. They would have happily
seized on any strands that had floated free of their rocky moorings
and clung to the rock, but they didn’t dare to reach out to
the ones that were still healthily attached. That
had confused Carys at first, until
she realised that
the selkies in their human
form couldn’t swim. Once, on a dark
day, she’d thought about going down there and drowning each and
every one of them while they were in their human forms, but she
hadn’t been able to do it. It was just as well: months later came
the first stirrings of a village butchered in
the night. The village had seen one too many deaths at the hands of
the deadly, playful selkies, and
that morning only half the fishermen had gone out. The other half
had stayed behind until the morning was light and bright and
playful on the shore, and when the selkies came up to
play, they slaughtered the
whole group before
they could make it back to the safety of the water. The village and
its returned fishermen laughed and
danced all that day, and when the night came softly creeping across
the gently moving sea, the selkies came softly
creeping, too. They had no weapons and gave no warning. Neither did
they show any mercy or
remorse: when the village was visited by a roving market, the
gypsies found cottages
inhabited only by strips of flesh and bone that had been torn by
nails and teeth, eye sockets empty and gaping, tongues torn out of
mouths. 

Carys, thinking back
on it, shivered to know how
close she had come, ten years ago, to bringing about the death of
the village she had been protecting for the last ten years before
that. She had been nine when she first began collecting seaweed from the rocks along the shore, an
orphaned child that no one cared
for and no one wanted, and the living had been good, if perilous.
She’d thought herself lucky to have it, and she’d learned to take
care of herself both at home and on the
seashore. And except for
that one day ten years ago, she’d never had reason to regret that
she’d taken the living.
Even that day—that had been her own fault, and she knew
better now. It wasn’t the fault of the sea, or even exactly the
fault of the selkies; it had
been her own stupidity. The selkies might have been
the perpetrators of the actual act, but Carys herself had
been the one who brought it
about. 

She watched
the selkies a little
longer, eyes distant and hard, then abruptly rose and gathered
together the bundles of seaweed onto her cart to take back to the
cottage. It was a wet
morning, salt spray mixing with the fine mist of
rain that swept in from the sea, and when Carys was finally
able to enter the cottage again, she could feel the warmth of the
fire before she quite opened the door. She opened the door
abruptly, as she always did, and the first thing she saw was the
boy, frozen as if he were up to no good. He’d managed to dress
himself in his small-clothes and breeches again, but either his
shirt had been too difficult, or he’d found himself too cold,
because he still had the summer quilt wrapped around him like a
cloak, clutched to his chin. It trailed against the floor where it
did a good job of sweeping up the few whispers of dust that had
managed to creep in since Carys swept yesterday afternoon. She
swept every second day despite the small amount of actual living
that she did in the room; Carys liked things to be neat and
tidy.

Her first instinct
was to tell him to pick up
the trailing edge, but when he saw her his face lit up and he
trotted toward her, sweeping the quilt thoughtlessly behind him. He
threw his arms around her, quilt and all, and said: “Lady! I
thought you weren’t coming back and I’m so hungry!”

Carys, thrown
off balance, braced herself
against the door-frame and fended him off. “Get off,” she said.
“I’ll get food shortly.”

“Yes, Lady!” he said
cheerfully; and, just as cheerfully, he fell
over.

Carys hauled
him to his feet by the bunched-up
quilt at his chest, which made him giggle, then felt his forehead
once again, which made him gaze up at her with wide brown eyes and
say, “Your fingers are so cold, Lady.”

“Back to bed,” said Carys, looking into those glazed eyes.
“Don’t get up
again.”

“I’m not bleeding,”
objected the boy, but he didn’t resist when Carys pushed him back
toward the bed. She wasn’t sure if it was because he wasn’t capable
of resisting, or if he was simply obedient. She propped him up with
the single pillow at his back so that he could sit up, and cut into
the tough little loaf of brown bread that she’d been keeping in her
breadbox for an easy meal or two. She took the boy his food before
she got her own, and he ate it slowly, taking his time with the
chewy crust as he watched her move about the room. Carys, disliking
the unfamiliar feel of those brown eyes on her, had to resist the
urge to hunch her shoulders. She set out her own meal with the usual second place across
from her, jarred by the empty space where the chair should have
been until it occurred to her that there was no
reason to be jarred when the boy’s clothes were
dry. Leaving her dinner on the
table, Carys
folded his shirt
again and put it at the foot of the bed, then moved the chair back
to its accustomed place. There was another that hung on the wall to keep the
cottage tidy, but she never took it down and didn’t intend to take
it down today, either.

The boy watched
still, chewing his crusts,
but she ignored him, gazing out of the only window
the cottage boasted as she
ate. Carys was a creature
of habit. For years she had eaten her dinner just so, her eyes on
the sea and her thoughts never far distant. 

By the time she had
finished eating, the boy was asleep again, the quilts bunched
beneath him and one bare shoulder exposed to the cooling air. Carys nudged him to
rearrange the summer quilt, and he muttered some nonsense to her
hair as she tucked him in. She made uncertainly
soothing noises back at him and stirred up the fire a little, then
went to sleep on the rug once again.

It was another wet
morning the next day, but it was a quick run along the shore
despite that. There would be a storm coming shortly, Carys
knew. The wind had the right
direction and scent to it. The next few days would be busier than
usual, not to mention the possibility of shipwreck washing up on
the rocks. Hopefully the captain of the cutter that usually came
through every three months was watching the weather as well, and
would decide to stay in port a few days longer rather than lose
everything for a little more speed.

Since there wasn’t as
much work on the shoreline, Carys made a short firewood trip before
she came back to the cottage. She could hear movement in the cottage as she piled the new, wet
firewood with the rest of it, but when one of the pieces of
driftwood struck the wall as she piled it, those noises ceased
completely.

Carys gave a faint,
dour smile, and finished
stacking the wood. The boy was beside the fireplace when she opened
the door, long fingers wrapped around the haft of the poker and his
brown eyes brightly watchful.

“Good,” said Carys. “You’re
up again.” 

He gave her a bright
smile and let go of the poker
so smoothly that Carys didn’t quite see when he did
it. “My head doesn’t feel so light now,
Lady!” 

“Good,” she said again. “Go
out and bathe under the pump.” 

The smile vanished
immediately, replaced by a grimace. “But
Lady!” 

Carys glanced back at
him. “What?” 

“I’m clean, Lady,” he
objected, faintly hurt. “I was good: I used the pot
and I emptied it myself while you were out.” 

“You’ve been sick,” Carys said
remorselessly. “You’ve sweated all over my quilts. I’ll have to
wash and dry them as well.” 

“But Lady!” 

“What now?” 

He hesitated, then
said miserably, “But it’s so
cold out there, Lady!” 

Carys looked at him
for quite some time, determining, while he smiled
hopefully at her. Winter was close to being over, but it was still
cold outside. Of course, he was far too old to be making the boyish
kind of appeal he was making—he was obviously a practiced
conniver. Despite
that, she left the
cottage and went to the older part of the woodpile, which was
stacked in concentric circles within a half-barrel that had
been Carys’ bathtub before
she began washing beneath the pump. Besides wood,
it was full of cobwebs and spiders: Carys upended it with
a hearty tug and ruthlessly bid all its occupants farewell with a
few good kicks to the side. When she got back to the front of the
cottage, the boy was waiting with his head anxiously poking out at
the door. 

“Lady! I thought you’d gone away! I won’t be a nuisance,
I’ll wash under…” his voice faded away as he belatedly took in the
tub Carys was carrying.
His face lit up immediately. “Lady! It’s a tub? Why
is it so small? How do you fit?” 

Carys nudged him out
of the way with the tub so that she could enter the cottage,
leaving the question unanswered. 

He added,
“Well, Lady, but you’re
taller than me, I think. You couldn’t
even stretch out your legs.” 

“You don’t need to stretch out your legs,”
said Carys. “It’s for washing in,
not relaxing in.” 

Still, she could have
filled it with cold water
from the pump outside, but she didn’t.
Instead, Carys boiled kettle after kettle from her water barrel
inside to fill the half-barrel. The boy, who had been watching in
eager, bouncing anticipation when she began, by the time the
half-barrel was comfortably full and steaming, had become quiet and
thoughtful. 

“I’ll pay you back, Lady,” he said. “I’ll do something nice for you
tomorrow.” 

“No,” said Carys, pouring
the last kettleful of water and carefully testing the temperature
of the water. “You’ll sleep beside the fire tonight, and tomorrow
you’ll go back where you came from. Wash
yourself.” 

She left a
cloth with
which to wash, another,
larger one to dry himself,
and went back outside to re-stack the firewood she’d
upturned. 

Carys was halfway
through stacking the upturned wood with the rest of it when there
was a panicked yell from within the
cottage, followed swiftly by a great deal of splashing and more
yelling. She dropped the
pieces she’d been
stacking tumbling them to the ground as she dashed for the cottage
door. 

When she slammed
through the door, the boy
wasn’t, as she’d half expected, drowning or injured or being
attacked: he was pressed against one side of the barrel
with his chin touching the water and his eyes wide,
looking over his knees at the spider that was curled opposite him on velvet legs. 

“Lady, help! Make it go
away!” 

Carys let out an
angry pant of breath that she hadn’t realised she’d been
holding. “You– what are
you doing, yelling like that! I thought—a boy of your age afraid of
spiders!” 

“Lady, help! It keeps following me! Please!”

Carys gave vent to
another huff of breath, this one more amused than angry, and
crouched beside the half-barrel to brush the spider away from the
boy and onto her hand. It was a big one, its legs easily spanning her palm
and dangling over the edges; and, like all the bigger spiders
around the cottage, it was docile and disinclined to bite. She
released it just outside the cottage, but when she turned to shut
the door and return to the woodpile, the boy said: “Don’t
go!”

Carys paused, her
hand on the doorknob, and
frowned an inquiry at him.

The boy ducked his
head until he was making bubbles with his mouth and then popped up
again to say anxiously: “What
if there’s more? Don’t go.”

She sighed, and
closed the door. The boy gave her a sunny smile, his whole face lighting up, but she turned her
back on it and sat in her usual place at the table, gazing out at
the sea. For a little while that had the effect of keeping him
quiet, the only sounds breaking the silence the faint plashing of
water and the burbling of bubbles as the boy presumably ducked his
head.

Then his voice said
in a friendly sort of way: “What’s your name, Lady?”

“It
doesn’t matter.”

There was a slosh,
suggesting the boy had heaved himself toward the front of the tub
and was hanging over the
edge. “Why?”

“You’ll be leaving
tomorrow.”

“Oh. Do I know you, Lady?”

That surprised Carys
enough to make her half-turn. The boy was hanging from the
front of the tub, his arms folded and dripping on the floor. “No.
Why?”

“Well, I keep thinking
I must have offended you.”

Carys
gave him a perplexed look and said,
“You haven’t. Wash behind your ears.”

“Only I’m not sure,” he said thoughtfully. “I
keep thinking I must have. Maybe it
would be easier if I could just remember what my name
is.”

Carys grimaced at the
sea through the window. “You
don’t know your name?”

“Can’t remember,” he said blithely. “Do you know
what’s really odd, Lady? I
can’t remember what I look like, either. I know I’m pretty strong,
though.”

“Mmm.”

A brief
silence followed Carys’
murmur, then the boy asked, “Where do you go, anyway? In the mornings
before I get up?” 

“That’s not important,” said Carys, who had been deep in thought. “If you
don’t remember your name, what do you
remember?”

“Well, that’s the thing,” he said. “I’ve woken up every morning when you get
up. Not because you’re getting up, or because you’ve woken me. I
just…wake up. Perhaps I’m a fisherman?” 

“No,” said Carys. “You
don’t smell of fish.”

“Oh,” said the boy. There was another spate of
underwater burbling, then he said a
damp, “Oo-ah. Lady, my head hurts.”

Carys, half turning
again, this time without
looking at him, said, “It will. I sewed it up, but it’s not
healed.”

“Not there,” he protested.
“Here. Come and feel, Lady.”

Carys
sighed. “Get dressed
first.”

There was a surprised
silence, then the boy said: “Why? You’ve already stripped
me. I don’t mind.”

Carys sighed again,
but rose from her seat nevertheless. It wasn’t the first time she’d attended to naked or
half-naked youths, but those were usually dead or unconscious by
the time she got to them. She found herself wishing that this
particular one was unconscious—or at least talked a little less.
She seized the hair at the crown of his head, tilting his head
forward as if he were a dog instead of a boy, to observe the place
his fingers were pressing against. A faint line of watered-down
blood trickled down the back of his neck.

“Ow!” he complained.
“Lady! Why are you so angry?”

“I’m not angry,” said
Carys briefly. “But I only usually heal dogs.”

“Oh. I’m not a
dog.”

“Stop talking,” Carys
said, without releasing the handful of hair. There was certainly
something there at the base of his skull, bulging and fleshy and
bleeding. “This will hurt. If you struggle, it will hurt
more.”

“That’s all right,” he said cheerfully, at odds with his previous plaints. “I won’t
cry.”

Carys only half
believed him, but although he
gripped the sides of the tub very tightly, the only sound she heard
from him over the next couple of minutes was the occasional indrawn
breath. Concerned only with the visible wound on his forehead, she
hadn’t realised that there was another, nearly as bad, at the back
of his head. This one wasn’t salt-cleansed and pink like the other
had been: something misshapen and metallic protruded from the flesh
there. In response, the flesh had become red and angry.

Carys had the
brief, sinking suspicion that his
injuries were much worse than she’d anticipated, and that his skull
was cracked at the back. However, by the time she had carefully
worked the crumpled piece of metal free from his flesh, it was
clear that whatever it was, it had already been crushed within an
inch of its life and hadn’t dug too deeply into his
head.

Carys dabbled it
briefly in the bathwater, then brought it to eye-level to examine
by the combined light of the fire and window. Sunlight and
firelight gleamed across
rough-brushed gold, and glanced off a pearl with a softening of
light.

The
crumpled ring tinkled against
the floor, dropping from Carys’ cold fingers, and she sat down
rather suddenly.

“Careful,” said the boy, reaching for the squashed lump of
gold and pearl. “You’ll lose
it between the boards. Lady? Lady?”

He
glanced up from the ring in his
fingers, and what he saw in her eyes must have frightened him,
because he made a swift, abortive motion to rise, dropping the
ring. He was too late; Carys had him by the hair again in a moment,
this time forcing his head back, and her other hand was around his
throat.

“Where,” she said, in
a voice that was tight with fury, “did you get this?”

The boy choked
“Lady!”

“Where did you get
it!”

“Lady, Lady! You’re
killing me!”

“Then answer me quickly,” Carys said
between her teeth. She was in no mood to acknowledge his rapidly
purpling face, or his now choking attempts to speak. He only
coughed at her this time, however, and she reluctantly loosened her
grip, curling her fingers around the edge of the barrel
instead.

“Why have you got
this ring?”

“But Lady, I didn’t have it!” he said
hoarsely. “It was stuck in the back of my head!”

Carys made a small
movement forward as if to seize him again, and the boy sloshed back
against the curve of the barrel.

“I
don’t remember anything!
Don’t kill me, Lady! I’d remember if I could!”

It could have been
his wide eyes, or it could have been the red and purple marks from her fingers around his neck;
Carys dropped back to the floor with a jolt, sick and wretched. She
stared down at the ruined ring for a long time, her head bowed, and
by and by the sound of gentle sloshing began again.

The boy’s voice,
cautiously, asked, “What is
it?” He had moved toward the front of the barrel again, and was
gazing at her over the edge of it, his fingers clinging to the
rim.

Carys
reached out and took up the crumpled
piece of gold again. “It’s a ring,” she said.

The boy still
watched her warily, but he
said, nevertheless, “I know it’s a ring. I mean, why is
it important?”

“Finish your wash,”
Carys said abruptly, and went outside again.

 


She
went on an extended firewood trek,
piling her shawl high with dry branches and grasping the edges of
it over her shoulders. She worked until night fell, her feet
sinking into the dampening grass, and until it occurred to her that
the boy might possibly leave while she was gone. It hadn’t occurred
to her before—he was still quite weak, after all.

“He
won’t,” she said uncertainly, to the cool night breeze.
He couldn’t leave now—now that she
knew—he couldn’t. But Cary
remembered his eyes, wide and glazed, his fingers gripping her
wrists just as hers grasped his throat. She dropped her firewood,
shawl and all, and fairly ran down the hill back to the
cottage.

She saw the
half-barrel outside as she passed,
tipped upside down to drip on the grass, but there was no sign of
movement through the window. Carys threw the door open with shaking
hands for the second time that day, careless of the noise it made
against the wall. There was still water on the floor and the fire
still glowed gently, throwing moving shadows on the bed piled high
with quilts, but there was no sign of the boy.

Carys made a small,
inarticulate sound of
frustration, and kicked the door shut again. The quilts on the bed,
moving more than the light and shadow play from the fire warranted,
rippled and tumbled apart. A tousled head looked inquiringly out
into the warmth of the room.

“Lady? Is something
wrong?”

“You!” said Carys.
“Out!”

“Oh, but Lady!”

“Out!”

He climbed out of the
quilts reluctantly,
staggering a little from foot to foot. He said, “Lady, it’s so cold
out there.”

“I
didn’t say to go outside,” said Carys. “I said out of the
bed. You sleep over there.”
She pointed at the hearth, where she had spent the last two
nights.

He blinked at her
once, twice, then smiled blindingly. “Yes, Lady! Can I have
one of the quilts, too? Just the thin one.”

“There’s a fire,” Carys said. “What do you want with a quilt?” But she took the summer
quilt off the bed in spite of that, and dropped it on the thin rug.
At the same time, she said abruptly, “You can stay until you’re
healed—until your memory comes back.”

“Is
it that—” he thought better of the question and asked instead, “What will you call me
by?”

“Why should I call you by anything? You have your own name.
If you want someone to call it, you should remember
it first.”

“Do you have a
glass?”

Carys stared at him
and he blushed almost unnoticeably. “I thought it might help if I knew what I look
like.”

“You look Eppan,”
Carys said. “But your nose is straight; your mother or father could
be Scandian.”

The boy felt
that nose with interest. “Goodness,
it’s big! My hair looks wrong, the bits I can see around the
edges.”

“You’ve dyed it gold,”
Carys told him. Later, she would have to put up some sort of a
screen for dressing, but right now she had her trews on, and a
woollen slip beneath her dress that was as thick as the dress. She
was already dressed for the day’s work tomorrow. “It’s black at the
roots.”

The boy was certainly
Eppan. The question was, why had a boy from Eppa washed up half-dead on her section of
seashore? More importantly, how had he come by that ring? Carys
wasn’t prepared to let him go until she knew that for
sure.

“Lady—”

“Go
to sleep,” said Carys, and climbed into bed.
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The first tendrils of
light from the rising sun pulled Carys from her sleep,
and for a brief moment after she
opened her eyes it occurred to her that she also beheld the sunrise
above her.

“Hallo, Lady!” said
the sunrise, with eyes as bright as the gold of its hair. It
staggered as it stood, a swaying of golden warmth, but that didn’t
diminish its brightness. “My body wanted me to get up, so I did.
I’ve put the kettle on the fire.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” said Carys. “I don’t care if you fetch tea
yourself.”

The sunrise smiled
brilliantly at her. “Not for me, Lady! For you.”

“I don’t have tea
before work,” Carys said, after a perplexed moment. She sat up,
avoiding the space above her that was so filled with sunshine, and
turned her back on it to put her feet on the cold floor.

It followed her
around the bed and hovered, still swaying. “What about breakfast? Shall I get you
breakfast?”

Carys doubted that he
knew how to make any kind of breakfast. She said,
“I don’t eat breakfast,
either.”

“You should eat breakfast, Lady,” he said seriously, rocking back and forth on his
heels. “It’s not good to work without food in your
belly.”

Carys smiled dourly
at the floor as she stood.
“It’s not killed me yet.” She hadn’t eaten breakfast in…what was
it? Ten years? What else was there to look forward to at the end of
the morning’s work in her cold cottage if she didn’t leave the tea
and food until she came back? What point would there be in the
work, or going, or coming, or doing anything but allowing herself
to slip into the cold, cold sea?

“Lady,” said the boy,
in a hushed voice, “you shouldn’t look like that.”

“I’ve always looked like this,” said
Carys. The boy staggered back
a pace when she swept past him, but she left him to find his own
balance and fetched her seaweed hook. “Either go back to your bed
or fold up your bedding if you’re finished with it. I’ll be back
before noon.”

It was hard to
imagine anything more woebegone than
his face. “Can’t I come with you?”

“No,” Carys said
harshly. “You’re not to come down to the rocky shore when I’m
there.”

“I
wouldn’t get in your way—I
could carry the bundles—”

Carys
wheeled back to face him and caught
him by the collar. “Out,” she said.

“Ow, Lady!
Where?”

“Anywhere,” Carys said grimly, hardening her heart against the eyes that were filming
over and the distinct heaviness to the collar she was grasping,
“but here!”

“Oh, but Lady!”

“Out!”

“I
won’t come to the seaside!”
Two brown eyes looked up at her, as wide as they could be. “I’ll
stay until you get back!”

Carys’ grip loosened.
“I’ll be back before noon,”
she said, releasing him. He sat down suddenly on the floor, weighty
and limp, and panted a little at the floorboards. “Don’t come
beyond the scrubby border or out you’ll go.”

She didn’t wait to
hear the yes Lady!
that followed. She was out the door
and down the worn path toward the sea as she had been every day
since she was nine. This morning was no different to any of those,
despite the impression of early, warm sunshine she’d had when she
woke. That sunshine was just like the sunshine that played above
the dark face of the sea on a chancy day: a mirage that could
vanish in an instant and gave no lasting warmth. And Carys knew
from experience how dangerous it was to be distracted by sunshine
when it came to the rocky shore and selkies.

There was little
enough sunshine down on the shore that morning. It filtered through for a few minutes,
weak and yellow, before it was swallowed by the burgeoning darkness
of storm clouds. The breeze stirred up around her skirts as she
worked, tangling them in her legs and wrapping wet seaweed around
her limbs; and insensibly, Carys began to work more quickly. There
would be no sunshine for the selkies to play in this morning, but
they would revel in the storm and could leap from the waters
earlier than usual if they weren’t waiting for the warm afternoon
sun. Carys felt the freshness of the storm on the wind; could
almost smell the salt-logged scent of shipwrecked wood.

She would have liked
to have stopped by the pool where she’d found the boy, but
there was no time this morning. Even
as she was clearing the last pool, she heard the slap and shout of
selkies clearing the surf and slipping up through the bottomless
salt pools with a joyous rush. She snatched the last handful of
seaweed from the pool she was working on and backed away with
light, careful feet, aware of the brown, jewel-like eyes that were
watching her brightly from the other side of the pool.

“Play with us, sister,” said the musical voice that belonged
with those eyes. It was a soft voice, a persuasive voice; a voice that curled around you
warmly and made you forget the fact that the mouth it came from was
ringed with sharp, shredding teeth.

Carys, her eyes as
hard as the stone beneath her
feet, tore off two pieces of seaweed and stuffed them in her ears.
She didn’t turn her back on the creature until she was beyond the
foam line of the pool; then she turned on her heel and threaded her
way carefully through the pools and seagulls. The selkies laughed
and called, but all Carys heard was the rush of the sea through the
seaweed and the faint sharpness of seagulls calling. They might
have tried to make her play if she’d been any closer to the water,
but Carys knew just how far away she needed to be and kept to that
distance rigidly, ignoring the darting lunges some of the selkies
made at her to try and startle her closer to one of the pools. Not
all of the pools gave access to the sea below, but most of them
were still full enough to make it an easy business to drown her if
the selkies were feeling especially playful.

Carys was especially
careful to keep her seaweed
to the sandy side of the shore that morning. Normally the selkies
wouldn’t venture past the hightide line for anything, but on a
wild, blustery day that threatened a real storm, they might just be
bold enough in their desire to cause mischief to go even so far as
the very line between rocky shore and sandy dune.

It was a pity,
thought Carys, grimly heaping
the weeds onto her cart, that spring was on its way, unexpected
warmth and the clinging cold of winter clashing to make an odd mix
of stormy weather that kept the rocky shoreline chancy from day to
day. She had wanted to search the pool where she’d found the boy.
Something else must have come up with him along with the ring and
that secretive belt, and it was just a matter of being able to find
it. The sea always gave back what it had taken—or at least, so
Carys had found—no matter whether it was a day, a year, or a decade
later. It was a fact of life, a manner of living—a hope she had
once desperately clung to and now merely grimly held onto as a
matter of course.

There was silence
from her cottage when she got
back with her crop. Carys noted it but didn’t check on the boy
until she’d stacked the second of her bundles beside the cottage.
Surely the boy couldn’t have died between this morning and now?
Still, she felt uneasy enough to leave her second bundle by the
step and open the door briefly. The boy couldn’t answer questions
if he was dead, after all; nor could he regain his memories if he
was constantly ill.

When she
opened the door, the boy was lying
by the fireside. That would have been all right, but he was on the
covers instead of beneath them, as if he’d fallen where he lay, and
he was shivering though the fire was still burning low. Carys made
a tch! of annoyance between her teeth and strode
through the door, leaving a trail of briny water on the floor
behind her. The kettle was back on the metal swinging arm over the
fire and there were tea leaves spilled by the fireplace beside the
boy. Had he been trying to repay the hot water from yesterday by
preparing tea for her return? Carys, used to the constant grasping
of the men and women in the village far above her—who demanded her
service, paid her only in the form of what her own labours
purchased for her, and threatened death and penalties if any of
their men were lost at sea—stared at the mess,
non-plussed.

Was it a trick? The
boy had nowhere else to stay, after all; he was probably just trying to make sure of his
welcome. She would have to make it clear to him that causing a mess
by her fireplace was not the way to do that.

She put a hand to his
forehead and found it clammy
with sweat. Another fever? How did that happen? Was it because he’d
been up too soon? Should she have left him in the bed? Carys sighed
and tucked the covers around him again, then stirred up the fire.
She would have to visit the village today, once the seaweed was all
in. She would have had to go at some stage, anyway; she wanted to
ask around and see if any notable ships from Eppa had been lost at
sea in the last few weeks. Now there was also the fact that she
needed another opinion. Enfys would charge her steeply for it, but
if the boy died…

Carys went back
to stacking the other
bundles, but ducked in to check on the boy again when she was
finished instead of fetching more firewood straight away. She
wasn’t sure, but she thought he grew worse as the afternoon came
on. When she threw her last bundle beside the others she was sure
enough of it that she didn’t take the time to change into her
village things before she left. She built the fire up, then took an
oilskin against the blustery rain that was beginning to beat
against her cottage, and went back out again. The villager ladies
would sniff and hold up kerchiefs against the briny smell of her—as
though their brothers, fathers, and husbands who ploughed the sea
didn’t have the same scent—but today Carys had no patience for
that.

The fishermen were
just making their way back to the village when Carys’ path joined
the fork that led down to the safer side of the sea
on the right. They nodded
respectfully at her in passing but she saw the warding-off motions
they made when they thought she was past them. Carys had no
patience for that, either; today or any other day. She strode on
ahead of them without stopping or acknowledging them by more than a
nod in return, pulling her oilskin tighter around her shoulders to
stop the rain from running down her collar. Even when she was
within the confines of the village, Carys didn’t slow her stride;
she would prefer not to be stopped for either friendly or
unfriendly conversation while the boy was back in the cottage by
himself. Even if she hadn’t been worried about his fever, Carys
still remembered the way he’d seized the poker before he knew she
was the one coming through the door. She would prefer to know a lot
more about someone she’d left alone in her house before she left
them there too long.

She tried to walk a
little more quickly past the
posting office, but before her crackling oilskin cleared the first
window there was a flap of blue apron in the doorway.

“You’re in town,
then, Carys?”

Carys
stopped reluctantly and bowed at the
aproned man in the doorway, but only tilted her body enough toward
him to be polite. Hopefully Aled would understand that she wished
to continue without further interruption.

He did not. He took
two steps down toward her and said, “I’ve not seen you often lately.”

“No,” said Carys. Aled
was one of the few villagers who were kind to her, and she was
loath to be really impolite to him. “I’ve been
busy.”

“There’s a storm
coming in,” said Aled. She knew as much, and he knew that she knew.
Carys had come to the conclusion that this was Aled’s way of
saying Take
care.

As she always did,
Carys said, “I’ll take care.” She would have walked on, the polite
duty done, but it occurred to
her to ask, “Any news of Eppan shipwrecks lately, Aled?”

“Shipwreck? The shore
has been calm for some time now.”

“It could have been
further out.”

He shook his head.
“There’s been nothing on the
messages yet. Has something interesting washed up?”

Carys smiled faintly.
“Something like that. I’ll be going on.”

“Will you come for
market day?”

“Yes,” said Carys. She
always did come to market day, but that was another thing Aled
always asked. She bowed again and went on before he could ask
another of his usual questions, her pace quickening to make up for
lost time. Enfys lived in the centre of town, her house and
attached shop one of the finer ones in the area, and Carys
preferred not to stay there for longer than need be. The grey and
blue mass of the sea wasn’t visible from the streets at the centre
of the town unless you were on the second floor of one of the
houses, and another thing Carys much preferred was always keeping
the sea in view.

Enfys
wasn’t in the small shop on the
first floor of her dwelling, so Carys went back outside and took
the narrow stairway to the top floor at the behest of a thin,
snivelling shop clerk. At first glance, the room appeared empty,
and Carys was about to go back down and harass the clerk again when
Enfys’ voice said from behind her, “You’re in town early of the
week.”

“I’m not on business,” Carys replied, turning.
Enfys quite often bought from her.
“Today, I’ll be buying from you.”

Enfys
looked at her curiously and put down
the bags she was carrying. “What have you got this
time?”

“A
boy,” Carys said briefly. “He was in one of the pools, nearly dead. He’s got a
fever.”

“What sort of fever?
Dry?”

“No. He’s
sweating.”

“How did you leave
him?”

“Wrapped up in front of the fire.”

Enfys
sniffed. “Very well. It’ll cost
you.”

“Yes,” said Carys, who had expected nothing else.
Enfys was the best herbalist in a
five village radius, and she saw herself very well paid before she
stirred even one of her crooked fingers.

“You should have left
him where you found him,” Enfys said, turning away to her bench.
“He’ll most likely die anyway. Those the sea takes don’t come back
well.”

“I
know,” said Carys. Was that the sour edge of a smile on
Enfys’ face as she ran a finger over
squat glass jars? Only twice before, had Carys brought other
patients to Enfys from the sea. The latest of those had been a
ship’s dog, and it had died by her fireside despite all Enfys could
do for it. Carys had been determined to bring no one else—to care
for no one else.

“Then why didn’t
you?”

Carys looked
uneasily out the window
toward the sea. She was always uneasy when out of quick walking
distance of it, but today she felt more anxious than usual. “Just
because.”

“I
see,” Enfys said, looking at
her sharply. “A pretty thing, is he?”

“I
don’t know,” Carys said,
turning away from the window in an attempt to assuage her anxiety.
“He’s just a boy. Have you something for me?”

Enfys
waggled two bottles at her, one
round and squat, the other taller and stoppered. “Salve and a tea.
The salve needs to go on his chest, and the tea inhaled as steam,
then drunk.”

Carys nodded. “All
right.” She went to take them
from Enfys, but the older woman drew her hands back.

“I’ll come,” said Enfys.

“You don’t—the salve and the tea are enough,” Carys said,
non-plussed for the second time that day. “I’ll go back alone.”

“I’ll come,” said
Enfys, and put on her ancient bonnet. She might as well have
said, Try to stop
me. “What did you bring for
payment?”

Carys put her hand
into her pocket and brought out a pouch. In it were two pearls,
small but perfectly formed,
one pink and the other black. She tipped them into her palm and
showed them to Enfys, who sniffed.

“As if I don’t know
you’ve others three times as large in that cottage of
yours!”

Carys shrugged. The
pearls were far more than she owed Enfys for the salve and the tea, and Enfys knew that
very well. The presence or absence of other pearls in her cottage
had nothing to do with that fact.

“Oh
well,” grumbled Enfys, when
Carys didn’t respond. “I suppose they’ll do for
now.”

Carys put them
back in the bag and tossed them to
the other woman. “I’ll be going on,” she said. “Come if you’re
coming.”

Enfys
chuckled and stuffed the pearls in
her ample bodice. “Oh, I’ll be coming! Don’t be walking so fast as
you usually do, Miss! Here, you can carry an old woman’s
bag.”

Carys took the bag
soundlessly, and as soundlessly slowed her stride when they reached
the bottom of the stairs. Enfys was a spry old thing who only referenced her
advancing age if it benefited her to do so, and Carys didn’t care
to be playing games with her.

“What a day for
walking out,” complained the older woman as she trotted beside
Carys. “Those with fevers should be considerate enough to get ’em
when the weather’s fine.”

Carys, who had given
up trying to keep the hood of
her oilskin up in wind that tore it off now that they were facing
the sea, didn’t reply. Enfys must have taken that amiss, because as
they passed the post office, she jerked a thumb at Aled, who smiled
and lifted one hand to them from one of the windows, and asked,
“When are you going to marry that one?”

There were many
things Carys could have said to that. When the selkies are gone and the sea turns warm. Never.
What a thing to do to a pleasant man. Instead of any of those, she asked, “Why should I do
that?”

“He’s a good catch and
he’s dead keen on you. And if that’s not reason enough, to get away
from that nasty cold sea of yours. You’re more than half-selkie
yourself these days.”

“What do you care if I’m selkie or not?” Carys asked
coolly. “So long as the
seashore is safe, what does it matter?”

“Well, that’s the question, isn’t it?” said
Enfys, and her voice was waspish.
She didn’t say anything else after that, and Carys was grateful to
walk back to the cottage in peace and quiet.

The boy hadn’t moved
from the fire by the time
they got back, nor had he grown any less feverish. In fact, if
Carys was correct, he’d grown worse. She left Enfys to her job and
went back outside to stack the driftwood she’d left by the door
earlier. This boy was more of a disruption than she’d expected when
she brought him home. If she’d known, she might have taken him
straight to Enfys in the first place and left him there.

But then, she’d not
have known about the ring. Carys couldn’t see Enfys mentioning the existence of such a rich
piece of jewellery, once found. No, better to have the boy,
disruptions and all, than not to know about the ring. Carys stacked
a row of driftwood where it would catch the sun when the sun
deigned to come out, then looked around in the darkness, at a loss.
If it was a normal day, by now she would be preparing her dinner or
sweeping the floor. She would prefer not to go into her cottage
while it was so unfamiliarly full with people, but there was
nothing left to do out here and Carys wasn’t one to care for doing
nothing.

She bent to
push her bundles a little
more securely against the cottage, and as she did so, there was a
wild yell from the house. Carys stood up straight in surprise and
the boy came tumbling out of the cottage, bare to the waist and
staggering in the wet night air. There was an uneven patch of brown
salve spread across his chest, and a wild look to his eyes beneath
his golden fringe; he stumbled across the few feet of grass and
launched himself into her arms.

“Lady! Help,
Lady!”

“You young caution!”
scolded Enfys, from the doorway. “Come back
here!”

The boy yelped and
shuffled until he was behind Carys, still clinging to her waist. “Lady, make her stop! Why is
she touching me?”

“She’s putting salve on your chest,” Carys said. The arms around her waist were
shaking; so, if she wasn’t wrong, were his legs. She turned,
seizing him by the hair to stop him wobbling back and forth, and
put her fingers to his forehead.

“Ow, ow, ow,” he said, but he didn’t try to struggle, just
shivered as he gazed up at her. “Don’t let her touch me, Lady!”

“Don’t be rude to Enfys,” she said, taking her hand away again. “Why are you
out of bed? You’re still feverish.”

“She was touching my chest!”

“She has to put salve
on it. Don’t you want to get better?”

He glared at
Enfys, and his arms tightened around
Carys. “You do it.”

“What?”

“Can’t you do
it?”

Carys sighed.
“Then I’d be touching your chest.”

“I
don’t mind if it’s you,” the boy said. “That one—she slapped me!”

Enfys
gave a shrug. “He was
wriggling.”

The boy’s legs
gave way, smearing Carys with
ointment as he fell, and she released his hair, turning swiftly to
seize him beneath the arms.

“That’ll teach him to be so sprightly when
he’s ill,” said Enfys in
satisfaction.

The boy made a
protesting mumble into Carys’ neck, and she gave a small, dour smile. “Be quiet,” she said, and
carefully manoeuvred him onto her back once more.

“What a waste of good salve!” grumbled Enfys, but she pushed the door out of the way
for Carys; and, when it was obvious that Carys was going to put him
in her bed instead of in front of the fire, she pulled the covers
back, too. “Waste of a good bed, too.”

“What?” Carys asked,
lowering the boy’s head to the pillow carefully. “Will he
die?”

Enfys
spat a laugh. “That one? He’ll live!
The cheeky ones always do.”

“Don’t hit him
again,” said Carys.

“Well!” huffed Enfys.
“Well! Of all the things to say to the kind old woman who’s helping
you! I never did!”

“You’re being well
paid,” Carys said. That was another game she wasn’t willing to
play.

Enfys
grinned suddenly, her ill humour
gone. “Modest little thing, isn’t he? I’d heard Eppan boys were
shy, but I’d not thought it was as bad as that!”

“I
hadn’t noticed,” Carys said dryly. Everything she’d seen of the boy so far had led her to
believe the opposite. “Maybe he knew someone like you before he was
lost to the sea.”

“Now there’s a
thought,” nodded Enfys. “He looked a bit panicked when he woke,
come to think of it. Oh! Don’t mind if I do!”

Carys, who had simply
been filling the kettle with the hope that Enfys would take the hint and leave, stifled her faint
sigh and crossed to the window to lift two teacups from their hooks
in the window frame.

“I’ll try again with the salve,” Enfys added. “Now that he’s out.”

“No,” said Carys. She set the teacups on the
table and took up the salve
instead. “I’ll do it.”

“He’s asleep,” said Enfys. “He won’t know.”

“I
know,” Carys said, and went
to the bed.

The kettle was just
beginning to boil when she was done. Carys wiped the excess
salve from her hands on the apron of
her dress; it was already smeared with salve from the boy earlier,
and it was about time she did the washing again, anyway. She filled
the teapot from the kettle, sweeping the scattered tea by the
fireplace back toward the hearth with one foot, and took it back to
the kitchen table.

Enfys’ sharp eyes
caught the sweeping motion. Jerking her chin at the bed, she asked,
“Did he do that?”

“Yes.”

“What a troublesome
child.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll take him with me,” she said decidedly.
“He’ll have a hard night of it
tonight, and you’ll need your sleep, I’m
thinking.”

“No,” said Carys,
passing a full teacup to Enfys.

“No?” Enfys took the
cup, looking curiously at her over it. “You can’t keep him
here.”

Carys put her
teapot down on the green
trivet. “I can. He washed up on the beach. Everything that washes
up on the rocky shore is mine. That’s the agreement.”

“I see. What will the
village say?”

“Does it matter what
the village says?”

For the second time
that afternoon, Enfys
grinned. “I suppose it doesn’t, at that,” she said. She sipped her
tea, and added, “He’s not so young, you know. Not but what I’d call
him a boy—but I’m fifty, you know.”

Carys, who knew
that Enfys was a good deal
older than fifty, only said, “He’s just a boy. Not much older than
twenty.”

“And you’re only thirty yourself, Miss. People will talk.”

“People already talk about me,” Cary said.
“If they’ve nothing better to
do, let them talk.”

Enfys
tsked. “Now you’ve become stubborn and boring again—just as I
was beginning to think there was something interesting to
you.”

That surprised Carys.
It had always seemed to her
that Enfys didn’t like her, but she hadn’t cared enough to wonder
why.

“There’s never been
anything interesting about me,” she said. “Never will be: just salt
and water.”

“Well, we’ll see,” said Enfys, and she gazed at the boy in the bed as she sipped
her tea.

Enfys
left the cottage just as Carys was
beginning to think she would have to politely offer a place to stay
for the night.

“Give him the tea tomorrow,” the old woman said, pulling tight on the ribbons of her
bonnet and tying a bow beneath her chin. “First thing. And if he
gets worse during the night, spread the salve on his feet as well
and cover them.”

“Do you need a
light?”

“I
think not,” said Enfys,
fishing in the pocket of her cape. The last Carys saw of her, as
she shut the door to keep the cool night air from doing more damage
to the boy, Enfys was winding up a handle on the side of what
looked like a lantern. It must have worked, because Carys saw the
glow of it later through her window, too, brighter than a flame-lit
lantern in the night. She smiled a little as she cleared away the
tea things; Enfys was the only one who could have gotten away with
starting a fashion for what the village still called ‘those
Scandian faradiddles’. There was a general consensus in the
village—and Sunderland as a whole—that if Scandian Contraption
devices were not absolutely evil, they were at least several levels
lower than actual magic. The village not only tolerated, but were
proud of, their magic users. Contraption devices, on the other
hand, with the wild, unpredictable way they sometimes acted and the
villagers’ complete ignorance of how and why they worked—when they
worked—were something to be feared and distrusted. Carys herself
would have welcomed a few of those gadgets, but she had yet to
store enough of the pearls she found—and when that was done, find a
trader willing to trade in Contraption devices.

A Contraption
device for warming up the
water, Carys thought, as she stirred up the fire; would be
pleasant. A device to bring up the water inside, too, so that she
wasn’t always going to the pump outside to fill her water barrel.
That would be nice. She put her apron in the scrubbing bowl to wash
tomorrow and busied herself with finding something to use as a
screen in one corner of the room. If the boy was to stay, there
would need to be certain arrangements made, the first of which was
a place for either of them to change and wash in some privacy. She
strung a piece of leftover washing line to make a triangle in the
far corner of the room, close enough to the fire to keep warm but
not close enough for the sheet she hung as a screen to waft into
the flames if the door opened unexpectedly and sent a breeze
fluttering against it. Then Carys put the half barrel she used as a
wash tub behind the makeshift screen, with the small washstand that
was the only belonging she’d brought with her when she first came
to the cottage.

When she came out,
the boy’s voice said threadily, “Lady? What are you doing?”

“Making a
screen.”

“Oh good,” he said
hazily. “That means I’m going to stay.”

Carys said hastily,
“It doesn’t! It doesn’t mean that at all. Go back to sleep.”

The boy,
more urgently now, said, “I have
to stay. There’s a man who is trying to kill me and he
can’t find me here.”

“What man?” demanded
Carys sharply.

There was silence from the bed. She
strode over to the bed and shook him roughly, and the boy woke,
gasping.

“Lady! You’re there!
Don’t leave me!”

“Who is going to kill
you?”

“I
think—” the boy’s voice faded
away, and when he spoke again, it was in a language that Carys
couldn’t understand, though she recognised it as
Eppan.

“I can’t understand
that,” she said.

His fingers gripped
around her wrist, almost white in the firelight. “Don’t leave me, Lady,” he said. “I couldn’t
help it!”

“What couldn’t you
help?”

“I wasn’t supposed to
jump,” he said, and sank back against the pillows. “It was all
right to die, but I shouldn’t have jumped.”

Carys looked down at
his hand and briefly
considered wrenching her arm away from those fingers. There didn’t
seem to be a way of doing that without shaking him from his uneasy
sleep again, so she shuffled him closer to the side of the bed and
laid down on the floor instead, her arm propped against the bed
where it wouldn’t pull either of them too much.

She didn’t remember
falling asleep, but she woke before the dawn just as
usual, something warm and
alive in her hand. She stared at the slender hand gripping hers,
and at hers wrapped around it, and shook her own free as if the
other was a snake.

The boy mumbled something in Eppan into
the pillows above her, then his head flopped over the edge of the
bed, crumpled with sleep and confusion.

“Lady? What are you
doing down there?”

“Sleeping,” Carys
said, and got up. She put the kettle over the fire, mindful of
Enfys’ order to give the tea to the boy first thing in the morning.
He wasn’t sweating any longer, but he still looked pale in the
firelight, and Carys would prefer not to come back to see his prone
body on the floor when she returned to the cottage that
afternoon.

“You said you don’t
have tea in the morning,” said the boy. He sounded vaguely
indignant.

“It’s not for me,” Carys said briefly, unstoppering the bottle of tea leaves. “It’s
for you. Inhale the steam first until it cools a little, then
drink.”

The boy didn’t say
anything to that. He silently watched her as she tipped some of the
leaves into a small bowl and stoppered the tea again, offering a tentative smile whenever she
looked up and caught sight of him.

Carys could have
avoided looking in his
direction; instead, she asked, “Who is trying to kill
you?”

He looked surprised.
“Who is—? Is someone trying
to kill me?”

“You said so last
night.”

“Did I?” He thought about that. “Was that why you were holding my
hand?”

“I
wasn’t holding your hand,”
said Carys. “You were holding mine.”

“Oh.” He thought about that, too. “I don’t remember saying that. Why were you sleeping
next to the bed, Lady?”

Carys hadn’t thought
that he would remember his
night time murmurings, but she still felt the drag of
disappointment at her heart. “You wouldn’t let go of my hand,” she
said. “Stop talking. You should be resting.”

When the kettle began
to boil, she threw a look at the boy. He was still
awake, still watching. He
shuffled his feet until his knees were under his chin, and wrapped
his arms around them. “Do you think I’ll remember my
name?”

“Yes,” said Carys, because he had to remember. If
he didn’t, how could he remember what else she needed him to
remember?

“Oh,” he said. “But I can’t remember now. Maybe
I should pick a new name until
then.”

Carys took the
boiling kettle off the swinging arm and poured it over the leaves. “I’ll call you
Eurion.” That’s what she’d first seen of him—gold. Gold in the
water. It was a fitting name.

“Oh, Lady! Shouldn’t I
be called something like Fychan Mor, at least?” he protested. He
settled his knees down in the covers to take the bowl of hot tea in
his lap. “You pulled me from the sea!”

“No,” said Carys. She
put the cloth over that gold hair with its dark roots and pushed
his head toward the steaming brew. Then, as she’d said to Enfys
yesterday, she told him, “Everything that washes up on the shore is
mine. Those are the rules. I can name you anything I want to name
you.”

He gave her a sudden,
brilliant smile beneath the
cloth. “All right. But if I’m yours, you have to feed me and keep
me warm.”

“I’ll feed you and keep you warm,” said Carys. “But
if you’re mine you have to do
as you’re told. You’re not to come down to the rocky beach, or any
part of the shore that isn’t sand. You’re not to chatter at me all
the time. And you’re to clean up the mess you make around the
house.”

“I
will, Lady; I will! I can
stay?”

“For now,” Carys
said. “Until your memory comes back.”

“What about when it
comes back?”

“We’ll get to that when we come to it,” said Carys.
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The storm broke
around Carys with an ear-splitting crack of thunder just before mid-morning. Rain followed
after a moment of dull silence, and Carys worked through it, grim
and dogged. Like the fishermen in the village, she didn’t have the
luxury of staying indoors in inclement weather. The roughness of
the waves might keep the selkies from the rocks a little longer—it
might even keep them off for the whole day—but there was no way to
be sure of that. The only thing she could be sure of was that if
there was seaweed to play with, and selkies there to play with it,
there would be more bodies washing up on the rocky seashore. It was
likely enough that bodies would wash ashore after a storm anyway,
but at least those wouldn’t be the village fishermen.

So
Carys worked through the lashing
rain and the bitter wind, wrapping her oilskin tightly around
herself, and scoured the pools and tideline for every last piece of
seaweed. The days had passed when coming down to the shore every
day brought a sparkle of excitement to her stomach—gone, too were
the days when it had brought the heaviness of dread to her
heart—and now Carys felt only a distant kind of satisfaction of a
job well done when the rocky shoreline stretched around and out of
her sight, entirely free from every spot of seaweed.

There was no time to
waste on that fleeting feeling; Eurion waited at the cottage, and he would have to be fed,
medicated, and generally taken care of. He seemed to be remarkably
careless of his own health, and it had already occurred to Carys
that it was going to be an involved job to make sure he stayed in
bed long enough to heal.

To her relief,
he was asleep again when she
got back to the cottage at noon. Carys laid a cool, damp hand
briefly on his forehead; it was still warm but not as warm as it
had been, and he no longer moved restlessly in his sleep. There was
a crease between his brows, but that could have been the result of
more bad dreams. If she was lucky, thought Carys, he would have
more of those. The thing was to make sure he spoke to her while he
had them, since he evidently remembered more in his dreams than he
did in his waking.

She put the kettle on
and hung her oilskin by the door with a slight, lingering wonder
that she hadn’t taken it off before she went to check on Eurion. That was careless of
her; she would have to mop the floor now. While the kettle boiled,
Carys stripped and dressed behind the curtain, patting dry her
chilled skin with a scrap of cloth that was worn and smooth with
age. The fire would do the rest of the work in warming her
up.

Carys waited until
the floor was mopped and her
hands were warm before she checked the boy’s injuries again. It was
no part of her plan to wake him up with her cold hands; he talked a
great deal, which was distracting, and watched her a great deal,
which was more distracting. His cheeks were still too red for the
dusky tone of his skin, and she thought his hair had already been
slightly damp with sweat before she dampened it with seawater
earlier; still, by and large, he seemed better than he had that
morning.

Nevertheless, thought
Carys, turning away from the bed, he had taken a sudden bad turn
last night, and it would be just as well to make sure the boy—that
Eurion—stayed in bed for a little while yet.

She prepared the
midday meal without really thinking about it, and it was only when
she found herself taking a
mostly-raised dough from beside the fire that she realised she was
making speckled bread to go along with the goat cawl she’d put on
to stew through the night. Carys stared down at the dough in
bemusement. She hadn’t made speckled bread in at least ten
years—there was no one to share it with, and although it was a
pleasant treat she sufficed very well on eggs, cheese, and the
occasional goat or pork cawl as a change to the usual fish. Still,
at his age Eurion was probably still growing, and there was no
sense in starving him. Hopefully, good food would aid in the
recovery of his memories; and could, in that sense, be said to be
an investment rather than a waste. She could feel the ruined ring
against her leg through the cloth of her skirt pocket. She had
swapped it from the pocket of her trews to the pocket of her skirt
without even thinking about it when she changed earlier. It was a
heavy, uncomfortable reminder that Eurion was now an important,
necessary part of her life—if only for a season.

Carys shrugged away
the discomfort of that
thought and upturned the clay pot on the hearth. The speckled bread
might have finished cooking when Eurion woke to take his steam and
cawl. The fireplace was unfamiliarly full, the fire hotter and
brighter than she was used to. Carys couldn’t remember a day when
she’d felt so warm, or seen her hearth so full. Not in these last
ten years. There was the clay dome with the speckled bread, and the
iron pot with the cawl; above them both hung the kettle. She hadn’t
cooked so for herself in some time, and the warmth of it sat oddly
in the space above her stomach that was usually so cold from wind
and rain and sea spray.

“Goat,” said Eurion,
very clearly.

Carys looked over at
him, but he wasn’t properly
awake. There was still a line between his brows, and now he was
beginning to move restlessly beneath the covers. Hopefully it was
simply because he was hungry, and not because he was sinking back
into fever. She set the table, one side and then the other, and
checked on the kettle. Eurion would need more of his tea before he
had lunch. She could hear him stirring again, mumbling and
protesting that the covers were eating him. She looked over again
briefly, but he was now waking properly, pawing at his covers. By
the time he had finished struggling with his covers the kettle was
boiling, and she brought him a steaming bowl of Enfys’ tea before
he could do more than work his arms free.

“I
can get up,” Eurion said,
sitting up somewhat drunkenly. “I can sit at the
table.”

“You’re to stay in bed,” said Carys, and her tone brooked no
disagreement.

Eurion said hazily, “But you’ve set two
places!”

“There are always two places set,” Carys said. “It’s nothing to do with you. Breathe in
your steam. I’ll bring you something to eat when you’ve
finished.”

There
was a steamy kind of muttering from
beneath the mop of Eurion’s hair but Carys wasn’t sure if Eurion
was talking to her or himself. She wasn’t even certain he was
completely awake yet: both his hands tugged on the strands of
golden hair that hung down over his face as if he wasn’t quite sure
they belonged to himself. Still, the steam kept him occupied for
long enough for Carys to prepare a bowl of cawl for him. If he
finished that, she would try him with the speckled bread. She
probably shouldn’t have used the dried fruit so soon; there wasn’t
much, and it should have lasted her through the end of the winter.
She would get more at the market next time she went, Carys
decided.

When
she brought over Eurion’s cawl, he
was still hunched over the tea, but instead of tugging at his hair,
he was tugging at one of his shirt cuffs. He must have been
worrying at it for some time since, because it was frayed and
shedding strands of cotton.

“Stop pulling at the threads,” Carys said. “I’ll mend it
tonight.”

Eurion squinted at
the cuff. “I think there’s something in there, Lady.”

Carys remembered the belt she had taken
and hidden. “What is it?”

“I
can’t get it out,” he said,
tugging at the thready hole with slender fingers. He held his wrist
up again at eye level and swayed as he sat.

Carys took
that wrist in one hand and pushed
his head back down on the pillow with her other. “Stay where you’re
told. I’ll get it out.”

She turned his wrist
to gaze at the thready hole.
Something peeped through the white threads at her—brown and shiny.
Was that oilskin? How many other secrets did this boy have about
his person? Her small sewing scissors were in a wooden bowl that
sat on the table beside her bed; she snipped the loose threads
first and then carefully snipped away the stitches that held the
cuff hem together.

The hem uncurled
damply—he was certainly
sweating again—and disclosed a small, oilskin packet that was thin
and paper-like. Carys took it, automatically putting a hand up to
check Eurion’s forehead, and felt a slight dampness beneath her
hand.

“Don’t get up again,” she said. “I’ll feed you cawl shortly.”

Eurion gazed up at
her and said, “I won’t, Lady.
What is it?”

Carys turned the
packet over in her fingers and found the fold that unpackaged
it. From its folds emerged a
piece of thin card, studded with two diamonds. She didn’t know
anything about diamonds, just pearls, but they seemed quite large
to her.

Eurion’s hands patted
at hers, trying to tell what it was by feel. “Do you know what it is, Lady?”

“It’s a set of
earrings,” said Carys, moving her hands away. She held up the card
so that he could see the diamonds sparkle in the light from the
window. “On a card. They’ve been sewn into your cuff.”

“Lucky I didn’t lose them in the water!” said
Eurion, playing with the
frayed edge again. “I wonder if I hid them there, or if someone
else did it. I wouldn’t hide earrings in my cuff, would
I?”

“Your ears aren’t
pierced,” Carys said. She had noticed that earlier—most Eppan boys
had their ears pierced quite early, but Eurion, along with his
slightly more Sunderman features, also had whole earlobes. If it
wasn’t for his Eppan eyes and colouring, he could have been born in
Sunderland.

Eurion
gazed in wide-eyed surprise at the
earrings. “Did someone else hide them, then?”

“Why would someone
hide their earrings in your cuffs?”

“I
don’t know,” Eurion said. “But why are there earrings in my cuffs
at all? Wait! Lady, maybe
there’s more things sewn into my clothes! You can take them and
sell them!”

Carys stood abruptly
and took the tea bowl away. “Why would I sell your earrings?”

“You can have the
money!” he said. “Then I can pay for my board
here.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Carys harshly. She took up the bowl of cawl once more
and sat down. “I told you. Whatever washes up on the shore is mine.
I don’t charge a stray dog for staying on my
hearth.”

“I’m not a dog!”
protested Eurion.

Carys pushed a
spoonful of cawl into his
mouth. “Eat.”

Eurion
coughed, spluttering a few
drops of broth onto his shirt, and swallowed. When he could speak
again, he said plaintively, “Lady, are you trying to drown me
again?”

“If
you would stop talking,” Carys said, “you wouldn’t choke on the
cawl.
Open.”

Eurion opened his
mouth dutifully, received his
mouthful of cawl, and closed it again.

“Chew,” said Carys.
“Don’t even think about talking.”

Much to her relief,
he did as he was told. That
removed one irritant but did nothing to alleviate the other—Eurion
continued to watch her unblinkingly through mouthful after mouthful
of cawl. At last Carys, unused the scrutiny and weary of bearing
it, seized his chin and turned his face away from her.

There
was a brothy mutter of
protest from him, but it was garbled enough to make Carys think
that the warm cawl was making him sleepy again. She put the spoon
back into the bowl and set them both on the bedside table. Eurion
muttered once again, this time less brothily, and she heard a small
snore.

Carys gave a quiet
sniff of laughter. It would be a waste of food to leave the rest of
the cawl to go cold by the bedside, but she left a piece of the
speckled bread there for when he woke up, instead. She refilled the
bowl and ate her own dinner from it in her usual spot, looking out
at the sea. It was difficult to tell the sea from the storm now,
the whole of it a swirling greyness outside the window, but Carys
watched it anyway. She always watched the sea as she
ate.

When the boy was
snoring regularly, a small burble of noise against the strengthening wind outside, Carys got
up from the table and retrieved his belt from behind its brick.
There was no reason to be disturbing it so soon, but she was
uneasy. The boy’s shirt wasn’t a rich one; it was good quality, but
not the sort of quality that should be carrying diamonds about in
its cuffs. What else had he been carrying about with him on his
person? The belt hadn’t rattled or clinked when she took it off
him—but then, if it was a well-made money belt, it wouldn’t. Carys
hefted the weight of it in her hands; it was heavy, but not so
heavy that the weight of it couldn’t be accounted for in the weight
of the leather. It was unlikely to be more than a small amount of
silver or gold, if silver or gold it was. Precious stones, on the
other hand, it could very well be. She looked down at it for a long
time before she brought herself to seek the opening in it. It
didn’t pretend to be a normal belt, so it wouldn’t be one that was
stitched invisibly in; no, the secrecy of this belt lay in the fact
that it was worn beneath someone’s clothes.

Carys, in turning it
over, found a slice in the leather at the back of it. Through that
space she could see the faintest glow of blue—silk?—when she bent
the leather. The leather was stiff, but she could still work one
finger into it, seeking the source of that mysterious blue gleam.
She was still working that piece of blue out when she saw the other
cut in the leather. This one was on the front of the belt, below
the cutwork patterns, and if it hadn’t gaped just a little as she
tried to work the blue material free from the belt, she wouldn’t
have seen it at all. This one wasn’t a deliberate cut in the
leather; it slashed right across the belt horizontally and took a
small chunk out of the sewn edge. The edges were darkened with
something black or red, though it wasn’t hard to decide
which.

Carys stopped, the
blue silk halfway in and
halfway out of the slit. Had the boy had a cut on his stomach, too?
She hadn’t seen it when she took his wet clothes off, but the salt
had taken away most of the blood he was bleeding, and his torso was
already covered with myriad small cuts and abrasions from his time
beneath the rocky seashore. Carys had been trying to avoid looking
at him when he was in the bath earlier, too, and when he had run
around shirtless with Enfys chasing him he had taken refuge behind
her. Still, she wouldn’t have missed something like that, would
she? She couldn’t even ask him without giving away the existence of
the belt, and at this stage it was something she would very much
rather keep to herself.

Carys left the belt
on the kitchen table and went over to the bed. Eurion muttered in Eppan when she untucked the
covers and exposed his stomach to the fire-warmed air, but he
didn’t wake. There was a cut there; it began above the waistband of
his trousers and vanished beneath it. Nothing deep or dangerous,
even if it was a longer cut than it looked; she must have seen it
and passed over it when she first put him to rest. Carys breathed a
small sigh and covered him again. It was a wonder he had bled
enough for it to darken the edges of the notch the same cut had
made in the belt. Eurion, thought Carys, her eyes running over the
ruined leather one more time, had been very lucky. She had seen men
felled by the kind of slice made in this belt—she had tended them
on the rocky seashore, too. None of them had survived the
experience.

Someone, somewhere out in the chancy
world of sea and ship, had tried very hard to gut Eurion.

“Who would do such a thing to a child?” Carys said to the fire. The fire, as peaceful
and unresponsive as it ever was, didn’t trouble her with an answer.
She went back to the belt, a frown tightening the skin above her
nose, and wrenched at the blue silk. What could be so important
that it was worth killing a child?

The blue silk, sticky
and stiff with salt, came out
with a sudden lurch, and the unexpected weight of it flipped it out
of her fingers and onto the floor with a muffled thump that made
Eurion protest in his sleep. Carys flicked a look at him but he
didn’t open his eyes, and she stooped swiftly for the silk bundle,
her fingers closing around something hard and rectangular beneath
the cloth. She turned it to the fire to examine it. A thin strip of
leather wrapped the bundle; perhaps it had been tightly tied a
while ago, but now it was loosening, crumpled blue silk pushing up
between the coils. Carys unwound it easily, pushing the contents of
the pouch up and out into the firelight.

Gold glowed richly in
the firelight; gold spotted
with red. Blood or ink? wondered Carys, a moment before it occurred
to her that the square-edged column of gold was a seal, its far end
still chased with the remainder of red ink and the end closest to
her moulded in the likeness of waves. Not just a seal, but a gold
seal. Something rich and beautiful beyond the dreams of someone
like Carys, pearls notwithstanding. The seal itself was worth a
great amount of money, but its value would lie in the seal it
displayed, not in the intrinsic value of the precious metal. It was
something that only an Eppan of very high birth would be carrying
around with him, Carys knew.

She gazed down at the
seal with a troubled frown, turning it over between her fingers. Was Eurion someone so
highborn, or had he stolen the items he was carrying? There was no
real reason to be concealing earrings and seals in such a manner if
he was carrying his own belongings, no matter the value of them. On
the other hand, traveling by sea did bring with it a number of
risks, magic-inclined boatswains notwithstanding, and it wasn’t out
of the question for Eurion to feel safer hiding his things. He
hadn’t struck her as a particularly careful or fearful young man,
but there was the possibility.

Carys slipped the
seal back into its blue silk and wrapped it again. It was probably a good idea to show it to
Eurion; it might jostle something loose in his memory. Despite
that, she found herself pushing it back into the belt again, and
when it was back in the belt, tucking the belt back into its hiding
place in the wall. There were a few more questions she would like
to ask around the village and of the traders who came on market
day, before she went so far as to show the seal to
Eurion.

 


The storm
abated slightly the next morning.
Carys was glad for it; it didn’t stop the rain from soaking her
despite her oilskin, but it would make the journey to the village
easier when she attempted it tomorrow for market day. She would
need to take her seaweed to sell, but more than that, there were
several traders she would like to speak to quietly. They didn’t
regard her with as much suspicion as the villagers did, and she
wouldn’t have to worry about too many tattling tongues,
either.

The boy was
propped up on his pillows when she
got back to the cottage just before noon, fast asleep with his head
awkwardly tilted into the wall as if he’d sat up to wait for her
but had fallen asleep in spite of himself. Carys saw the few, wet
threads of sandy grass that littered her doorstep and came to the
conclusion that Eurion must have needed to relieve himself some
time that morning and not relished the idea of using the bucket
again. That was good: he hadn’t eaten or drank very much since she
found him, and it was a relief to know that, at least on the
inside, he was beginning to heal. She checked his forehead, but it
was dry and not too much warmer than a boy asleep in the warmth of
a firelit room should be. That was satisfactory.

Carys put the kettle
on to boil in spite of that, and tore off a piece of the speckled bread to supplement
Eurion’s lunch. The last of the cawl was in the cool box; it
wouldn’t be as hearty cold, but it would be just as tasty as it had
been yesterday. She put some in a bowl with the speckled bread and
fetched the tea leaves. There were still enough for a cup or two,
and no doubt Enfys would be more than happy to sell her more,
grasping old harridan that she was.

The seal
still tugged at the back of
her mind, inconvenient and worrying. That and the earrings, so
carefully concealed on Eurion—the earrings, perhaps, more
particularly so—what could they mean? There was a kind of honesty
to Eurion’s face, perhaps from his youth, perhaps by nature, and
Carys found that she didn’t like the thought of him being a
thief.

The
kettle bubbled behind her as
she drew closer to the bed. Eurion’s hands were clasped above the
bedclothes, and Carys picked them up and turned them over. They
were thin, long-fingered hands, but quite strong. They could have
been a scholar’s hands—or a nobleman’s, suggested her mind—if it
wasn’t for the roughness of calluses on the pads of
them.

Not likely to be a
nobleman’s son, thought
Carys, despite his carelessness with someone else’s hot water.
Which meant that the seal, rich and expensive, was very likely a
stolen one. She ran a finger thoughtfully over the calluses of one
hand, wondering exactly where Eurion had gotten them, and the hand
in hers flexed unconsciously. She put it back on the covers, and
looked up to find that Eurion’s eyes sleepily opening.

His face lit
up at once. “Lady! You’re
back! I tried to wait but I was too tired.”

“There’s no need to wait when you’re tired,” Carys
said, and went to pour water
over Eurion’s tea leaves. “You should be
sleeping.”

“Is the storm still
going on?”

Carys frowned. The
wind had dropped some time ago, and hadn’t been really howling since last night. “It’s
settled for now. The wind has gone down.”

“Oh,” said Eurion.
“Then I think there’s something wrong with my
ears.”

Carys left the tea to
brew and approached the bed again. “What’s wrong with them?”

“It
still sounds swishy and windy,” Eurion said, accepting without
protest the way that Carys
twitched his head sideways and tilted it so that she could see into
his ear. “It feels like I’m still in the sea.”

“You can hear me
speaking?”

“Mostly,” he said,
without moving.

Carys pinched the
outer part of his ear between her fingers and pulled a little to
see better. She couldn’t see
blood or anything solid, which was a relief, but she thought she
saw the faint glisten of firelight on water.

“There’s still water
in your ears,” she said briefly. She sat on the bed and twitched
his head the other way to check his right ear. It was easier to see
the water in that ear; it made a dark pool further than a rag could
conveniently reach to draw it out. “What do you mean, it feels like
you’re still in the sea? Do you remember
something?”

“No,” said Eurion.
“But I think I used to swim. I remember the way the sea feels, all
warm and salty.”

Carys
gave a short laugh. “It
wasn’t the Sunderland Sea you were swimming in, then,” she said.
The sea she knew was always cold, always dark. Even the beach where
the fishermen took their boats in and out was pebbly and always
cold. “You’re certainly Eppan.”

“Is the sea warm in
Eppa?”

“I’ve never been there,” Cary said, even more briefly. The only authority she had for her
surmise of warm seas was the tales of the traders who came from
Eppa.

“Are we in
Sunderland, then? You look Sundermanish—all pale and dark and
cold.”

“This place is on the Sunderland Coast. Sit forward; it’s time for your
steam.”

This time he barely
needed the support of her hand beneath his shoulders to sit
forward, and although Carys pushed up the pillow behind him, he
could have sustained himself
without it. Carys let him hold the bowl himself instead of pooling
the covers to steady it, and tossed a cloth over his head. Eurion
made a surprised sort of noise but only reached to adjust the
cloth.

“You said I looked
Eppan,” he said, from beneath the cloth. “Did I come off a ship
then, do you think?”

“I don’t know,” said
Carys, bringing over his cawl and speckled bread. “Are you
breathing?”

“I
can breathe and
talk.”

“I see.”

“How did you find me,
Lady?”

“I
found you while I was looking
for seaweed,” Carys said. “Turn your head.”

He turned his
head. “Oh. Why were you
looking for seaweed?”

“That’s what I
do.”

“Oh!” Eurion said
again, in surprise. “There’s water wriggling in my ear.”

“Yes. Stay still. When it feels like the water has stopped
moving, turn your head the other way.”

“Do
you sell it—the seaweed, I
mean?”

Carys
went back to the table for
her own meal. “Yes.”

“I learned about that
in school—it’s the residual magic in it that makes it valuable,
isn’t it? I always wanted to see Sunderland seaweed.”

“It looks just like
Eppan seaweed,” Carys said. “What else did you learn in
school?”

Eurion’s face passed
rapidly from thoughtfulness to confusion, and thence to delight.
“You were trying to trick my memory!” he said, laughing. “It didn’t
work, Lady; I don’t know why I said that! But the seaweed doesn’t
look the same, you know. It’s more…well, it’s more bright, or
green, or—just more.”

“I
see,” said Carys again, wrapping her fingers around the unfamiliar
warmth of the teacup.
Normally, she wouldn’t have had a warm drink so early in the day.
“What else looks different?”

“The sand on the
floor,” Eurion said, raising his head. “It glitters. It didn’t do
that yesterday.”

“You were very sick yesterday. It might get brighter again tomorrow.”

“Oh,” Eurion thought about that, gazing abstractedly at her with distant eyes.
“Why?”

“I’m told it means
you’re a magic user,” Carys said, turning away. “Breathe your
steam.”

“I
can breathe and talk, though, Lady.”

Carys sighed.

“Does that mean you’re a magic user, too?”

“No.” Carys smiled rather bitterly at her half-eaten bowl of
cawl. “I don’t have that
talent.”

“Then how do you
know—”

“I knew someone who
could see it,” she told him. “A long time ago. Most of those who
come to the shore can see it.”

Eurion’s brown-eyed
gaze focused on her again, bright and enquiring. “Who is
most of those, Lady?”

It seemed to Carys,
facing the brilliancy of that enquiring look, that she had given
away a great deal more in the talking than Eurion
had given. She said sharply,
“Breathe your steam!” and went outside, leaving her half-eaten meal
where it was.

The rain
had slowed to a fine drizzle while
Carys prepared their meal, much to her relief. She hadn’t come out
in her oilskin, and she wouldn’t have been able to bring herself to
go back in and fetch it while her whole cottage was so obnoxiously
filled with warmth and brightness. Relieved to be out of it, she
fetched her handcart and began to load it with seaweed for the
market. She should have done it before she fed Eurion, but she
hadn’t thought of it at the time, and now she wondered why. She had
done the same thing with the dog she had taken to Enfys; cared for
it and fed it and watered it without wondering why or even thinking
about it.

“He won’t die, at any
rate,” she said below her breath, tugging tight a rope end over the
first layer of seaweed bundles. The dog had lived for a week and
then died; nothing, in fact, that had washed up on the rocky beach
to be found by Carys, had lived long. It was the way of the sea;
taking back what it had given, giving back what it had taken—but at
a cost.

“Lady,” said a voice
at the door. Eurion, clutching the blanket around his shoulders,
stumbled on the single cottage step and trotted a few steps
forward. “I’ve finished the steam and I drank the tea. You don’t
have to stay out here if I’m bothering you; I can sit out—ow, ow,
ow! Lady!”

Carys, grimly seizing
him by the ear, bore him back through the door and toward the
bed. “What did I tell
you?”

Eurion
quickly climbed back in,
clutching the reddened ear, but protested, “I’m getting better,
Lady! And if I’m making you unco—”

“Stay where you’re
put,” Carys said coldly, “and eat your cawl. If you get out of bed
again I’ll put you out of the cottage.”

“Yes, Lady,” said
Eurion, huddling the covers up around his neck and watching her
with wide eyes over the top of that mound.

Carys
turned on her heel and strode back
to the door, but her hand was only on the knob when Eurion called
out, “Lady?”

Carys closed her eyes briefly, opened
them, and turned. “Yes?”

He was already
smiling at her again. “I
still think you’re an angel, Lady,” he said. Then he rolled over
and curled himself beneath the covers.
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Market day was
almost always sunny. Carys wasn’t
sure why that was, but she had always disliked it. She found no
pleasure in market day, and the sunshine always seemed to mock her
as she climbed toward the village with her handcart behind her.
Aled would be somewhere along the way to insist on pulling her
handcart, and she would always, with the sweat sitting on her brow,
refuse to let him help. Which meant he would walk awkwardly beside
her the whole way to market, and although Carys knew he hated to be
at ease when she was not, she hadn’t ever been able to bring
herself to accept his help. She knew how easy it was to come to
depend upon someone for something that seemed small, and she wasn’t
willing to allow that.

Eurion watched her
from the bed as she made her market bundle, eating his
lunch, but much to Carys’
surprise, he didn’t ask any questions, not even so much as to find
out what she was doing or why she hadn’t eaten any lunch. He hadn’t
tried to get out of bed, either—at least, not while she was in the
cottage. She was quite sure he had been outside at least once:
there were small deposits of sandy grass here and there despite the
wiping he had tried to do outside on the step.

It
surprised Carys, in fact,
until she noticed that he was fairly quivering with repressed
words, his eyes glittering with questions. She had a thought to
leave him so—she wasn’t his mother to teach him to be patient, but
she did covet the silence—but for the first time in very many
years, Carys felt the ghost of a genuine laugh pass through her
lips.

She
said, “Speak before you
burst.”

“Thank you, Lady!”
Eurion said gladly. “It was so hard not to ask! Didn’t I do well?
Have you eaten? Was it cold on the shore? Did you collect all the
seaweed you needed? Also, where are you going?”

“The village,” said
Carys, leaving the other questions to flutter
away.

“Can I—”

“No. You’re to stay
in bed and rest.”

Eurion’s
brown eyes grew deep and
almost golden. He objected, “I can walk.”

“Not today,” said Carys. She intended to ask some questions
she would rather he not hear, and even if he had been well enough
for her to consider him coming along, she wouldn’t have allowed
it. “Next
time.”

He brightened
immediately. “Really? All
right, I’ll wait. Why are you going to the village? Is it far? Is
it big?”

Carys sighed.
“I’m going to sell the seaweed I
collected this week. Eat the food I’ve put out for you and lie
straight back down again when you’re finished.”

“And I can come next
week?”

“Yes,” Carys said. She would rather he didn’t, but
if it would stop him talking now,
she was prepared to promise it. She regretted the brief urge that
had caused her to encourage him. “I’m going now.”

He must have picked
up on that regret, because he
folded his lips over the other questions she could still see
burning in his eyes. It wasn’t until she was opening the door that
he said, “Lady!”

Carys paused for a
moment on the step, throwing a brief look over her shoulder, and Eurion brightened just a
little.

“Don’t stay away long, Lady,” he said. “I’m not scared, but the wind makes such
sorrowful sounds outside that I feel lonely.”

“I’ll be back when I get back,” Carys said inexorably. “If
the seaweed sells quickly,
I’ll be back sooner.”

“I
hope you sell it all in the
first hour!” said Eurion, hugging his knees.

Carys left him to his
hopes and closed the door behind her. It was still obnoxiously sunny outside; on the rocky
seashore, the selkies would be sprawled out to soak it all in, and
in the village the girls would be shocking the older folks by
baring their arms all the way to the shoulders while their winter
wraps still hung from their elbows. It had often occurred to Carys
that the older folk were only selectively shocked—there wasn’t an
older fisherman who hadn’t seen the naked selkies sunbaking on the
rocks, and there wasn’t a one of those same fishermen who wasn’t
loudly shocked to see his own daughter baring so much as her
shoulders. Carys herself didn’t bare her shoulders; in the winter
months it was too cold to do so and in the summer months there was
too much chance that she would be burned. Salt water and sunburns
didn’t go well together.

Perhaps it was the
solace and silence of being
away from the boy’s intrusive presence, but despite the heat, Carys
felt lighter as she climbed toward the village, her handcart
juddering behind her. Even the sight of Aled’s waiting figure when
she came to the rise before the village didn’t quite take away the
feeling of lightness, though it made her more aware of the sweat on
her temples and the itching of sweat down the small of her
back.

When she drew even with him Aled bowed,
a small movement of his head. “Carys.”

“Aled.” Carys nodded
back. “It’s a good market day.”

“Yes. Can I take your
cart?”

“It’s no bother to
me,” Carys said, starting forward again. Aled fell into step beside
her, his shoulders stiff with the discomfort of being unable to
help. She often wondered why he bothered to wait for her every
market day when he knew he would be made uncomfortable by her
refusal to accept his help.

“It
was a good crop this week,” he said. That was another variant of
their usual conversation. If her cart was well laden, he would
say it had been a good crop;
if it was lower, he would ask if there had been mischief on the
beach that week.

There was
always more seaweed on those
weeks when a storm washed ashore the free-floating pieces. Carys
said, with faint amusement at what else had washed ashore, “The
storm washed up some things.”

Aled looked across at
her more closely. “Did you
find another dog?”

“A
puppy,” said Carys, with the
ghost of a smile.

“You should have left
it to die.” Aled’s voice was disapproving, but Carys thought his
face was concerned. “It will only die. You shouldn’t waste your
energy and love on it.”

“This one won’t die,”
she said, leveraging the wheels of her handcart over the last
knobbly rock before the flat. “And I should know better than to
love things that come out of the sea.”

Aled walked with her
all the way to the market. That was another thing he always did, but today, Carys felt that it
annoyed her, though she didn’t know why. Perhaps she was simply
tired of having company all the time—having the boy at home was
disturbing her normal pattern of life, and things she could
normally bear with indifference, if not with patience, were now
irritating her.

It was because
of this irritation that she
was shorter than usual in her refusal to accept a share of Aled’s
market day meal. Aled didn’t seem to notice her shortness; he bowed
slightly as he always did and went away through the market to see
what there was to see. He would come back later to see how well she
was selling and speak with her for half an hour before he went
home.

Carys found herself
relieved at the peace. She
would have an hour’s quiet to set up her stall and greet her
neighbouring stalls before her customers came through. At this time
of day the market was already in full, steady swing, but Carys
rarely sold to the villagers. Her customers were the traders who
came later in the afternoon and sold exotic spices and jewellery
through the twilight hours. Sunderland might be rich in
magic-threaded seaweed and sand that sparkled just a little bit
more than it should, but Scandia and Eppa weren’t similarly
blessed.

But then, thought
Carys, wondering at a way of
life so far removed from her own experience, Scandia and Eppa
didn’t have to guard their people against selkies, either. Their
magicless shores were no temptation for the mischief-loving
selkies—perhaps there was something to be said in appreciation of
the staid and normal, after all.

The
afternoon sun had just begun to warm
the edges of Carys’ seaweed bundles over the rooftops when the
first of the peddlers began to arrive. Her eyes sharp, Carys
watched the end of her row as the carts began to roll through. The
rag peddler was her main target. He didn’t travel as far as some of
the other peddlers, but he gathered news in much the same way that
he gathered rags—prolifically and without discrimination. More, he
was free about imparting that news to anyone who asked, a kind of
human news stand, and he never seemed to be wrong.

He saw her watching
him before he got to her stand. He met Carys’ eyes and nodded
slightly, edging his cart to her side of the
market; he wasn’t one who
would avoid her or ward himself in her presence. If there were
money to be made, goods to be exchanged, or news to be had, the rag
peddler would have dealt with the selkies themselves.

“Is it rags or news
you’re wanting?” he asked, when he was level with her.

“Both,” said Carys,
and saw his eyes brighten. “What have you got in boys’
clothes?”

The rag peddler pushed at a battered
and much-patched series of tied bundles. “This lot. I can untie
them if you want to see them properly.”

“Not just now,” Carys said, running her eye over the piles of cloth. “Any news of
shipwreck lately?”

The rag peddler
nodded. “Two weeks ago there
were chancy waters in the strait between here and the Eppan sea.
The news booths say one wreck washed up on Scandian seashores, and
an Eppan vessel hasn’t been heard from in three days.”

“An Eppan vessel?”
Carys looked up. “What vessel?”

“Passenger hauler,”
said the rag peddler. “There’s some talk of calling in one of the
Contraption steamers to search for her—they say she was carrying
some important Eppan nobles.”

Carys
considered that, her eyes turning
back to the bundles of cloth. None of them would do for Eurion. She
didn’t want to spend more money than she had to, but these rags had
more patch and hole than original material.

“Do
you have anything better?
Something for wearing everyday?”

“Happens I do,” the
peddler said, disappearing briefly behind the stacks of bundled
cloth. He came back up again with a small pile of mixed shirts,
trousers, and a coat that were bundled with a pair of stout braces,
and untied them. “Picked them up in the last village from an old
woman who lost her grandson a week or two ago. Seemed too good for
rags, so I’d an idea to trade with them. Will you take
them?”

Carys turned the
shirts over briefly. They were strong and plain, and if they were slightly too big for Eurion, at
least he would have room to grow. Was he still growing, if it came
to that? He was about the same height as Carys, or perhaps a touch
shorter, but Enfys had said—and Carys was inclined to agree with
her—that the boy was perhaps twenty-one or two. If that was the
case, he wouldn’t be likely to grow any more.

“I’ll take them,” she said decisively. They would do: Eurion was just a puppy staying
until she had some information out of him, and there was no need to
be buying him tailored clothes. “Some things washed ashore a few
weeks ago—a few jewels and a toy or two. I’ll trade a ring for the
clothes.”

The peddler’s eyes
brightened. “It’ll be more than they’re worth,” he said, despite
that. That surprising honesty
of his was one of the reasons that Carys preferred him to most of
the villagers.

“What use do I have
for jewellery?” she asked, passing him one of the rings she had
found sparkling in one of the pools a few weeks ago. “They’re too
bright to be wearing on the rocks, and who would I wear them for at
home?”

The peddler looked
down at the stone that sparkled against his palm in the
sunlight. “You’d best be not
showing too many people the kind of crop you get from the sea,” he
warned. “There’s people who would want to share in it—or
not share, if you get my meaning.”

“I’ll be careful,” Carys said. She had already seen
the mingled looks of
curiosity and avarice directed at the rag peddler from some of the
surrounding marketgoers. They were probably travellers from another
village—it was unlikely that anyone in the village would be stupid
enough to attack the person who kept off the selkies from the
village. Still, it was kind of the peddler to think of her
safety.

The peddler winked
and stowed the ring somewhere
she didn’t see, his fingers smooth and lightning fast. “I’ll give
you more news next week,” he said. “If I have it.”

Carys nodded back at
him, grateful for the information, but more so to see
him go: behind him, Enfys was making
her way up the market, threading from side to side to exchange a
word or an item here and there. Carys had nothing against the woman
personally, but she found Enfys’ eyes too sharp, and her curiosity
even sharper. She would prefer not to share either her questions or
her speculations with Enfys.

And despite the fact
that Enfys seemed to be
completely occupied with her own business, Carys wasn’t surprised
when the old woman stopped at her stall.

“Alive, I take it?”
the old woman asked, but it wasn’t really a question. Carys saw the
way her sharp eyes fell on the clothes she had bought for
Eurion.

“Alive,” she agreed.
“And talkative.”

Enfys gave a spurt of
laughter, short and rude. “Serves you right,” she said. “Didn’t I offer to take
him?”

Carys found herself
amused, which was as uncharacteristic as her earlier irritation with Aled had
been. “You did.”

“Then I’ll offer you a
warning as well,” said Enfys, sharp but not unkind. “Don’t love
things that come out of the sea!”

Sharp in her
own turn, Carys demanded, “What’s
your meaning, old woman?”

Enfys huffed. “Old
woman indeed! Only two years ago you were bringing me a dying dog
from the sea to save, and when I couldn’t you wandered the shore for three days without
going home.”

“That dog had as fair
a chance of surviving as anything that comes—” Carys stopped, and
added abruptly, “There was more work in those days; enough to keep
me out at nights.”

“It
would have been better for you if it had died the first
night,” Enfys said. “You
shore wanderers are always the most tender-hearted underneath all
that prickle. Once you love something you don’t let it
go.”

“I
know better than to love things that come out of the sea,”
said Carys, as she had said earlier
to Aled.

Enfys threw her an
unreadable look. “You should.
Should and do are two different things.”

“If I didn’t, I would
still know better than to fall in love with a boy that
age.”

To her surprise,
Enfys snorted. “He’s not as
young as all that; and if he is, what of that? At your age, five or
ten years here or there makes no difference.”

“It makes a great deal
of difference,” Carys said briefly.

“Ah, Aled’s too old
for you, then? I wondered why you wouldn’t accept him.”

“There’s a
difference,” said Carys. “And it’s no one’s business if I choose
not to encourage Aled.”

“No
need to encourage that one,”
Enfys said, grinning suddenly. “He’ll keep coming back, regular as
the waves on the shore.”

Perhaps that was why
Carys always felt such a
sense of entrapment at the idea of wedding Aled.

Still grinning, Enfys
added, “He’ll only stop once
you’re wedded. Even then he’d probably stay single and come back
when death separates that bond. Well, just see how—”

“I’m as near to wedded to the sea as I can be,” Carys said.
“There’s no use him coming back. There’s no use anyone coming.”

“Afraid of the sea,
or afraid for yourself?” retorted Enfys.

Carys flicked a look
at her and away again. “Your
stall must be quiet this evening.”

“You mean you wish I may go away and leave you in peace!” Enfys crowed. “Very well! But
mind you watch yourself—different or not, that’s no boy you have in
your home, and you’d be wise to remember that.”

Carys would have
remarked that she had only
bought clothes for Eurion, not invited him to stay indefinitely,
but Enfys darted away without giving her a chance to speak again,
wilily determined to have the last word. Carys gave a short laugh
and turned to serve one of her customers, a trader from the regular
caravan of sellers who had passed through while Enfys was talking
to her. It cost nothing to let Enfys have the last word, and Carys
had more important things to worry about.

 


The sun was still a
ribbon of gold rippling across the sea when Carys began her journey
back to her cottage. She had
sold all of her seaweed more quickly than expected, and she had
even had time to wander briefly through the shifting market as it
changed from a day market to a night one. The night market sold
more in the way of ready-made food than did the day market, and
Carys allowed herself the luxury of hot fishcakes from one of the
Eppan vendors. There was a chill to the air now, and the fishcakes
were a pleasant way to warm herself until she got back to the warm
cottage. The fishcakes were good at this stand—the few Eppan-born
inhabitants of the village always gathered there—and Carys liked to
listen to them as they talked, passing rapidly between Eppan and
the common tongue. They didn’t talk to her, nor did they expect her
to speak to them, caught up in hearing news of Eppa and things that
they had left behind. Today, from what she could understand, they
were discussing an attack at the castle on the headland.

Carys paid for her
fishcakes and listened as she
ate. It was the first she had heard of an attack—Sunderland was
relatively safe, even if its monarchy was as unsettled as its
weather. There was the occasional assassination, to allow an
outsider heir to take the throne in place of a more popular one,
but it was unlike the castle to experience an all-out assault. Its
position alone, ringed by sea and accessible from the mainland only
via a divided bridge that could be pulled up at the first sight of
danger, wasn’t conducive to attack.

“What attack?”
scoffed one of the men, voicing Carys’ thoughts. “Who could get a
company over the bridge without being seen?”

One of the
women who was serving, her
dark eyes stormy, said something in sharp Eppan. “I saw it myself,”
she added, in the common tongue. “Swords flashing up on the castle
wall. Nobody is saying much, but one of the heirs was
attacked.”

“Eh, doesn’t it always happen?” said another. “Four heirs this time, and each one sent
to a different country to grow up—all four from different mothers.
The parliament should do something about it. Whether it’s two heirs
or four, one mother or four, there’s no need to be dividing the
country by sending the heirs abroad every
generation.”

“They kept one at
home,” said a Sunderman dryly. “I suppose he was on the mainland
when it happened.”

The Eppan girl hissed
a laugh between her teeth. “Where else? They say he’s very upset.”

It must, thought
Carys, taking note of that short laugh and the likewise bitter speech, have been the
half-Eppan heir who had been attacked.

The Sunderman who had spoken before
asked, “Did she live through it?”

“He,” the Eppan girl said. “It was the half-Eppan heir, not the half-Scandian one. And
there’s no news yet; I suppose they’ll make an announcement through
the news booths.”

Carys took the
remainder of her fishcakes and left them to talk between
themselves, turning herself and her cart onto the road toward the
beach with a slow, easy tread. She wasn’t in a hurry to get back to
the cottage; there was still enough light to see by, and she
enjoyed the peace of the night.

The
cottage was dark when she came
around the sandy bluff with her cart, causing a frown to form
between her brows. She left the cart where it was and strode toward
the door, a chill catching at the nape of her neck, and wrenched
the door open.

A tumble
of quilt, wood-smoke, and
human boy fell into her arms. “Lady! You’re home! I thought I heard
you at the window!”

Carys caught him
by reflex, throwing a look
around the dark, smoky cottage. “Don’t hang around my neck,” she
said to the face that was beaming up at her. He was evidently much
stronger today. “Why have you let the fire die?”

“I
must have fallen asleep,” Eurion said, still clinging around her
neck. He was shivering despite the quilt around his shoulders, and
Carys wondered exactly how long that fire had been smoking and
dying. “I did try to start it again, but I don’t think it’s
working. Lady, you’re so warm! Can’t I hold you for
just a little whil—”

Carys
pulled his arms apart ruthlessly and
towed him toward the bed by one ear. “Go to bed if you’re
cold.”

Eurion
said, “Ow, ow, ow!” but didn’t
resist the tug on his ear. He climbed quickly back onto the bed,
huddling himself in the quilt, and said reproachfully, “I was
trying light it again, Lady.”

“I’ll do it,” Carys
said, eyeing the mess in the grate. “Stay in bed and out of my
way.”

She set herself to
tidy the grate and hearth,
then laid the fire again while Eurion watched her expectantly from
his heaped blanket. Perhaps he thought she would speak first. Carys
didn’t: she lit the fire and crouched low to blow lightly on the
small flame until it caught. If Eurion was hungry, he would have to
wait. Without the fire or a contraption device to heat his dinner,
it would be at least another hour before he could eat more than the
remainder of the speckled bread.

When Carys
at last rose from beside the quickly
growing fire, Eurion was still watching. She wondered if he had
never seen a person light a fire before, because his eyes were
fascinated, and there was nothing otherwise fascinating in her
lighting a fire.

“Did you sell all the seaweed?” he asked, when her eyes met his.

“Yes.” Carys dusted
her coaly hands against the fabric of her skirt and suddenly
remembered the bundle of clothes she had left in her handcart. She
turned on her heel and went back outside, leaving the tiny tongues
of flame to leap hopefully in the grate. She stayed out until she
had put away the handcart and swept it down, one eye on the dark,
moving sea. The storm had blown itself away, but if the Eppan
passenger liner had been truly lost at sea, more things would begin
to wash ashore in the next few days. It would be just as well to
ask the rag peddler for more information about that next week, when
it might be known for sure if the liner had been lost, and which
passengers had travelled aboard her.

Eurion was watching
the door anxiously when she
came back in some time later, but his face broke into a smile when
he saw her. Carys wondered if he had thought she was leaving again
in anger, and sighed internally. She would have to get used to
telling him where she was going if he was inclined to be so
nervous.

She threw the
bundle of clothes onto the
bed and went into the kitchen area to prepare their meal. “They
should fit,” she said; and added, when a flutter of movement over
her shoulder informed her that Eurion was preparing to undress
where he was, “Go behind the curtain to change.”

“Your back is already turned,” protested Eurion, but he did as he was told. From behind
the curtain she heard his voice say, “These are nice, Lady! Did you
get them just for me?”

“Who else would wear
them?” asked Carys. “Do they fit?”

He came out
a few moments later, still buttoning
the shirt, and Carys inspected the fit with an assessing eye. She
could sew, but she preferred not to if she could avoid
it.

“Very good,” she
said. “There are two sets for everyday wear, and one good
set.”

“Don’t I look nice!” Eurion said, in a pleased voice.
He turned his brightest smile
on Carys and looked at her through his lashes. “Lady, am I
handsome?”

“There’s a nightshirt
as well,” said Carys dampeningly. Eurion was more beautiful than he
was handsome—a careless, youthful kind of beauty that fairly glowed
in the firelight—but she had the suspicion that he was fully aware
of how beautiful he was. Even if it hadn’t been for Enfys’ unveiled
warnings, Carys would have been inclined to treat that golden,
glowing look with distinct wariness. “Put it on.”

Eurion
wrinkled his nose and went behind
the curtain again. “I think you’re beautiful, Lady,” he called back
to her. “So you should think I’m handsome.”

“There’s no burden on
me to think you’re handsome,” Carys said, hanging the kettle on the
swinging arm and pushing it back. The fire was catching more
quickly than she had expected—or perhaps she had merely been
outside, gazing at the sea, for longer than she thought. “No matter
what you think of me.”

Eurion’s head poked
out from behind the curtain, his eyes wide. “Don’t you think I’m pretty?”

“Why should I?” demanded Carys. “You’re not my child, that I should be required to find
you pretty.”

“Your child?” Eurion’s voice was slightly indignant.
“I’m far too old to be your
child!”

“Do you know how old
you are?”

“Yes!” he said
triumphantly, his face lighting up. “There’s a tattoo on my
foot—did you see it?”

“What of it?” Carys asked. She had seen the tattoo but hadn’t remarked it. “Put your
foot down before you fall.”

“Tattooists in Eppa are only allowed to work on people who
are past their twenty-first birthdays,” said Eurion. “I don’t know
how I know that, but I do, and I must be at least
twenty-one. So,
Lady—”

More dampeningly still, Carys asked,
“Do you know how old I am?”

“Twenty-five,” Eurion said at once, smiling brightly at her. “You can’t be older
than that!”

“I’m thirty,” Carys told him. “Sit at the table if you’re
not going to go back to bed.”

Eurion blinked at her
once or twice and disappeared behind the curtain again. Carys was
left with the slightly amused
feeling that she’d startled him a great deal. It was unlikely that
he would keep sparkling up at her with those bright, invasive eyes
in quite the same way after he processed the fact that there were
likely nearly ten years between them.

When he trotted
back out from behind the
curtain, Eurion was in the nightshirt. Much to Carys’ surprise, he
gave her a melting smile from beneath a fringe of golden hair as he
sat at the table, and asked, “No, but as a man, aren’t I pretty?
Don’t you think so?”

“Why should I?” Carys
asked again, setting the table. This time, she took down the chair
that hung from the wall, and put it at the right hand of her own
seat. “You can’t sit there. Sit here instead.”

“No
reason,” Eurion said, slightly sulky, but he got up and moved. He propped his chin on the
over-long cuffs of the second-hand nightshirt and sniffed. “Only I
think people usually think I’m pretty, even when I’m injured. My
pride feels sore. You’ve injured me, Lady.”

“You’ll not die from
it,” Carys told him, setting her own place.

A frown creased
Eurion’s smooth brown brow.
“Is someone else coming?”

“No,” said Carys
briefly. “You asked that before. That place is always
set.”

“Oh. Why?”

“Drink your
tea.”

“I’m drinking it,”
said Eurion, over the top of the teacup. His eyes, surprisingly
sharp, flicked up to Carys’ face, and he asked unexpectedly, “Why
can’t I sit over there? This seat isn’t as nice as that
one.”

“It’s the same.”

“Yes, but if I sit
over there I can look straight at you.”

Carys, bereft
of words by a powerful
combination of perplexity and the pressing desire to express to
Eurion how very little she wanted him to be looking straight at
her, said at last, plaintively, “Why should you? It’s just a face.
You have your own; look in the mirror if you want to look at a face
so badly.”

“Yours is more
interesting,” said Eurion, tilting his head sideways into one of
his hands to gaze at her, smiling dreamily. “It’s like the sea. You
look at it and think it’s sullen and dark, but then you see all the
living green and blue beneath the coldness. The sea is always cold
when you first get in—you have to wait for it to warm
up.”

“Try that in the Sunderland Sea,” Carys
told him. “You’ll likely die
from the cold in your waiting. If it comes to that, you don’t know
I won’t kill you. I could have strangled you to death while you
were still weak. I still might.”

“You won’t,” Eurion said confidently. “You’re like the
sea: it couldn’t kill me,
either. It spat me back out safely for you to find, and now I have
clothes and a warm bed and food.”

“You don’t have a
memory,” Carys reminded him, irritated at that warm, smiling look
Eurion still bestowed on her and conscious of a wish to rid herself
of it. “You don’t have a name of your own, either.”

Eurion only smiled at
her a little more dreamily.
“That’s all right, Lady. You gave me a name, remember? I don’t need
two.”
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Eurion was certainly
mending. Carys saw his eyes
slit open when she rose the next day, a warning to her that she
would no longer be able to dig out anything she had hidden in the
wall while he was in the cottage, asleep or not. He gave her a
sleepy smile and seemed to go back to sleep again, but Carys trod
more lightly despite that. It would be a nuisance if he were to
have a relapse due to lack of sleep.

Out on the black,
jagged rocks, it was a warmer
morning—or at least, not a cold one. Carys felt that lack of frigid
cold uneasily; the sun was barely a rosy glow on the water, and if
it turned too warm too early, she would have to contend with the
possibility of the selkies arriving earlier. That would also be a
nuisance, since she had wanted to take a little more time along the
edges of the water to search for any signs of shipwreck beyond what
had already been granted by Eurion’s arrival.

The sun rose, and
with it the sand along the
bluffs seemed to sparkle just a little too brightly, the water
glare just a little too blindingly. Carys wiped her brow and worked
more swiftly, her eyes sharp and watchful. She was never sure if
this was the sea’s way of warning her that the selkies were on
their way, or if it was the selkies themselves playing with her to
make her slower with the headachy dazzle; but if she had before
been wary that they would arrive early, she was now almost entirely
certain. She grimly snatched handfuls of seaweed from around the
lower pools, taking the time to carry it right to the sandy line
each time she had a full armful. She was unwilling to leave the
piles where they were while the selkies could leap from the ocean
at any moment and take possession of them. Even if she took a
little longer, it was better that a few pools be left with strands
of seaweed around them than that whole piles should make their way
into the hands of the murderously mischievous selkies.

Carys was
leaping from the higher rocks
to the lower in search of stray pieces of seaweed, her pockets
heavy with a few small finds of washed-up bric-a-brac, when the
first of the selkies slithered from the water in a splattering of
salt and spray. She threw a look at it as it sloughed its satiny
brown seal skin, and then at the rocky shoreline before her. There
was a white tearing of the water that wasn’t just wave and tide, a
sure sign that there were selkies lurking beneath the waves,
waiting to beach themselves on the rocks and change into their
human forms.

It was time to be
gone, but instead, she strode
along the shoreline, her skirt damp to the waist with spray and
wave, her eyes flickering between the treacherous waves and the
rocky shore. If the selkies found shipwreck and human debris along
the shore, they would take it below the waves when they left. They
couldn’t create trouble with it like they could with the
magic-threaded seaweed, but if Eurion had come from a particular
shipwreck, Carys would like to know which one. Memory was a strange
thing, and a few mementos from a lost ship could be all it took for
Eurion’s memory to return. Eurion would know who he was, and
Carys—well, Carys would know from where exactly he had obtained
that ring. Good news or bad, it would at least mean that Eurion
would go. The sooner he was gone from Carys’ cottage, the sooner
her life could return to something of its usual pattern.

As she passed swiftly
along the shoreline, she saw
a lump of brown and green where the grey sea foamed against the
darkness of the rocks; something she was fairly certain hadn’t been
there when she passed this section earlier. She would have seen
something that big; it was likely that the selkies had put it there
for her to find when they arrived. She looked around with quick,
cautious eyes at the tearing of the waves and at the pools that
were close and bottomless. Nothing was obviously in sight. Still,
she stole forward lightly, ready to spring back if necessary, and
nudged the pile with her seaweed hook. The sea shifted back and
forth; nothing sprang from the white peaks there, and there was no
movement from behind, either. The pile moved a little, stiffly, at
the prodding of her hook, and it seemed to Carys that it was
leather. Leather, and something that scraped a little as she
disturbed it with her hook. A sword-belt?

Carys reversed her
hook and dug it beneath the
stiff, braided leather, twisting sharply. She pulled back swiftly,
but not swiftly enough; her hook wrenched in her hand and slipped
back toward the sea by a few inches before she grasped it with her
other hand. At the end of her hook was a selkie, half in and half
out of the water, still all seal, but with a fierce set of teeth
and a good amount of muscle that was determined to drag her into
the sea with it. Carys pulled back, her toes gripping the rocks,
and gained back a little ground; but she had already seen a flash
of white above her shoulder on the higher rocks that wasn’t a
seagull flying. She lunged forward, giving too much ground in her
haste, and jerked the seaweed hook in a quarter turn. The selkie
fell back into the sea with a surprised flap, tipping the
sword-belt after it, but Carys caught the belt with her free hand
as it slithered away. It slipped over her arm and she ducked her
head to take it cross-ways around her chest as the slap of feet and
the mischievous laugh of selkies sounded behind her.

Carys threw a look up
at the rocks behind her just in time to see a white, toothy,
bright-eyed selkie as it leapt at her. She ducked low and sharp to
avoid the leap, black rocks biting into her left knee and palm, and
something closed around her right wrist with teeth as sharp as the
rocks, jerking her toward the sea. She dropped the haft of her hook
and rolled toward the tug, punching down with her left hand at the
bulbous eyes and long whiskers that snarled above her right wrist.
Cold fingers snatched at her arm as she raised it to strike again,
and Carys rolled forward one more time, rock tearing at her clothes
and the sword-belt tilting her dangerously close to the sea. The
teeth around her wrist moved with a jagged kind of pain that made
her gasp, and lost grip. Carys darted up and between the pale,
naked limbs of two selkies, startling them toward the hungry sea,
and snatched up her hook again. She leaped desperately for the
higher rocks again, ignoring the shrieks of the selkie who had
almost tumbled into the sea in its human form, and felt fingers
close around her ankle.

She fell,
twisting as she did, her hands
catching vainly at the rocks, and felt the slice of shells tear her
trews just before something bright and painful exploded in her
forehead. There was a dark, cold moment where Carys thought that
she might faint or be sick, then she was up and off across the
rocks again, a lethargy pulling her down with the weight of the
sword-belt toward the rocks, and a confusing dizziness pulling her
sideways toward the safety of sand. She let the pull of dizziness
take her toward the sand, avoiding as many of the pools as she
could see in the confusing haze of up and down, rock and sky, and
at last fell again, unable to stop herself.

This time, soft sand
met her instead of sharp rock, and Carys subsided into it,
shivering, her eyes shut. She
could still feel her seaweed hook, and the weight at the end of it
that had nearly seen her lost at sea like so many of the guardians
that had lived in the cottage before her. So instead of trying to
rise and deal with her seaweed, Carys let herself stay there, cold
and dizzy and sick, and hugged her seaweed hook to herself,
unwilling to move until she could do it without falling over
again.

She was a fool. She
knew that, clinging to her seaweed hook with the cold grit of sand
on her cheek and the afternoon growing warm around her. She had known it at the
time, too: she had known it was probably a trap, and she hadn’t
been able to resist, despite that. She had never been able to
resist the challenge of the sea—the selkies knew it, the sea knew
it, and everything that came from the sea knew it.

Carys rolled over
and asked of the sky, her
voice raspy and tired, “Who else gets called to serve on the shores
but the mad?”

She
stared up at the sky for a
little longer—or perhaps it was some time longer. Her head felt
cold and light where she had hit it on the rocks, and by the time
she managed to sit up without falling over again, there was a
suspicious early-evening feel to the air around her. She climbed to
her feet carefully, leaning heavily on her hook, and found herself
grateful for its support. The support of the twin shafts of her
handcart were even more welcome when she finished loading the
seaweed, with the bric-a-brac and sword-belt rather clumsily on top
of it. It was significantly easier to walk as she pulled the cart
than it had been loading the seaweed. Her body might still have the
tendency to list to the left, but so long as she was between the
shafts of the cart it was easy to remain on her feet.

By the time she was
nearly home, Carys felt as though she was beginning to walk
properly again, though the weariness she had felt earlier
was still weighing on her. The cart
was a distinct burden now, and she stared only at the sandy path
before her as she toiled onward. She didn’t realise how far she had
come until there was a shout from the direction of the
cottage.

Carys looked up
wearily to see Eurion dashing
down the sandy path toward her. She dropped the handles of her cart
to fend him off, and felt the world move around her again in an
uneasy way. She pushed the calf of her left leg against the cart to
steady herself and caught Eurion before he could throw his arms
around her.

“What are you doing?”
she snapped. “Get back in the cottage! You’ll make yourself sick
again!”

Eurion didn’t seem to
hear her. He said, breathlessly, “Lady! You were so late today! Why are you wet and sandy?
You’re bleeding!”

Carys pushed away the
hands that were exploring the
area around her cut forehead. “I was late because there was work to
do,” she said. “The waves were boisterous today.”

“But Lady! It’s
bleeding!”

“It’s nothing,” she
said. “I was careless.”

Eurion closed his mouth on what she was quite sure
were more protestations, but Carys was uneasily aware that he had
seen her stagger. He said, “I’ll bring in the cart.”

“There’s no need,”
Carys told him, as she had always told Aled.

It hadn’t occurred to
her that Eurion and Aled were
very different creatures: that Eurion didn’t know the rules. He
made a soft psh
sort of noise and wriggled in behind
Carys, between her and the front-board of the cart.

“Out of my way, Lady,”
he said cheerfully, and started forward without giving the startled
Carys more than a moment to get out of the way.

She escaped the
shafts of the cart without injury, used to moving quickly
when there was need, but she said,
“What? Will you run me down if I’m not quick enough?”

“Sorry,” Eurion said,
but he didn’t sound very sorry. He still had a cheerful tone to his
voice and despite the fact that he panted a little as he pulled the
cart the rest of the way toward the cottage, he didn’t seem to
regret his action, or even to slow down.

Carys
walked beside the cart just
behind Eurion, two fingers resting lightly on the wooden side to
keep her balance. It was a relief to be free from the cart; she
could see the cottage not far away, perhaps only another ten
minutes of walking, but already the uneasy buzz to her ears had
gone away. She had had an accident a time or two on the shore
before—some of them worse than this one, and some of them barely
significant—and she knew she would be competent to wake and work
tomorrow as usual. Once, she had been so badly injured that she had
woken with the dawn, just on the safe, sandy side of the beach
with—but that, thought Carys, didn’t bear thinking about. She had
had help that day, too; unexpected help that was just as startling
as Eurion’s help.

For that
reason, Carys didn’t speak as
harshly as she would have liked to. Instead, she followed along
just behind and beside the boy, her eyes fixed on the cottage above
that golden head of hair with its dark roots.

When they arrived,
she merely said, “Put the cart beside the wall,” and went on into the house. It was early
evening already; Eurion hadn’t eaten or had the last of his
medicinal tea yet.

She heard the hasty
thump of the handcart’s
supports hitting the ground as she passed through the door, and
Eurion came through the door after her, dancing around her until he
could peer at her face with concerned eyes.

“Don’t do that,” Carys said. It would be a lie to say that she had an uneasy alliance
with the sea because it never stared back—the sea looked back in a
variety of ways—but certainly the sea never stared at her with such
concern. That sort of concern was something Carys had only ever
seen once or twice before in her life. “Get out of the kitchen and
stop bothering me!” she said. “How can I prepare a meal with you
underfoot?”

“You should lie down,
Lady,” Eurion said. He still hovered in front of her as though he
thought she would collapse, and Carys wished wearily that he would
move so that she could prop herself against the kitchen table to
prepare their meal.

“There’s no need,” she said, putting him out of the
way, physically this time.
Eurion moved, though she had the impression that it was because he
had done so voluntarily rather than because her push had been
particularly powerful. “If you’re feeling well
enough—”

“I’ll stack the
seaweed, shall I?”

“No. It needs to be stacked properly.” The seaweed was also
still very damp, and Carys didn’t trust to Eurion’s
continued recovery if he got wet
again. She shouldn’t have let him pull the cart as it was. She
added, “In the cart, there are a few things I found on the shore
this morning. Bring them in and look at them. See if they’re
familiar.”

Eurion’s
golden brown eyes focused on her
again. “Did they come from a shipwreck? Like me?”

“We’re not sure you
did come from a shipwreck,” Carys said; though where else could he
have come from, for the sea to spit him out on her shore? “Don’t
assume things. Or do you remember something?”

He
shook his head. “Nothing. Are
you going to fall over, Lady?”

“Of
course not. Go and get the
things from my handcart.”

He went slowly,
reluctantly, with one eye on her, and Carys breathed a sigh of
relief when the door closed behind him. What an annoyingly perceptive child! It was difficult
to lean against the table to ease her dizziness while he was
watching—it seemed as though he could see it. Well, if he were
preoccupied with studying the few knick-knacks she had picked up,
or the sword-belt she had rescued with such danger from the
selkies, she would be freed from his attention for a little
while.

She hung the kettle
and stood for a few moments near the brightness of that warmth,
feeling with relief her clothes beginning to separate from her damp
skin as they dried. She
should really change, but she felt that she didn’t have the energy
to do so; instead, Carys sloughed her trews beneath her skirts and
hung them by the fire to dry properly, warming her bare legs until
she heard Eurion’s hand on the doorknob outside. Her stride was
more sure when she went back to the kitchen table, and she needed
to do little more than lean one hip slightly against the tabletop
as she poured oats into the small cauldron she used for porridge.
She still felt chilled to the bone despite the warmer evening; it
would be nice to have something warm and salty and heavy in her
stomach.

The door swung
open; Eurion’s quick step on
the threshold, and a glance over at him was enough to make Carys
smile faintly in satisfaction. His eyes were frowningly fixed on
that sword-belt, the small Contraption pouch hanging disregarded
from his wrist; and he turned the scabbard this way and that in the
flickering firelight of the room.

“There’s no craftsman
mark on the scabbard,” he said.

Carys,
pouring water into the porridge
cauldron, heard the unfamiliar rasp and rattle of a sword clearing
its scabbard, and looked up again, involuntarily. Eurion turned the
blade over much as he had turned the scabbard, the blade light and
comfortable in his hand and his face reflecting in the
metal.

“There’s a mark on the blade, though,” he said.
Carys wasn’t sure whether he was
talking to her or himself. “I think—I’m not sure—but I think it’s a
military issue blade. Pretty standard, nothing beautiful.
Just…plain and useful.”

She
left the porridge briefly to attend
to the boiling kettle at the fire, and brought it back to the
table. “What military?”

Eurion frowned.
“Perhaps I’ll remember later.
It can’t be my sword, at any rate.”

That made sense,
thought Carys, setting down
the kettle on its trivet with her mind far away. If a ship carrying
Eppan nobles had been lost at sea, it was likely there had been
military aboard her—whether private or country.

“I
don’t know, though,” said Eurion thoughtfully. Carys
wondered if he knew that
those brown eyes of his were glowing with a soft, golden look that
suggested content; or if he knew how comfortably the hilt of that
blade rested within his long fingers. “I think I know how to use
this.”

“Take it outside, then,” she said. It would be pleasant to get him out of the cottage
again so that she could bathe her forehead and change in
peace.

Eurion, annoyingly,
said, “I’ll play with it
tomorrow,” and propped the sword, belt and all, by the fireplace.
The Contraption pouch, he dropped beside it. “I think you should go
to bed, Lady. I can sleep by the fire now.”

“I’ll go when we’ve
eaten and the things are washed.”

“I’ll wash the dishes,” Eurion said obligingly.
He propped himself up on the other
end of the table, his long, lean figure bent over to rest his
crossed arms on the tabletop and his chin on his
arms.

Irritated at that
unbroken gaze, Carys said shortly, “No.”

“I won’t break
them.”

“No.”

“Shall I set the table?”

“No.”

Eurion’s
eyes lit suddenly with laughter.
“Lady, you should say yes every now and
then. Just by way of a change.”

Carys threw him a
brief look across the
tabletop as she poured his tea. “Don’t jostle the table. You’ll
spill the tea.”

“Then I’ll lick it up,” said Eurion, without removing his folded arms from the
table, or his chin from those folded arms.

“Breathe your steam instead,” she told him, and threw a teacloth at
him.

He grinned and took
it, ducking his head into the steamy aura of the tea. That left Carys free to hang the porridge
over the fire and stir it slowly without interruption for a brief
but delightfully chatter-free amount of time before Eurion withdrew
his head from the steam and brought his tea with him to sit in
front of the fire.

Fortunately enough,
the porridge was beginning to boil by then, and Carys only had to bear with his beaming
face until it thickened properly and she took it away from the
flames. She left him by the fire and brought back two bowls with
her when she came. It was more convenient to sit beside him, where
he couldn’t gaze up at her as easily, and she still felt as though
she hadn’t quite got warm. She passed Eurion his bowl silently, and
he ate the full bowl with enough speed and appreciation that Carys
knew he must have been hungry for quite some time. Perhaps she
would have to make sure there was always something cooked and ready
about the house, for those few days when she didn’t come back as
early as she would like. It had never been worth it before, but it
wouldn’t do for Eurion to be without food.

Considering that,
Carys ate her own porridge at a decidedly slower pace, while Eurion set his bowl aside and
wrapped his arms around his knees, laying his head sideways on
those folded arms to sleepily watch her eat.

She sighed faintly,
but his eyes were only half open; perhaps he would fall
asleep soon.

Instead, he yawned
and said, “Your sleeve is
torn. Did you know?”

Carys glanced down at it briefly. “I
knew. The material is old, and it’s seen a little too much of the
sun and sea. I’ll mend it tomorrow.”

“It
looks more like it’s been torn by teeth,” Eurion began. His eyes opened wide, entirely awake,
and he snatched at Cary’s wrist, tugging her sideways. “There
are teeth marks
here!”

Carys hit him with
the bowl of her spoon and snatched her wrist away.
There had been a nagging pain at her
wrist, but in getting food for Eurion and trying to keep her
weariness from him, she had forgotten those teeth marks. If she had
remembered, she would have changed her dress at once.

“It’s nothing,” she
said. “It happens sometimes along the shore.”

“You should be more careful,” he said.

“Mind your own
business,” Carys retorted. She heard the harshness to her own
voice, the cold, rough cutting edge of the rocky seashore, but
didn’t try to soften it. Eurion should already know something of
the cruelty of the sea; just as Carys knew better than to love
things that came out of the sea, Eurion ought to know better than
to be trying to strike up a friendship with those who stayed too
close to the seashore.

Eurion’s brown eyes
looked across at her reproachfully. “It is my business,” he said. “You didn’t have anyone to
come back to before, so maybe you forgot to be careful. You should
be more careful now. What will I do if you don’t come
home?”

“If
I don’t come home, you must go to Enfys,” Carys said briefly. “Don’t stay here by the
shore.”

“Why shouldn’t I stay
here? The cottage is such a long way from the shore, besides, and—
What’s on the shore? What bit you?”

“I
was careless,” Carys said again. “There are rocks on the shore—rocks, and seals, and other
animals. They’re not tame.”

“If I came out on the
rocks with you—”

“You’re not to come out on the rocky shore.”

“Yes, you said that before. But I’m getting better now,
and I should do something to
help if I’m going to eat your food.”

“What did I tell you last time?” Carys demanded. She had already seen the heaviness of
Eurion’s eyelids and the way his arms wrapped around his legs to
stop them falling to the side, not to mention the sinking of his
shoulders. Drawing her cart had worn him out more than he was
willing to admit.

Now, those shoulders
temporarily squared. “Yes,
but I’m better
now—”

Carys
stood abruptly, scooping up the
bowls. Her voice as cold as a winter sylph across the sea, she
asked again, “What did I tell you last time?”

He gave her his most
sparkling smile. “You said that anything that washes up on the
shore is yours. So now I’m
yours.”

“Not
that.”

Eurion made a
face, his shoulders dropping.
Into the fire, he answered sullenly, “You said you’d kick me out if
I come down to the rocky shore.”

“Yes,” Carys said,
drawing out her wash-bowl from beneath the table. “Go to bed before
you fall asleep beside the fire.”

He went without
complaining this time, but
after the covers had rustled and grown silent, he said, “I keep
having bad dreams, Lady.”

Carys paused by the
half full water bucket. “What
dreams?”

“I
don’t remember. Will you
sleep next to the bed again tonight?”

“No,” said Carys; but
when he was asleep and snoring faintly, and she was freshly washed
and clean, it seemed too hot to sleep by the fire. She settled
herself by the bed instead, and as she did so, Eurion turned in his
sleep, one hand dropping from the side of the bed. Carys turned her
back on that one dangling hand and went to sleep.

 


When Carys came back from the
shore the next day, the water barrel was full to the brim, and the
bed was made. She threw a look at the fire as she came in, but it
was still leaping well enough that she didn’t need to tend to it.
Instead, she swept the hearth and the rest of the house, slightly
at a loss. She had always tended to all those small things every
two or three days, and it left an odd, empty space in the day that
she didn’t quite know what to do with.

Eurion had been outside in the
cool sunshine when she returned, too, doing some form of slow,
careful exercise with the sword she had taken from the selkies.
Carys didn’t like to go back outside and ask him what he was
playing at, since it seemed certain that would bring on a flood of
words she didn’t particularly wish to fend off. She would ask him
later exactly what he thought he was doing by exercising when he
was still supposed to be recuperating.

Besides, she thought, glancing
up through the window every now and then as she prepared their
midday meal, although he certainly wasn’t moving quickly, he didn’t
seem to be tiring quickly, either. Perhaps the exercise would build
his strength again. In any case, she would have no excuse not to
take him with her to market day next week, and that was something
of an annoyance.

The selkies had given her no
trouble at all that day—they usually were a little quieter after
they’d caused mischief, and although they would have killed her in
the fun of the moment, they usually thought better of such things
after they’d done them. Carys was at the same time an enemy and the
only human friend they had. They were odd, unchancy things like
that.

Nor did they give Carys any
trouble the next day. They gave so little trouble, in fact, and the
shore was so relatively clear, that she was able to do a quick
sweep and find a few pieces of bric-a-brac that might have come
from a ship lost at sea or the next town across. Even so, she was
back a good hour or two earlier than she would normally have been,
and Eurion wasn’t yet exercising himself and his new sword out in
front of the cottage.

All unsuspecting, Carys wheeled
her lighter-than-usual handcart silently into its place beside the
cottage and went straight in to fetch a drink of water from the
water barrel. The first sight that met her eyes was Eurion,
crouched in front of the fire with a plethora of dishes and other
items around him and nearly every drawer and cupboard around the
cottage open.

A single, searing
thought burned through Carys’ mind. Had he been searching the cottage? Had he found the hidden seal?

She crossed the room
in two strides, while the
guilty-faced Eurion was still attempting to stand, and boxed his
ears thoroughly. Eurion went over like a newly-birthed lamb in a
high wind, his new health notwithstanding.

“Ow! Lady,
why?”

“What are you doing with my things?” demanded
Carys.

“I
was trying to help!” Eurion protested. “These things were dirty
and you don’t like dirty
things, so I was cleaning them.”

Carys stared at him in bewilderment.
Taking advantage of that silence, Eurion smiled hopefully up at
her.

“I
didn’t break any of them,” he
added, holding up a periwinkle blue teacup.

The same
burning anger seared right to Carys’
heart. This time she controlled it enough not to seize Eurion by
the throat, but she yanked the blue teacup from his hand without
regard to his instinctive “ow!”

“Don’t touch my things, or I’ll box your ears again,” she
said, her voice as icy as the
waves on the rocks. “And if you touch any of the blue tea things,
I’ll throw you back into the sea.”

Eurion’s face
fell. “I wanted—I was trying
to help.”

“Don’t help!” Carys
retorted, more sharply than she’d meant to. “I don’t need help.
Outside. Exercise yourself.”

“Everybody needs help,” said Eurion, hanging on the door to watch her put the crockery
back away. His young face was solemn.

“I
don’t,” Carys reiterated. “So
don’t touch things you’ve no business touching.”

“Even the people who
don’t need help need to ask sometimes,” Eurion said. “That’s the
important thing.”

“Is
it,” Carys said, unimpressed. “Well, I didn’t ask for it, I don’t need it, and I don’t
want it. Outside! Don’t come back in until I call you for your
food.”
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Eurion was so much better by the end of
the week that Carys took over her bed once again, and left him to
sleep by the fire in her place.

His recovery meant
relief from listening for his
breathing and checking his forehead every time she came back from
the rocky shore, but it brought with it certain new
inconveniences.

Eurion, it
turned out, was either an
early riser or a light sleeper. For the last three days of that
week, he woke with Carys, sitting up despite her low-voiced
encouragement for him to go back to sleep; and on the fourth
morning he had begun his now-daily sword exercise outside the
cottage by the time Carys left to go to the shore.

After five
days of this, Carys found herself
putting the kettle on as soon as she got up, without really
thinking about it. Eurion had been watching her with his arms
wrapped around his knees, but at that he climbed to his feet and
fetched out the teacups, careful not to touch the blue
ones.

“Isn’t it lucky, Lady?” he said, crouching by the fire to watch the kettle.
He looked up briefly to smile at her. “I must be used to getting up
early.”

“Very lucky,” Carys
agreed, a little dryly.

Eurion gave a
delighted chuckle. “You’re
always so mean,” he said. “But you’ll love me in the
end.”

More dryly still,
Carys asked, “Will
I?”

“I’m like a creaky
floorboard,” Eurion said, still smiling happily up at her. “Or a
bit of carpet that’s torn. You keep stumbling over it or hearing it
squeak and it’s annoying, but one day it’s part of your life and
you don’t remember what the house was like without
it.”

“Why did you fetch two teacups?” Carys asked, without
answering to the nonsense. “I’ve
work to do. The tea is by the window; you should know how to make
it by now.”

She left Eurion
protesting that it was too early for her to be
leaving just yet, and went
out to the comparative peace of the selkies and seashore. The
selkies might try to call to her if she was late in leaving, but at
least she could stuff her ears with seaweed to avoid the sound of
their voices.

That
afternoon, the firewood by
the cottage was stacked much higher than usual when Carys got back.
She had been conscious of the need to replenish it, but the last
few days had been rather harder work than usual on the shore, and
she had known she would need to gather more that
afternoon.

Had Aled visited? He
did so occasionally, bringing with him a decent load of firewood or a piece of meat; and
although Carys had never encouraged him to come back, he always
seemed to return sporadically in spite of that.

Uneasily, she left
the seaweed where it was and
went into the cottage, where she was ambushed at the door by a
“Lady!” and Eurion’s thin arms wrapping around her. Half prepared
for it, Carys kept one arm free and boxed his ears.

Eurion of last week
would have tottered a bit at the blow; Eurion this week merely swayed back with it and
grinned at her anyway.

“Lady, look what I
found!”

“Has there been a visitor?” Carys asked, ignoring the
glossy, live thing that Eurion was
trying to push under her nose.

Eurion’s arm dropped.
“A visitor?” he asked, in
surprise. “No. Were you expecting someone?”

“No,” Carys said, and
went back outside to stack the seaweed.

Eurion came with her,
tucking the glossy animal down the front of his shirt, and when he
started to unload the seaweed from her cart with her, Carys didn’t bother to expostulate. She
was simply grateful not to have to deal with a surprised and
confused Aled.

For a slender boy
with thin arms, he didn’t seem to have any trouble with the seaweed bundles—nor, Carys
noticed, in being able to talk while he worked without becoming out
of breath.

“If
you weren’t expecting a
visitor, why did you ask about one?”

“Did you gather
firewood?”

His eyes wary, Eurion nodded.

“I’m not angry,” Carys said, straightening the stack of
seaweed he had made. It
didn’t really need straightening, but it was an uneasy, unfamiliar
feeling to have someone helping her, and the smallest
irregularities grated on her. “I’m curious. Did you not get
tired?”

“I
think lying in bed was bad for me,” Eurion said cheerfully.
“I feel much better
now that I’m up! I walked along the cliff up there a bit and
gathered driftwood from the sandy part of the beach further
down.”

“I see,” murmured
Carys.

“You only said to stay off the rocky shore,”
said Eurion, with a touch of
anxiety, “so you won’t kick me out, will you,
Lady?”

“The sandy beach is safe,” Carys said, without
thinking. She added, “You’re
not forbidden to go there, I mean. Not like the rocky shore. If
it’s sand, you can go there.”

Eurion looked
pleased. “There’s lots of wood down there—lots of seaweed, too. Why don’t you collect it
from there? Is it because it has different magic in it?”

“Something like that,” said Carys. It was true, insofar as
it went; but it wasn’t the most important reason. “Why did you go
to the cliffs?”

“So
I could watch you picking up seaweed,” Eurion said readily. “I can see the whole rocky bit from
up there.”

He smiled up
at Carys’ astonished face, and
asked, “Did you ask about a visitor because of the
firewood?”

Still taken
aback, Carys only
nodded.

“What, have you got someone who fetches firewood for you?
But I can do that, Lady! Look
how high it’s stacked; you don’t need anyone else to fetch it for
you.”

“Do
you still see the sparkle in
the sand?” asked Carys; in part to forestall more protestations of
the same kind, and in part because she thought it useful to
know.

Magic
users tended to be drawn to
the sandy seashore more than any other part of the beach. Like the
seaweed on the rocky shore, the sand was threaded through with
magic, bright and inviting. There was firewood aplenty up in the
hills behind her cottage, where trees cropped up after the first
sandy ridge, but the fact that Eurion had chosen to wander the
sandy beach for driftwood instead seemed to confirm that he was a
magic user.

“That?” Eurion’s voice
wasn’t particularly interested. “I always see that. It’s just
magic.”

At least he
remembered as much now: he’d been confused enough by it at
first. Eurion was almost
certainly a magic user from birth; drawn to magic but so used to
seeing it and using it that it wasn’t something that excited him
anymore. Very likely, then, thought Carys, that Eurion was
high-born rather than low. If Eppan families were anything like the
Sunderland ones, those who were poor and gifted had no choice about
whether or not they used their gift. Only the rich could afford to
neglect and think little of their gift.

Eurion stacked the
last bundle of seaweed, and leaned on the pile. “Do you know, Lady, from the cliffs it looks
like you’re dancing along the shore. Do you dance here in
Sunderland? I think I can dance.”

“I
don’t dance,” Carys said shortly, leaving him to put the cart in its proper place. She
opened the cottage door, grateful that the selkies hadn’t come out
until after she’d left the rocky shore. She might have otherwise
had to explain a lot more to Eurion. “There are dances in the
village after dark on market day, but I don’t attend
them.”

“But you’re so light
and slender!” Eurion said persuasively. “And you’re not
very much taller than me, so I think—”

“Wipe your
feet.”

Eurion wiped his
feet, and appeared to think better of what he was going to say.
Instead, he said, “The kettle is already hanging,
Lady. I thought you might like a cup
of tea. You should change your things, too; your dress is
damp.”

“I
don’t need tea!” Carys said,
in exasperation. She would have made tea herself, as a matter of
course, but it irritated her to find that Eurion had pre-empted her
with the kettle. “And I’ll warm in front of the fire! Look to
yourself.”

Eurion laughed, his
eyes crinkling. “All right,
Lady,” he said. “But I’ll make myself tea.”

Carys didn’t
reply. She warmed herself by
the fire as she had always done, her clothes warming and separating
from her chilled skin. Eurion came and took the kettle, and busied
himself by the table, his shirt rippling as the small animal he’d
put there woke and scrabbled around to find its way out.

Eurion giggled
and pulled it out again, allowing it
to explore the tabletop as he poured.

“You shouldn’t make pets of sand otters,” Carys said. She knew the shape and the sheen
of that glossy pelt: the combined work of nature and the
magic-laced seashore, sand otters fairly swam through the dunes
below the cliffs everywhere. “It’ll be dead by tomorrow morning.
They only live for a day before they die.”

“I
know,” said Eurion, without
seeming to notice that he knew something from his previous life.
“But that doesn’t mean I can’t love it. Look! It wants to stay with
me.”

The sand otter made a
blunt chipchip
noise at him and clambered up his
arm to grab his ear in its tiny paws.

“I can keep it, can’t
I? If it’s going to die tomorrow, it should have a nice evening,
shouldn’t it?”

“You can keep it,” Carys said, with the smallest edge of a
curve to her lips. She couldn’t object to anyone else taking in
dying things, after all. She
had made something of a habit of it herself.

“It’s market day again tomorrow,” Eurion said, passing
her a cup of
tea.

Carys took it without
meaning to, dismayed by the reminder of market day, and with it the
remembrance of her agreement
to take Eurion with her. She could see the same remembrance of it
glittering brightly in his eyes.

Anxiously, Eurion
said, “You haven’t forgotten
your promise, Lady, have you?”

Her first urge was to
deny that she had made any such promise; she had, in fact, only said that she would think
about it. Upon further consideration, it struck Carys that there
were several good outcomes from taking him with her. She would have
to put up with more questions and the unfamiliar sound of his voice
cutting over the gulls and wind, but there were certainly
advantages. Eurion from the first had had the tendency to be too
affectionate, and that tendency had grown with time rather than
lessened.

Carys’ initial
thought was that this was because he thought her too much older
than himself to be seen as a woman; her second that he had come
from a family with many daughters. She was beginning to doubt the
first, but the second would explain the ease with which he carried
himself around her, despite the difference in their ages. It
didn’t, however, explain his consistency in smiling at her with the
brightness of the sun and moon, his determination to greet her in
the most physical way possible every time she returned to the
cottage—almost like the puppy she had styled him to Aled!—or, more
particularly, his swiftly growing propensity to attempt what Carys
could only assume to be flirting with her.

Aled aside, it had
been a long time since Carys had been faced with any such
behaviour. Certainly Eurion was young enough to be
forming attachments easily.
It was evidently incumbent upon her to introduce Eurion to the kind
of young society where he could fall wildly in love with a young
girl his own age instead of fancying himself pleased with
Carys.

And so Carys said, “I
haven’t forgotten. Be ready
to go when I get back from the shore.”

 


When Carys awoke,
Eurion was already up and
outside the cottage. She heard the sound of digging, and knew he
was burying the sand otter that had slept beneath his ear last
night. It would turn to sand and sea-burr before long anyway, but
she wasn’t surprised when she glanced out the window and saw that
he was, indeed, burying it.

Whatever sadness he
might have felt at its death, by the time Carys left the cottage,
Eurion was at his sword exercises; making long, quiet sweeps with the sword, moving as if with
the breeze and grass. His eyes were peaceful, a small smile
lingering on his lips, and Carys knew that whatever else Eurion
was, he was familiar and comfortable with a sword.

He turned a
brilliant, dreamy smile on
her as she passed, but didn’t speak; and Carys, appreciating the
fact, nodded at him as she passed by. It would probably be too much
to expect the same kind of silence from him on the way to the
village, but it was nice to know he could occasionally see her
without feeling the insatiable urge to speak something.

Eurion was outside
the cottage again when she came back from the shore, his eyes
bright and anticipatory; he leapt to his feet with a whoop when he
saw her and came running to meet her.

“You can use some of that energy to load the cart,”
Carys told him, feeling as though
she was as old as Enfys. “I take it you’re happy for the chance to
see the market.”

“Yes, Lady!” Eurion
said happily, swinging seaweed bundles into the cart with
surprising accuracy and a great deal more energy than Carys herself
felt. “We’ll go straight away, won’t we?”

Carys, thinking with dread of the
inevitable meeting with Aled that might thereby be made evitable,
agreed, “Straight away.”

Though
she managed to prevent Eurion from
taking over the shafts of the cart, she couldn’t, she found,
prevent him from pushing enthusiastically from behind. So
enthusiastically did he push, as a matter of fact, that Carys found
herself with very little need to pull, and once again at a loss for
anything to do other than steer the cart.

They made such good
time in this way that Carys
could see kites from the market wafting in the air fully an hour
before she would usually arrive at the village. She glanced over
her shoulder briefly; Eurion was panting a little, and his face was
dusky with effort, but his eyes brightened at the sight of the
kites.

Nor did those eyes
grow any less bright as Carys steered her cart through the
winding market, Eurion dancing
forward to walk beside her, his head turning left and
right.

When they arrived
at Carys’ patch of flattened
grass, he asked hopefully, “Will we see the market, Lady? I saw
turtles over there, and there are
kites flying—”

“Run along,” Carys told him. She saw the glitter in his eyes as he watched the kites,
and wondered how long it would be before he talked one of the
children into letting him have a turn at flying one. “You don’t
need to be here.”

“No, but we should go
together,” Eurion said, his mouth falling a little. “You should
walk with me and show me all the stores and buy me nice things to
eat.”

Carys shook out her
cloth sign briskly, then drew
out the boards she used to make a trestle table. “I’ve no time for
wandering the market. I’ve seaweed to sell. You can look with your
eyes and perhaps there will be money for sweet things
afterward.”

“What rubbish,” said Enfys, popping up unexpectedly beside the cart. “The peddlers
won’t be in for another hour. It’s not like you to arrive so early,
Carys! If you’ve arrived early, you should at least go around the
market and see the stalls.”

As usual, thought
Carys, irritated, Enfys was turning up exactly where she wasn’t expected, and putting
her crooked old nose into things that didn’t concern
her.

Eurion beamed at
Enfys. “You’re less grizzled
than you look,” he said. “I thought you were quite dried up, but
you’re nice after all.”

“What a cheek!” decried Enfys, but she was grinning. “Take your basket, Carys; go around
the market and eat sweet things for once.”

Enfys knew perfectly
well that there was a time
when Carys had wandered the market and eaten the sweet things; she
also knew that Carys wasn’t inclined to do so any
longer.

“Someone should mind the stall,” she said coldly. “I’ll not leave the seaweed
unattended just because the traders haven’t arrived
yet.”

“Oh
well, I’m not minding my stall today,” Enfys said, astonishing Carys completely. “I’ll watch
it for an hour. Bring me back something tasty!”

Carys
surprised herself by laughing but
stopped abruptly, aware of Eurion’s fascinated eyes upon
her.

“Lady, I didn’t know
you could look like that!” he said earnestly.

“Yes, yes!” Carys said hastily, towing him away from the
attentive Enfys by the yoke of his shirt. “Everybody laughs once in a while, after
all.”

“Yes, but when you do
it—”

“I
thought you wanted to see the
market,” Carys said, very firmly. She had intended to find suitable
playfellows for Eurion, and this particular conversation wasn’t
tending to that resolve. She would have to buy a few things at a
stall or two, and try to introduce him naturally.

“Carys?”

Carys stopped
short just before she walked
into Aled, her fingers still grasping Eurion’s shirt. She hadn’t
seen him standing there, with a furrow between his brows, until he
spoke.

She released Eurion and nodded.
“Aled.”

“You’re earlier than
usual,” he said, making Carys very aware that he was just now
coming out to meet her as he always did. She had completely
forgotten.

Eurion subjected him
to a swift look up and down
and demanded, “Who’s this old man?”

“Carys?” Aled went
slightly stiff. “Do you know this boy?”

Carys boxed
Eurion’s ear. “Don’t be rude
to my friends.”

“What? Because I was
rude to Enfys? But Lady! She took my shirt off that
time!”

“Aled is also my
friend,” Carys said, refraining from mentioning that she had also
taken off Eurion’s shirt. Unlike Enfys, Aled would probably become
pained, and Carys preferred not to deal with a pained Aled. She had
neither the patience nor the skills to soothe
him.

Eurion’s face looked
distinctly unimpressed. “What, him? Lady, you should have young
friends!”

“Aled is barely ten years older than I am,” Carys said. “And I don’t ask permission for
my friendships. Aled, this is Eurion. I took him out of the sea a
week or two ago.”

“You’re the puppy?” Aled said, the blankness of his tone
an indicator of how much
taken aback he was. To Carys, he said, “I thought he was
younger.”

“He’s young enough,”
Carys said, frowning. Particularly this afternoon, Eurion was very
young. “Go and play with the others at the kite stand,
Eurion.”

Eurion,
belying the brightness she’d
seen in his eyes when he caught sight of the kites, scowled and
said, “I don’t play with those things. They’re for children. I want
to see the market with you.”

“Then you’ll have to
carry my basket,” said Carys ruthlessly. None of the village boys
would be seen dead carrying their mother’s or sister’s
baskets—market day was women’s work.

“All right!” said
Eurion cheerfully. He snatched the basket from Carys’ fingers,
bereaving both her and Aled of words, and started off down toward
the market again, tugging Carys along by her
sleeve.

She was too surprised
to do anything but allow
herself to be pulled along; Aled too surprised to make more than a
faint, startled protest that was snatched away by the
wind.

“I’ll carry all your things,” Eurion said, beaming back at her. “But you have to buy me
something nice to eat.”

“We’ll see how the seaweed sells,” Carys said dampeningly.
That was nonsense, of course; her seaweed always sold. If it had
been normal seaweed it would have sold regardless,
but the seaweed gathered from selkie
shores still had the faintest trace of magic running through it.
Her crop was useful for more than those things in which seaweed was
typically useful, and it was not only in pearls that Carys took her
pay from the sea.

 


Walking the
market with Eurion was more
entertaining than Carys would have expected. He was certainly a
pretty thing, but she didn’t think she had realised how pretty he
was until she saw the way the eyes of all the younger female
stall-holders followed him as they walked. Even some of the older
women smiled appreciatively at the sight of him, and Eurion,
evidently enchanted with the attention he was receiving, smiled
back at all and sundry.

A little peacock, thought Carys,
smiling to herself.

She
introduced him to the
blacksmith and the blacksmith’s very pretty daughter, took a little
longer than necessary picking over the vegetables at her usual
stall so that he could be drawn into the chatter between the young
people at the next stall, and under his sparkling, eager eyes,
agreed to bring him to the supper and dance that evening after the
markets began to wind down.

His eyes bright and
luminous, Eurion said, “Are you really going to dance,
Lady?”

“No,” Carys said. “But everyone else will be, so you
should enjoy
yourself.”

“I’d enjoy myself
more,” Eurion said persuasively, “if you danced with
me.”

Carys gave a short,
dry laugh. “You wouldn’t. I
can’t dance.”

It wasn’t so much
that she couldn’t
dance; it was that she hadn’t danced
in more than ten years, and those dances that were performed now
were not much like those she had once danced.

“I’ll teach you!”
Eurion said confidently.

“Will you?” Carys’ voice was even drier. “How will you do that when you can’t even
remember if you can dance?”

But after
Aled had paid her stall his usual
visit to offer her food beneath Eurion’s scowling gaze, after the
rag peddler passed her with an apologetic shrug, after the seaweed
was sold, Eurion pranced at her side all the way to the supper
hall, confident both in his ability to dance and to make Carys
dance also.

Carys remained
obdurate, settling herself on
one of the benches closest to the door, and since Eurion was
quickly drawn away by a small crowd mostly consisting of young
ladies, she was soon left in peace.

That
peace was ruined a little
later by the arrival of Aled, who brought with him a plate of food
from the supper table to share and didn’t seem inclined to get up
when Carys didn’t choose to avail herself of any of that
food.

Instead, he broke the
silence once in a while with
a remark on the lightness of the evening, or the busyness of the
market earlier, or even a question of how she was enjoying the
music.

It irritated Carys
because she knew it wasn’t
what he really wanted to say; nor would he come to the point for
quite some time yet. Her irritation led to her to answer each
attempt with merely a nod or a single syllable, and they had lapsed
into silence long before Eurion returned, flushed and happy, with a
plate of food.

“I
got you some things, Lady!”
he said. “But I didn’t know what you liked, so I got you
lots.”

“Carys is provided
for,” Aled said, eyeing him with dislike. “Share them with your
partner.”

“Did you fetch a plate for me?” asked Miss Allen, one of the young ladies Carys had
pushed Eurion toward earlier. She caught Eurion’s arm and sparkled
up at him. “How lovely! You got all the things I love
best!”

“Lady,” began Eurion,
very solemnly, but Carys didn’t let him finish.

“I don’t need
anything to eat,” she said. She had not eaten any of Aled’s food,
and she would not eat from Eurion’s plate, either. In fact, she
still had a paper-wrapped sweet Aled had pushed into her hand
earlier, and when she next passed the supper table, she would leave
it there with the other leftovers.

Eurion’s eyes fell on
that sweet, and she saw them
darken, his expression as close to sullen as she had yet seen
it.

“Do
let’s dance, Eurion,” said Miss Allen. “Don’t bother Carys—she and
Aled can talk for
hours. They don’t want us here.”

And Eurion, his eyes
still reproachful, allowed himself to be led away by that small, white hand on his
sleeve.

Carys saw him dancing
with Miss Allen later, and smiled faintly. He was very determinedly
cheerful, and Miss Allen
certainly sparkled with mirth as they went through the figures of a
country waltz, but Carys caught those golden-brown eyes looking in
her direction more than once and turned her own eyes away from the
dance floor.

It wouldn’t take long
for the youth and beauty of a
Miss Allen to teach the young Eurion that there were nicer things
to be had than the dried dourness of a Carys, no matter how angelic
he declared her to be.

He appeared to
be so much more genuinely
cheerful later when the younger people decided to take a walk on
the cliffs, that Carys felt herself safe to follow them at a slower
walk with Aled. It was pleasant to escape the noise and confinement
of the dance floor, with its mingled smells of greasy food and
sweaty dancers, and Carys had found herself tired of it long before
she was able to escape it.

To her relief,
Aled seemed content to walk
in silence, and they covered the distance from the village to the
cliffside in a pleasant, companionable quietness. It wasn’t until
she found they had lagged quite some distance behind the others
that she had any inkling he was about to bring up what he hadn’t
been able to bring up in the dancing hall.

She would have
forestalled it if she could—perhaps tried to walk on
again with the murmured
excuse of finding where the youngers ones had gotten to, but Aled
had already stopped and turned a little toward her.

“That boy,”
he said; and his tongue tripped over the word boy, as if he would have used another
word but hadn’t quite been able to. “That boy—you said you took him
from the sea?”

“The sea or
the selkies; I’m not sure which,” Carys agreed. Aled was frowning,
which worried her a little. Frowning Aled was inclined to be very
earnest and hard to persuade from his earnestness.

“He’s
not—he’s not living with you, is he?”

“He is,” said
Carys, sighing faintly. “He’s a boy, Aled. Let’s not be tiresome;
let’s. I feed him and let him sleep in front of the
fire.”

“He’s not
that much of a boy!” Aled protested. “Carys, it’s not
safe!”

“He has a
memory I need to get if he can only remember it,” Carys told him.
“When he gets that back, he can go back to wherever it was he came
from. But until then, he stays where he is.”

“Can’t he go
to Enfys until he remembers? Why should you look after
him?”

“It’s an
important memory,” Carys said quietly. Her hand was already in her
pocket, the heavy gold of the ring leaving indents in her skin from
the constant turning. She began to draw her hand out to show the
ring to him—Aled would recognise it as easily as she had done—but
there was a scattering of sand above them.

Carys looked up sharply, and
saw Eurion descending the grassy, sandy bluff, barefoot. His shoes
hung around his neck by their laces and bounced as he
approached.

He beamed at Carys and said, “I
saved you something, Lady! I don’t think you like very sweet
things, so I got you a bitter-sweet thing—the others are taking
them off the trees.”

“I don’t need
any things to eat,” Carys said hastily. She never accepted things
from Aled, and she saw no reason why she should accept them from
Eurion. “I’ll eat later.”

“But Lady, it
leaves just a
little taste of sweetness on your lips after. Like salt after
practising in the sea air in front of the cottage.”

“Where is
Miss Allen? I thought you were all walking along the
cliffs?”

There it was again; a shade of
sulkiness—or perhaps reproach—to his eyes. “You didn’t come, so I
thought I’d come back and see where you’d got to.”

“Carys
doesn’t care to walk along the cliffs,” Aled said, breaking his
arm-folded silence. “Don’t tease her to go.”

Eurion’s golden-brown eyes
turned from Aled to Carys, curious. “Don’t you, Lady? Why not?”

Aled shifted his weight,
irritating Carys by brushing against her sleeve. “It’s a private
matter.”

Eurion scowled. “Why do you
know it, then, old man?”

“What did I
tell you about being rude to my friends?” Carys
demanded.

“Sorry,
Lady,” Eurion said, without according the same politeness to Aled.
“But if you don’t want to go to the cliffs, let’s go somewhere
else. They said there was a good view of the ocean, so I thought
you’d like it. You always watch the sea when we’re at
home.”

“We’re
content here,” said Aled. “Go back and enjoy the cliffs—look, your
lady friend has come to see where you went.”

“She knows
where I went,” Eurion said, in surprise.

However, the girl at present
waving at them from the rise, called, “There you are! We thought
you must have fallen over!”

“I told her
where I was going!” protested Eurion. “I said I was coming to fetch
you.”

“I think Miss
Allen doesn’t care for the competition,” Aled said, smiling
faintly.

Carys gave a small sniff of
laughter, and tilted her chin toward Miss Allen. “Look there! What
competition?”

Miss Allen was fit to rival
Eurion in beauty; as golden haired as Eurion in his dyed splendour,
she was fair-skinned in contrast to his dusky tones, and they were
both the same kind of slender, glowing youths who drew eyes
wherever they went. She could have been the sun above the horizon,
standing at the top of the bluff.

“There is no
competition,” said Aled, but he didn’t look toward Miss Allen; only
at Carys, and then the sudden glow of flame back against the
village. “They’ve started the bonfire, Carys. Shall we go
back?”

When they reached the village
once again, in a tangled, noisy group of young and old, Carys
escaped to tuck herself away again in a cool, shadowy spot beneath
a tree, nearby the bonfire. She was tired of noise, and people, and
Aled. She would be tired for tomorrow’s work, too, but perhaps
Eurion would sleep in a little and she could leave the cottage
without the necessity of a cup of tea, or his bright eyes watching
her.

She saw Aled
looking around for her, and,
failing to sight her, leave the fire-lit area again. There was one
less nuisance to worry about until Eurion was ready to
leave.

Unfortunately, Eurion
was either sharper-eyed than Aled, or less inclined to give
up. She saw his lithe young
figure slipping through the groups around the bonfire, and had just
congratulated herself on finding the perfect seat when two familiar
arms wrapped themselves around her shoulders and a voice said
exuberantly in her ear, “There you are, Lady!”

Carys
reached back and pinched his
ear between her fingers, yanking him away from her.

“Ow, ow, ow!” Eurion
said, perfectly cheerfully; but he let go of her anyway. “Why are
you hiding, Lady?”

“I’m not hiding,”
Carys said, not quite truthfully.

Eurion gave a
gleeful chuckle. “Yes, you
are!” he said. “Are you hiding from that old man?”

“He’s not an old man!” said Carys exasperatedly, because she
had no intention of
discussing with Eurion whether or not she had been hiding from
Aled. “What do you want, Eurion?”

“I
brought you something,” he
said, for the third time that day. There was an impish look to his
eyes that suggested he was aware of that, and that he was, in some
odd way of his own, teasing her.

“I
don’t want anything to eat,” Carys said. She wasn’t sure why she constantly had the need to
refuse food these days, but she didn’t care for
it.

“It’s not food,” Eurion said, his eyes dancing. “Close your
eyes, Lady!”

Carys sighed. Certainly Eurion was very
young; did he expect to startle her with a beetle?

“All right,” she said,
closing her eyes in the expectation of another sand otter—or
perhaps something more slimy. If Eurion got this mischief out of
his system, there might be a quiet walk home. “But I’m not inclined
to jump.”

She wouldn’t have
been surprised to have Eurion
drop a toad or a mud-hopper into her lap; nor would it have
surprised her if he had tried yet again to give her food, despite
his assurances.

He did neither. As
Carys sat in the shadows,
eyes closed, the cool night at her back and the warm fire to her
face, Eurion kissed her; light and soft and sudden.

Carys’ eyes opened at
once, startling Eurion into stepping back. He didn’t look
mischievous now; he looked apprehensive and pleased, and just a
little bit exhilarated.

“I’ve already got the cart,” he said. “So we can go home now before you get too tired.
I’ll wait for you.”

He was off through
the leaping play of shadow and flame before Carys could answer, and
in the wake of the space left by his sudden absence, she saw Enfys
close enough to reach out and
touch.

The old woman
cackled in high glee. “Very nice!”
she said approvingly. “Where do you suppose he learnt
that?”

Carys, annoyed to be
caught in such a ridiculous situation, and more at her own inaction
during such a scene, only said, “What can I do for you, Enfys?”

“Nothing at all, by
what I see!” the old woman remarked. “Very spry and well, isn’t he?
Such a pretty young thing!”

“He’s a cheeky young thing,” Carys retorted.
She was not a person to blush, but
the fire felt just a little too warm and she was glad for the cool
shadows in which she sat.

“So I see! I hear
you’re trying to find out where he’s from.”

Carys tried not to sigh. “Where did you
hear that?”

“I
hear everything!” Enfys told her, with a certain
malicious satisfaction. “You should
know that. Why the interest? Heal the body, and the mind should
follow. He’ll be able to tell you himself one day soon, no
doubt.”

“Perhaps so,” replied
Carys. She certainly hoped so.

“How did he come to wash up on your shore, if it comes to
that?” asked the old woman.
“That’s the thing I’d be trying to find out, if I were
you.”

“I’ll ask the selkies when next I’m down on the
shore,” Carys said dryly, and
stood. “I’ll take my leave of Aled now.”

“And here was I thinking you were hiding from him!” said
Enfys, cackling yet again in
what Carys found to be a singularly annoying fashion. “I’ll leave
some things with the boy, shall I?”

Carys thanked her,
but she didn’t really expect Enfys to do so; she had never
yet seen Enfys give anyone anything
for free, and Eurion had no money with which to purchase from her.
Still, she saw them together outside the circle of the bonfire when
she came back from saying her goodnight to Aled, and Enfys was
certainly putting a parcel into the cart.

Eurion
caught sight of her across the
bonfire, his expression a mix of guilt and mischief, and winked
solemnly at her, causing Enfys’ cackle to dance within the crackle
of the bonfire.

Carys
was too far away to hear properly,
but she thought she heard the old woman say, “I hope you’re a
fighter. There’s some harder work for you than you might
expect.”

As Carys drew closer,
unwilling to hear more than she needed to, Eurion said quite
cheerfully, “It’s a nice thing, learning about yourself when you’ve
forgotten everything. I’m finding out that I’m more obstinate than I thought I was. I’ll take
your advice, old woman.”
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Carys took the
handles of the cart while Eurion was
still fussing with the package from Enfys. There was no reason to
be fussing with it—it was packed, tied, and sat securely on its
base in the cart—and Carys came to the conclusion that Eurion was
trying his best to present a cool and calm exterior; or at least
not to be bashful.

He would need to put
up his best defence, thought Carys, rather grimly; because she was
certainly not going to let
him get away with tonight’s behaviour. If they were to continue to
live in the same house, it was just as well for Eurion to learn
that he couldn’t be cheeky in that manner.

And they
must continue to live in the same
house as long as Eurion had memories she needed; Carys was
determined about that. She wouldn’t risk losing those
memories.

Once she had them,
now—well, that was a
different matter entirely.

At any rate, Eurion’s
determined preoccupation made
it possible for Carys to begin her walk home as she had always
begun it, pulling her cart behind her. Eurion jumped back with an
involuntary sound of surprise, but rallied quickly to trot up
beside Carys.

“I
can take the cart,” he said. “You don’t usually stay so late, do you? That means it’s my
fault, so I should pull the cart.”

Carys
flicked a look at him and
turned her eyes to where the sea glittered at the end of the dark
path. She didn’t see why she should talk to Eurion; she had never
particularly wanted to speak with him, and now it didn’t seem
advisable.

Tonight it would be nice to be silent,
listen to the sea, and go to bed as soon as she got home.

“You were very
friendly tonight, Lady,” said Eurion, looking across at her, his
face solemn in the moonlight as he walked beside her. “I didn’t
think you had so many friends, but you talked all
night.”

Aled and Enfys,
thought Carys, with a somewhat crooked smile at the path
beneath her feet—a very great
amount of friends, indeed! Neither of them could really be called
her friends, if it came to that. In fact, she couldn’t tell which
one was furthest from the description of friend. Aled
wished to be more than a friend, but he didn’t know her very well.
Enfys was caustic and entirely unfriendlike, and she didn’t seem
even to like Carys, but she had a quickness that meant she knew
Carys very much better than Aled did.

“You’re smiling,” Eurion said, his voice accusatory.
“Lady, I think it’s unkind of
you not to smile at me if you’re going to smile at that old
man.”

Carys didn’t look at
him this time, she simply
continued on with the cart as she had every week before Eurion
arrived. When she had those memories, her life would again be as it
had been before he arrived. Or perhaps it would change forever—but
it was too soon to think about that. All she had to do was keep
putting up with Eurion until his memories came back; the results of
that, one way or another, would bring about a conclusive end to her
need for Eurion.

It was best that he didn’t get too fond
of his place in her life.

It was best
that she didn’t get too used
to having him there.

“Lady, are you not
talking to me?”

Was that speculation
in his voice? Carys tried not
to sigh. What was this dreadful boy planning now? She
didn’t reply to that question, either, because it had suddenly
struck her that she might have been wrong.

Perhaps it wasn’t
Eurion who needed to beware;
perhaps she was the one who had need of her best defence. For
Carys, silence always had been her best defence.

“It’s no good not talking to me,” Eurion said. His voice
sounded much too cheerful.
“I’ll only keep talking, anyway.”

Carys refocused on
the dark, glittering sea. There was nothing in particular that she
wanted to say to Eurion, and whether or not she
answered back, he was certain
to keep speaking. At least this way she didn’t have to take the
trouble of answering.

Next time, she would make sure to box
his ears.

Next time, she would—

Carys stopped her
thoughts in some annoyance. Next time? Where had next time come from?
There wouldn’t be a next time, because Carys wouldn’t allow
it.

“Are you thinking about boxing my ears?” asked
Eurion. In her peripheral she
could see him studying her profile, his eyes uncomfortably bright.
“Don’t you think it’s a little too late for that, Lady? If you were
going to punish me, shouldn’t you do it straight
away?”

There would be,
thought Carys, even more annoyed, no dinner. No dinner, and no
breakfast, either. Eurion could think himself lucky
if she let him sleep in the house
after this.

“Don’t be cross, Lady,” he pleaded. “Even the old woman—Enfys, I mean— Oh,
well, that’s not important, anyway. Next time, you ought to dance
with me.”

Dance with him,
indeed. Eurion would not so much as set a foot in the village with her again. Let him go by
himself if he wanted to dance. There would certainly be no
dinner.

By the time they got
back to the cottage, Carys was determined that there would be no soft, warm bed for
Eurion, either. If he had tried to be silent and contrite, she
might have forgiven him and let him sleep in front of the fire; but
he was so cheerful and unsquashed that she began to feel more than
slightly annoyed.

Apart from a mild,
infrequent irritation at Enfys, Carys wasn’t used to feeling annoyed. She was used to
feeling—well, she was used to a lack of feeling: a continuous kind
of coldness that had no up or down to it. She wasn’t quite sure
what to do with this particular emotion.

She was still
thinking about that when they arrived back at the cottage. Going
ahead of Carys, Eurion opened the door and stepped through with the
pleased crow of, “Home, Lady!
Aren’t you glad!”

Leaving the
cart, Carys seized him by the
ear and dragged him back out of the house. Then, in spite of his
aggrieved protests, she shut and barred the door, leaving him
outside.

“Oh, but Lady!” he
said reproachfully, from behind the panels. “I was just lately
sick! I’ll be sick again if you make me sleep out
here!”

She ignored that and ducked behind her
curtain to change. The sooner she went to bed, the more comfortably
tomorrow’s gathering would pass.

Eurion’s
voice said, “Lady, I’m so
hungry!”

His piteous face was
pressed up against the kitchen window when she came out from behind her curtain.

“Lady, you can’t be
so cruel to me! Not after caring for me so well!”

Carys bundled
up a blanket that had at one
stage in her life been a picnic blanket, opened the window, and
tossed it out at him. Then she shut the window again before Eurion
could bring his sad face too close to it again.

He would have to
learn that there were consequences for his
actions.

She went to bed
straight away, turning her
back to the window even though the window was mirrored with
firelight from the bed, but Eurion didn’t give up so easily. From
the window, then the door again, he cajoled, pleaded, and coaxed
until Carys was minded to toss the washing water at him through the
window as well.

She went to sleep
with the sound of his voice still murmuring sleepily at the door, and slept badly.
There was little enough time for sleeping after such a late night,
and perhaps that made it harder. Perhaps it was the wind wailing
around the corners of the roof, sounding like a lost dog whining.
Perhaps it was the heat from the fire, far too warm for the
night.

Whatever the reason,
Carys woke before she needed to do so, a slight headache behind her ears. The fire was smoking a
little, which would account for the headache. Carys stirred it to
let in a little more air and the smoking wood caught properly,
banishing the smoke. It was still too hot in the cottage, but she
hadn’t cared to leave the window open in case Eurion tried to climb
through it.

It was a weary,
tiring thing to pull her overdress back over her slip, and
when she opened the front
door she did it slowly.

No Eurion fell into
the cottage, which surprised Carys; she had fallen asleep at first to the sound of his voice
behind the door. But as she shut the door behind her, Eurion’s
rumpled head poked up from behind a mound of sand, one eye
squinting itself in an attempt to open, his mouth ajar.

“Lady? Is that
you?”

“Who else would it be?” Carys said shortly. “Up. Inside.”

There was a
scattering of sand and a kicking of limbs, and Eurion scrambled to
his feet, staggering slightly. Carys frowned at that, wondering if
the night had been cooler than it seemed to her, but Eurion said,
yawning, “I’m not dizzy, Lady. Just still asleep. Aren’t you leaving too
soon?”

“I was awake,” Cary
said. “Go inside. There’s speckled bread if you’re hungry later.
You can make your own tea if you want it.”

Eurion’s smile
beamed out, as bright as morning
sunshine, trailing the blanket from his shoulders. “Have you
forgiven me, then, Lady?”

“If you ever try
anything like that again, I’ll make you sleep outside for a week,”
Carys told him crisply. “And I’ll box your ears, to
boot.”

Eurion ducked his
head. “All right, Lady. I’ll
remember.”

That was all
very well, thought Carys a little
later, as she pulled her handcart behind her toward the beach, but
she would have preferred to hear from him an unequivocal agreement
that he wouldn’t do it again. Still, it wasn’t likely he would want
to spend a week outside, no matter how angelically she figured in
his imagination, and so long as she was careful to promote more
meetings between him and the lovely Miss Allen, there shouldn’t be
too much danger.

He would probably be
kissing Miss Allen before
many more days were gone.

Carys stopped
on the sandy side of the rocky
shoreline, and massaged her temples. If only her head didn’t ache
so much. It had been at least a half score of years since she’d
spent such a late night as last night had been—or, for that matter,
done anything but keep to her own, self-imposed
schedule.

Perhaps she was getting old.

She left her cart,
stepping lightly from the grass and onto the rocks, and it
seemed that there was
movement down near the water ahead of her. It couldn’t be selkie
activity this early, and Carys was fairly certain her swiftly
growing headache wasn’t tricking her eyes.

She closed her eyes
briefly and opened them
again, and this time it was easier to see.

There was someone on
the rocky beach, sable against the diamond dark of the sea; a sword naked in his hand
and his booted feet stepping surely across the treacherous
surface.

Carys
drew closer, her feet soundless
against the plashing of the waves on the rocks, and asked crisply,
“What are you doing down here?”

He turned swiftly,
but his sword didn’t rise; either he only expected danger from males, or from those that
weren’t human. This man, then, likely knew what dangers attended
the seashore here.

“Are you the keeper of the beach?” he asked.

She couldn’t
see his face properly, and it
bothered her. With the golden blush of colour that was creeping
across the sea, she should be able at least to see his features in
relief and form some idea of what he looked like, but she couldn’t.
Was he using magic to obscure his face?

“I
am,” she said shortly. “Put
up your sword; there’s no danger until later.”

“So
I was told,” he said. He didn’t put up his sword. “I’ve some questions for you,
Lady.”

“Do
you?” said Carys. She didn’t
acknowledge the sword as she passed him but she felt the cold chill
of it against the arm that passed closest to it, though it never
touched her. “I don’t speak with strangers on the
beach.”

“I’d heard otherwise,” he said, and Carys was almost certain
she could see the edges of a curious smile on his lips.

“If I do, I certainly
do not converse with those holding swords,” she told him,
continuing down the beach to the first of her pools.

She heard his
footsteps behind her; felt
again the coldness of danger, and fought to keep herself from
turning around. A few weeks ago she would have kept going without
heeding the cold—perhaps she wouldn’t even have felt it. But these
days she had a reason to stay alive that went beyond the villagers
who depended upon her to keep the shoreline clean.

There was the
rough grate of sword returning to
scabbard, and Carys saw him in her peripheral, his face now as easy
to see as the rest of him, everything carefully harmless and
visible. Even his hands were away from his sides so that she could
see he held nothing else.

They had something in
common, then, Carys thought, smiling faintly as she dipped in her
hook to fetch the seaweed that was boiling in the middle of the pool. She was biding her
time until she got her information from Eurion; this man was biding
his because he needed information from her.

What exactly was it
that a man on the seashore needed? Especially one who was aware of the dangers and came
anyway. What else could he want, in fact, but something that had
washed up on the shore?

Very wary now, Carys
continued to clear out the
seaweed, and left it to him to begin the conversation
again.

“Do you always come
to the seashore at this time?” he asked.

“I
come to the seashore every morning,” she said, without answering the question precisely. There
was no need for him to know exactly when she came here. “I’ve not
seen you here before.”

“No,” he said, and hesitated. “I’m travelling. Perhaps you’ve heard about the Eppan
shipwreck?”

“I heard something of
it.”

“There were some family goods lost in the
shipwreck, and I was told
things often wash up here.”

“If
it’s a claim you’re wanting to make, you’d best see Aled at the
post office,” Carys told him. “Anything I pick up on these shores
is mine by right, but if the item is described and hasn’t been sold
I usually give it
back.”

“I’ll know it when I
see it.”

“I
see,” said Carys. She was
familiar with the kind of ruse that saw treasure hunters attempting
to take the spoils of the beach from her, but this man didn’t seem
like the type to loot and spoil—at least not in that fashion. “And
what might your name be?”

A pause. He seemed to
be genuinely taken aback, though Carys wasn’t entirely sure
why—or how she knew he was
taken aback when she couldn’t see his face.

She thought he might
refuse to tell her, but after another moment’s thought, he said, “Steele. You can call me
Steele.”

Carys gave him a nod
that was close to a short bow of greeting, and said, “Carys. I don’t think I can help
you, Steele. Not unless you can describe what you’re looking for.
What family do these things belong to?”

“An Eppan family from
the shipwreck I mentioned.”

“I see,” Carys said.
She gathered the mass of seaweed she’d plucked from the pool and
moved it away from the water, making the first of many
piles.

Steele followed her
as she moved to the next pool, his steps light and easy. “Perhaps bodies washed up
after the storm? My employers lost a family member, and I’ve been
tasked with finding them as well as any personal
effects.”

Carys
shook her head. “No bodies. Maybe
over the next few days.”

“I
see,” he said, and Carys
wasn’t sure whether or not he believed her. “Perhaps I’ll come and
check from time to time.”

“You shouldn’t spend too much time on the seashore,”
Carys told him. “Not here. The sandy
beach is safer.”

“I’ll remember that,” Steele said, but the slightly dry tone to his voice made her think
she’d judged correctly; he did know about the
selkies.

In that case, he was
almost certainly Sunderman,
whether or not he hid his features. And why, wondered Carys, moving
on to the next pool, was a Sunderland man looking for the drowned
bodies and effects of Eppan nobles? More importantly, was he
looking for Eurion?

Hopefully it
wouldn’t occur to the man to
come by her cottage; she would prefer that he didn’t see Eurion. If
it really was Eurion he was looking for, she wanted more time to
think over whether Eurion’s memory would benefit from the jogging a
familiar face might give him. She didn’t trust Steele—didn’t trust
anyone whose face she couldn’t see—and the thought of him catching
sight of Eurion made her uncomfortable.

Fortunately, her
cottage was far enough away from the rocky shore not
to be easily seen by a curious
person, but the trail was well worn enough that he could follow her
there if it occurred to him.

It was perhaps best
if Steele thought she was
trying to be helpful, for now. Perhaps she should be trying
to be helpful, if it came to that, but Carys couldn’t bring herself
to trust as much. Much to her relief, Steele wandered away as she
worked, scanning the rocky shore for any sign of his ostensible
plunder. By the time she had finished, he was so far down the shore
that she could only just see his figure.

Carys
hastily packed up her seaweed
with the sound of selkie chatter in her ears. She had been so
distracted by Steele that she had taken far longer with this
morning’s work than she thought she had.

When she
rounded the sandy bluffs that hid
the rocky shore from view, Eurion was waiting for her, walking back
and forth between them. Accusingly, he said, “You’re
so late, Lady! I was worried!”

“There’s food in the cottage,” Carys said, without
pausing her stride. If it
came to that, she had been a little worried herself; and now that
Eurion was out in the open, she was more worried. “Why did you come
out?”

“I
was worried, not hungry,” said Eurion, with unwonted
emphasis. “And I thought I heard voices.”

Exactly how long had
he been waiting there? Carys flicked him a quick, sharp look, and
said, “I was speaking with
someone on the rocky shore.”

“Why is someone else
allowed there when I’m not?”

“I can’t stop people
from coming to the beach,” Carys told him, her voice lower. She
walked a little faster, too. She knew it was ridiculous to think
that Steele could see Eurion from so far away, but she still felt
an uncomfortable sense of urgency to be back at the cottage, Eurion
safe and hidden again from that obscured face.

“What about
me?”

“I can stop you,”
said Carys, though she wasn’t entirely sure about that
anymore.

Eurion seemed to sigh faintly.
“Yes.”

“Don’t come this close to the shore again.”

“Who was the someone?
Was it that old man again?”

“Don’t scowl at me. It
wasn’t Aled.”

“You look cold, Lady.”

Carys
was cold, which was odd. She didn’t usually feel the coolness
of the days except as a normal, familiar constant—as life, in fact.
She threw a troubled look over her shoulder at the rocky beach, but
there was still no sign of the stranger Steele.

Eurion’s eyes were on
her when she turned back to
the path ahead, his mouth open to ask another question, and Carys
braced herself for a series of uncomfortably piercing questions
about what had happened on the rocky shore that morning, and why
she was looking so troubled.

Instead,
Eurion said, “I’ve been
meaning to ask you, Lady. What are you hoping to get from my
memories? Only I was thinking, if you told me a bit about what you
need to know, maybe it would make me remember.”

“Enfys said not to force the memories,” Carys
said, catching herself up in
time. Relieved not to have to answer questions about Steele and the
seashore, she had almost begun to tell him what he wanted to know
without thinking about it.

“Does it have to do with that ring?” asked Eurion, passing by her remark with a sublime
disregard. “Maybe if I could see it again—”

“No.”

“Well, but Lady, it
was stuck in my
head, and doesn’t that mean
that—”

“No,” said Carys,
amused in spite of herself. “It was stuck in the back of your head.
I doubt you saw it before you hit it.”

Eurion made a small,
inarticulate mumble that
Carys took as a belated complaint that if it was so, why had she
nearly killed him?

“About that,” she said, the amusement fading. “I apologise.”

Eurion seemed to
struggle between two
differing remarks. At last, he smiled sunnily at her and said,
“Aren’t you glad you didn’t kill me? I’m much more fun
alive.”

She couldn’t help
the small hiss of laughter
that escaped her. “I find myself regretting it every now and
then.”

Eurion gave a
delighted chuckle and
launched himself at her sideways, wrapping his arms around her.
“Lady, you made a joke!”

“What joke?”
countered Carys, but she only shrugged his arms away without trying
to box his ears. “Don’t jostle the cart while I’m pulling
it.”

“You should let me pull it, Lady. I should be some use.”

“Don’t kick sand in my skirts.”

“Yes, Lady,” said
Eurion dutifully, but his brown eyes glowed at her beneath his
fringe of golden hair, and he was still smiling; a small, warm
curve of the lips. “Did you find anything else on the shore this
morning?”

“A few coins,” she
said. “A piece of cloth or two. They’re in the cart if you want to
look at them.”

“Oh,” he
said.

Carys found herself
once again battling amusement. “You expecting something else?”

“No—oo,” said Eurion
slowly, “but I thought you might have found some knives. I seem to
know how to use that sword, and I wanted to see if I knew how to
throw knives. I thought it might be fun.”

“I’ll be sure to bring home any knives I find,” Carys told
him, stopping her cart beside
the cottage.

Eurion
hefted down the first bundle without
waiting for the cart to settle, and set it in place beside the
cottage. Carys would have told him to go back into the cottage and
leave her to her work, but he had put it in exactly the right
place. There was no sense in making a fuss if he was going to do a
good job of it, so she went on with the unloading
herself.

They
worked in silence for some
time until the cart was nearly empty, then Carys left Eurion to
finish the load and went in to put on the kettle. There was a
coldness lingering that made her want a cup of tea to finish out
her day, but she didn’t really feel warmer until Eurion was back
inside, and the door closed against the sea breeze.

 


The man Steele was
still working his way along the shore the next day; Carys saw him
in the distance as she cleared seaweed, and he must have seen her,
too, because he raised a hand
in her direction an hour or so before the selkies were due to
arrive. Carys didn’t respond, and when she looked in his direction
again, he was gone.

His presence left a
stiff coldness around her shoulders that was hard to shake, and
when Carys returned to the
cottage, hoping for the warmth of her fire, she found instead Miss
Allen, sitting outside with Eurion in the afternoon
sunlight.

Miss Allen gave a
token bow as Carys drew her
handcart close by the cottage, but Eurion would have leaped to his
feet as usual if it wasn’t for Miss Allen’s brightly painted
fingers gripping his arm. He said, “Lady! Miss Allen came to see
you!”

Carys
doubted that, but she
acknowledged Miss Allen’s bow and said briefly, “I’ll make
tea.”

The hem of her
overdress was wet to well above her knee, and she had been gathering sand as she
went. She felt gritty and irritated, and not at all willing to
amuse company.

“Shall I help you?
I’ll help you!” said Miss Allen, without budging from her seat by
an inch.

“There’s no need,” Carys said, wondering if she had ever been so obviously young as
Miss Allen seemed.

“I’ll help,” Eurion
said, but Miss Allen’s fingers tightened.

“There’s no need,” said Carys again, but she did have the
momentary, ill-natured urge to agree, if only to see how
Eurion would have extricated
himself from Miss Allen. She entered the cottage alone, and as she
closed the door behind her she heard Miss Allen’s voice say
carryingly, “Carys looks so tired lately! I suppose it’s no
surprise, if she faces the elements every day; I
do think she’s brave! It’s no wonder she looks worn, what with
the sea breeze and the constant danger.”

“What danger?” asked
Eurion sharply.

“Miss Allen,” said
Carys, opening the window. “Perhaps you can help me with the goods
you brought along.”

“It’s the baking I did
this morning!” said Miss Allen, springing hastily to her feet. “It
should be nice and fresh.”

It had probably,
thought Carys, retreating
back inside and plucking the cover from the well-laden basket, not
been Miss Allen’s intention to draw attention to Carys’ bravery
when she spoke.

“Come in with us, Eurion,” said the girl coaxingly. “You should try my speckled bread!
Just fresh this morning. And there are scones, and a pot of jam. I
thought you might like to have some sweet things, living with
Carys.”

Carys grinned
briefly, and put the lid on the kettle. She banished the grin
before the children could come in and see it on
her: Miss Allen would
misunderstand and be affronted, and Eurion would be annoyingly
curious.

Miss Allen came
through first, bright eyes
catching the light of the fire. Behind her came Eurion, a frown
between his brows.

“You said I shouldn’t go on the shore,” he said. “If it’s
dangerous, you shouldn’t go,
either.”

“It
would be more dangerous should I not go,” Carys said
dryly. “Don’t chatter, Eurion. Take
out the teacups—not
the blue ones. The
others.”

“I’ll do it,” Miss
Allen said. “You should sit down, Eurion.”

Eurion’s eyes went
to Carys’, a question in the
tilt of his head, and she gave him a small nod. He sat down,
leaving Carys to say with a little more sharpness to Miss Allen,
who was reaching for the blue cups, “Not the blue ones, Miss
Allen.”

“What a shame! The blue ones are much prettier.”

“The brown ones at the front of the cupboard,” Carys
said. “There should be enough
washed.”

“Enfys says you were very fond of blue once upon a time,”
Miss Allen remarked, without either moving away from the cupboard
or taking out the brown
teacups. “That’s when you were married, wasn’t
it?”

Carys seemed to feel
the swell of the sea around
her, dark and confusing, and flattened the hand that had been
around the teapot handle against the benchtop instead.

From behind her,
Eurion said, his voice startled, “Married? You were married? You
didn’t tell me, Lady!”

“I don’t discuss it
with every person who wanders through my life,” Carys said,
fighting to see again in the cold blue of the sea that seemed to
dance around her. If she hadn’t already been breathing, she would
have been afraid she was going to suffocate.

“I
don’t think you’ve discussed
it with anyone,” Miss Allen said, with a thoughtful moue of her
lips. “Even Enfys doesn’t seem to know much about it, and she
knows everything.
My mother says it’s like that when a
woman’s husband leaves her: she doesn’t like to talk about
it.”

“I’ll get the teacups
if you’re not going to get them,” said Eurion abruptly, surprising
both Carys and Miss Allen. He ducked around Miss Allen to fetch the
cups, and said to Carys, “The kettle is boiling. You haven’t put
tea in the pot, Lady. You should have told me you were tired; I
know how to make the tea these days.”

Miss Allen sat
down in Carys’ usual chair,
slightly pink around the cheekbones, and watched Carys spoon tea
into the pot. She accepted a cup of tea in much the same subdued
manner, but by the time it was empty she was bright and animated
again.

She didn’t show any
signs of perturbation, in
fact, until she was on the point of leaving some hours later. Then,
rather anxiously, she said, “It’s quite dark out, isn’t it? I
shouldn’t have stayed so long! Will it be dark along the path, do
you think?”

“Eurion, walk Miss
Allen to the base of the cliffs,” Carys said. She was weary of Miss
Allen, weary of the movement of the sea around her, weary of life
itself with its ebb and flow. “Further, if you want.”

Eurion hesitated for
the briefest of moments, causing Miss Allen’s pretty mouth to fall
a little, then opened the door for her. “I’ll be back soon, Lady,” he said over his
shoulder as he followed Miss Allen.

“There’s no need to hurry,” said Carys, and
it sounded as though her voice was
very far away. The roar of water was back again, swirling around
her as it drowned out sound and sight and life, her skirt damply
tangling between her legs. She felt the grit of
sand.

“I’ll be back soon,” said Eurion again.

The door closed
behind him and Carys was left to the rocking, disorienting
cold of the sea.

She forced herself to
wash and remove her overdress, and changed the trews that were
crusted with sand, but when she was dry and clean the world still
seemed to shift around
her.

Carys
sat down abruptly on her chair and
clutched the sides of the seat with both hands. It had been a long
time since she’d felt this kind of overwhelming reaction, but she
still remembered how it felt. Around her was the reality of the
cottage kitchen, warm with firelight that reflected against the
glass of the window, but more real still was the push and pull of
the sea that had come so swiftly and suddenly to her memory,
overwhelming and suffocating.

She was
staring through the window with
unseeing eyes when Eurion came back.

“You saw Miss Allen safely back?” she asked, and was
happy to hear that her voice sounded
just as it had always done; cool, distant, and
steady.

“Her brother came to meet us,” said Eurion. “I wouldn’t have
been gone for so long, but
Miss Allen was worried that she’d offended you, and she kept
apologising. She spoke without thinking and she wanted to make sure
you knew she was sorry.”

Carys
smiled faintly at the whisper
of her reflection in the window. Miss Allen, she suspected, had
been more concerned that Eurion knew she was sorry.

The reflection
of Eurion’s eyes rested on
her for a moment, but to her relief they didn’t stay there for
long. Having looked, he crossed behind her to the fire, and Carys
soon heard the splashing of water as he washed at the
washstand.

She felt that she
should go to bed, but she
didn’t have the energy to do anything except sit as she was, frozen
to her chair.

Carys was still
sitting there when two warm
arms wrapped themselves around her shoulders, and Eurion’s chin dug
into her neck.

“You’re so cold, Lady,” he said, trailing wet hair against her
cheek.

Carys
found she didn’t have the will to
shrug him away; she let him stay there, warm and weighty, until she
didn’t feel so cold. Then she gently pulled his arms apart and went
to bed, the sea banished for another day. It was never truly gone,
but like the selkies, she had respite from it for a
time.

She could still hear
Eurion at the table when she
closed her eyes; heard the scrape of the chair as he sat down in
it, and the occasional soft movement as he shifted. When she went
to sleep, finally warm again, he was still there.
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Carys dressed
behind her makeshift screen, aware
of Eurion’s wakefulness despite the early morning, and emerged to
find him gazing at her with his chin perched on his folded arms. He
lay on his stomach, and she didn’t think he should be doing that so
soon with his stitches still in.

“Mind your stitches,” she said briefly in passing.
“I’ll take the ones in your forehead
out soon, but try not to burst the ones in your
shoulder.”

Eurion rolled over
onto his back, beaming at her. “Didn’t I say you’re an angel,
Lady?”

“If
Miss Allen comes again today, you can give her a cup of tea even if I’m not
there.”

“Why would she come
again today?” protested Eurion, sitting up. “She came
yesterday.”

“Give her something
to eat, as well,” Carys said, and closed the door behind
her.

She
would be very surprised if Miss
Allen didn’t show up again today. Miss Allen was a determined young
thing; and if she wasn’t kind, at least she had the sense to know
when she hadn’t been kind.

Carys
would have said that she also
seemed more concerned about how her lack of kindness affected her
standing in Eurion’s eyes than the fact she had been unkind, but
she didn’t like to be so ill-natured. She let the thought flutter
away in the briny breeze that swept through her hair, and set
herself to the day’s work. It was a pleasant morning, and she felt
that she walked with more lightness than usual—with more lightness
than she would have expected after yesterday. Somehow she still
felt warm this morning.

Carys smiled
faintly. Perhaps Eurion
really was a sun, after all.

 


Toward
noon, another stranger came
to the rocky shore. Carys didn’t see him until he was well out on
the rocks, standing too close to one of the rocky pools and gazing
out on the ocean. Then she caught a glimpse of him as she came back
to cast her eye over the black shoreline once more, the tails of
his suitcoat fluttering in the breeze that teased his
hair.

He was facing away
from her, toward the water, but from the set of his shoulders and the cut of his hair, it
wasn’t Steele.

Carys let out a
breath of relief, but her brow furrowed. Two visitors to the seashore wasn’t unprecedented, but
two visitors to the seashore in the same week certainly
was.

“You shouldn’t stand
there,” she called. It was far too close to the time when the
selkies would start leaping from the water, and the man was right
by one of the pools that had no rocky bottom to
it.

He turned sharply at the sound of her voice, and
it wasn’t Steele, just as she’d thought. An Eppan man, his face
composed and watchful, he was very beautiful. Diamond earrings
glittered in each of his ears, and the grey of his well-cut suit
seemed to blend with the early grey of the sea itself.

He asked a question
in Eppan, his eyes
sharpening.

“I
don’t speak Eppan,” Carys
said. If need be, she would have to lead him off by the hand. She
disliked trying to watch over people who couldn’t speak either
Sunderman or the almost identical Scandian; they invariably
misunderstood when she tried to tell them of their danger, and she
had often had to save them from the consequences of their own
folly.

“Really?” he asked, his voice rounded with the Eppan accent.
There was a slight,
considering frown between his brows. “Ah—It is dangerous to stay
here?”

“Very,” Carys said,
without mincing matters.

The gentleman in grey
spoke to himself in Eppan briefly, as if to consider how to speak
the words in Sunderman, then said, “You walk often on this shore, I think.”

“Yes,” said
Carys.

“Perhaps something has
landed here recently?”

Carys regarded
him wordlessly, scooping up a scrap
of seaweed that remained, while those brown eyes gazed on her
thoughtfully—and, she thought, a little ruefully.

“What are you looking for?” she asked at last.
“I take up anything lost that washes
ashore, but I will give some things back. Are you with the other
man?”

“No,” he said, very decidedly. “Never. I am Ma Yong Hwa.”

“My
name is Carys,” she said. “Are you looking for items from the Eppan
shipwreck?”

“Perhaps,” he said,
and there was a slight edge of frustration to his voice.

Carys
wasn’t sure if the
frustration was because his Sunderman was insufficient to the
purpose of conveying what he wished to convey, or if it was his own
lack of surety in what he was looking for that bothered Ma Yong
Hwa.

“If
you’re not certain what you’re looking for, the rocky shore isn’t the best place to walk,” she
told him.

Even as she spoke,
she heard a splash and the slap of wet selkies as they leapt from the waves, and the first
lilting sound of their voices as they saw the two figures on the
rocky shore.

Ma
Yong Hwa said something under his
breath, his eyes glowing in fascination, and turned toward the
selkies, but Carys seized his wrist and drew him away without
compunction, dragging at him when he would have tried to
resist.

“Stay with us, sister,” called a voice from her left, soft
and crooning. “Play with
us!”

She only
had one hand free, and not
enough seaweed to block her ears even if she could have done it.
Carys gripped Yong Hwa’s wrist and broke into a run, focusing her
mind on the sound of surf and wind; and, keeping pace by her side,
he began to sing.

As they ran, his
voice lifted the sparkling sand from the dark crags of the rocks in a golden cloud and
silenced the selkies into rapt enchantment. Perhaps it even
shortened the distance to the safety of the sand and grass. At any
rate, they tumbled into soft grass so suddenly that Carys nearly
lost her footing, and only Yong Hwa’s quick half-turn to catch her
shoulder with his free hand saved her from going head over heels in
a scurry of sand and grass blades.

He held her for a
brief moment longer to make sure that she was steady again, then
stepped back and bowed. “Thank you.”

“I’ve the feeling I should be the one thanking you,” Carys said dryly. She
would not have still been on the seashore if it wasn’t for him, nor
would she have been running with only one hand free; but he had
done something she had never seen done before, and it had cut
through the selkies’ wiles like a hot knife through butter. “What
is it that you did?”

Ma
Yong Hwa hesitated. “I think my
words are not…sufficient,” he said. “For magic, there is great love
on this shore.”

“I
see,” said Carys. She wasn’t
quite sure she did see, but she had seen the gold of the sand as it
rose in the air, and she was certain Ma Yong Hwa was an even
stronger magic user than Eurion. “If you come to have words to
express it, come and see me again. I may be able to help you find
what you’re looking for.”

He bowed to her
again, and it struck Carys
that if she was cautious of him, he had no such reservations with
her. He was neither afraid of her nor distrustful of her. He simply
didn’t have all the words he needed to express what he wanted of
her. It made her feel that he had a knowledge of her that she
wasn’t aware of, an uncomfortable thought.

Carys
parted from Yong Hwa at the fork
that split ways between her road to the cottage and the road to the
village. He gave her a short but solemn bow and began his way up
the bluffs without any of the difficulty Carys would have expected
from someone wearing such expensive clothing.

He was an odd man,
she thought and she turned her own way homeward. He seemed to be a
gentleman, but he hadn’t
pestered her to draw her cart when she stepped decidedly between
the shafts—a kindness Carys was grateful for, refreshingly new as
it was—nor had he tried to discover what she herself was doing by
the seashore.

He was another one,
perhaps, who already knew how
the seashore worked—though, if so, why would he stand so close to
the pools, where the danger wasn’t only from the selkies? It made
her consider again, uneasily, the possibility that he knew
something more of her than most people.

Carys,
still wondering, drew her
cart swiftly homeward. She heard the sound of voices above the
sandy tumble of the handcart wheels before she quite reached the
cottage, so she wasn’t surprised to see Miss Allen’s hat hanging by
the door, ribbons fluttering prettily in the breeze.

She was
surprised, however, to see a
familiar felt hat next to it: the peaked hat that Aled wore
whenever he travelled out of the village.

Carys breathed a sigh
toward the sandy ground and settled her cart lightly on its
supports. Aled usually
visited the cottage once a month, but she had been so busy with
Eurion that she had forgotten to expect his visit. He was a little
early, by her reckoning, but that wasn’t surprising given his
concern about Eurion.

She left the
seaweed in the cart with the almost
unconscious desire to get the tiresome part of the day done with,
and entered the cottage to find Eurion edged in the warm corner of
the kitchen while Miss Allen reached around him for the tea
canister, invitingly close.

At the sight of
Carys, Miss Allen went from
pink and beguiling to pink and annoyed.

“Lady!” said Eurion.
He darted hastily from the corner, unsettling Miss Allen’s
precarious balance and causing her to grab frantically for the
benchtop. “You’re home!”

Carys threw a look
around the cottage. “Where’s
Aled?”

“He
went out,” Eurion said,
crossing the kitchen. “Lady, we were just—”

“I’ll collect more firewood,” Carys told him, thankful for
an excuse to get away from the cottage. Miss Allen and Eurion could
do with more time together. “Look after Miss Allen while I’m gone.”

Eurion’s fingers
closed around her wrist with
surprising strength. “You can’t, Lady!” he said.

“Can I
not?”

“I mean, you don’t
need to. The old—that is, Aled is collecting firewood.”

“Why is he doing that?” asked Carys, in some exasperation.

“I
don’t know.” Eurion’s voice
grew vexed. “I told him I’d already fetched enough firewood, but he
didn’t listen to me.”

And Aled wouldn’t
have listened, Carys knew. Not to Eurion, at any rate.

“Your hands aren’t cold today, Lady,” Eurion said, tilting his head at
her.

So that’s why
her hand suddenly felt so
warm; Eurion’s fingers had slid down around it instead of her
wrist. Carys disentangled her fingers from his and said, “I’ve to
empty the handcart. Make Miss Allen some tea.”

“I’ll empty the
handcart,” Eurion said, and darted out the door before she could
protest.

Carys left it to him
and instead nodded to Miss Allen, who curtseyed rather sullenly
back. Carys didn’t blame her; she had arrived at a very unfortunate
time for Miss Allen and
Eurion, and while it was no part of hers to ruin any budding
romance of theirs, she felt the brief, upward turn of an amused
smile as she spooned tea into the pot.

Outside, she could
hear the regular, heavy thump of seaweed
bundles jolting against the side of the cottage as Eurion hefted
them into place, and came to the conclusion that he was more than
usually disturbed. Either that, or he was in more of a hurry than
last time he had unloaded the cart.

“There’s some speckled
bread from your baking yesterday,” she said to Miss Allen, checking
the kettle that still hung over the fire. Eurion must have filled
it recently; it was high to the top and on the point of boiling.
“Would you care for some?”

Miss Allen shrugged
in an elegant sort of way and said, “Thank you, I’m sure.”

Carys
smiled again, this time
humourlessly, and set out cups enough for all four of them. Aled
would know it wouldn’t be long before she returned from the
seashore, and she would like to have a cup of tea waiting for him
when he got back. A creature of habit, Aled always went home after
his tea was gone; the sooner she gave it to him, the sooner he
would be gone.

It wouldn’t be as
easy to be rid of Miss Allen, but since Carys was putting up with
her in a good cause, she tried not to feel too rueful about that. It would have been easier
to put up with Miss Allen at the market where Carys herself didn’t
have to interact with her—and there, realised Carys, as she worked
around the seated Miss Allen, was another problem.

She didn’t
know about the mysterious
Steele, but Ma Yong Hwa had certainly been climbing in the
direction of the village; it wasn’t a far stretch to think that he
would be staying there.

“Shall I help you with something?” asked Miss Allen, without
moving from her seat.

What a determined little thing she was.

“There’s no need,” Carys said. Eurion, she decided, would have to stay away from the
market coming. If she wasn’t sure about Yong Hwa, she was
definitely suspicious of Steele. Eurion’s arrival had been as
dramatic as it was suspicious, and she would prefer that neither of
them see him just yet. As little as she liked her life being
invaded by such a ruthless sunshine, she couldn’t bring herself to
put him in the kind of danger he’d so recently escaped, by exposing
him to the attention of two persons unknown who were both wandering
where they’d no business to be wandering. Miss Allen and Eurion
would have to wait until Miss Allen’s next visit to resume their
closer friendship.

Carys meted out a
teaspoon of sugar into Aled’s
cup, three into Miss Allen’s at her request, and half a teaspoon
into Eurion’s. She had begun by making Eurion’s as black as her
own, but he seemed to like the smallest bit of sweetness and now
she had made it a habit to put a little sugar in his, even if he
didn’t ask for it.

Miss Allen watched
her intently—remembering Eurion’s preferences, no doubt—and
bestirred herself to pour the milk
just as the door opened to admit Aled.

Carys
replaced the kettle on the swinging
arm and moved the whole toward the front where it would get less
heat. From the fireplace, she could already see the faint line
between Aled’s brows that meant he had seen Eurion unloading the
cart. Behind him, Eurion slipped through the door and helped
himself to bread and tea, then sat down by the fire in his usual
spot instead of at the kitchen table with Miss Allen.

Aled nodded gravely at Carys. “You’re
home.”

“As you see,” she
said.

“Putting the boy to
work?”

“As you
see.”

“You could allow me to help around the cottage if you’re feeling overcome,
Carys.”

Eurion looked away
from the fire, his brown eyes narrow, and said, “I already did it all. There’s no need for you
to take the trouble.”

“If it comes to that,
I see no reason for you to take the trouble,” Aled said
bluntly.

“That’s because she’s
my angel,” Eurion said, smiling dreamily at Carys. “Of course I
should help her.”

“Is
that my tea?” Aled asked
Carys, ignoring him.

Carys reached
across the table and took the
furthest cup to give him. “This one. You’ll find the others not
sweet enough.”

Miss Allen
laughed, bright and sudden. “I
wondered how you knew exactly how Aled likes it, but I suppose
you’ve been making tea for him these past ten years.”

“Near enough,” said
Aled, with a quiet smile in Carys’ direction. He accepted the
speckled bread she wordlessly passed him and braced himself against
the kitchen bench. He knew better than to sit in the seat across
from Miss Allen, and Carys was grateful for it.

Eurion, his soft
brown eyes watchful, went back to looking at the fire and seemed
to relax. Carys wondered if
he had expected Aled to sit at the table—and what he would have
thought appropriate to do if so.

When the last of his
tea was gone, Aled set down the cup deliberately and said, “You must be tired, Carys. I’ll take
my leave now. Miss Allen, it will be growing dark shortly—shall we
walk together before your brother becomes worried?”

“Oh! Well! It’s very kind of you,” Miss Allen said, too
startled to do anything but
begin gathering her things.

“I’ll show you where
I stacked the firewood,” Aled said to Carys, scarcely less
deliberately. “Will you come out?”

Eurion got up, too;
Carys said to him, “Help Miss Allen with all her things,” and went
outside with Aled. As much as
she didn’t care to discuss things with Aled, he wouldn’t rest easy
until she did, and she preferred to be honest with him.

Nor did Aled attempt
to point out the very obvious abundance of firewood that he had
gathered; he and Carys walked toward the sandy bluffs that led to the village without
pausing, and only when they were some distance from the cottage did
his pace slow, and then stop.

Even then, he gazed
back at the cottage in perturbed silence for some time before he
said, “That boy is stacking
your seaweed and firewood now?”

“Sometimes,” she
said.

“Carys, you don’t even
let me bring firewood.”

“I’ve not noticed that it stops you,” Carys said, with
something of a snap. “I’m
quite capable of looking after myself, Aled.”

“If
that’s the case, how can you
let the boy do it for you?”

“He
should do something. Now that he can stand up without falling over, he shouldn’t be sitting
around the house all day. It’s not good for him at his
age.”

“It’s not that he’s doing it,” Aled said, though Carys was
aware that wasn’t quite true. “It’s the way he does it,
Carys! He looks at you like—like—he worships
you!”

“I saved his life,”
Carys said; though it wasn’t so much that she’d saved Eurion’s life
as it was that she hadn’t left him to die. She didn’t usually like
to speak in such extremes, but perhaps it was the only way Aled
would understand. “To his eyes, I’m the angel that saved
him.”

“That’s exactly what I don’t like,” Aled told her, his voice
low and his eyes on the light from the cottage.
“That kind of
worshipful—”

“That’s all it is,”
Carys interrupted him. “I’m not a human to him, Aled; just an angel
who can do no wrong. He’ll come to understand his mistake after
he’s lived with me for very much longer, so leave the matter! You
can be sure I’ll not be easy on him.”

“Is
that why Miss Allen is here
so often these days?”

“Exactly so,” agreed
Carys. “They’re a well-matched pair.”

“Do you think so?”
Aled’s eyes seemed to dwell on the cottage, from which Miss Allen
was just emerging, and for the first time Carys found herself
wondering what he was thinking.

“They seem
promising,” she said.

“Go
in, then,” Aled said. He
wasn’t exactly satisfied, but he did seem to understand, and that
would have to be enough. While Carys preferred not to leave any
misunderstandings between them, she couldn’t save Aled from every
figment that occurred to him. “It’s still cold of nights. They say
it will snow tonight.”

Carys nodded, and
left him to the company of Miss Allen, stepping rather more quickly
toward the cottage than she had left it. Perhaps it was the swiftly
cooling air—perhaps it was
the relief of seeing off both visitors and the thought of a
peaceful evening to come.

She
returned to the cottage to find
Eurion sitting by the fire, his quilt curled around himself and a
hopeful look on his face. There was a rustling by the fire as she
brushed the sand from her feet, then Eurion threw himself at her
with a glad chuckle, his arms wiry and tight.

“I
missed you, Lady!” he said,
steadying the stagger he had caused.

“I’ve been with you this past hour or two,” said Carys, shaking out the folds of her
skirt with her one free hand. The other, caught between herself and
Eurion, she worked free once she had rid herself of sand, and used
to tug him away by the ear.

“You talked with Aled
for such a long time, and Miss Allen was with us,” he said,
unabashed. “Can’t we have Enfys over for company if we’re to have
company?”

“I
had no idea you were so fond of her company,” Carys said. “I’ll remember to invite Enfys to
visit when I go to market next.”

Eurion
spluttered a laugh. “I don’t know
why Miss Allen says you don’t laugh.”

“I
don’t.”

“You were laughing
just now.”

“Nonsense.”

“Not on the outside,” explained Eurion. “On the inside, where it makes your eyes
soft and warm.”

“Is
that why you were sulking by the fire earlier? You missed me?”

“I
wasn’t sulking. It’s just that I didn’t get the chance to show you what I
made.”

Eurion’s
voice was faintly reproachful, and
Carys responded to that reproach before she thought about
it.

“Aled didn’t
understand why you were unloading the seaweed from my cart. I was
explaining.”

“Why should you?”
Eurion demanded, standing up straight in his indignation. “It’s not
your concern if he’s confused. He doesn’t have a right to your
explanations.”

“No
one has a right to them,” Carys said, faintly amused.

“Lady, I know you
don’t like to see people in pain if you can help it, but don’t you
think that’s going too far?”

Carys
took the kettle from fire with
distinctly more clatter than she’d intended. “What
nonsense!”

“Why did you save me,
then?” asked Eurion, following her to the fireplace. “You don’t
like the bother, but you can’t leave people hurting.”

“You have memories I
need.”

“About that ring? Yes, but Lady, you didn’t know that when you brought me home! You
could have left me there, or taken me up to the
village.”

“Anything that washes up on the shore—”

“It’s yours,” nodded Eurion, settling back happily in his
blankets to gaze up at her.
“But I still
say that you don’t like to see
people in pain, Lady.”

Carys looked at him
coldly. “If it is so, is it
any of your concern?”

“No, but Lady! Why
should that old man have the right to know anything about
us?”

“There’s nothing about us to know,” Carys
told him, repressively. Much to her relief, the water barrel was
empty when she went to fill the kettle. She could escape into the
cool night air to the well and back again.

“Where are you going, Lady?”

“Water.”

“Look above the barrel lid,” suggested Eurion, rocking back
and forth with his arms wrapped around his knees
and a particularly beaming
smile.

Carys put the lid
back down in its proper place
and found behind it a rounded hole, from which protruded a piece of
piping like a spigot with a small patch of blue on the
top.

“What’s this?” She flicked the spigot with her finger. “Why have you made a hole in my
wall?”

“That’s the thing I was going to tell you!” Eurion’s eyes sparkled at her. “Touch the
blue bit, Lady!”

“Why should I?” Carys
asked him, but she was curious.

Under his intent
gaze, she touched one finger
lightly to the blue circle. There was a brief gurgle; then water
came pouring out in the smooth, continuous kind of flow that she
had only ever seen in the houses of the magically inclined or the
very rich.

She
touched it again, wary of running
out of the water that was suddenly so abundant, and asked in
astonishment, “How did you do that?”

“You should pat me on
the head and tell me I’m clever,” said Eurion, looking particularly
pleased with himself. “When I remember how to do it, I’ll make it
run hot, too.”

“This is
magic?”

“I
can do more than this!” he said. “But I thought you’d like this
best. It wouldn’t have taken
so long, but Miss Allen came over very early, and she
would keep interrupting me.”

Carys touched the
piping once more, gingerly, and wondered that she hadn’t seen the bit that was laid outside.
She had had that piping for a very long time, stacked behind some
of the firewood against the time when she might have the energy to
run it down to the well and the money to purchase herself a
Contraption pump with which it would work.

She filled the kettle
from the piping and left it running to fill the barrel, then hung the kettle once
again.

“You did well,” she said to Eurion, and laying one hand
briefly on his head as she passed back into the kitchen. It
wouldn’t pay to leave that water
running without an eye to it; Carys didn’t care to have a flooded
cottage.

Behind her, Eurion
said jerkily, “Lady, before,
with Miss Allen—when you came into the cottage—”

Carys saw the
reflection of her small, amused smile in the kitchen window and thought she beheld the
face of a stranger. That face she saw was not the dark, sea-lashed
face she was used to seeing reflected; it was lighter and somehow
more human than she had come to think it. The sight startled her a
little, and she said absently to Eurion, “No one will object to you
kissing Miss Allen, but you should do it outside. People
talk.”

“I wasn’t kissing
Miss Allen!”

“There’s no need to explain yourself to me,” Carys told him,
still amused. “So long as
you’re well behaved, there’s no reason for you not to walk out with
Miss Allen.”

Eurion’s voice,
sharp with indignation, said,
“I think you’re purposely misunderstanding me, Lady!”

“Am
I so?” Carys asked lightly, waiting by the water barrel.
Sometimes it was easier to speak
with Eurion if she didn’t have to look at him. There was a
directness to his gaze and an earnestness to him that was hard to
face sometimes. “Well, comfort yourself with the thought that Miss
Allen seems to like you a great deal.”

“Lady!” complained
Eurion. “It’s unfair of you to say things like that and not look at
me!”

“The barrel is
filling,” she told him. “If you want to swim, swim in the sea; I’ve
to make sure it doesn’t overflow.”

There was a brief
mutter from behind her, but when Carys at last touched the spigot to stop it again, wondering
at the ease of it, Eurion was silently hugging his knees and gazing
at the fire. That was a relief, and Carys felt herself free to
prepare their evening meal without being pinioned by his
eyes.

 


When the soup
she had prepared began to smell and
look as though it was ready, Carys swathed herself in her old
yellow shawl and sat down with Eurion in front of the fire to warm
herself. The shawl was a relic from a past owner of the cottage,
but it was still as big and warm and useful as ever.

Eurion
shuffled closer. “I feel cold,
Lady,” he said mournfully.

“There will be sleet tonight,” Carys said. “Perhaps snow
on the village. Bring in more
firewood next time you go out; I’ll keep the fire high tonight
while we sleep.”

“Yes, Lady!” he said,
and immediately got up to fetch firewood.

Carys watched
him go, frowning. Was he
unwell again? He seemed to be very eager to huddle in front of the
fire tonight.

Still, he didn’t look
sick when he came back in, just subdued, so Carys ladled a bowl of soup for him and waited to
see him wrap his hands around it before she got her own. It brought
a slight warmth of pink to his cheeks, and Carys was satisfied
enough with that to turn her attention to her own soup.

Eurion remained
thoughtful and silent as they ate, but when Carys set their
empty bowls on the
hearthside, he leaned against her just as he was accustomed to, his
back hunched to tuck his head into her shoulder. This time she felt
the coolness of his arm against hers, even through the shawl, and
frowned.

She
untucked the right side of the shawl
and wrapped it around Eurion’s shoulders; and then, when she felt
the way he shivered, instinctively tucked him closer to her with
that arm.

He didn’t object when
she put one hand up to feel his forehead, but he did murmur, “I’m
not sick, Lady. Just
cold.”

“We’ll see,” said
Carys, tucking the front edge of the shawl more securely around his
neck. “I’ll not take you to market this coming
week.”

To her surprise, that
made him tilt his head up at her with bright eyes. “Really, Lady?”

“I
thought you would be
disappointed.”

“No,” he said,
shuffling his legs closer. “You’ll come home early, won’t
you?”

“As soon as the
seaweed sells,” agreed Carys, watching the flames expand in their
warmth.

She didn’t remember
falling asleep, but Carys woke in warmth and contentment to gaze at an unfamiliar section
of fire-lit ceiling. Her shawl enveloped her, the fire bright at
her feet and her right side still more cheered with a living warmth
that snored slightly in her ear.

Carys would have
disentangled herself and gone
to bed, but the fire didn’t need tending, and her attempts to roll
Eurion away and out of the shawl resulted only in a half-awake
Eurion who mumbled nonsense at her and didn’t move at
all.

He
smiled, warm and content, and
murmured, “I’m glad you’re human, Lady. You’re warmer these
days.”

Carys settled her
head back down on Eurion’s blankets and said softly,
“I was always human,” although she
wasn’t sure it was exactly true.

“No,” mumbled Eurion. “Once, you were an
angel.”
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A scattering of snow dusted the doorstep when
Carys left the cottage the next morning, tiny frozen particles that
clung to her unfamiliar shoes and dampened the sand enough to make
that cling to her shoes, too. There was ice in the bitterly cold
wind, but Carys was already prepared for it, and she stepped into
the sleety morning without a grimace.

If she had changed
her mind and thought to take Eurion with her to the market that afternoon, there was no
chance of it now. It was far too cold for him to be wandering out
and about. For a moment, she thought about turning back and waking
him to tell him not to go out gathering firewood or any such thing,
but she had taken a great deal of care not to wake him when she got
up this morning, disentangling herself from blanket and arms alike,
and she didn’t like to wake him now.

Still, there was an
uneasiness in her mind that made her hesitate; and, having
hesitated, hasten her steps
to make up for lost time on the shore. It wasn’t likely that the
selkies would trouble themselves to be early on such a cold, grey
day, but Carys knew the dull anxiety would build in her until she
was on the shore as she ought to be, and walked a little more
quickly. The thought that either of the men she had met this past
week could be back on the shore occurred to her, too. She would
certainly have to speak with Enfys once again.

The question was,
thought Carys, stepping lightly from sand to snow-wet rocks,
whether she would need to bring along anything with which to pay
for the information she
sought. Her last offering to the old woman would normally have seen
her through several bouts of questions and other small
inconveniences, but Enfys had given them a package of food when
they were there for market, and that could have tipped the balance
again enough to make the old woman comfortable demanding another
pearl.

Her eyes already
scanning the seashore for seaweed and interlopers alike, Carys
caught sight of Steele some way away. He waved at her but she
ignored him, her eyes moving
on to check for Ma Yong Hwa. He wasn’t in sight, which both
relieved her and made her wonder. She had seen the brightness of
interest in his eyes as they ran for their lives across the
rocks—interest despite the danger they were in—and she had expected
him to return.

Steele didn’t
approach her again until she was nearly finished for the day. It was an easy day’s work along
the shore, and he must have been watching and waiting for the right
time, because he approached just as Carys was beginning to load the
handcart with her small crop. This time, his sword was already
sheathed, but he stepped silently enough across the rocks behind
her that she knew he was trying to frighten her, and that was
irritating.

She allowed him to do
all the creeping he wished to do, and contented herself with the
sour satisfaction of not startling when he slapped the side of her handcart and bid
her a hearty good morning.

Carys threw a look up at the sky. It
was about noon by her reckoning. She said, “Good afternoon.”

Steele may have
twitched slightly, but he said with the same level of
joviality, “A slow morning
for you, I see.”

“Not so slow,” Carys
said. Dealing with the selkies was bad enough; dealing with Steele
was enough to make every day a busy one. She didn’t like the
crawling feeling he gave her.

“Did you chance to find anything along the shore these past few days?” he
asked.

“Nothing more than
seaweed and a few jewels.”

His eyes fastened on
her face more quickly than a snake seizing a mouse.
“Jewels?”

“Nothing large,” she
said, storing away for later the thought that after all, it
was things and not a
person that Steele was after.
Oddly, that thought didn’t make her any less determined to keep
Eurion out of his sight, if possible. She stored that thought away
for consideration later, too, and added, “A few pearls, a ruby or
two. You’ll have to describe to me anything you expect to have
returned.”

“And you don’t promise to return all that you find,” nodded
Steele. “Indeed. That seems
fair.”

Carys was quite well
aware that it wasn’t
fair—at least from Steele’s point of
view. From her own it was perfectly just; everything that washed up
on the shore was hers by right. That previous owners of those goods
didn’t find it fair, she was quite well aware.

Good and just people,
she was also well aware, did not consider it fair. “Does it?” she
said, and went back to
loading her cart. “I can’t stay to speak with you. I’ve work to do.
If you’ve anything to say to me, speak quickly.”

“Perhaps you could
look for me if any diamonds happen to wash up on the shore,” he
said. He bowed and said, “I won’t keep you,” without waiting for
her answer.

Carys was grateful
for that. She wasn’t certain whether she would have agreed or not, and it was good that
Steele was apparently likewise unsure. Diamonds didn’t often wash
ashore; they weren’t found in Sunderman mines, and any import of
the precious stones came via the Top Edge Sea from the dry, desert
lands across the sea. Carys had seen very few of them in her life,
though she had heard they weren’t so rare in Eppa and
Scandia.

As she approached the
cottage that afternoon, the
sun came out in a weak yellow that managed to warm despite its
weakness, and Carys saw the flicker of light on metal that danced
in the general direction of her cottage.

She frowned, eyes
pinioning the source, and huffed out a reluctant
laugh. She was certainly
unsettled by Steele; the flashing of sunlight on metal was only
Eurion, practising his swordwork in front of the
cottage.

Either
he had been practising a great deal,
or he had once been a very good swordsman: his motions were fluid,
effortlessly precise, and disciplined, and if Carys was not very
much mistaken, he wasn’t so much caught up in his efforts that he
didn’t know what was happening in the world around him. He knew she
was approaching, and he was showing off for her benefit.

He
stopped his practise just as she
dropped the handles of the cart, and came to dance around her
instead, his eyes as bright as his hair in the sunshine.

“Lady, you’re
home!”

“As
you see,” Carys said dryly. “Why are you out here in your shirt?”

“I
had more on, but I got hot,”
explained Eurion, but he propped his sword casually against the
cottage to wriggle back into the coat he’d left folded on the
doorstep. “Shall I load the cart for you? I’m not
tired!”

“Why are you in such
a good mood today?” asked Carys. She didn’t say yes, but neither
did she say no to his question, and when he began to load the cart
beside her, she didn’t shoo him away, either.

“I just feel happy
today,” he said blithely. “Did you see me practise, Lady? Aren’t I
good!”

“If
you think so, I don’t see why
you should need my opinion on the matter,” Carys
said.

Eurion gurgled with
laughter. “Is it because I’m so sure of myself, Lady? But if I think so, shouldn’t I be
honest?”

Carys smiled faintly.
She hadn’t noticed Eurion being anything but honest since she’d known him—whether or not that
honesty was appreciated or sought. “Keep loading the cart,” she
said, opening the front door.

Eurion didn’t
appear to mind that she hadn’t
answered that question either; he only smiled at her and kept
hefting bales of seaweed onto the cart. He appeared shortly after
she hooked a pot over the swinging arm to begin dinner, and hung on
the back of one of her kitchen chairs to watch her as she gathered
ingredients for the same.

When a light
snow began to fall gently outside
the window again, and Carys finished chopping vegetables, Eurion,
following a silence unusual in its length, said, “Lady?”

“What is
it?”

Eurion seemed to
sigh, and said reluctantly, “If the old man offers to pull your
cart for you, you should let
him do it.”

Carys
threw him a look but didn’t
reply.

“Lady, it’s so cold
out there,” said Eurion persuasively. “And won’t you be there and
back more quickly if he pulls it for you?”

“Stir the pot every so often to stop the stew sticking to the bottom,” Carys said,
filling the teakettle from the new water spiggot. “Stay inside
tonight; it will get cold.”

In the reflection of
the room behind her, still
Eurion hung off the back of the chair, tilting the legs
up.

“Can I ask a question, Lady?”

Carys saw the
brief gleam of rueful
amusement in her eyes reflected in the window, and turned away from
it, kettle in hand. “If I said no, would it stop you?”

He appeared to ponder
this deeply. “Until I’m too
interested to remember,” he said, at last. “Then I’ll forget and
ask.”

“Then you might as
well ask now,” Carys told him, settling the kettle on the hearth.
“Speak quickly; I’ll go once I’ve fetched my shawl.”

“She said you were
married.”

Carys didn’t pause in
her movements: she had been
expecting him to bring it up. Still, even if it didn’t startle her,
she saw no reason why she should discuss the matter a great deal.
She took her shawl down from its hook, saying, “I was married when
I was younger.”

“The
ring—”

“The ring is my own
business,” Carys said sharply.

There
was a thoughtful silence from
Eurion. Then, as she wrapped her shawl about her shoulders, he
tipped his head on one side and said, “I don’t think so,
Lady.”

“Stir the pot once in a while,” she told him
again.

“Because it was in my head, and perhaps if I was to
see it again—”

“Don’t go outside
tonight. It will get colder.”

“But maybe I can
remember more if—”

“We’ll talk about
what you remember when I get back,” said Carys.

 


Aled met her near the
top of the bluffs as usual, but Carys couldn’t bring herself
to take Eurion’s advice and
allow him to help her. There was too much meaning to the acceptance
when it came to Aled.

She made an effort to
speak with him, at least, and
thought he looked cheered when he went away again. Somewhere in her
periphery she could see a flicker of bright clothing and sharpness
that was certainly Enfys loitering, and felt a little cheered
herself. If Enfys was seeking her out, then it was unlikely that
Carys would need to pay for any information—Enfys must be seeking
information herself, and thus willing to trade in the
same.

The flutter of bright
cloth and sharp eyes that was Enfys solidified beside Carys’ stall once Aled was gone, which
made a wry smile twitch into being on Carys’ face. As much as Enfys
might twit at Carys about accepting Aled’s overtures, she herself
was distinctly disinclined to put up with his society more than she
needed to.

Now, without
preamble, she said to Carys,
“There was a man asking about goods washed up on the shore. He came
and bothered me at my shop.”

Carys nodded. “Steele. He spoke to me
also.”

“That’s all well and good,” said Enfys grumpily, “but I’m
not on the shore to be seen
and talked with, and I’d like to know who it was who told him to
search me out!”

“He
knew a thought more than I’d expect a stranger to know,” agreed Carys.

Enfys considered
that, her plump old face creased with residual annoyance, and said,
“He’s likely one of those
treasure hunters. They talk to one another.”

“He seems to be aware
of the selkies,” said Carys. “I’ve left him to himself.”

“He’s not the sort to offer harm to them?” Enfys’ eyes were sharp. As well as Carys,
did she understand the bloody death a single slip of the sword
could bring down on their village.

“I don’t know,” Carys
said. “There’s another one, too.”

“Ah!” said Enfys, her
eyes glittering. “Ma Yong Hwa. There’s a pretty
man!”

“You said as much
about Eurion,” remarked Carys, rather dryly.

“At my age, all men
are pretty,” Enfys retorted.

Carys said, “You
should have married again, in that case,” and immediately
knew she would regret having
said so.

“Well, Miss Dour and Gloomy,” said Enfys at once, “here’s
back at you! Of all the people who could have—”

“I
couldn’t have.” Bitterly regretting that she had allowed herself to
be drawn into exchanging remarks with Enfys, Carys didn’t soften the bluntness of
her voice. “Do you have information on Ma Yong
Hwa?”

Enfys’ brows rose in
a sardonic manner, but she
answered the question. “He’s here with his wife. They were aboard
the vessel that sank, rescued some days ago. They’re looking for a
boy who might have washed up—the wife’s brother, they
said.”

Carys’ stomach
twisted. “Did you tell them where he is?” It was too soon for Eurion to be going away. Those
memories of his were still locked away, and she had no other place
to find that knowledge.

Besides,
Eurion wasn’t entirely better
just yet; she had seen him swaying once or twice last night, as
though he was still in the sea, and he still ran out of breath too
quickly.

“I
did not.” Enfys’ sharp old eyes were still on Carys.
“The wife isn’t Eppan, so it’s
likely the brother isn’t either. Why should it be your Eurion? If
it’s not him, it’s none of their business.”

“Even so,” agreed
Carys, and felt that she could breathe again. Still, perhaps she
would talk with Ma Yong Hwa again, if the chance offered. He was
certainly searching for something along the beach, and even if that
thing wasn’t Eurion, it was still her business as far as the
seashore went. “Who is putting them up?”

“They’re at the new
inn just on the edge of the village,” Enfys said. “Eating biscuits
and scones, and reclining on couches. Not short of money, them,
shipwreck or no shipwreck!”

Enfys could have
reclined at the new inn if she had wished to do so; she didn’t only because she had a dislike
of spending money. Carys didn’t say so because that would only
bring on one of Enfys’ sharp, vinegary moods and then she would
refuse to share any information out of sheer spite, even if it
meant she wouldn’t gain information in return.

“He’s not remembered anything, I suppose?” the old woman asked.

Carys shook her head. “Not yet. What
does the village think?”

“They’re each too busy chattering about the fuss at the castle to be worrying
themselves about the seashore,” Enfys scoffed. “There’s talk that
there’ll be an investigation by the King’s men into how an heir
vanished, but no one thinks it’ll come to
anything.”

“I’m surprised they’re
looking into it,” Carys said bluntly. As little as anyone else, did
she think that anything except murder had happened. It was unlikely
that anyone at the castle thought otherwise, either. “The man is
certainly dead. There’s no interest in Eurion at
all?”

“They’re of the mind that you’re training an apprentice,”
said Enfys. “If
you care.”

Carys refused that
bait, too. “There are too many strangers around the village these days, and someone tried to
kill the child. I’d rather talk gets about that I’ve an apprentice
than that a boy washed ashore.”

Enfys gave a small,
pleased humpf
that made Carys think she had had a
hand in creating the rumour herself, and asked, “And speaking of
apprentices—”

“It’s too early for me to be speaking of apprentices,” Carys said. “I’ll be in
service for some years yet, Enfys!”

“What if you should
get married again?”

“I can’t.”

“Can’t, or
won’t?”

“Both,” said Carys. “When the time has come for me to take an apprentice, the
sea will send one.”

“Is that so?”
muttered Enfys, her eyes inquisitive. “I’ve always wondered about
that. Will you find another boy in the pools?”

Carys fervently hoped
not. She had never seen a male apprentice along the shoreline, and the old woman who had
trained her in the ways of the sea hadn’t met more than one in her
own lifetime. Eurion was difficult enough to accommodate, and Carys
had never expected to apprentice anyone but another
female.

“I wasn’t found in
the pools,” she reminded Enfys. “The sea calls who it wants, in the
way it wants.”

“I’ve never been sure you weren’t,” Enfys said darkly. “With those eyes and that
hair.”

Enfys had been there
when Carys first found the village, which made Carys wonder if the old woman was teasing her,
in her own way.

“I was born and
raised inland.”

“You were a funny little thing when you arrived,” Enfys said
unexpectedly. “So prim and
quiet. The only time I saw your eyes light up was when you were by
the sea. I doubted Aled could win you away from that, even before
there was another pull. I told him not to pursue
you.”

“It’s a pity he
didn’t listen to you.”

“He’s not the only pig-headed one!” retorted Enfys, all at
once vinegar and fire. “Didn’t I tell you the first time you fell into the sea
that you shouldn’t meddle with it?”

A little bewildered
to know what had caused the
sudden change, Carys only said, “There’s your shop assistant waving
at you.”

“Annoyance after annoyance!” snapped Enfys, and
took herself off into the steadily
growing bustle of the market toward her shop
assistant.

 


Perhaps Enfys’ bad
mood was a good omen—Carys sold her seaweed more quickly than usual
that afternoon, and the bit of sun that was visible was still some
way above the horizon when
she folded her things and put them back in the handcart to go home.
The clouds seemed a little greener than they had that morning,
though it wasn’t quite snowing, and Carys wrapped herself more
tightly in her shawl, securing the ends in a knot around her waist.
Before long, it would be snowing again.

She nodded at the out of town traders who were
still set up for the evening and picked her way through the crowd,
trying to avoid treading on the heels of the most dilatory of them.
It wasn’t until she was nearly free of the press that she noticed
she was being watched from across the market street.

Carys lifted her eyes
from the backs of the people in front of her and sought out the
source of the attention. It
was Ma Yong Hwa. He bowed at her, smiling, but didn’t approach, so
Carys didn’t slow her cart. It wasn’t until she had passed him, her
cart rolling along behind her, that she realised there had been a
woman clinging to him as well. Carys looked back, frowning, and
there she was: pale and difficult to see, with darkness smudged
beneath her eyes and a look of exhaustion to her face.

Was that the wife
Enfys had spoken of? It was
oddly hard to make out her features—she was a non-descript sort of
blob as soon as Carys wasn’t concentrating on her—but when Carys
looked at her straight on, she was certain those features didn’t
match Eurion’s. Even if one parent had been Eppan and the other
Scandian, they couldn’t have been so dissimilar, surely?

Carys’ footsteps were
slower than usual as she drew away from the village, and when she felt the frozen, unchecked
draught of the sea breeze on her face she shook herself and stepped
out more quickly. It was too cold an evening to be dawdling on the
way home, whether or not there was food for thought.

She
wouldn’t take Eurion to visit
Ma Yong Hwa and his wife. She needed his memories before he was
taken away from her—and Eurion himself no less needed those
memories. Someone had tried their best to kill him, and if he was
inclined to wander out into the world again, he should at least go
out fully prepared.

On the other hand, if
she took him to see the Mas,
perhaps it would turn out that he was the lady’s brother, after
all. And perhaps it was only the shock of seeing his sister again
that would be needed to jog awake Eurion’s memories.

It wouldn’t be so
dangerous if Carys was there
with him, would it?

And
then, what if Eurion
was the lady’s brother but the sight of her didn’t recall his
memories? Was it worth the risk of losing everything if that was
the case?

Carys
sighed; and then, finding her
footsteps slowing again, set her shoulders and stepped out again
with a more determined tread. There was a stinging sensation to the
wind that made her think it would be sleeting before too much
longer, and she would rather be in the cottage before it got much
worse.

Eurion was waiting
for her on the doorstep when she pulled the cart toward the
cottage, dancing from foot to foot with the door half open and
the quilt wrapped around his
shoulders, but when he saw her, he dropped the blanket in a puddle
of light and warmth and darted out to meet her.

Chilled to the bone,
Carys didn’t protest when he took the cart, though it was light
enough now that it was empty. She stooped for the quilt as she passed through the
doorway, and heard the kettle bubbling away over the
fire.

“I
made tea!” said Eurion
proudly. “Well, I put the leaves in and the kettle is boiling, so
you can sit down, Lady.”

“The
cawl—”

“I’ve been stirring it,” he said, demonstrating briefly before he lifted the tea
kettle from the fire. “It didn’t stick. You should sit in front of
the fire.”

This time, Carys did
as he suggested. Much pleased, Eurion darted back into the kitchen, with the kettle, and
after some rattling that made her wince, brought back a steaming
cup of tea and two bowls.

“I
have more questions, Lady,”
he said, filling a bowl to pass to her. “Some of them might be ones
you don’t want to answer, but if I don’t ask them I might burst. If
you don’t want to answer them you can just keep drinking your tea
and I’ll make up answers myself.”

He
watched her as he spoke, eyes bright
and expectant, and when Carys involuntarily laughed, he chuckled in
delight.

“Will that satiate your curiosity?” asked Carys dryly, to make up for the laugh.
“Answering your own questions?”

“It can satisfy my
curiosity if I answer them well,” Eurion told her solemnly. “Those
blue things, Lady; did your husband give you those?”

Carys sipped her tea, regarding the
fire. There was no harm in that answer, at least. She said,
“Yes.”

“Then why do you keep
them?”

“Because he gave them
to me.”

Eurion frowned into
the fire. “Miss Allen said
your husband left you.”

“Miss Allen says a lot of nonsense,” Carys said.
There was a feeling of coldness to
her, but if she cupped her hands around her tea it staved off the
cold for a little; and Eurion, his face shaded with gold by the
fire, was a warm, living presence that took away the chill beside
her.

“Then is it not
true?”

That question was less safe. Carys
sipped her tea again, and didn’t answer.

“True but not true,”
mused Eurion, startling her a little. “That’s a useful thing to
know.”

Carys would have told
him tartly that he knew nothing, if she
hadn’t been reasonably certain that, like Enfys, he was baiting
her. That startled her, too.

She preferred Eurion
not to know that she was
startled, so she settled herself more comfortably in front of the
fire, still cupping her tea between her fingers.

“The place where I
can’t sit,” said Eurion. He stirred the fire as he said it, adding
another log with care. “I’m going to ask about that
next.”

“I see,” said Carys.
Was he warning her?

“Did your husband sit
there?”

“Yes,” she said, without hesitation. It was another
safe question. If he
continued to ask questions in such a vein—why do you keep that place, then? Or shouldn’t you take it away?—this questioning would be less worrisome than she’d
initially thought.

Instead,
unaccountably, Eurion asked,
“Why did he sit there,
Lady?”

His eyes were resting
on her face as he asked it, and for a moment, in the surprise of the question, Carys
almost opened her mouth to give a truthful answer to those bright,
earnest eyes. She managed to turn her gaze on the fire again
instead, and said a little huskily, “Why shouldn’t he sit
there?”

“If
I was married to you,” said Eurion slowly, “I don’t think I’d want you to sit where you could
look at the sea instead of me. I’d be afraid you wouldn’t see
me.”

“My
husband didn’t think
so.”

“Why don’t you sit
there instead? Then your guests can sit across from
you.”

“I don’t like guests,”
she said.

“You’re not
comfortable when you can’t look at the sea, are you,
Lady?”

“The sea is always moving,” she told him. “If you lose sight
of it for too long, you could
find it on your doorstep when next you turn
around.”

“That ring that was buried in my head,” he said. “Was that his?”

A dangerous question,
but perhaps even more dangerous to leave unanswered.
Carys said tersely, “No.”

“Was it yours, then, Lady?”

“No.”

Eurion’s lips pouted
just slightly. “I don’t
understand that,” he said, but he was talking to himself so Carys
gazed back into the fire again.

After a long pause of
softly playing firelight, he said, “But Lady, if the ring isn’t yours or his, what do you want
my memories for?”

Carys didn’t look
away from the fire, and she didn’t answer. There was
nothing about the question
that was safe.

Eurion huffed a soft
sigh and said to himself, “Maybe it’s something you can’t
talk about. Or maybe it’s
something completely different.”

“I told you earlier,”
she said.

“Yes,” said Eurion, “only I don’t think that’s
all the truth. I’ll decide
later.”

Carys gave a small sniff of laughter.
“Will you?”

“I
like to work things out,” he said. “I leave them in my cheek and then I chew on them every now
and then. You’ll see, Lady. I’ll find out.”

“You’d do better to be finding your own memories,” Carys said, with a touch of
impatience. “Look after your own mind first before you concern
yourself with others!”

“But you’re more interesting, Lady,” said Eurion, leaning forward against his knees to
beam at her.

“Whatever else you are, you’re certainly used to asking
questions.”

“Don’t I do it well, Lady!”

“Looking for
compliments again?”

“But you didn’t compliment me the first time,
Lady!” Eurion pointed out
disarmingly. “Never mind, I have more questions,
anyway.”

Carys put her
teacup down on the warmth of
the outer hearth. She had run out of tea, and even if she had been
comfortable gazing into the fire and refusing to answer any further
questions, she felt that Eurion’s questions had the tendency to
become more and more dangerous the longer they went on.

“Perhaps you’ll have need to come to market again next week,” she
said.

Eurion
blinked at her, but accepted
without question that the time for satisfying his curiosity was
over. He said, “Really? I thought you didn’t want me to go for
now.”

“There were some people I thought it might not be good for you to meet,” she said.
“New to the village. When you’ve recovered your memories, perhaps
you’ll know them.”

“Oh,” said Eurion, his mouth dropping. “Was that why you
didn’t want me going to
market?”

“Yes.”

“Oh,” he said again.
“I thought—I thought perhaps—”

Carys waited for him
to finish the thought, but he
only sighed.

When she began to eat
her cawl, he said gloomily,
“There are a lot of people to meet at the market. Why should I know
these ones?”

“I
don’t know if you do know them,” Carys told him. “But
one of them could be your sister. If
she is, it could help you to remember where you came
from.”

“I
don’t want to go,” Eurion
said, wrapping his arms around his knees. “I don’t have a sister. I
don’t remember a sister.”

“You don’t remember
anything.”

“I’d remember a sister if I had one,” said Eurion, with certainty.

“Perhaps, perhaps not. I could have some time to take you to see them as soon as
tomorrow. It can’t hurt to see if she recognises
you.”

“I
don’t want to go,” Eurion
said. “Not tomorrow, Lady! Let’s go another day—let’s wait until
next market. I don’t think I’m well enough to walk all the way up
to the village again. I sneezed today.”

“Very well,” Carys agreed. It was as she’d
thought; Eurion wasn’t well
enough to be travelling here and there. “Put the blanket around
your shoulders.”

“All right,” said
Eurion, smiling sunnily at her, but when Carys rose later on to
wash the dishes, and returned, he was fast asleep with his
cotton-clad shoulders still exposed to the air and the blanket
pooled around his waist.

She rolled him
slightly and tugged the blanked up around his
chin. There was time enough
to be taking Eurion to Ma Yong Hwa. For this week at least, she
would try alone to bring back Eurion’s memories.
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Eurion was still asleep when Carys left
the cottage the next morning.

Asleep, or pretending
to be so, Carys found herself thinking. That led her to wonder why she thought so—why, in
fact, she was still thinking about Eurion when she had more
important matters to be attending to. It was high time she stopped
allowing herself to be distracted by the temporary sunshine in her
life and turned her mind to recovering the memories that were so
important to her. More, in trying to return that sunshine to its
rightful place, wherever that was.

That decided, Carys
came to the conclusion as she
trudged toward the seashore, that Eurion had been
pretending to be asleep. Unusually enough, Eurion was avoiding her
attention. Why was that?

He
had been eager to avoid the
village this week, too, which was just as unusual. He’d been happy
to learn she wouldn’t allow him to go before he learned of a
possible sister, too; so that wasn’t necessarily the
issue.

Once at the
seashore, Carys released the
handles of her cart, allowing the legs to drop into the sand with a
soft thump. Whatever ailed Eurion, it had begun before she left for
the markets yesterday, and worsened when she came home.

She frowned toward
the sea, stepping from sand to rock without any thought in the familiarity of the action. Was
it possible that Eurion didn’t want to get his memories back? Was
it possible that he had none to remember—either because he’d
already remembered them, or because he’d never forgotten anything
in the first place?

If he’d already
remembered them, there was a
reason he was staying. Did he remember about the belt he had been
carrying? Was he, perhaps, looking for it? Carys thought about that
and decided against it; Eurion was too glad to see her when she got
home for him to have been spending his days searching the cottage
for the belt.

Unless he had never
forgotten anything. Or there had never been anything to
forget.

If he had never
forgotten anything, then Eurion was capable of much greater
dissimulation than she’d given him
credit for. She had believed him completely. If there had never
been anything to forget, that was worse: it meant he was in her
house for a particular reason, and one not necessarily related to
his mysterious appearance. Eurion had been only the first of
several unusual arrivals. Steele and Ma Yong Hwa arriving so
quickly after him, and both with an eye to finding a certain
mysterious something
that neither would talk about. Was
Yong Hwa really
looking for his wife’s
half-brother?

Carys
gathered seaweed with a mind
no more than half on her occupation, and found herself having to
pick up tiny pieces that remained after her first sweep of the pool
she was clearing.

“Nonsense!” she told
herself in annoyance. There was no reason to be suspecting that
Eurion remembered everything, or that he’d never forgotten. And
yet, she couldn’t help but think about it; and regardless of which
way the truth lay, there were either memories she needed to unlock
or a secret she needed to reveal when her work was done for the
day.

There was no sign of
Steele for the whole of the morning. It should have made Carys feel
better, but instead, it made her feel more on
edge. She didn’t like not
knowing where he was, or the feeling that he could be wandering
near her cottage and Eurion.

In spite of her
unease, it was a good day on the shore. There wasn’t much in the way of seaweed to be
collected, and several things had washed ashore. These things
weren’t washed ashore in the normal way, along the edge of the
water, but through the pools. Carys didn’t know how deep some of
them were, or where their waters drew current from, but some at
least must have had currents that started in villages further along
the coast, or even the castle headland, because most of the things
she collected that morning were Sunderland in origin: some
jewellery, a wooden bowl or two, and a small toy horse, thrown up
amidst the seaweed.

The other few items
were by the pools, but they
were placed there neatly. Suspiciously. A small box that didn’t
seem to have any opening or latch, slightly bigger than Carys’
hand, a soggy, embroidered handkerchief, and a short
dagger.

Carys circled them
for some time, collecting her seaweed. It was obvious that the selkies had left them for
her, and she wasn’t sure why. Most obviously, they could have been
left to draw her dangerously close to the bottomless pools. In this
case, Carys was inclined to think that they had been left for some
other, though equally mischievous, reason. They were close to the
pool where she had found Eurion, which probably meant that either
the selkies had left them because they pertained to Eurion, or they
wanted her to think that.

Carys
took them once she’d loaded her
cart, smiling faintly. If she couldn’t bring back Eurion’s memories
before the next market, she would take Eurion to see Ma Yong Hwa
and his wife. The selkies might mean mischief by it, but Carys
would use it if she could.

Eurion was practising
his swordwork outside the cottage when she got back to the cottage, but he stopped to see what
she’d brought home. He was interested in the dagger, if not the
handkerchief, but it was the box that really caught his
attention.

“It’s a puzzle box, Lady!” he said, chuckling beneath his
breath.

Carys watch him turn
it over, her hopes high, but although he had it open in just a few moments, the contents
were uninspiring—a small book with no inscription to its first
page, and a medallion with two sides to it, like a coin.

She took the medallion from him,
turning it over, and asked, “Is it yours?”

Eurion shrugged. “I don’t know, Lady.”

“You opened the box.”

“Yes,” said Eurion, in an explanatory sort of way, “but
that’s because it’s a puzzle box. If it’s a puzzle box, I
have to open it.”

Carys accorded that a
small, dry sniff of laughter, and asked, “What about the book?”

“I
don’t know if that’s mine, either,” he said.

“Can you read
it?”

“Of course I can read
it!” Eurion sounded offended. “I learned to read!”

“I
see,” said Carys, more dryly still. Perhaps she would try him with a Sunderman book—Eurion
might speak Sunderman with no trace of accent, but the small book
was written in Eppan script.

The next day when she
got back from the seashore,
Eurion was using the dagger to make holes in one of the trees just
outside the hedge that shielded the back of the cottage from the
village bluffs. He was throwing from a distance of perhaps twenty
yards, with differing levels of success, but it seemed as though it
should be a good exercise for his memory as well as his body, so
Carys only stayed for a moment to tell him to pick a different
target before she went inside.

Eurion obliged, but his eyes asked a
question, even if his mouth didn’t, and Carys found herself for
once answering an unasked question.

“There’s an alcove there,” she said. “It’s hidden, but if
the tree beside it is marked,
it won’t stay hidden for long.”

“All right,” said
Eurion.

As she turned to go
into the cottage, she heard the dagger hit another target, and
smiled at her own surprise. There was no reason for Eurion to come
in just because she was
home.

 


Carys left Eurion to
himself for several days. He
seemed interested in the small book of Eppan script, even if he was
uninterested in the puzzle box now that he’d solved it, and he
added throwing practise to his sword practise.

All very good
for him physically, thought
Carys to herself as she returned to the cottage on the afternoon of
market day, rather annoyed; but no use at all for regaining lost
memories. She had had high hopes of that little book. She had even
had Eurion read to her from it—he had been very surprised to find
himself reading Eppan aloud, and Carys could almost see the
thoughts turning over in his mind as he realised it wasn’t
Sunderman he was reading.

But if his memories
couldn’t be recalled by peaceful means, perhaps a more
forceful method was required.
There was always Ma Yong Hwa and his wife, but Carys thought she
would prefer to be in control of the recall; there was too much she
would prefer to keep private to welcome a third and fourth party to
the occasion.

So on market
afternoon, when they should have
continued straight up the path to the village, Carys turned the
cart down a side-path just beyond the cottage hedge instead, and
let down the handles of the cart in the shade of a large
tree.

“Isn’t it market day?” asked Eurion, watching her.

“It is.”

“Are we not going to market?” He asked it with his head
tilted on the side—cautiously optimistic, Carys thought. A slight
cloud passed over his face, and he asked, a little suspiciously, “Why?”

“We’re going for a
walk first.”

Eurion’s face brightened immediately. “Yes, Lady!
Where are we going?”

“We’re still going to the village,” she added. “But we’ll take a walk
first.”

“Is it pretty, where
we’re going?”

“I suppose so,” Carys
said, slightly baffled. Pretty or not didn’t matter; the important
thing was to go to sandy beach rather than rocky beach—safe waters
and not treacherous ones. Waters, moreover, where it was less
likely for Steele to be lurking in hopes of treasure washed
ashore.

Eurion seemed to be
content with that; he kept up
with her long stride without asking questions, quieter today than
he was wont to be. He didn’t even ask what she was about when she
led him across the high bridge of grassy land that separated her
rocky seashore from the further, sandy seashore, and led him down
under the shade of that bridge to the beach below.

“It’s beautiful,” he said, smiling at the sand that Carys
knew must glitter to his eyes. He would have
stayed to gaze longer at the
cove, but she tugged him along by the front yoke of his
shirt.

She seemed to
remember a cave along this section of coastline—a scooping, sandy
thing with a cool, shadow-laced interior and startlingly blue water
lit by a hole in the cave
ceiling above—saw it even as she pulled at Eurion’s
shirt.

Eurion followed
her willingly across the sand
and into the cave, laughing at the antics of a couple of sand
otters that had found the entrance and were taking a sand bath
there. He didn’t question why Carys should take him
there.

It wasn’t until Carys
waded thigh-deep into the
blue waters that he said, “You shouldn’t swim in skirts, Lady.
You’ll drown yourself.”

“I’m not swimming,” Carys told him. The water swayed in a
gentle back and forth: it wouldn’t get any deeper until the tide came in. “And the
water is only this deep. Come in.”

Eurion did as he was
told, his eyes bright, and the sun through the hole in the cave
ceiling caught against the gold of his hair. The dark roots there
were clear to see these days;
it occurred to Carys that she would have to cut his hair
soon.

Eurion waded over until he was in front of her,
and smiled curiously at her. “What is it, Lady?”

“Your hair needs to be cut,” said Carys, too busy with her
own thoughts to censor what
she said. Eurion was taller than she had thought. If he was shorter
than she was, it was by the merest hair; moreover, while he was
certainly skinny, Carys was no heavy weight herself. She only hoped
she remembered the particular trick she had learnt
once.

She stepped forward,
hip to hip with Eurion, and
put her left hand on his chest, near the shoulder. “Remind me
later,” she said. “To cut your hair.”

Eurion’s hand came up
to cover hers, his eyes
unwaveringly on her face, and he said quietly, “Lady?”

Carys curled
her right leg around his
left, trapping it between both of hers, and sent him tumbling over
backward into the water with the hand on his chest. Eurion flailed
but couldn’t catch himself, and Carys had her hands around his neck
in a moment, forcing his head beneath the water.

After the
first, wild flail, Eurion
didn’t fight back. He didn’t try to free his leg or to kick with
the other; he simply stared up at her through the moving water, his
mouth opening and closing a little as he ran out of air.

Blue and green
shadows passed over his face in ripples, the hair standing
out from his head in a golden
aureole, and a last a gasp of bubbles left his nostrils. The eyes
looking up at Carys were dazed, then dreamy, until she didn’t dare
leave him there any longer.

She hauled him up and
out of the water, and Eurion clung to her, coughing water, vomiting it. Carys allowed him to
rest there, sagging against her, then drew him to shore again, step
by careful step.

He
collapsed on the sand, shivering,
and said, “There was a cave. Not like this one—dark above and
bright blue beneath. There was something in there with
me.”

Carys dropped down
beside him. “Is that all you
remember?”

“Nearly,” said Eurion. “Lady, you’re really frightening, you
know?”

“I
know,” Carys said, hardening
her heart. “What else do you remember?”

“Hands,” he said. “Or maybe it was teeth. Pulling me down through the blue. There
was a maze there, but I think I died.”

“You didn’t
die.”

“No,” Eurion said. He
rubbed the side of his head in a perplexed sort of way, and said,
“Perhaps I was supposed to die.”

“Nonsense,” said Carys. “You were taken by the sea and by the—at any rate,
the sea spat you back out. It was decided that you were to be kept
alive.”

Eurion, his arms
wrapped around his knees, gazed at her and asked,
“Is that why you saved
me?”

“No,” Carys said. “I saved you because everything that washes up on the shore is mine.
My responsibility. Come into the sunshine.”

She rose and left him
there without waiting for an
answer, and he followed silently into the sunshine and the warmth
of the sand.

“We’ll come back here another time,” she said. “If you still can’t remember
everything. This will do for now.”

“All right,” said Eurion, surprising her. “But you don’t
have to come in, Lady. I can
do it by myself. You don’t like being in the water, do
you?”

“You’re not the only one the sea spat out,” Carys told him. It amused her,
distantly, that he should be concerned about her when she had just
terrorised him in the water; it seemed to her that he should
remember that fact, so she said, “And if you’ll think back, I’m the
one who nearly drowned you for a second time. Perhaps you should be
more concerned for yourself.”

Eurion grinned, and that startled Carys
even more. “You didn’t nearly drown me,” he said.

“I saw your eyes,”
she said. “I know that look.”

“The sea is salt, but
it’s clear,” said Eurion, his eyes glowing. “And I could see your
face, too, Lady. Don’t forget that.”

Was he teasing her?

He took a few steps
backwards, his eyes still laughing at her, and asked, “Shouldn’t we
go to market now, Lady? I
think we’re late.”

They walked back
across the grassy cliff in silence, and this time Eurion led the
way, the salty spikes of his hair catching the late afternoon sun
in golden strands.

It wasn’t until they
were level with the cottage that Carys saw Steele, flanked by two
other men, approaching from
the rocky shore side. She didn’t think; she simply seized the
still-damp Eurion and shoved him into the alcove. Woven of boughs
and surrounded by greenery, it was a quiet place for her to hide
away from villagers who weren’t welcome at the cottage. It hadn’t
been used as a necessity since well before Carys’ tenancy at the
cottage, but she knew it had saved the life of one of her
predecessors.

“Who are they?” asked
Eurion, in a whisper. “Why do they all have swords?”

Carys didn’t
answer him. Instead, she said
in his ear, “Stay here,” and released his arms. The alcove was a
safe place, away from Steele’s far-too-penetrating eyes.

When she shifted her weight to pull away,
Eurion’s fingers gripped her elbows.

“Lady, wait!” he
murmured. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to see what
they’re doing. There are three of them, and they’re already at the
cottage.”

“I’ll go.”

“No,” said Carys,
twisting her arm away. “Stay here. It’s
dangerous.”

She would have left
then, but Eurion’s arms
wrapped around her, wiry and strong, his weight pushing her back
against one of the tree trunks that bounded the alcove.

“If
it’s dangerous, you should stay, too.”

Carys fought back
grimly and silently, twisting her wrists and applying pressure to
a tensile strength that bent
but didn’t break; a warmth that followed every push and
pull.

She rested for a
moment, with Eurion’s wet
hair dripping trails of salt water down her cheek and neck; and
Eurion, panting a little, said in her ear, “Please, Lady. If you
struggle too much, you might hurt yourself. I won’t let go; please
understand.”

Carys understood. He
wanted her to know that he hadn’t fought back in the sea, not because he couldn’t overpower
her, but because he had trusted her not to kill him. And he wanted
her to understand that she should trust him now, too.

She could have freed
herself—just. If she had been fighting in earnest, she was certain
she could have escaped.
Instead, she submitted: unless she wanted to draw attention to
Eurion as well as herself, there was no way of freeing
herself.

From the front of the
cottage, Steele’s voice
asked, “The door?”

“Unlocked,” said
another voice, and someone laughed.

“I know,” sighed
Steele. “But it really is our best chance at the
moment.”

Something brushed the
leaves very close by, and
Eurion pressed closer, a ridiculously thin human shield that rested
its cheek against hers. Carys, very still, watched a shadow cross
the thin covering of foliage. That made a fourth man, approaching
from the village road.

Steele certainly
knew she should be away at
market by now, and her cart wasn’t beside the cottage, so why would
he bring so many men? To search for something or someone? But then
why were they armed?

Carys heard the
sound of steady footsteps
along the path after the fourth man, and her head came up. Aled.
Why had Aled come?

She felt the first
real stirring of fear. She
had been late arriving at market. For the first time in years,
Carys had been late arriving at market, and Aled had come to see
why, only to walk into a group of four men with swords.

Eurion’s head tilted
as though he was listening for what she had heard.

Outside,
Aled’s voice asked, “Who are you?”
and Eurion stiffened.

“I’m here to see
Carys,” said Steele pleasantly.

“Are you,” Aled said, his voice distinctly
unconvinced. “She’s not at
home, as you can see.”

“Yes, I do see,” Steele replied.

His voice was still
pleasant, but Carys wondered
if he was loosening that sword of his in its scabbard, and if the
next sound she would hear would be the noise of a sword being
drawn.

Eurion must have been wondering the
same thing, because she felt his body tense and his head withdraw
from her shoulder.

Then Steele said,
“We’ll come back another
time. We’re not ones to cause trouble. Off to the village, lads;
we’ll get ourselves a drink.”

Outside the alcove
there was the sound of stirring sand and shuffling footsteps
as they left. No sound of the kind
of conversation that might have been expected from a group of men
who were out for a personal call, just a cold kind of silence that
proclaimed louder than words the business-like purpose of their
visit.

Carys didn’t hear Aled leave, either.
She wasn’t listening for it—she had other thoughts in her mind.

“They’re gone,” Eurion said softly, a few minutes later. “The old man was useful, wasn’t
he?”

“Yes,” said Carys, still deep in thought and unmoving. Whatever it was Steele
thought she had, he was no longer content to wait for her to hand
it over to him. She would have to find some time when Eurion wasn’t
around to hide the belt more thoroughly.

It didn’t occur to
her that she should return to the safety of light and
fresh air until Eurion shuffled her
a little closer, his arms warm and damp around her waist, and
settled his head against her shoulder, nudging his face into the
crook of her neck.

“If I kiss you now,
will you shut me out of the cottage again?” he murmured.

“Yes,” said Carys, plucking him away by the ear.

He obeyed that tug,
pouting, and rubbed at the
ear she’d pinched, but he said, “You’re so warm these days, Lady. I
forgot myself.”

“Out,” Carys said,
pushing him before her. “Out and change your clothes. You’re still
damp.”

They emerged into the
afternoon sunlight, and a
scattering of sand announced Aled’s hasty rising. He had been,
Carys realised belatedly, sitting beside the cottage where he could
watch the men all the way up the road.

“Carys?” he said in
surprise. “What were you doing in there?”

“I
was just about to kiss her,” said Eurion, smiling dreamily at Aled. “What are you doing
here, old man?”

Aled opened his
mouth, frowning, but before
he could speak, Carys said, “I didn’t think it wise to be seen by
that man. Back in the cottage, Eurion. Stay inside while I’m
gone.”

“I
thought I was going to market with you, Lady!” he protested.

“Aled will walk with me today,” she said. She wasn’t sure exactly why she said it,
because it was obvious that if she was going to market, Aled would
be going back to the village as well. Nor did his walking with her
have anything to do with the necessity of Eurion staying at
home—that had everything to do with Steele.

There could have been
a lingering feeling within her that Eurion needed to be reminded of
certain things, and that it
was good for him to wear the expression of hurt he currently
wore.

Carys felt a twinge
of regret, and ruthlessly
squashed it. The sooner Eurion learned that she wasn’t interested
in his boyish advances, the better it would be for both of them. He
had been inclined to be more standoffish over the last week, and it
was good that that state of affairs continue.

Aled was too old to display the kind of childish
triumph that Eurion was still sometimes capable of, but he had a
slight smile as they walked to her cart.

He said, “I was
worried when you didn’t come on time. When I saw your cart in the
side path, I was more
worried.”

“There was something I needed to attend to,” Carys said,
taking up the handles of her cart before he could offer to
take it for her. “I don’t need
assistance, Aled.”

They walked in
silence while the sunshine
grew warm around them, until Aled said, “Your dress is
damp.”

“I
had occasion to go into the sea earlier,” Carys said. Her trews were damper still, and her
skirts were actually wet from the thigh down. “The skirts will dry
out as I walk.”

“Not there,” said Aled. “Your sleeves and bodice
are damp,
too.”

“Eurion didn’t want me to go out to meet Steele,” Carys told
him. She could feel a band of dampness around her back,
too, where Eurion’s arms had been
twined. Thankfully, that was likely to be hidden by the front of
the cart.

“Are you going to allow him to keep living with you?”

“Until I get what I
need from him,” she said. Perhaps she was a little harsher with
Aled than usual, but today it seemed good to her to say, “Let it
be, Aled! I won’t discuss it with you again.”

That was the end of
conversation between them for
the rest of the climb. Carys wished, rather wearily, that it would
be enough to stop Aled coming to meet her again next week. She knew
better, but she couldn’t help wishing it.

It was enough to
prevent him coming to see her during the markets—or perhaps she had been so late, and he had
been with her for so much longer than usual on the walk, that he
didn’t feel it necessary to meet her again.

Whatever the reason,
Carys was grateful for it. She was also spared the bother of Enfys’ company, though
she saw Steele and his three companions twice during the markets,
passing along the lines of out-of-town marketers. They saw her,
too, and nodded in her direction as they talked. That made her
uneasy, and she sold the last four bundles of seaweed at a
ridiculous price just to get rid of it early, packing her cart as
soon as it was sold.

Uneasily aware of
more than one set of eyes on her movements, Carys forced herself
to walk at her usual long,
deliberate stride, catching sight of another watcher as she left
the main market track. A man stood in the awning of the barber
shop, steeped in shadow that was a little too obscuring for the
time of day.

Ma
Yong Hwa, thought Carys, discerning
the faint outline of a top hat. Had he been waiting for her?
Waiting as though he knew she wanted to speak with him, and had
been giving her the chance to do so?

It should have been
nonsense, but Carys couldn’t help feeling that he
had really been waiting. When she drew even, she asked, in her
most direct way, “Do you wish to speak with me?”

“I
thought you wished to speak with me,” he said, stepping forward from the shadows with a glow of
amusement to his brown eyes. “Was I wrong?”

Apparently Ma
Yong Hwa could be direct as
well.

Carys
smiled briefly and said, “You
weren’t wrong. I may have found that thing you were looking
for.”

His face grew alert.
“Is that so? Perhaps we could
visit you, my wife and I?”

“Yes,” said Carys, shifting her feet uncomfortably. Odd that
she felt as though she was
betraying Eurion: if this was for her own information and benefit,
it was for his as well. “In two days’ time. Toward evening will be
best.”

 


Carys half expected
to find Eurion waiting for her outside when she returned. He
wasn’t, nor was he waiting
inside the door to greet her with that almost puppy level of
enthusiasm he had been wont to show. Instead, he sat in front of
the fire with the quilt piled around him.

Carys frowned a
little. Was he sickening again? But he still smiled when she looked across at him, and he
didn’t seem to be dispirited though he was certainly
quieter.

She fetched
him an extra blanket just in
case, and dropped it by him on her way back to the kitchen to make
tea for them both, but it occurred to her that he could be sulking
because she had walked to the village with Aled and left him at
home.

He didn’t pester her
with questions while she made the tea, either; he simply gazed into
the fire without speaking, and took the cup of tea she
brought him with a bright
smile of thanks.

Carys
sat beside Eurion slowly and
thoughtfully, stretching her salt-stiff trews as she sat. He turned
his head to look at her and then settled his chin to look into the
fire instead. Carys sipped her tea, watching him over her cup of
tea, and decided that he wasn’t sulking.

Besides, he
had been more inclined to be
standoffish over the last couple of days in general. He was
cheerful enough; he just wasn’t as talkative as usual.

Nor,
she noticed the next day when she
got back from the seashore, did he try to throw his arms around her
or give her any other welcome than a bright smile.

He hadn’t done that,
in fact, for nearly a week now. It was part of the cooling she had noticed over the last
few days, if she didn’t take into account their time in the alcove.
He didn’t try to sit too close to her by the fire that night,
either, though the night was cold.

Carys
wrapped her shawl more tightly
around her shoulders though the fire was hot. She could hear the
soft hiss of sleet against the roof, and it must have been the
sound of it that made her feel cold to the bone and unwilling to
move from her place by the fire. It didn’t seem to affect Eurion—he
simply wrapped the extra blanket she’d left for him around his
shoulders and gazed quietly into the fire, shadows and light
dancing across his face.

He didn’t even open
his eyes the next morning when she left for the seashore, though
Carys was less sure today that he was pretending to be asleep. She cooked an omelette for
his lunch, preparing for a later than usual morning on the shore,
and wondered if he was beginning to grow out of that early
infatuation of his.

If so, it was a good
thing. Carys tied her shawl tight and grimly tucked in the ends of it. It was a bitter
morning—bitterly cold, bitterly wet, the wind a bitter, sobbing
thing around the eaves. Carys had seen many such mornings, but it
seemed to her that this was the bitterest of them.

She smiled a little
at herself. She must be
getting old. Or perhaps she had gotten used to the sunshine so much
that now the greyness was a shock. It would be good to remember
that winter grey was here to stay, and not get too attached to the
sunshine.

Carys laughed once,
dry but amused, and left the
cottage.

She knew before she
reached the rocky shore that it would be a difficult morning;
already there were lashings
of seaweed all over the rocks, making them slippery and
treacherous. It would be a long, dangerous morning. More so, if the
selkies were inclined to come out early to play with the extra
seaweed.

Carys worked as
quickly as she could, threading carefully through the seaweed slicked rocks, but she took enough
falls to bloody her shins and palms, and slow her down. With an
anxious eye to the position of the sun behind the clouds, she
concentrated on the areas closest to the water’s edge; and when the
first sound of selkies splashing onto the rocks met her ear, she
stuffed seaweed in her ears and continued grimly.

She saw them laughing
at her and calling to her—perhaps they were teasing her about the
things they had left for her, or perhaps they were
calling her to play—and one
of them tried to circle behind her for a sudden shove into one of
the pools, but she saw the movement and darted further up the shore
before he could get too close, plucking seaweed from the rocks as
she ran.

She didn’t try to
bundle the seaweed as she
went that morning, and by the time she had finished, far too long
after noon, there were uneven stacks of seaweed on the sandy side
of the shore. Sore and bloody, Carys looked at it all and gave a
short laugh, wondering that she should feel so cold still when she
had been working so hard. How could she feel so cold when the sun
had come out for the afternoon and was glittering on the
waves?

Carys laughed again;
a bewildered, self-mocking sort of sound, and the selkies looked curiously at her as she
laughed, but when she went on with her work they lost interest and
went on with their games. It was odd for her to be there so late
with them, but if she provided no entertainment for them, they
wouldn’t pay attention to her.

It was close to
evening by the time Carys had
the leisure to wrap a scrap of bandage around the worst of her two
palms and pick up the handles of her cart to pull it home. Her
shins were still sore, but the blood had clotted and dried, and
they would be turning to scab before too much longer. Walking along
the flat, sandy path gradually stretched out some of the pain, and
Carys had begun to move with greater ease again when there was a
scattering of sand from the sun-soaked sand dunes beside her, and
Eurion called out joyfully, “Lady!”

Carys, dropping the
handles of her cart, wasn’t sure whether she put out her hands to
catch him or to fend him off. It didn’t matter; Eurion threw
his arms around her with enough
enthusiasm to send them both stumbling back against the cart in a
warm, sandy tumble of limbs.

“Oh, Lady! I thought
you were hurt again!”

Carys felt the world
tilt and turn right; she caught at Eurion’s shoulder to balance
herself, and wondered that
the dazzle of the afternoon sun on water should have left her so
unstable.

She heard Eurion’s
chuckle, sudden and delighted. “Lady, you’re smiling!”

“Nonsense,” said
Carys, and pushed him away. “Didn’t I tell you not to come to the
seashore?”

“I’m not on the seashore,” he pointed out. “I’m on the sandy
side of the rocks. I waited
here for so
long,
Lady!”

“If
you did, it’s your own doing,” Carys told him ruthlessly.

“But it was worth
it,” Eurion said gleefully. “Because you smiled at me.”

“Nonsense,” said
Carys again. “Get out of the shafts!”

“Ow! Lady, you ran
over my foot!”

“Didn’t
I—”

“Yes,” Eurion said, chuckling again. “You told me to get
out. You aren’t hurt, Lady?”

“No. Did you eat what
I left out?”

Eurion, eyes
still sparkling, said, “All of it!
Thank you, Lady! How did you know I love omelette?”

“How should I know
that?” demanded Carys. “I dare say you didn’t know yourself. It
wasn’t done on purpose to please you; I had some eggs from the
market that were given to me.”

There was a small
pause before Eurion said,
“Lady, you’re so mean to me.”

“I’m mean to everyone,” Carys said briefly, without
stopping.

“You’re nice to the
old man.”

“I’m not nice to
Aled.”

“Well, but you’re not mean to him. You make
sure not to be mean to him.”

“Aled is—” Carys stopped, a little
bewildered, and the cart
stopped with her.

“He’s in love with
you,” said Eurion, nodding. “But that doesn’t mean you owe him
anything.”

Carys nearly retorted
that in that
case, Eurion should understand why
she didn’t owe him anything either, but thought better of it.
Instead, she picked up the shafts of the cart again, and kept
walking.

Eurion
wasn’t as wise. His eyes caught the
unspoken reply she swallowed, and he said, eyes dancing, “I know.
You don’t owe me anything, either, even if I am in love with you.
But you don’t try not to hurt me like you do with him.”

“You’re different from Aled,” Carys told him. It was true;
she sometimes thought Aled was more determined to love
her than actually in love with her. Determined, perhaps, to make
himself obdurate and miserable. Eurion, on the other hand, was
young and surprisingly sensible; someone who would not make himself
miserable because he could think of no other way to
be.

“Am
I?” asked Eurion. “Well, I suppose that’s something. But don’t you think you could smile at me
every now and then, Lady?”

“You said I smiled at you earlier.”

Eurion, grinning,
countered, “You said you didn’t! Lady! You missed my hugs, didn’t you?”

“I
thought you were sickening again,” Carys corrected him. “That’s the
extent of it. I’ve other
things to do than nurse you back to health again. Eurion, if you
keep prancing in front of the cart, I will run you
over.”

Unabashed,
Eurion dropped back to walk
beside her, the sparkling smile he directed at her never abating
until the cottage was in sight. Then it vanished away
utterly.

“There’s someone at the cottage,” he said sharply.

“I
know,” Carys replied. “Ma
Yong Hwa has come to you so that you don’t have to go to
him.”

“There are two people
there—one of them is soaking in magic.”

“He’s is a magic
user,” said Carys, but it wasn’t until Eurion mentioned two people
that she saw Ma Yong Hwa’s wife beside him. Why was the woman so
ridiculously difficult to see?

“It’s not him using the magic,” Eurion said.

He hung back, and
Carys had to force herself not to slow her stride for him.
“Perhaps his wife is a
practitioner,” she said. “What of it? You use magic
yourself.”

“She’s not using it,” he said. “She’s soaked in it. It’s—I
haven’t seen anything like it before. Lady, I don’t want to meet them.”

“They came all the way from the village,” said Carys. There
was a Contraption there
beside her cottage—some kind of sedan chair, though she couldn’t
see the men who must have carried it from the village. “And it
would seem that the lady can’t walk easily. She had to be carried
all the way here to meet you.”

“I
don’t want to meet
them!”

“You’ll have to meet them,” said Carys
ruthlessly. “She could be
your half sister.”

“I don’t have a
sister.”

“So
you say,” Carys said. “But you don’t remember anything else,
either. Perhaps they can
help.”

She thought Eurion
said beneath his breath, “I
don’t want them to help,” but she was too busy watching Ma Yong
Hwa’s wife for any signs of recognition to pay attention to him.
She wasn’t sure if she wanted to see recognition there or not, but
she couldn’t help looking for it anyway.

The
woman stood, her face still
hard to see despite the fact that Carys was looking directly at
her, and beside Carys, Eurion said in a shaken voice, “Ah, Lady! I
feel as though the change of seasons has come on us.”
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“Seasons
change,” Carys said. “It’s what they’re meant to
do.” 

“I don’t—I
don’t want it to change.” Eurion stopped where he was,
and Carys, glancing at him, saw the mulish look to his
chin. 

She would have to be harsh
again, and she regretted that. She had all but drowned him a few
days ago, and she would have preferred to be more kind
today. 

“I don’t want
to talk to her,” added Eurion, and his voice was mulish,
too. 

“Then you can
stay with Enfys in the village,” Carys told
him. 

Eurion wrapped both of his
arms around hers cajolingly. “You wouldn’t send me away, Lady!”

“What good
are you to me if you don’t remember what you need to
remember?” 

“I don’t
know,” Eurion said, laying his head on her shoulder and
looking up at her through his lashes. “But did you know that you’re
smiling?” 

Carys, aware that Ma Yong Hwa
was looking at them both curiously, shook Eurion off with
an impatient, “Nonsense!” and strode ahead to greet the
unexpected visitors. 

Yong Hwa bowed, but the woman
beside him, as smooth as cream and still oddly difficult to see
properly, held out her hand, Scandian style. Her face was
pale and should have been pretty in a haunting type of way, but
that she was so instantly forgettable. 

Carys found her eyes sliding
away when she tried to look at the woman, and made the effort to
look directly at her as she shook her hand. Carys didn’t know what
it was about this woman that had so frightened Eurion and
made it so difficult to see her, but she refused to be
cowed. 

If she was capable of dealing
with the selkies, she was capable of dealing with one human woman,
magic or no magic. 

“I’m Clovis,”
said the woman. 

Carys, with an eye to the one
hand that hovered just a little away from Yong Hwa’s side, ready to
catch Clovis if she fell, wondered if the woman were ill, or merely
sick from birth. She was certainly pale enough,
but Scandian and Sunderman inhabitants
generally tended to paleness. 

Carys didn’t want to worry
about the woman. She tilted her head back
at Eurion and said shortly, “Is it him?” 

“No,” said
Clovis Ma, with a faint smile. “But I would like to talk with him,
in any case.” 

“Why?” 

Eurion was very much
against the idea of talking with the Mas, and now that Carys knew
he was no kin of her, and that no memories would be forthcoming to
make the interview worthwhile, she was reluctant to see it
happen. 

“I don’t
think—” Carys began, but Eurion arrived at her side in a
scattering of sand and interrupted. 

“I’m not her
brother? Didn’t I tell you I wasn’t her brother,
Lady?” 

“It appears
so,” Carys said. “Will you speak with Mistress
Ma, Eurion?” 

“All
right,” Eurion said, surprising her. He wasn’t
exactly cheerful, but there was a sparkle to his eyes
that confused Carys. What had changed? Clovis was
presumably still producing the same amount of disturbing magic,
but Eurion was no longer so reluctant, even if he
was still wary.

Carys made a move to usher
the guests into her cottage, but Mistress Ma said, “We’ll walk, I
think.” 

Ma Yong Hwa, softly
asked, “Can you walk today? Shall I walk with you?” but
his wife shook her head. 

“We’ll stay
close to the cottage,” she
said. “Perhaps Eurion would be good enough to allow
me to lean on him?” 

Eurion extended his elbow
without protest, but Carys saw him wince as Clovis laid her hand on
it, and wondered exactly how sensitive he was to the magic he said
he could see on the woman. 

“Come in when
you’re tired,” she said to him. She wanted the Mas to know
that Eurion, too, was inclined to be delicate. “I don’t have
time to be taking you to Enfys if you get sick
again.”

Eurion gave her one of his
glowing smiles, and Clovis inclined her head slightly. It wasn’t
until they were drifting slowly away that Carys remembered the
woman hadn’t answered her question of why she wanted to talk with
Eurion.

She turned to Ma Yong Hwa, and
asked, “Why does your wife wish to speak with Eurion if he isn’t
her brother?”

“Her thought
is that this boy travelled with us. That he could know where her
brother is, if he can remember.”

“He can’t
remember,” Carys said shortly. “I’ve tried. Enfys tells me it could
take some time.”

“My wife is a
helpful person. Perhaps she can help him to remember.”

“Perhaps,”
said Carys, though she was doubtful. Was he suggesting that his
wife would use magic to get answers from Eurion?

Ma Yong Hwa, perhaps correctly
interpreting her frown, said, “My wife will not hurt him. She could
not.”

Did he mean physically, or
magically? wondered Carys. It struck her that she should offer Yong
Hwa a drink or something to eat, but it went against the grain with
her to go inside and leave Eurion alone when he might need to call
out for her.

She assuaged her unease by
ushering Yong Hwa into the cottage and leaving the door open, where
any passing sea breeze could waft in the vague stirring of the air
that was Eurion and Clovis Ma’s conversation, too far away to be
anything but a mumble.

Ma Yong Hwa watched her
silently as she prepared him a cup of tea, his eyes resting briefly
on the spigot that Eurion had installed not so long ago, and Carys
smiled faintly to herself as she turned to fetch a second teacup.
She must have become used to Eurion’s constant gaze, because Yong
Hwa’s direct and obvious interest didn’t bother her in the
slightest.

“What is it
you wish to ask me?” she asked him.

His high cheekbones sharpened a
little; the precursor to a smile, thought Carys.

“What should
I wish to ask you?” he asked.

“No doubt you
know that better than me,” she replied coolly. “I’m certain you
would have gone with your wife if you didn’t have something or
other to ask me.”

This time Mr. Ma really smiled.
“Then I shall I ask. That boy—”

“Eurion,”
said Carys automatically, without considering that it was merely
her name for him—that she didn’t really know what his name
was.

“The village
grandmother said he had been lost at sea.”

Carys, biting back a smile at
the thought of Enfys’ probable reaction to being called the village
grandmother, said, “I found him on the beach.”

“Why do you
keep him here?”

“Like your
wife, I believe he has memories that I need.”

“Perhaps, we
could be helpful to you. Perhaps, if the boy could come
with—”

“No,” said
Carys.

He didn’t
look taken aback, but he did pause for a moment. When he opened his
mouth again to ask a question, it wasn’t the one Carys expected.
“The beach where you found him—which beach was it? Was it
that one?”

He nodded in the direction of
the rocky shore where Carys collected seaweed every morning—where
she had barely saved Yong Hwa’s life not long ago.

“Yes,” said
Carys. “In one of the pools.”

“Ah!” said Ma
Yong Hwa, a glitter to his eyes. “Very interesting!”

“Not
interesting,” Carys told him. “Miraculous. That the rocks didn’t
dash his brains out—that the selkies didn’t do it for
him.”

“Indeed,” he
said, and to Carys’ eyes, there was another layer to the interest
in his face. “That also—is interesting. Is it certain the boy
cannot stay with us?”

“Yes.”

“You do not
trust us.”

“I don’t,”
Carys said bluntly. There were levels of trust—she would trust the
Mas as much as any of the villagers; but she would trust no one but
herself with Eurion.

She wasn’t sure if Ma Yong Hwa
looked slightly disappointed or merely unsurprised. At any rate, he
didn’t attempt to argue with her.

He only asked delicately,
“Perhaps my wife can come again?”

“That will be
Eurion’s choice,” said Carys. There was, after all, the chance that
Clovis Ma really could help to bring back Eurion’s memories. She
simply preferred to be there when the woman did so.

Still, when Eurion and Clovis
came back nearly two hours later, Carys was surprised to find that
they had already arranged between them to meet again two days
further on. She was also surprised to find that in the intervening
two hours, she had managed to forget what Clovis Ma looked like
again—almost, if she had not been talking with Yong Hwa, to
actually forget the woman.

Carys was still frowning over
that thought when Yong Hwa settled his wife back in the Contraption
chair outside, and perhaps she was looking a little too severe,
because Eurion looked up at her apprehensively, and asked, “Were
you uncomfortable, Lady? Should I not have left you alone with
him?”

“I wasn’t
uncomfortable,” said Carys, watching the Mas move slowly toward the
village. “Sit down; I’ll bring food.”

Eurion gazed at her curiously
but didn’t speak. Instead, he sat at the table, and Carys was
content to let the silence stretch until the night grew chilly
outside, and food was on the table. Then she sat down, too.

Then, passing a still-warm roll
to Eurion to dip in his cawl, she said, “You were a long time
talking with Mistress Ma.”

Eurion leaned on one hand,
elbow on the table, and continued to regard her thoughtfully, his
brown eyes jewel-like in the low light. “Yes,” he said. “For such a
long time!”

“She didn’t
hurt you?”

“No,” said
Eurion, but he said it hesitatingly.

“Did she use
magic on you?” asked Carys, more sharply.

This time,
Eurion’s no came
more swiftly. “I don’t think she works like that,” he said.
“But—but there’s something about her, Lady.”

Carys frowned. “Something
bad?”

Eurion hesitated again. “I
don’t know that it’s bad. I don’t like it, but maybe it’s not fair
not to like it.”

“You don’t
have to speak to her again,” Carys said. “I’ll tell the Mas myself.
You can stay at home.”

“No,” said
Eurion unexpectedly. “I have to talk to her again. I said I
would—and—and there are some things I want to know.”

“I see,” said
Carys. She would have liked to ask him what it was he wanted to
know, but it wasn’t her business.

“Do you want
to know what I want to know?” he asked, even more unexpectedly.
There was a sparkle to his eyes again, and that gave Carys fair
warning.

“No,” she
said. “It’s not my business. I’ll come with you after I collect my
seaweed that day.”

“You’re so
confusing, Lady,” said Eurion, folding his arms on the table and
propping his chin on them.

“So is the
sea, until you know it,” said Carys. “Eat your cawl.”

 


The sun was brightly shining
for the next two days, and when they began to their ascent into the
village, Eurion was brightly shining, too. Carys, who thought it
good to bring her seaweed a day or two early and store it in Enfys’
unused goat byre, allowed Eurion to pull the cart this time. She
didn’t think it was a bad thing for him to lose a little of that
energy. And although she saw Ma Yong Hwa in the distance,
resplendent in a cream suit and his usual dark top hat as he walked
along the cliffside, it was also unlikely that they would meet Aled
today, when it was not market day.

Or so thought Carys. To her
dismay, it was an unfounded certainty; a little over halfway to the
village, she and Eurion met with not just Aled, but Miss Allen, who
was clinging to his arm as she descended a sandy path by far too
steep and sandy for her delicate, high heeled boots. If she had
been in the mood to be pleased by such things, Carys would have
been dryly amused to see Eurion’s shine dim a little at the sight
of them.

As it was, she found herself
irritated. Aled and his silent frown grated at her, as did Miss
Allen’s pretty, frivolous shoes and the pretty, frivolous ankles
they displayed. That made her, in turn, irritated with
Eurion—without whom, arguably, she would not have been thus
annoyed.

“Oh!” said
Miss Allen, breathless with her exertions. “We were just coming to
see you! Eurion, why are you pulling Carys’ cart? She doesn’t like
it, you know.”

Aled promptly deposited Miss
Allen beside Eurion in a scattering of sand, and without a trace of
the frown that had at first crossed his brow, silently offered
Carys the arm that had been previously occupied.

Carys took no notice of the
arm, but she did walk beside him ahead of Eurion and Miss Allen.
Eurion stared at them indignantly as they passed, which made Aled
smile a little, but he kept pulling the cart without complaint, and
Miss Allen had words enough for the two of them for all that Carys
could hear. Her constant chatter in the background made it
difficult for Carys to pay attention to what Aled was saying, and
only served to accentuate her annoyance in the situation.

By the time they reached the
village, Carys was very glad to bid the two goodbye under the very
real pretext that she and Eurion were expected as guests themselves
and could stay to entertain company in the meantime.

Miss Allen pouted and said
significantly, “I’ll only be shopping at the milliner’s, anyway.
There’s nothing else to do!”

Aled, more straightforward in
his wishes, said to Carys, “Come and see me at the Post Office
later, if you have time.”

Carys made no promises—neither,
she noticed, did Eurion, though she had heard him laughing with
Miss Allen earlier. Laughing without reserve, too.

There was no laughter in him
once Miss Allen and Aled left; Eurion said soberly to her, “Are we
to go straight to them?”

“It’s best to
get it over with,” said Carys, aware of a desire to have this
tiresome day over and done with. She was glad she had brought the
seaweed today; it would be a quick journey to and from the market
later in the week.

Still, perhaps Eurion’s unease
infected her—by the time they were actually at the door of the inn
where the Mas were staying, Carys was feeling disinclined to do
anything but turn around and take Eurion back to the cottage.

Clovis Ma met them at the door
in a wafting, dreamy sort of way, almost as if she had seen them
coming. That wasn’t possible along the village road, with the line
of trees that shaded the inn from the village proper, but Carys had
the feeling that the woman somehow knew of their coming
regardless.

She stepped
from the door as they approached, pale and wavering, her hat
trembling with the slight breeze, and said to Eurion,
“Shall we walk along the coast road? I’ve heard
there are good views to be had.”

Eurion
nodded.

Clovis’ cool eyes
flicked up to Carys’ face. “Is it possible for me to speak to him
alone?”

Carys, unaccountably
irritated again, though she couldn’t have said why, said merely, “If Eurion so
wishes.”

Eurion looked
uncertainly from her to the lady. Perhaps she hadn’t hidden her irritation as well as
she had thought. He asked, “Will you be comfortable here,
Lady?”

“If
not, I can walk through the village,” Carys said.

Eurion’s lower lip
pouted very slightly. “Are
you going to see Aled?”

“Only if there is
need.”

Eurion, pleadingly, said, “You’ll wait here for
me, Lady?”

“I’ll wait.” She could always walk in the gardens, after
all, while they walked along
the coastal road. No good would come of leaving them too much
alone—Carys didn’t like to think of Eurion calling to her when she
couldn’t hear him.

She watched them walk
away slowly, the lady’s hand
resting on Eurion’s arm, and found that she had to make a concerted
effort not to walk after them. Instead, she turned reluctantly into
the garden and wandered at random through the greenery, where some
hardy flowers were still clinging to bloom. She sat down somewhere,
though she didn’t know where, in a closed off section of the garden
where she could see neither the sea nor Eurion—where she could not
be tempted to follow after him to make sure he was well. She could
have taken her cart of seaweed over to Enfys, but that seemed like
too much of a temptation, too, so Carys stayed where she was,
taking in the sun.

A little while
later, someone else walked in the
garden on the other side of her hedge. She would have left her
position, but there was no way of leaving it without either pushing
through the bushes or pushing past the person who approached. To
her relief, the other person stopped directly on the other side of
the hedge from her, too soon to find the opening that led to her
section of the garden. Through a thinness in the hedge, she saw a
push chair rolled into place and then left there.

Unfortunately, the
cause of such a thing didn’t occur to her until she caught
the vague murmur of
conversation, and a lady in white fell rather than sat in the
chair, her back to Carys. The other voice, to Carys’ surprise, was
that of Eurion.

“Push me,” said the
lady’s vanilla voice.

A Scandian accent for
sure, thought Carys, and wondered that she wasn’t surprised about it. She had the
uneasy feeling, suddenly, that she had already had this thought and
this realisation—that she had had it, and forgotten it, just as she
had forgotten the lady.

“Why is she so hard to remember?” she said
softly, but there was no one to
answer, and her question fell into silence. She mustn’t have spoken
loudly enough to be heard by Eurion, because although his voice was
wary to the point of prickliness, he answered the lady without
calling out to Carys.

“Where am I to push
you? I thought we were to walk the coastal road.”

“I’ve made you uncomfortable,” said Clovis.

“I
think you make most people
uncomfortable,” Eurion said huskily. “I don’t think you can help
it.”

Carys saw
Clovis Ma’s languid shoulder move up
and down beneath the lace of her dress. “That much is true,” she
said. “But perhaps you’re not uncomfortable because of what I am,
so much as because of what I can see.”

Eurion shifted,
stirring leaves, and Carys saw the flutter of colour through the
shrubbery. “Where is my
lady?”

Carys wondered if she
imagined the smile in Clovis’
voice; if she were so uncomfortable at this turn of events that she
imagined the world to be laughing at her.

The woman
said, “Your lady is safe and whole.
What do you want with her?”

“What do you?” asked Eurion, and Carys would have thought
him rude if it wasn’t for the rigidity she could hear in his voice.
Eurion, for whatever reason, was now very, very frightened.
“My lady says you wanted to see me to be sure I wasn’t your
half-brother, and when you knew I wasn’t, you wanted to see me to
ask if I knew anything; but you seem more interested in
her.”

“Will it help if I tell you that I am truly searching for
my half-brother?” There was a
brief, thoughtful pause, after which Clovis added, “Will you
believe me?”

“Yes,” said Eurion.
“But I also wonder what else you’re searching for. I think you’re
not just searching for your brother.”

“Perhaps not,” said Clovis Ma.

“Don’t bother my lady
with it.”

Clovis, her vanilla
tones more vanilla than before, said, “I’m simply offering to try
and help you regain your memories.”

“I don’t need your
help,” said Eurion.

“Do
you not? Your lady seems very
intent upon making sure you recover those
memories.”

“That’s between me and my lady.”

“I
see,” said Clovis, and Carys
wondered exactly how much the lady saw. Exactly what she
saw. “Then as I suggested earlier, perhaps you should try kissing
her again.”

Carys froze, hot and
then cold all the way to her fingers. What exactly had Eurion
and Clovis Ma been discussing
before they wandered within her purview? This wasn’t a conversation
she wanted to be overhearing.

To her relief, Eurion said, “I don’t
dare.”

“You slept in the sand happily enough once,”
Clovis pointed out. “What’s one more
time?”

“You don’t understand,” Eurion said. “If it was just being locked out
of the house—well, that’s not so bad. I can sleep in the sand. But
what can I do if she locks me out altogether?”

“I
see,” said Clovis Ma, her
voice considering.

Carys, quite certain
that this was a conversation
she did not want to hear to its conclusion, rose silently and
slipped painfully through the shrubbery on the other side of the
garden, willing rather to risk discovery than to stay and hear what
she would prefer not to hear.

She
went back by a different way than
she’d come, too, hoping to avoid any reoccurrence of the situation
she’d just experienced by likewise avoiding the rest of gardens.
Thus it was that Carys found herself walking along the ocean road,
where the familiar scent of salt wafted high on the breeze and
calmed her agitated heart. She looked down more from habit than
from any other reason, her eyes naturally falling on the section of
coastline where her cottage could be seen, and as she caught sight
of it, she caught sight of something else.

Someone was coming out of her
cottage.

A small patch of
flickering white with a speck of black to it that could have been
dark hair but probably was, thought Carys, remembering the suit of
cream in which she had most
recently seen Ma Yong Hwa, a top hat, moved away slowly across the
sand.

How had he gotten
down the cliffs so quickly? More importantly, what was he doing in the cottage while she was
not there?

Carys was less
concerned about Yong Hwa
being in her cottage than she had been about Steele making the same
attempt, but in light of what she had just heard between Eurion and
Clovis Ma, she did wonder exactly what he had gone in search
of.

Mistress Ma really
did seem to be in search of a brother, but as Eurion had mentioned, it seemed as if they also
had some business with Carys. While that took away from her the
fear that Eurion was somehow in danger, it left the troubling
thought that she herself was of some unexplainable interest to the
Mas.

Carys
remembered Clovis’ cool gaze,
and the delicate way Ma Yong Hwa had questioned her on the beach,
and drew her shawl a little closer around her shoulders. They were
clever people, not something she was used to dealing with. People,
in fact, were something Carys was not used to dealing with, and
perhaps the Mas were cleverer than most, but she felt that she
would have been out of her depth with any kind of
interaction.

Well, so long as it
wasn’t Eurion they were interested in, it should be safe
enough. There was nothing about
Carys herself to sustain interest, so no doubt it wouldn’t be long
before the Mas moved along to the next village in search of Clovis
Ma’s brother.

Carys had no
intention of letting Yong Hwa
get away with his intrusion, but she didn’t think there was any
need to be rushing down to the beach just yet, either. Instead, she
returned to the inn and went in search of Eurion and Clovis, this
time openly on the garden path, following behind one of the inn’s
servants as a way to prevent herself from hearing any potentially
embarrassing conversation.

Eurion rose from a
seat beside the wheeled chair
when they approached; they hadn’t moved very far from where Carys
had recently overheard too much conversation.

“I need you to take
the seaweed to Enfys,” she said to Eurion, without preamble. “Ask
her—nicely, mind you—if she’ll allow us to store it there until the
market. Come and find me here when you finish.”

Eurion made a slight
gesture toward Clovis, but
Carys said, “The servant will wheel Mistress Ma into the inn,” and
the woman herself, smiling, nodded.

“All right,” said Eurion, his eyes running over her face. There was a faint frown on
his brow. “Do you need anything, Lady?”

“Only that you do as
I ask,” Carys said. She bowed briefly to Clovis Ma and strode back
away down the path toward the inn without waiting to see that
either Eurion or the servant did as she had required of
them.

She
settled herself on one of the small
chairs at the front of the inn, and in contemplating exactly how
best to approach Mr. Ma when he should arrive, almost missed his
arrival completely. She became aware of his approach when the
regular footsteps she’d heard approaching in some back part of her
mind stopped abruptly just past the line of trees that shielded the
inn from the village.

Carys looked up to
see Ma Yong Hwa staring at
her, his face still wearing the last remaining vestiges of
startlement. She nodded in greeting, and for the first time that
afternoon, felt a touch of amusement.

“Good afternoon,” Yong
Hwa said, and hesitated. “Do you still wait on my
wife?”

“No,” said Carys. “I’m waiting for you.”

“Ah,” he said. Almost,
he sighed it.

Carys had the feeling that he wasn’t
surprised when she asked directly, “Did you find what you were
looking for in my cottage?”

A soft glow lit his
eyes; amusement and ruefulness both. Ma Yong Hwa murmured something equally soft and
rueful in his own language, and said in the common tongue: “What a
shame. I hoped you would not see.”

“I
was coming back to meet you,” said Carys, without mentioning the
reason she had been so swift
in returning. She was at this point unsure how much of that
interlude she had just overheard was staged by the Mas. Eurion, she
was certain, was as innocent as herself in the situation, but she
not equally sure of the Mas.

“Ah,” said Ma Yong Hwa
again. He looked around him and caught sight of the small, painted
seat. “Perhaps—shall we sit?”

Carys nodded. “Very well. But you
should begin to offer me some information before I approach the
owners of the inn with a report of how you spent this morning.”

There
was only curiosity in his eyes, not
disbelief. “Should we be turned out?”

“Yes,” said Carys, without mincing matters. She was not
liked in the village, but she was feared, and if she requested a
thing, it would be done. It was one of the unspoken laws of
the guardians of the
shore.

“Very well,” he said.
“I must take you some way into my confidence.”

“Some way?” asked
Carys dryly, aware of all that was not being said.

Ma Yong Hwa’s eyes lit with a glow again, but he
said, “Some things are not mine to tell.”

“What is it that you can tell me?”

“My
wife does indeed search for
her brother.”

“That much, I was
aware of.”

“You have heard of the scandal from the headland?”

“The prince who was
done away with?”

“Not done away with,” he said quickly. “At least, we hope the
best.”

Carys frowned. If
what she was thinking was so, the Mas were far better connected than she had given them
credit for. “You’re looking for him?”

“Yes.”

“Did you think to
find him in my cottage?”

“Not the prince,” said Ma Yong Hwa.

Carys had a
sudden, terrible thought.
Gold danced in her memory—a gold seal, a luxurious wrapping, itself
wrapped again to keep it from the waves. What had Eurion done? What
had he taken?

“What, then?” she asked, and she felt as though her voice
was obviously shaken. “What
are you looking for that could be in my cottage?”

Perhaps Ma
Yong Hwa didn’t find it so. He said,
without any special emphasis or meaning to his look, “Some princely
things.”

“Then what do you
want with Eurion?”

“My
wife thinks there are some things he knows—”

“Eurion knows nothing about the prince,” said Carys, with
finality. At least for now,
she would not tell the Mas about the seal. “He washed ashore after
a storm—from one of the shipwrecks. If it was from yours, perhaps
he knows of your wife’s brother, but there’s no reason for him to
know of the prince, who was killed out on the headland. Don’t make
dangerous accusations. We don’t concern ourselves here with the
succession issues.”

He
looked at her curiously. “Do you
not? Why?”

“There are always succession issues,” she said. “If we were to be concerned
with them, we would never have a moment’s peace. You could have
asked me if I had anything…princely.”

“I
did not think you would tell me,” Ma Yong Hwa said, guiltily amused. “I was not sure you
would tell me anything.”

“I
have nothing princely for you,” Carys said. “Don’t abuse my
hospitality again, or it will
be very much the worse for you.”

“If that other man
should ask—”

Carys gave him a very
direct look. “I’ll tell him the same thing. I think it
would be best if your wife didn’t
bother Eurion again.”

“Is it your job to be
his protector?”

“Yes,” said Carys. “Everything that washes up on that shore
is mine. Don’t attempt to take it.”

Ma
Yong Hwa sighed faintly, but he only
said, “Perhaps it will seem good to you to allow it again at a
later time.”

“Perhaps,” Carys said, but her voice was forbidding,
and he knew how to read it.
“I’ll take my leave of you now.”

“Will you not eat
with us?”

“There’s no
need,” said Carys. While she waited for Ma Yong Hwa, and then while
she talked with him, the afternoon had become evening around them,
cool and late. Eurion should have returned well before now. “I’ll
walk into the village. I’ve to visit Enfys—there’s food enough with
her.”

He bowed, but if she had been
inclined to guess his feelings, she would have said he was uneasy.
She felt his eyes on her until she rounded the trees, and was glad
for the falling darkness of evening as well as the cover of the
trees.

She felt lighter for the
escape, though her thoughts still troubled her. What exactly had
Eurion done? What had he become mixed up in?

And what, Carys wondered,
stopping abruptly at the well-lit milliner’s window, was Eurion
doing with Miss Allen? She hurried on again in search of Enfys
before she had to see more of Miss Allen’s expert head-tipping
through the window, no longer surprised that Eurion had taken so
long to return to the inn.

Enfys, unfortunately, was
nowhere to be found; neither at her shop nor at her house, and
Carys gave up her search irritably, aware of the lateness of the
evening. If Eurion was not now at the inn, she would leave him
behind. Fortunately for him, he was there when she returned.

He greeted her with a bright
smile of relief, and said, “Lady! I thought I’d lost you!”

“You were
gone for some time,” said Carys, turning down the coastal path
without stopping properly before the inn. He had probably been
visiting with Miss Allen since she sent him with the seaweed. “I
went to the village and came back.”

Eurion trotted after her, a
warm presence in the cool evening air. “I talked with Enfys.”

“Did you?”
That was not unusual. Eurion, for a boy who had begun their
acquaintance by disliking Enfys, now seemed to spend a good deal of
time talking to the old woman. “I thought you were speaking with
Miss Allen.”

And there, thought Carys, was
another odd thing. She had been inclined to look with favour upon
Miss Allen and her attentions to Eurion, but she was now becoming
less certain that it was a good thing for Eurion. Perhaps if Miss
Allen were a thought more pleasant…

Carys found herself frowning,
and hurriedly smoothed the frown away.

Eurion said, “I was talking
with Miss Allen, too. It was earlier that I talked with Enfys—as
soon as Clovis let me go.”

Clovis, thought Carys, her brows
rising momentarily as they path began its first descent toward the
beach. Certainly Eurion and Clovis Ma had discussed a great many
things. She didn’t feel as though she were prepared to ask
questions about that, so instead, she asked, “How goes Miss Allen’s
search for a hat?”

“She bought
two,” he said. “Lady, I’ll go to see her tomorrow while you’re out,
if you don’t mind.”

“Why should I
mind?” Carys said. “You can do as you please while I’m not here.
Just stay away from the rocky shore.”

“She said we
could walk up to a lookout on the cliffs.”

“I’ve said
it’s none of my business,” said Carys. “You’ve no need to tell me
your plans.”

“Yes,” said
Eurion, “Only—”

“Did you ask
Enfys nicely if she would allow me to use the space?”

“Yes,” he
said again. “Lady, I really did spend most of the time with Enfys.
I only looked into the milliners because Miss Allen called me in. I
had some things I needed to ask her, so I went.”

“What was it
about Enfys’ conversation that was so alluring?” Carys
asked.

Eurion’s brown eyes roamed her
face. “We talked about you.”

Carys rounded on him, her voice
as sharp as a shard of wet slate, and said, “Don’t discuss me with
Enfys.”

“You’re
trying to find out everything you can about me,” said Eurion,
surprising her. “Why can’t I do the same about you?”

“There’s a
difference,” said Carys, aware that while she had gotten used to
treating Eurion as a child, it was now dangerous to continue on
thus. She turned on her heel again and strode ahead, wishing that
she could leave him behind altogether.

“Because
you’re only trying to find the memories you need?” called Eurion,
from behind, again trotting to catch up. “That’s all right. I know
that. But I want to understand why you won’t let yourself love me,
and I think Enfys knows.”

“Enfys knows
a lot less than she pretends to know,” said Carys harshly, without
turning, without looking, without stopping. “And if you fancy that
every woman must be in love with you because Miss Allen is,
then—”

There was a scuffle of sand
beside her, and Eurion darted in front of her, panting. Carys
stopped abruptly to avoid walking into him.

“I don’t
think that,” said Eurion, one hand stretching out to catch her
wrist. “But I think—I think you’re someone who can’t help loving,
and I think you’re fighting very hard not to love me. Is it because
of the husband that left? Why do you still keep a place set for
him?”

“The places I
set are none of your concern,” said Carys, fighting against the
swell of the sea beneath her feet though she stood on land. “Nor
whom I love, nor what I do. If you’ve a fancy to sleep elsewhere
tonight, the village is behind you. Otherwise, leave your questions
at the door.”

She shook off Eurion’s hand and
shouldered past him, and this time he didn’t hurry to follow her.
Instead, Carys heard his footsteps behind her as she hurried
homeward, soft but somehow heavy, carefully keeping far enough
behind her that not even his faint shadow from the moon fell in her
path.
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The cottage was all moonlight
and brine when Carys opened the door, with just a touch of orange
warmth left in the hearth. She closed the door behind her,
disregarding Eurion, and attended to the fire. It was calming to
have something physical to do.

As she stirred the fire into
some semblance of life again, she heard the scattering of sand that
heralded Eurion’s arrival, but no consequent opening of the
door.

Carys frowned, and laid a log
on the glowing coals. Was he sulking?

A moment later, she heard the
familiar swish-and-scatter that was Eurion beginning his sword
drill. Was he really sulking, or merely giving her space?

Whatever the reason, Carys was
grateful for it. The cottage felt uncomfortable around her, and she
would like to get more comfortable in it before Eurion came in. She
made herself a cup of tea, putting another cup out by habit, and
found herself staring at the rug.

She was still gazing at it with
far away eyes when she finished her cup of tea, automatically
recognising that Eurion was so much longer tonight with his sword
drill; the same sense of discomfort still lingering. Carys left her
empty cup on the table and crossed the room, and before she
crouched beside it, she knew why it had drawn her attention.

The rug was upside down. It
should have been no big thing; it was a woven rug that looked
almost identical whichever way up it was kept, but for the slightly
rougher appearance on the underside.

Carys eyed it in growing
concern. There had once been a place for hiding things below that
rug; the space was still there, but she only kept a few pearls in
it, nothing more. No doubt it had been Mr. Ma—he obviously had no
interest in jewels, because the pearls were still there when she
checked—but Carys couldn’t help feeling rubbed raw by the invasion,
though she had known he was in the cottage. There would be no point
in making a search of her cottage without doing the thing
thoroughly.

More worrying was the
possibility that he had found her other hiding spot. Carys observed
the chimney with some anxiety, but there was no sign that the
bricks there had been tampered with, nor was there any telling
crumble of mortar on the hearth or the floor. At least Ma Yong Hwa
had not found that. Carys had a feeling she would have a lot of
explaining to do if he had, and since she felt that he would
deserve such an explanation, she was glad to have avoided the
necessity.

Eurion was still at his
practise when Carys prepared the fire for the night and went to
bed. She was glad for that, too; in a glance out the window, she
had seen him moving in the moonlight, an unusually sober look to
his face. The soberness of the look didn’t worry her so much—it was
the thoughtfulness of it that concerned her. He had such a habit of
coming out with things unexpectedly that she didn’t know how to
prepare for what would come next.

The next morning, Eurion was
still asleep when she rose—or was pretending to be so, at any rate.
Carys had the feeling his breathing was just a little bit too light
and regular to signify real sleep, and that was something of a
comfort. It could be a good thing if he wished to avoid her, at
least until the cottage was comfortable again.

Still, she found herself
looking around for the jewel-like glitter of brown eyes as she
moved quietly around the room, stoking the fire and setting aside a
portion of lunch for him. There was nothing beyond his regular in
and out of breath.

Very good, thought Carys, and
left the cottage. There was a dark undertone of red to the sky when
she looked up, which brought a frown to her brow and made her
automatically seek for the direction of the wind. There was very
little wind, which worried her as well. At this chancy time of
year, as winter was struggling through to spring, that meant a
storm—and a big storm. The longer the stillness and colour
continued without sight of a storm, the worse it would be when it
came.

There would be a need to make
sure she scoured the shoreline for as much seaweed as possible.
Along her part of the shoreline it tended to grow back more quickly
than it would have elsewhere—whether from the magic she was told
inhabited the weeds naturally, or simply as a result of the natural
life of it—and there would be the free-floating ribbons to clear
away as the swell grew bigger with the promise of a storm.

Still, the morning wasn’t so
hard as Carys had expected, the swell almost normal if it hadn’t
been for the lack of wind, and there wasn’t so much free-floating
weed as she had thought to see. She paused from her work once or
twice to stretch her back, and saw Steele in the distance, treading
the path toward the village with his three men. It gave her a
rather unpleasant shock, because she hadn’t seen him in a few days,
and she had assumed that he had gone to further villages to
continue his search for whatever he was looking for. She didn’t
like to think of him passing by her cottage.

Just after noon, as Carys was
bundling her seaweed beyond the rock-line, with one ear to the
selkies as they played indolently, Ma Yong Hwa came strolling
through the sandy grass, his top hat perched on his head just as
usual.

He bowed to her and seemed as
though he would have reached out to help with her seaweed, but
Carys stopped him with one salty, sandy hand.

“I’ve nearly
done.” Besides, where was the use in dirtying that impeccable
suit?

“There’s
magic gathering,” said Mr. Ma, as if that was what he had come to
say to her.

Carys shrugged. Magic or storm,
it was all the same along the seashore. “There’s a storm coming,”
she said. “Things are unsteady.”

“Ah,” he
said, unsurprised. “You know?”

“It won’t be
safe for you to walk down here when it breaks,” she told him. “The
selkies will want to play, and there is no one to stop
them.”

“Is that not
your job?”

Carys finished off a bale with
a sharp tug of string. “No. My job is to clear their playthings.
Warn people not to get too close. Make sure they can’t make
mischief for the fishermen with the seaweed.”

“Ah,” said Ma
Yong Hwa again. “Are many people then lost to the
selkies?”

“Not many,”
Carys said, with a constricted throat. She turned her back on him
to gather another bale into being. “And those who are lost usually
return in the end. The selkies give up their playthings when they
no longer amuse them.”

“All of them
return?”

“Most of them
return,” she said shortly. She did not wish to discuss such things
with Ma Yong Hwa—or with anyone. “If you do not wish to be in
danger, you should avoid the rocky shoreline.”

“I did not
think to be in danger,” he said. “I merely wished for information.
Is it inconvenient?”

“No
inconvenience.” Carys finished another bundle with a sharp tug.
“But the villagers know already. If you have questions, you should
ask them.”

“I see,” he
said mildly. “I should do so. I have been too busy.”

Wanting to change the subject,
she said with a faint touch of sarcasm, “So I saw. Did you find
everything you were looking for in my floorboards yesterday?”

That Ma Yong Hwa should know
she knew the extent of his search was a salve to her irritation
about the fact that it had happened.

Hiss brown eyes rested on her
in a combination of wonder and understanding. “I did not search so
deeply,” he said. “However, I don’t expect your trust.”

“I see,” said
Carys. Perhaps it was ridiculously trusting of her, but she
believed him. More, she believed that he would have been more
careful—that he would be the kind of man, moreover, to know the
difference between sides of a rug, miniscule though it was. “I’m
glad to hear it.”

“You should
not be so,” said Yong Hwa. “If not me—”

A cold, bitter edge of fear
chilled Carys across the shoulders. It occurred to her, suddenly
and horribly, that Steele had gone, not necessarily toward the
village, but toward the cottage. The cottage where Eurion was,
alone and no match for four men and their swords.

Carys picked up her skirts and
ran.

Pursuit sounded behind her, and
perhaps Ma Yong Hwa’s voice, but Carys ignored it, her feet
pounding through sand and her heart pounding in her throat,
constricting her breath and making shards of pain across her
chest.

Eurion, alone in the cottage;
Eurion, facing Steele and his sword—Eurion perhaps sought and
found.

Eurion, perhaps dead.

She made it to the cottage
somehow, though she didn’t remember how, and stopped in the
doorway, looking around wildly. There was no Eurion to be seen, but
all of Carys’ dishes were out of the cupboards, the blue as well as
the plain, and the rug had been left carelessly thrown back on
itself. Someone had been in the cottage while she was out again—and
this time, that someone wanted her to know for sure that he had
been there.

Carys stumbled a few steps
further into the cottage. If that someone had been there, where was
Eurion? Had he been taken?

Behind her, Ma Yong Hwa stepped
swiftly into the cottage, and Carys, with the uneasy swirl of the
sea in her stomach, panted, “He’s not here. Where is he? He should
be here.”

Gasping a little himself, Yong
Hwa suggested, “Perhaps he is going for a walk.”

“Yes,” she
said, aware of how sharp and short her words had become. She could
almost taste her own disagreement.

“Does
the—does Eurion stay here during the day?”

“Yes,” said
Carys, her skirt still bunched in her hands. “He’s recently
recovered from being sick.”

Where was
Eurion? Perhaps he had been sulking last night. She hadn’t really thought so at the
time, but why else would he be gone? She must have hurt his
feelings so much that he simply left. Unless—unless Steele really
had been looking for someone
instead of something.

Ma Yong Hwa must have seen the
second, closer look she sent around the room. He said, “I think—I
hope—there has been no struggle.”

“I think so,
too,” Carys said, her throat growing a little less tight. And yet,
if Eurion wasn’t here, where was he?

“Is anything
taken?”

She couldn’t give him all her
attention, but she saw the sharpness to his eyes; the very real
concern. Not concern for her, but for whatever it was he still
thought she had.

“I will check
later,” she said. She didn’t even dare look around as she said it,
because it seemed certain that she would look at the fireplace, and
Ma Yong Hwa was far too sharp for that, too. Instead, she looked
only at him and repeated, “I will look later. Good day, Mr.
Ma.”

“Can I do
nothing for you?”

“Nothing,”
she said.

“Very well,”
he said, and bowed. “If I should see Eurion, I will send you
notice.”

“Thank you,”
said Carys, and her thanks were sincere. It didn’t seem as though
there had been a struggle, and yet where was Eurion? Had he left of
his own accord?

Ma Yong Hwa left quietly, and
Carys sat down with a jerk. If Eurion had left of his own accord,
it was her own fault. She should have been gentler with him—and
yet, how could she have been? She couldn’t encourage him—couldn’t
encourage herself. There was no good in gentleness when it came to
Eurion. Better to be harsh and safe than risk the growth of
feelings that had no business where they were.

 


She should have prepared a
meal—or even just made herself a cup of tea—but Carys found
herself, an hour after Ma Yong Hwa left, still sitting in her usual
chair. There was a sick feeling to her stomach that discouraged any
desire for food, but when it occurred to her how long she had sat
where she was, Carys stood abruptly and left the cottage.

She took the small trail to the
right of the cottage, where Eurion said he had once walked, and
from which he had seen her on the beach. It was the only place she
could think he might have gone if he were simply out for a
walk.

The path was longer than she
remembered, but Carys kept walking, grimly, until she was following
the curve of the cliff-top that overlooked a wide swathe of
seashore and her own rocky section. Her eyes flicked from the green
clifftop to the seashore below, seeking a golden-haired figure, but
found nothing. She turned back at last, unwillingly, and strode
homeward, holding within her chest the unsteady warmth of a hope
that Eurion would be there when she got back.

Carys arrived back home with
the last of the sunlight, to find the cottage as empty as it had
been when she first returned. She gave it one look and left again,
too restless to sit down when she might be bringing in her crop of
seaweed from the morning. It was safe enough where it was, but she
had no desire to sit down again, doing nothing. Either Eurion would
return, or he would not. There was nothing more she could do.

So she brought in the seaweed,
and perhaps she had been hoping that there would be a different
result when she took it home with her, because she dropped the
handles of the cart without unloading it and went inside.

There was no difference: the
cottage was still untidy, Eurion still gone, the blue dishes left
out. This time, however, Carys thought to check behind the curtain
after she tidied the rug back into its place. Eurion kept his spare
clothes and the coat she’d given him behind there, orderly and out
of the way.

They were gone.

Carys stared at that empty
stool for far too long. He had left, then.

The sunshine had gone, and with
it any hope of questions answered.

There was a pain in her chest,
so Carys sat at the table, weary and shaken. There was emptiness
everywhere she looked: the cupboards, with their contents strewn
across the bench and table, the three chairs at odds around the
small table, even the sound of the cottage was empty.

And into that emptiness, there
was the sound of the front door opening. Carys looked up, worn and
entirely uncertain what to expect, and a familiar golden-haired
figure danced in her vision.

Her hand curled tightly into
the fabric of her skirt. Carys asked icily, “Where were you?”

“Lady?”
Eurion stepped forward uncertainly. “What is it? Are you
hurt?”

“Where were
you?”

“Don’t you
remember? Miss Allen—you said—was I meant not to go?”

Carys stared at him for one
galling moment, all at once aware of where he had been and how he
had spent the day—aware that she couldn’t even complain about it
when she had told him he might do as he wished. Aware that the fear
and uncertainty she had gone through in the last few hours were not
something she could charge against him.

“I forgot,”
she said quietly, instead of shouting all the things she wanted to
shout. Had she forgotten? Or was it just that she hadn’t expected
him to really go, and had dismissed it from her mind?

“Did
something happen?” Eurion, his gaze flicking from the crown of her
head to her feet, moved forward swiftly once again and dropped on
one knee in front of her to gaze up at her face. “Lady? You’re not
hurt, are you?”

“No,” said
Carys, aware how close her hands were to shaking, and how
impossible it was to pull them away from Eurion’s warm fingers
without giving away that fact. “I forgot. Are you going out again
tomorrow?”

“I can
stay—”

“No,” Carys
said. “This week you should go out. Don’t stay in the
cottage.”

Eurion, frowning, opened his
mouth, but by then Carys had gathered her thoughts enough to speak
before him.

“Where are
your clothes?”

“I washed
them,” he said. He looked a little conscious, or perhaps just a
little pleased with himself. “I thought you would be tired. I hung
them behind the cottage. Lady, why should I go out this
week?”

“There’s
something I need done.”

“I can do
it,” he said.

“You’ll have
to go to the village every day.”

“I need to
walk more,” he answered, settling back on his heels, though he
didn’t let go of her hands. “I’m more healthy now.”

It was true. It was also true
that Carys had long meant to have a small storehouse built in the
village. It was not something that was urgent enough to send Eurion
out to do tomorrow, but Carys would do it in any case. If Steele
chose to come back again while she was out of the cottage, she was
determined that Eurion wouldn’t be there to find.

Just to be sure, Carys asked
Eurion, “Did you move my things?”

“No, Lady,”
he said. “I don’t touch those things. Didn’t you take them
out?”

“I’ll write
you a note to take to Enfys,” Carys said. “Make sure you deliver it
to her first; she’ll tell you what you need to do
after.”

“Can’t you
tell me now?”

“Tomorrow,”
said Carys. She was weary—so very weary that she didn’t know how
she would rise from her bed to attend to the seashore tomorrow. She
shivered a little, and Eurion stood again, looking around the room
with wondering eyes.

“You let the
fire go out, Lady,” he said. “You shouldn’t sit in the cold and
dark.”

“It doesn’t
matter,” Carys said, though she would have risen to attend to the
fire at once if he hadn’t returned with the light quilt from the
bed to drape around her shoulders.

He wrapped it tightly at the
front, too; and when Carys made a move as if to shrug it off and
rise anyway, he said, “I’ll look to the fire, Lady.”

Carys heard him behind her,
attending to the fire, then gradually, making tea. Then he flitted
around the kitchen, putting away the blue things and the other
dishes, and still she couldn’t gather the energy to rise from her
chair. When he gave her a cup of tea she took it without comment,
and Eurion sat in his chair beside her, unusually quiet. He didn’t
speak again, in fact, until Carys eventually took herself off to
bed, and the cottage settled into warm quiet around them.

Then he said, into that
quietness, “Lady?”

Carys closed her eyes. “What is
it?”

“I wouldn’t
leave without telling you, you know. I wouldn’t leave unless you
told me to go.”

She didn’t know how she was
supposed to reply to that, so Carys let the words sink into warm
silence around them, too.

 


Carys rose late enough from her
sleep the next day that Eurion was just coming in from his sword
practise.

“I was just
coming to get you, Lady,” he said. “It’s late.”

“I’m aware,”
she said, though there was no coldness to her voice. “Are you ready
to leave?”

Eurion, his hair still tumbled
in black-rooted coils of gold, said in surprise, “I’m to go
now?”

“There will
be many things to be done,” Carys said. “Some time ago there was
talk of building a storehouse beside Enfys’ shop—I didn’t have the
chance to do it myself, and I didn’t like to ask Aled to do
it.”

“No,” said
Eurion, nodding decidedly. “I can build it.”

Carys felt a faint smile on her
lips, and banished it. “You’re able to build? Are you sure?”

Eurion grinned guiltily. “Well,
I think so, Lady! I can do machines like the water spigot, so I
think I can do this. I’ll try, at any rate.”

“Enfys will
tell you where to go for the things you need: where to find
suitable rocks, what to buy that can’t be found.”

“Will you
come to see how it goes?”

“Later in the
week,” she said. “Enfys will have some small jobs for you, too—as
payment for using her shop to store all the supplies as you build.
She’ll likely want you to put in a new fireplace for her as well;
if so, I’ll reimburse you for your time.”

“No,” Eurion
said, frowning. “If I can pay something of what I owe you, I’ll
work all day.”

“Very well,”
agreed Carys, because there was no time to argue. “Put on your
coat; it’s cold.”

Eurion did so, and stood,
combing fingers through his hair to neaten it as she fixed her
shawl around her shoulders and crossed it over her chest, tying it
at the back. He took the note she had written for Enfys, turning it
curiously between his fingers, but didn’t try to open it.

Still, Carys said to him, “It’s
for Enfys’ eyes only.”

That made him grin. He said
reproachfully, “Ah, but now I want to open it, Lady! You shouldn’t
have said that.”

“Enfys’ eyes
only,” Carys repeated, but she felt the reluctant curl of a smile
beginning. “Out. Make sure you return before it’s quite
dark.”

“Yes, Lady,”
said Eurion, smiling brightly at her. “Will it storm
today?”

“Perhaps,”
she said, though it was more of a hope than a conviction. “Take
your lunch with you.”

She was already lifting the
handles of her cart when he called after her, “Thank you,
Lady!”

“Go,” she
said, and walked away herself. She heard his footsteps moving
lightly through the sand as she went, and threw a wary look up at
the sky. It was dark, but there was still a ribbing of red to it,
and in the sticky stillness of the morning, she could clearly hear
her own footsteps, as well as Eurion’s.

At the shore, it was similarly
quiet, the sea swelling against, instead of lapping at, the rocky
shore. And when the sun rose, bringing with it the gulls, there
were few of them and not much more noise than before they’d come.
Carys set to work swiftly, passing rapidly from one pool to the
next, ruthless in her gathering. She thought she saw huge brown
eyes in the swell of the sea, but the sunlight was filtered and
red, and with any luck the rocky shore would be less appealing than
the waves to the drifting selkies for some time yet.

She was still only a little way
along the shore when someone said, “Good day, Lady.”

“Good day,”
said Carys, without turning. She knew the voice, as well as the
shadow that fell on the rocks. “What brings you to the shore,
Steele?”

“A question,”
he said. “Do you have some time, Lady?”

“No,” she
said shortly. The still coldness, the sky rippling with red, and
even seemingly lethargic waves, tugged at her to make sure every
skerrick of seaweed was out of reach. She had already started too
late. “But if you walk with me as I work, I’ll answer what I
can.”

“These
beaches,” said Steele, following easily with her as she worked. “Do
you often see smugglers on them?”

“There are
always smugglers,” Carys said. It was one of the constants of
Sunderman life along the shore, along with the interminable
succession issues and the ever-present sheep.

“Do you know
how they reach the villages unseen by your authorities?”

“I’ve heard
there are tunnels.” Carys was no lover of smugglers, but she
wouldn’t give him any information that he couldn’t find elsewhere.
For all she knew, Steele was a smuggler himself.

“Where?”

“I don’t
often travel otherwheres than the cottage and the village,” Carys
told him. She added, “Less so, these days. There have been some
unwelcome visitors to my cottage, and I prefer to be
there.”

“Indeed?”
said Steele.

Carys was tempted, for a brief,
mad moment, to be as honest with Steele as she had been with Ma
Yong Hwa. Only for a moment, however: Steele might know, as Yong
Hwa did, that she knew of his presence in her cottage, but she was
quite certain their responses to being told so would be quite
different. She was not a small woman by any means, but she didn’t
think she had the necessary skills to fight off a sword-wielding
male of Steele’s size, even if she would have risked it with an
unarmed man.

Instead, she said, “Even so.
But even in the general way, I have no knowledge of the tunnel
entrances. The men who keep them tend to extreme measures to keep
their privacy.”

“I see,” said
Steele thoughtfully.

There were a few moments of
silence, where Carys hoped to hear him walking away, but there was
no such relief.

Instead, he asked, “You would
see such men on the shores from time to time, however?”

“From time to
time,” she agreed, stretching her back. “I pay them no heed, and
they pay me no heed.”

“Perhaps
you’ve seen a younger one lately—or perhaps two?”

“I’ve never
seen one close enough to know his age,” Carys said, moving to the
next pool. Smugglers, in her experience, tended to beards and broad
shoulders; she would have noticed if there were any young enough to
be without beards, but she didn’t see why she should tell Steele
so. “They avoid my shore.”

“Do
they?”

“This shore
is dangerous.”

“So I’ve
heard. You’ve not seen two young lads, then?”

A more direct question—Steele,
if not impatient, was certainly becoming more open with her.

“I have not,”
said Carys. It shouldn’t hurt to tell the truth, as much as she
disliked the idea of giving any kind of help to Steele. It occurred
to her, briefly, that the young lad Steele was apparently now in
search of, might be the boy the Mas were searching for, and that
gave her further reason to close her lips on anything else. Perhaps
she would relay Steele’s questions to Ma Yong Hwa when next she saw
him.

 


Carys arrived home before noon
to an empty cottage, but this time it only produced a dour smile in
reaction. Enfys had read and understood the note well.

It was not until the last light
was dying over the sea that Carys heard Eurion’s familiar, quick
step approaching. She filled his bowl and his teacup, then sat down
with her own just as sand grated on the doorstep.

“Lady!” said
Eurion, rushing through the door in a breath of frigid, salty air.
“Lady, I’m home!”

“So I see,”
she said dryly. “There’s food.”

“Ah!” Eurion
sighed happily, and surprised Carys by throwing his arms around her
neck as he passed behind her chair to his own.

He was too wise to do so for
more than a few seconds, and Carys, who had opened her mouth to
remonstrate, closed it again as he sat down.

Pouting a little now, Eurion
said, “Enfys is an evil old woman.”

“I know it,”
Carys said, smiling faintly. “Did she make you work
hard?”

“I tried to
get home before you did, but she kept giving me one more thing to do!”

“Enfys values
her time and attention at more than another person might think
worthwhile,” Carys told him. “It will be hard work.”

“That’s the
problem, Lady. It’s not hard work—there’s just a lot of it, and I don’t know why it’s
work for me instead of her shop assistant.”

“You said you
would do it,” Carys reminded him. “Is it too much?”

“No,” said
Eurion, around a mouthful, cheeks bulging. “Only I don’t know why
she doesn’t give me anything harder. I was washing her windows and
shining her shoes.”

“Enfys has
her own ways of amusing herself,” she said. “How goes the
building?”

“I must have
built things before,” he said. “Not with these sort of materials,
though. It’s…different to what I expected. But I can do it. I’ll go
early tomorrow as well.”

“Very well,”
agreed Carys. She was quite certain that Enfys would keep him just
long enough again tomorrow, and so on for at least the next week.
She had asked as much in her note—had promised, moreover, a
significant amount of pearls for so doing. The work on the shore
was growing more dangerous by the day, below red skies that
promised a storm and beside a swell that was deceptively quiet, and
Carys had no time to ensure Eurion’s safety as well as deal with
the longer days gathering seaweed.

No, it was far better for him
to be away from the cottage while Steele seemed determined to make
his presence felt. Carys was less sure than ever whether Steele
searched the shore for a person or a thing, but she was quite
certain that in either case, she did not want him to set eyes upon
Eurion.
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The cottage was colder these
days. Or so thought Carys, returning to it alone over the next few
days. That was undoubtedly the fault of the fire, which, lacking
someone to tend to it, burned right down to coals and gave little
heat until she came in to stoke it and lay the wood again. By the
time Eurion returned, usually after dark, it was warm again.

Nothing that Carys was not used
to, of course; and before Eurion, she wouldn’t have been lighting
the fire for such nights anyway. But along with the former
coldness, came also a lack of something to do. After the first day
of finding herself slightly at a loss to know what to do with
herself when she wasn’t fending off questions or otherwise occupied
with Eurion, Carys cleaned the cottage from top to bottom. That saw
her through until the third day, but by the fourth afternoon there
was no need to do more than sweep the floor—and not much need for
that, either. Carys was more tidy than Eurion in her entrance and
egress, and brought in less sand as a result.

At least there had not been any
further interaction with Steele, thought Carys, when she found
herself in danger of repining at the quietness. That was excitement
she could well do without. There had been no sign of Steele’s
return to the cottage, either, which was more important. It was by
far too early to think of bringing Eurion back home, but Carys felt
a little hope that Steele might soon move on and leave the rocky
shore and cottage safe again in his wake.

There was certainly nothing of
interest or importance washing ashore to keep him around these
days. Carys blamed that on the selkies—and, indirectly, the storm
which was always building, building, but never breaking. The
selkies must be hoarding playthings to use during the breaking of
that storm. She made a mental note to warn the fishermen especially
when next she went to the village, and found herself pacing by the
fireplace. Of all the things that had washed up on the shore
lately, surely the seal was the most likely thing for Steel to be
seeking. It could be politic to simply give it to the man.

The thought irritated her like
sand in her ears, but if Steel wasn’t inclined to go away, and
Eurion was likely to be in danger, it was better to give up the
thing at once. On the other hand, it could be better to hand it
over to Ma Yong Hwa, who, for all his faults, was at least
reasonably honest. Telling Steele where it had gone would surely be
as good as actually giving it to him—let him and the Mas fight it
out between them.

The question then was, thought
Carys, fetching out the seal in its pouch, was the seal also
something Yong Hwa was seeking? Carys didn’t doubt that he would
accept it whether or not it was the thing he was looking for, and
she would much rather know first. It was also possible that the
seal could help bring back at least Eurion’s pre-sea memories, and
if all else failed, Carys didn’t want to lose that chance,
either.

Besides, it was possible that
the seal really was Eurion’s own, in which case it was not for
Carys to give it away. If it was not his—no, it was better not to
think about that. Safer, too—far safer—to keep it hidden for now,
Carys decided. The laws in Sunderland were very strict when it came
to theft of identity, and a stolen seal was certainly theft of
identity.

It was barely afternoon, and
there was nobody in view when Carys threw a look toward the window,
so she hung the kettle above the slowly growing fire and fetched
out the seal from its hiding place. Blue silk slid softly through
her fingers, and the golden likeness of waves peeked through the
half-tied top; she had forgotten the form of it, though not the
square solidness of it. That was something she could do, at least:
next market day, she would seek information from some of the Eppan
traders. Carys took the seal from the bag and turned it over,
careful to wipe away the smudges from her fingertips afterward: it
would be a shame to smudge such a beautiful thing. She wouldn’t
take it with her tomorrow, of course, but it was possible that the
Eppan traders would know whose family bore a seal in the form of
waves without her having to show it to them.

Carys considered that uneasily,
wary of courting trouble by talking about something that might be
only too well known, and put the seal away again, not without
another glance toward the window. She swept away the crumbs of
mortar that she left in her wake, and was suddenly restless with
the desire to go to the village.

There was no
use doing that, of course; market day wasn’t for another two days,
and what else was there for her to do and see in the village? Aled
would be there, but Carys was in no hurry to see him again, nor
would she know what to say to questions if he asked her why she was
there. There was no reason, of course, that Carys
shouldn’t go to the
village, but Aled had a habit of asking tiresome questions, and
Carys preferred to avoid them if she could.

She would not
go to the village—Eurion and his building could wait until market
day, surely? And yet, Carys was restless that night, and woke still
restless the next morning, to the dead silence of a lull around the
cottage. The sky was bleak and grey when she stepped from the
threshold into sand, with a dull red around the edges of it; not so
much of a glow as a shallow tint. Carys made a small
tsk of annoyance beneath
her breath, feeling the out of season stickiness of the morning
around her though the sun hadn’t yet risen.

Eurion, who had taken to the
soupy morning before she did, paused in his sword drill to ask her,
as he had asked every other morning so far, if she would come to
see his progress that afternoon.

“I made some
things,” he added enticingly, and when Carys didn’t seem impressed,
added cajolingly, “You said you would check to see how it was going
on, Lady. What if I’m doing it wrong?”

“Enfys would
tell you so,” Carys told him. “It’s market day tomorrow,
besides.”

“Yes, but I
miss you, Lady!” he said reproachfully. “Don’t you miss
me?”

“I see you
every day,” said Carys, and set off with her cart. There was still
that restlessness within her: perhaps it could be laid at the door
of the storm that hadn’t yet come—or the morning around her that
was so sullen and still.

It was a morning to be
careful—a morning that could be either deadly or empty, depending
upon the selkies. Carys had not many good memories of mornings like
this. The selkies didn’t just give gifts when it suited them—they
also took what suited them, as regardless of the feelings of those
above the waves in their taking as they were in their giving. The
selkies gave and took entirely on their own whims: sea-like,
inscrutable, and unchancy.

With an eye to the swelling
waves that rose and fell just a little higher against the rocky
shore than usual, Carys began her first pass along the rocks. She
had an eye for the unpleasantly familiar figure of Steele, too, but
neither he nor the selkies were openly in view that morning. Carys
didn’t go so far as to relax, but she did continue her collection
with a lighter heart than she had had over the last few days,
hunching her shoulder against the glimmering of the cliffs. There
quite often was a glimmer to the cliffs, whether from stray magic
or from seagulls dropping mother-of-pearled shells to break them
open, and Carys never failed to find it annoying.

That morning, with every
fleeting break of sun through the clouds, there was a
corresponding, sullen gleam of red somewhere further along the
cliffs, where the sea swirled in close to the sheerness of it in a
reminder of all the caves that honeycombed the insides of the
rock.

At last, Carys turned her back
on it and instead caught sight of Ma Yong Hwa’s top-hatted figure
strolling along the rocky shore, far away. She could just tell that
his back was to her, but not which way he was looking. He obviously
hadn’t been dissuaded by her warnings of a coming storm and the
danger thereto attached, though he didn’t seem to be moving very
quickly. Perhaps he was being cautious. Carys wondered what the
seashore looked like to him, with his ability to see magic.

Maybe she would ask Eurion
about that when he got back tonight.

She was still wondering what
had possessed her to think any such thought when she saw something
drifting on the high swell, parallel with the rocks. Carys watched
it drift closer, but made no move to step toward the edge: she knew
the seashore and the selkies better than that. If it came to
fetching out whatever it was, her seaweed hook would do the trick a
lot more safely than her hands. She had seen no sign of the selkies
all morning, and there were no eyes peering up at her through the
sullen sea, but it wouldn’t be wise to trust that entirely. Carys
finished her final pass of the shore while the unknown thing
floated along beside the shore, but when her duties were done and
the floating mass bobbed close enough, she hooked it in with her
staff and wrestled it up onto the rocks from a distance.

It was an overcoat, and
wouldn’t have been worth the danger of salvaging if it wasn’t for
the fact that it was a leather-and-fur affair that was embroidered
and worth nearly as much as the last few jewels Carys had taken
from the sea. She took it back to the safety of the sandy part of
the shore before she examined it properly, and found herself to be
in possession of an overcoat richer and more thoroughly embroidered
than she had ever seen.

Carys looked it up and down
with an appraising eye. It would do very well for Eurion. There
wasn’t much of the winter left, but there would still be a few icy
days yet before the spring pulled through.

She was still smiling at her
good fortune when she heard the scuff of someone’s foot against
rock, and Ma Yong Hwa’s voice called out to her in greeting. Carys
appreciated that: not for Yong Hwa the trick of trying to startle
her by appearing suddenly at her side without a word. That brought
something else to her mind—she had just seen him last time she
looked up, too far away from her to have covered the amount of
ground he needed to cover to get to her now.

Carys considered him, frowning,
and asked, “How is it that you travel so swiftly along the
seashore? The cliffs, too—how is it that you arrived in the village
so quickly the day I saw you exit my cottage?”

Ma Yong Hwa suddenly grinned,
surprising her. “Do you really not know?”

She was about to reply, and
with some asperity, that she would not have asked if she knew the
answer to her question already, when the answer occurred to her.
“You found the smugglers’ tunnels?”

“One of
them,” he said. “There are others, I think.”

“There’s one
this low?”

“Now, it is
accessible. Later, with the tide high, perhaps not.”

Carys smiled a little. If it
had been safe for Eurion to be on the shore, she had no doubt he
would have found the tunnels immediately, too. When she was
younger, she had thought about doing so herself, but life along the
shore didn’t lend itself to moments of adventure that didn’t carry
with them unacceptable risks.

She said, “Be careful, then.
The tide isn’t so reliable at the moment. The selkies seem to have
the sea in their grasp on days like this. You might find yourself
trapped before you’re aware of it.”

He bowed his thanks to her,
cheeks sharpening in a smile, and caught sight of the overcoat that
she had picked up to pack away in the cart.

He straightened at once, his
face very pale, and asked, “That one—where did it come from?”

“The sea,”
Carys said bluntly, drawing back from her cart. She knew from his
face why he asked, and it was useless to be gentle when it came to
the sea.

“I see.” He
looked down, then asked, “May I have it? I will give you payment
for it.”

“Take it,”
she said. “I have no use for it. My condolences to your
wife.”

She saw Yong Hwa again later as
she toiled back to the cottage with her seaweed, high up on the
cliffs with his unexpected burden laid across his shoulder, and
this time not any higher than she would have expected him to be.
Carys looked away. She had no desire to be caught up in someone
else’s grief: the sea took whom it chose, and she had her own
regrets to bear, just as Ma Yong Hwa bore the waterlogged overcoat
of his wife’s brother on his shoulder.

In spite of that, she was
restless in the silent coldness of her cottage when she got back,
and in spite of what she had said to Eurion that morning, it seemed
good to her to climb the cliffs to the village. It was certainly
time she saw how Eurion was going on with his building.

 


“It’s market
day tomorrow,” said Enfys, as Carys approached the shop.

Since it was the first thing
the old woman said to her, Carys was under no illusions as to its
meaning. “I told Eurion I’d come to look over his progress,” she
said, without allowing Enfys to see her annoyance—or mentioning
that she hadn’t given Eurion any particular promise as to when she
would do so.

“Convenient,”
said Enfys, and there was a subtly amused tone to her
voice.

Carys didn’t allow herself to
be drawn. She said merely, “Very.”

“Oh, very
well, he’s behind the house,” Enfys said crabbily. Annoyed, thought
Carys, smiling slightly, to find that Carys was not going to take
the bait.

“I’ve come to
see the progress, not Eurion,” she said.

Enfys looked at her sourly. “So
I see. You know your own way around the side of the cottage, I
expect? Ah, never mind—here comes the boy now.”

Eurion appeared around the wall
of the shop a moment later, his lips pursed in whistling a tune
Carys didn’t recognise, and stood back to observe something just
out of sight beyond the wall.

Carys, frowning, asked, “Why is
he limping?”

“I suppose
you expect I’ve hit him with my stick,” said Enfys. “Well, I
haven’t. He was too adventurous with the platform he made to reach
higher on the wall, and came down a bit quicker than he was
expecting.”

“Did
you—”

“I checked
it, bound it, and I would have splinted it if I thought it needed
it,” Enfys returned, cutting her off. “The boy is well.”

“I know it,”
said Carys, but she was still frowning when Eurion looked up and
caught sight of her.

His head turned to the side,
and there was a questioning look to the eyebrows that went up.
“Lady!” he called. “Come and see!”

Obedient to
that eager beckoning, Carys went to see, and found herself looking
at a square of hip-height stone crafted around a skeletal wooden
structure that had the basic shape of a store room. Was that what
Enfys meant when she said platform? Had Eurion fallen so far?
Carys, frowning again, debated the wisdom of reminding him to be
more careful.

“Don’t you
like it, Lady?” asked Eurion. He was frowning, too, his eyes on her
face.

“I like it,”
she said, smoothing away the frown. “It’s a good size. Mind you
make the door big enough for the back end of the cart.”

Eurion brightened. “I measured
again this morning before I started my sword drill, just to make
sure I’d got it right. Oh, and if you want a window you should tell
me now, Lady.”

The mortar between the rocks
was still proving; darker in the section Eurion had finished today
and lighter in the earlier parts. It would soon be too high to
begin on windows.

“There’s no
need,” she said, gazing at the thin lines of rope that hung between
the struts of the wooden structure. What their purpose was, she
couldn’t tell.

Eurion saw her looking at them,
and explained, “That’s part of an idea of mine, Lady. If I can find
the right medium, I can make the storage shed the perfect
temperature for your seaweed. Actually, I don’t know what the
perfect temperature is, so I’ll need your help for that, but first
I need to make sure it will work.”

Carys opened her mouth to tell
him that there was no need for any such thing when it occurred to
her that it was better for him to be occupied than at her cottage,
so she merely said, “Well done,” instead.

That made him beam brightly,
and caused Enfys to mutter beneath her breath. Aloud, the old woman
said, “Tell that shop girl of mine that it’s time to close the
store.”

“All right,”
agreed Eurion, either oblivious to or disregarding of the
commanding tone in Enfys’ voice that grated so much on Carys’ ears,
and limped over to the shop door.

“Perhaps he
should stay overnight,” Carys mused aloud, with an eye to that
limping as he disappeared inside.

Enfys gave her short cough of a
laugh and said, “It’s always the stray dogs with you, isn’t it?
Life would be easier for you if you didn’t keep taking them
in.”

“It’s never
yet been avoidable,” said Carys impatiently. Enfys was always one
for turning a subject where she wished it to go.

The old woman snorted rudely.
“Has it not? I could beg to differ. All of the strays you’ve taken
in could have been left outside and would have been better dealt
with so.”

“What
strays?” demanded Eurion, his head popping out of the front window.
“Who is Carys taking in?”

He had an unfortunate habit,
thought Carys, with somewhat weary amusement, of being ever,
uncomfortably close whenever she would most wish him not to be
so.

“No one,” she
said. “One stray is enough.”

Eurion beamed and said, “Good.
The cottage is only big enough for two,” but Enfys gave vent to
another, less-than-polite snort.

“No
one, she says! It’s three at my count, and
if you hadn’t taken in the first, there would be no need for you to
be taking in a third.”

Enfys paused while Eurion
frowningly considered that, and Carys opened her mouth to say
something withering, but Enfys added unexpectedly, “Not but what I
would have taken in the third before I took in the first.”

“Did you have
others in the cottage before me, Lady?” asked Eurion, mildly
affronted.

Enfys gave another crack of
laughter. “Of course she did, half-wit! I’ll not pretend I didn’t
hear Miss Allen whispering as much in your ear at lunch time.”

“She wasn’t
whispering in my ear,” Eurion protested, self-consciously. “We were
sitting with the others. Lady, did you take in that ma—that husband
just like me?”

“No,” said
Carys shortly, though there was a cold anger in her that made her
direct her eyes at Enfys as she said so. “He was completely
different.”

“An
understatement if ever I heard one!” muttered Enfys. “All right,
all right, Miss! You’ve no need to slay me with your eyes: I’ve
done.”

Done, but not
before time, thought Carys—and not before she had drawn a
thoughtful look from Eurion, too. Dear heavens, what was he
thinking up now?

He only asked, “Is it time to
go home?” however, and that was a question Carys had a ready answer
to.

“Yes,” she
said.

“Did you come
to fetch me, Lady?”

“I came to
see your progress,” she said dampeningly. “Weren’t you asking me
this morning to come and see?”

“Oh,” said
Eurion, pouting just a little. “Well, I’ll just tell the shop girl
that it’s time to close, Lady, and we can go.”

 


When they reached the cliff’s
edge, with the dunes below and the sea sparkling before them,
Eurion audibly gasped and stopped in his tracks.

Carys, who had expected as much
as the day wore on and the sea grew more sullen in preparation for
the storm, smiled to herself. She asked without really meaning to,
“What does it look like? With the magic?”

Eurion turned his gaze on her,
and if the sea below glittered with the last of the sun, his eyes
shone like stars. “I wish I could show you, Lady. It’s all
gold-flake and blue chips, and sparkles so deep that they’ve turned
to sapphire and gold beneath the sand. Did you never once see
it?”

“Never,” she
said, starting forward again. “None of those who live on the rocky
shore can see the magic. Be careful of the rocks.”

“Enfys
wrapped my ankle for me. It doesn’t hurt much anymore. Lady, is the
sea like that tonight because of the storm that’s
coming?”

“Yes. It will
break some time over the next few days.”

“Won’t it be
dangerous on the shore, then?”

“Nothing that
I haven’t seen before.”

Despite the fact that he’d
claimed his ankle didn’t hurt, Eurion still limped as he walked
beside her, and Carys slowed her pace just slightly.

“Oh,” said
Eurion. “What exactly is the danger, though, Lady? Enfys won’t tell
me, and none of the people in the village will talk about it. Even
Miss Allen won’t. Can’t you just…not go down there while it’s
dangerous?”

“The sea is
always dangerous,” Carys said. Thank heavens there were still some
things that Enfys didn’t think it her business to talk about! “It’s
dangerous for the fishermen and the traders, too.”

“Yes, but
they don’t go out if the weather is already bad,” argued Eurion.
“You’re the only one who goes out every day to the seashore, and I
really don’t think anyone needs that much seaweed, even if
it is running with
magic. It’s not enough magic to really matter, Lady.”

“No,” said
Carys, and she heard the dry amusement in her own voice, “I may not
be able to see it, but there’s just enough magic to really
matter.”

 


Eurion was already up and
bright-eyed when Carys woke the next morning, sitting cross-legged
at the foot of the bed. Why it hadn’t woken her, Carys wasn’t sure.
Perhaps, she thought, somewhat dryly, it was because she was used
to being looked at and constantly prodded for attention these
days.

When she sat up, he put a
handkerchief-wrapped something in her lap and slid back off the bed
to put the kettle over the fire.

Carys frowned at the package.
“What is it?”

“You have to
open it,” he said. “It’s no fun if I tell you.”

Carys turned over the small
package while Eurion went to change his trousers, and had
half-unwrapped the thing before she realised what she was doing. He
must have heard her do so, because his voice filtered through the
curtain, slightly muffled. “You asked me what it looks like when
the magic on the shore is stirred up. That’s what it looks
like.”

It was a small mug; fat and
round and just right to cup between her hands. It should have been
slate black but somehow there were chips and sparkles of deepest
blue mingled with gold and the odd moonlight shade of sand. The
shape was prosaic, but the workmanship was all magic.

Carys looked at in wonder and
asked Eurion, “How did you make it?”

“There’s so
much magic out there in the sand that I only had to shape it a
bit,” he said, emerging from behind the curtain. “And I took a bit
of the sea, too.”

“You didn’t
go to the rocky shore?” Carys asked sharply.

“No, I went
to that cove where you tried to bring back my memories,” he said.
“It’s very sloshy around there, Lady!”

“When the
tide is high, there are sometimes waterfalls on the outside of the
rocks,” Carys told him, still touching the mug with one fascinated
finger. “It’s all hollowness and caves around there, so the sea
wells up inside and squirts out the holes. That’s why you can hear
water inside. Sometimes a bird or other small animal will get
caught in there, and the bodies wash out later.”

“Oh,” said
Eurion, and there was a touch of sadness to his voice. “A lot of
things die around the seashore, Lady.”

“Yes,” she
said, with the heaviness of nearly twenty years work along the
shore. Then she looked down at the glittering thing of gold and
blue that rested so comfortably between her hands, and smiled
anyway.

“You like it,
Lady!” Eurion said, bright again in a moment. Eyes sparkling, he
said, “Oh! Throw it on the floor!”

Carys’ fingers involuntarily
closed around the cup. “What?”

“Throw it on
the ground, Lady!”

She opened her mouth to ask
why, but Eurion plucked it from her fingers and tossed it
carelessly on the floor. A small, disjointed protest broke from
Carys’ lips, but there was no sound of smashing: instead, the cup
stopped abruptly a foot above the floor as though it had been
thrown into thick mud and stuck.

“I told you I
could make things, didn’t I?” Eurion demanded, evidently delighted
by what he saw in her face.

“I’m not in
the habit of throwing my belongings around the room,” Carys said,
but she slipped out of bed and crouched to look at the round, pobby
thing with its unexpected depths of blue and gold as it hovered
above the floor.

“No,” agreed
Eurion. “But this is just in case you try to do it on
purpose.”

That surprised a laugh out of
Carys, and Eurion grinned back at her.

“See how well
I know you, Lady!” he said.

“I’m more
likely to box your ears than to throw something in a tantrum,” she
said, and plucked the mug from the air with two careful
fingers.

Eurion’s eyes curved until they
were nearly shut. “You can box my ears,” he said. “I’ll let
you.”

“I’m so
grateful,” remarked Carys, and went to rescue the kettle, which was
in danger of boiling over. “Aren’t you going to do your sword
drill?”

“No,” said
Eurion. “Not this morning. I feel like talking, this morning. Will
we walk to the village together?”

“You’ll go
first,” Carys told him. “Once I’ve done on the shore, I’ll join
you.”

He made a grimace, but didn’t
otherwise protest. There was a kind of brightness to him this
morning that Carys wasn’t quite sure what to do with—if she hadn’t
known better, she would have thought he had been drinking last
night instead of working magic into the wee hours. That brightness
made him sit upright in his chair and gaze at her with every
evidence of delight as she moved about the kitchen to bring out the
bread and teapot. What there was to delight him in such things
quite escaped Carys’ comprehension, but he was still smiling at her
when she came back to the table with the teapot and her new
mug.

“I’ve
decided, Lady,” he said.

Carys, mildly apprehensive,
poured tea and was glad to find her voice cool when she asked,
“Have you?”

Eurion smiled mischievously at
her. “Aren’t you going to ask me what I’ve decided?”

Carys took in those sparkling
eyes in one moment and turned her own away. “I think not,” she
said, pouring tea.

“I realised
that I was too quick,” he said, laying his head on the crook of his
arm so he could smile up at her around the teapot. “You’re a steady
sort of person, I think, Lady. You’re like the rocky bits of
seashore; you don’t move quickly, even if the sea is swirling
around you.”

This was not, thought Carys, a
conversation to which she could see any felicitous ending. She
said, just a little more abruptly than she’d meant to, “Clear the
sand off the table. It’s time to eat. And next time you use sand to
make something in the middle of the night, do it outside.”

“Yes, Lady,”
he said agreeably. But while he brushed away the sand, still he
talked. “You don’t worry when Aled tries to help you with things
because you’re used to that. He’s like one of the seagulls swooping
around overhead.”

“I’ve known
Aled since I was quite young,” Carys said. She put the bread on the
table and unwrapped it, giving the task more time and attention
than it strictly needed. “I know him very well.”

“Yes,” said
Eurion. He rose to fetch plates for each of them, and reappeared
with the jam and cold meat. When had he learned where those were
kept? He smiled at her as though he was laughing, and said, “But
I’ve been thinking about it all night, and that’s why I
decided.”

She said, “Oh?” before she
could stop herself, and poured her own cup of tea.

“Yes,” Eurion
said again, and sat down in his place again to smile up at her.
“I’ve decided that I’m going to love you slowly.”

Carys had the sensation that
the world went very quiet for a moment, and she heard the beat of
her heart in her ears, too fast. She sat down rather suddenly in
her chair and said, “What?”

“I’m going to
love you,” he repeated, as if it were the most natural thing in the
world. “Just nice and slowly so that it doesn’t startle you too
much.”

Carys put down the teapot very
carefully, and pushed Eurion’s teacup closer toward him. “Don’t do
that,” she said. “I’m not a good person to love.”

It was the surprise of it all
that made her heart beat so confusingly fast, turning the world
into a fuzzy blur that only had one focus to it. It wasn’t that she
had thought Eurion had given up, exactly. But she’d thought she had
managed to nip things in the bud with enough harshness that any
remaining feelings would quietly and naturally wither away.

“You can tell
me not to kiss you,” said Eurion, and grinned as he added frankly,
“Though I wish you wouldn’t! But you can’t tell me who to love. I
don’t want to love Miss Allen and I do want to love you, so I’m
going to do that.”

“I didn’t
tell you to love Miss Allen,” Carys said, because she didn’t seem
to be able to find anything else to say.

Eurion sipped his tea, still
looking at her through his lashes. “I’m not stupid, Lady,” he said.
“I was confused for a little while, because you were hard to read
and I wrong about some things, but I’m not stupid. I know why
you’re always letting Miss Allen come here with Aled, even though
she says sharp things about you.”

“Miss Allen
is—”

“No, but I
don’t care about Miss Allen,” said Eurion, and his eyes were
glowing again. “I only care about you.”

He was,
realised Carys, as the world turned upside down,
laughing at her. Quietly,
softly, delightedly laughing at her. She said, more unsteadily than
before, “You can’t. I think perhaps—perhaps it’s time for you to go
away.”

Eurion gazed at her for a long
time, and although the glow to his eyes was less pronounced, it was
still there. He said, “I don’t think you want me to go. And I
think—I think—” he added slowly, “that you can’t get rid of me,
even if you did want to. I still have some memories you need. I
don’t mind if that’s why you keep me.”

“You should
mind,” she said harshly. “I’ll only keep you as long as I need to
get your memories. Don’t expect anything else.”

“Enfys says
it could take years,” he said. “That’s all right. I like to move
quickly but I can move slowly if I need to.”

“Do you not
understand that I’m married?”

“This week, I
found out that Sunderland marriage laws are really simple,” said
Eurion thoughtfully. “Much more simple than Eppan ones. Isn’t it
funny, Lady—I remember Eppan marriage laws, but not my own
name.”

“Then you
should know that—”

“I know that
in Sunderland, when a husband abandons his wife, the marriage is
dissolved after the fifth year and any land or goods that were the
husband’s become the wife’s,” Eurion said. “Sort of payment for him
being a—well. But Eppan law is very different.”

“I choose not
to have it dissolved,” Carys said sharply. “I do as I
please.”

“That’s not
what Enfys said,” Eurion remarked. “She says that even if he came
back, you’d have to marry him again. Actually, I did some
studying—”

“I see,” said
Carys. She was angry, and frustrated, and entirely at a loss—and
yet she didn’t seem to be able to help the amusement that threaded
through it all. “And how exactly did you do this study?”

Eurion
grinned guiltily. “Enfys took me to the town hall. They have the
laws written on the walls, Lady.”

“I’ve been to
the town hall.”

“Yes, and I
don’t think you should marry him again, even if he does show
up.”

“Eurion.” Carys closed her eyes, and
against her better judgement—purely for the sake of gaining herself
some breathing space—said, “Did you not say that you were going to
do things slowly?”

His eyes, bright and hopeful,
fastened on her. “Yes, Lady.”

“Don’t look
at me like that.”

Eurion lowered his eyes, but
they still sparkled as they had, and he was still smiling.

“Don’t hope,”
Carys told him, stern and forbidding. “Don’t love me. I’ll only
push you out as soon as your memories return. Don’t forget
that.”

And Eurion, smiling into his
tea because she wouldn’t have him to smile at her, only said, “Yes,
Lady.”


 


14

 


Carys left for the rocky
seashore in something of a dazed confusion. She was uneasily aware
that Eurion was as conscious of that confusion as she herself was,
despite the sternness of her face, and spent the walk to the
seashore in wondering how she could discourage him when he was now
apparently capable of seeing through her most forbidding looks.

At the seashore, the breeze
sticky and sulky around her, she was forced to the conclusion that
there was nothing she could do. She could try to frighten him out
of his puppy love, or disillusion him out of it, but just as Eurion
had said, she couldn’t tell him what to think or feel. The only
thing she could do, from her own side, was to refuse to accept what
was offered.

And
she must refuse
it: there was no question of anything else. The laws of Sunderland
might not agree, but Carys felt herself still married. More than
that, for ten years she had looked—she had waited—she had
pined—

But there was no point in
thinking about that, either. Not until Eurion got his memories
back. And Eurion and his memories were the final, unstoppable
reason for Carys to harden her heart. Eurion was only a means to an
end, and to allow him to think otherwise was to become utterly
despicable.

That was decided, thought
Carys. But having decided it, she was left with the issue of how to
make it clear to Eurion that he wasn’t to be encouraged, when he
was having none of the idea. She thought about it while she cleared
away the seaweed, but by the time she saw Ma Yong Hwa toiling along
the shore from the far caves where she had once taken Eurion, she
still had no better idea of how to go about it.

It was easier to allow herself
to wonder what Yong Hwa was doing along the shore than it was to
keep thinking of Eurion, and Carys kept an eye to his progress as
he moved closer through the morning. He seemed to be moving along
the cliffside from the cave mouth in zig-zagging lines, stopping
every so often to look out to sea and then up at the cliffs, and
Carys thought there was a paper in his hand. He had done with his
paper by the time he drew near to her, just as Carys had done with
her seaweed; she saw him slip it into his pocket as he approached,
and thought she caught a glimpse of a sketch on it.

If it hadn’t been for that slip
of paper, Carys would have thought he was stopping to pinpoint the
red glitter that was again sparkling from the cliffside. The same
flash of red had annoyed her all morning once again. It could have
been another of the selkies’ tricks if it had not been so far from
the foamy seashore.

She greeted Ma Yong Hwa,
packing the last of her bundles onto the cart, and resisted the
urge to ask him what his paper represented. Instead, she asked, “Is
your wife well?”

“Yes,” he
said, and added, “She dreams.”

That, Carys was fairly sure,
meant that Clovis Ma was sleeping, which was probably a good thing.
“I’m glad,” she said. “I’m sorry that it happened this way.”

“No,” he
said. “Certainty is…helpful.”

He caught Carys’ eye as she
frowned at another flicker of red, and asked, “Something troubles
you?”

“There’s a
colour to the cliffs,” she said. It was not asking him about his
paper to mention it; even if he had noticed it while he was looking
at his paper, he needn’t feel bound to mention one in connection
with the other. “It was there yesterday, too.”

“I wouldn’t
have thought it unusual: the birds, perhaps?”

“Yes,” said
Carys. “But if it catches my eye, it would have caught the eye of
another bird.”

“The
creatures of the sea are playing tricks, perhaps?”

“Yes,” she
said again, but there was a hesitation to her voice. “But outside
of the tales, I’ve known only one selkie to go so far from the sea,
and never for a mere prank.”

“You knew one
who came ashore?”

“They all
come ashore,” Carys said. “It’s what they do. But they don’t
stay—they shouldn’t stay. When they stay there’s trouble and
mischief.”

“Mischief?
What kind of mischief?”

“Bodies,” she
told him. It wasn’t just bodies, of course, but that was the usual
result.

“They hate
humans so much?”

“Not hate,”
she said. “But they’ve no souls and their play is
cruel.”

Ma Yong Hwa’s dusky forehead
creased. “No souls? But—”

“Perhaps I
should have said that the sea is their soul,” Carys said quietly.
“It’s truer. If they wish to stay ashore for more than a few hours
at a time, they need to bring some part of their soul with them, so
they don’t try. Their sorrows and joys are not like ours, and they
live only to play. When there are no other playfellows to be had,
they come to us.”

“I see,” said
Ma Yong Hwa thoughtfully. “Your fishermen are brave
men.”

“Yes.”

“And I think
you—”

“I do my
job,” Carys said. “I’m safe enough on the shore. There’s no other
life for me.”

He smiled at her; a friendly,
approving sort of smile that Carys refused to allow herself to
appreciate. She didn’t need more friends. Life on the seashore was
a single, dangerous existence, and either friends or loved ones
were a hazard that couldn’t be allowed.

“Perhaps,” he
said, and stopped as though he wasn’t sure she would find what he
was about to say agreeable. “Perhaps you would visit my wife today.
If you have time.”

“I may have
time,” agreed Carys. If it had not been for the fact that she was
looking forward to her trip to the village even less than usual
this week, she would probably have declined in no uncertain terms.
She was in no hurry to face Eurion again, however, and it was a
convenient excuse to arrive in the village centre when it was
already well-peopled with shoppers and stalls, even if she missed
the first quiet time for setting up. Eurion would find it difficult
to talk privately with her in that bustle, even if he did abandon
his building to seek her out.

“Thank you,”
said Ma Yong Hwa, and, bowing, he left her alone.

Carys followed him much more
slowly, her feet toiling through the sand more than usual, dreading
the thought of continuing up the cliffs toward the village. She had
once or twice wished that she need not go to the village every week
with her seaweed, but although Aled had always been an
uncomfortable thorn in her side, he had never been effective enough
to cause her to have second thoughts about actually going to the
village. Her regrets or discomforts had always and ever been the
other people of the village.

Today, that was no longer true.
Today, Carys’ spirit, so well inured to the danger and heartbreak
of the seashore, failed her at the thought of a golden head of hair
with dark roots, and brown eyes that saw far too deeply for
comfort. Those eyes lingered in her thoughts as she worked her way
up the cliffside with the unusually-empty cart, and left her
entirely exasperated with herself for allowing herself to be thus
affected.

“Ridiculous!”
she said to herself, as she stopped inexplicably just below the
ridge where she usually saw Aled first. There was no need to be
fearing Eurion.

Though if she
thought about it, Carys wasn’t sure it was fear so much as a certain,
helpless certainty that no matter what he said, it would somehow
manage to be something she didn’t expect. There was nothing about
the seashore that Carys didn’t expect—nothing about Aled’s
determined, unswaying courtship of her, nothing about the way the
village acted. She had lived for years in that
certainty—comfortable in it. Cold, but certain. How could warmth be
so confusing and unsettling?

“Lady!” said
Eurion’s voice, so close at hand that Carys jumped and, just for a
moment, was certain she must have imagined it. “Are you sick? Why
did you stop?”

“I was
looking at the sea,” said Carys, which was true enough, if not the
reason she had stopped. “Why are you here?”

“I’m making
sure that old man can’t pull your cart for you,” he said, with
mischief in his eyes. “Even if it is empty.”

Earlier, she had fully decided
to give him no sign of encouragement—no smiles, no greetings,
nothing that he could interpret as encouragement or even
toleration—but when Eurion’s eyes curved, aglow with mischief and
welcome, Carys found herself smiling without being aware of when
she began to do so. She banished the smile as soon as she was aware
of it, but was less successful in dispelling the sense of warmth
that came with it.

“I didn’t ask
you to pull my cart for me,” she said. “I won’t allow Aled to do
it, either.”

“Yes, yes, I
know,” Eurion said, wriggling in between Carys and the shafts of
the cart.

Carys, startled and flustered,
moved away at once, and Eurion beamed at her. “You should start
first, Lady,” he said. “Or I’ll run over your toes.”

If there had been even a
suspicion of mischief still in his eyes, Carys would have thought
he had done it on purpose, and would have pulled him out from her
cart by the ear. She was tempted to do it still, but the same,
vague discomfort with being too bodily close to him that had
prompted her to move in the first place, also prevented her from
carrying the thought through. Instead, she moved out of the way and
merely said, “Did Enfys not need you at the house?”

“She told me
I could come to meet you,” Eurion said. “I told her I wanted to
talk to you.”

“I see,”
Carys said, with a fulminating thought for Enfys. “In that case,
you can fetch the seaweed and take it to my usual place in the
market. I’ve to meet Mistress Ma before I go there.”

She left Eurion protesting
behind her, burdened by the cart, and strode ahead, her steps swift
and light. Aled was waiting for her as usual, but Carys didn’t slow
her step for him, either.

“I’ve to meet
Clovis Ma,” she said to him.

“I’ll walk
you there,” he said, lengthening his stride to match hers. “The boy
follows with your cart?”

“He’ll see to
the seaweed I left with Enfys,” Carys said shortly. She would have
told him that there was no need to walk her to the inn, but she had
tired of explaining herself, and if Aled wished to tire himself out
in following her to the inn for no reason, he might do
so.

Perhaps he picked up on the
dangerousness of her mood, because when they reached the inn, Aled
only bowed very slightly and said, “I’ll see you later, Carys,”
before he left her. Carys, feeling slightly relieved, went to rouse
the doorman and seek entrance to Clovis Ma’s suite.

The doorman must have been told
to expect her, for he didn’t seek permission to show her up: he
merely beckoned her to follow him and then left her alone in a
sitting room that bore a few touches to show it had been inhabited
for some time. A desk of mingled letters and sheet music took the
best of the light, and a delicate shawl had been left draped on the
chaise lounge that sat before one of the windows. Carys might have
thought it was one of the inn’s lounges if it wasn’t for the fact
that it had well-worn handles hidden in the carved wooden
accents.

So Clovis Ma travelled with her
own furniture, did she? Carys had seen the woman walk, but she
seemed only periodically capable of it, and Ma Yong Hwa’s careful
consideration of her made Carys wonder exactly how sick the woman
was.

Still vaguely irritated and
uncomfortable, Carys was in no mood to wait on the woman, however
sick she might be, and she spent the few minutes she was forced to
do so in striding about the room. Repaying the favour that Ma Yong
Hwa had so lately paid her, she allowed herself the petty pleasure
of looking over the writing desk in the centre of the room.

She was in the process of doing
so when the door opened to admit Clovis Ma. The woman proceeded
into the room slowly enough that Carys could have moved away from
the desk without appearing to be suspicious, but the same
perverseness that had prompted her to look over the desk made her
remain where she was.

Her eyes all but shut, Clovis
Ma moved with a heaviness Carys would have understood to be the
heaviness of sorrow if it wasn’t for the complacency of her pale
face. She had already felt an instinctive dislike of the woman that
might have had something to do with how difficult it was to
remember her, but now that she found it easier to remember her,
Carys felt that she didn’t dislike Clovis Ma any less.

“What’s
this?” she asked, lifting one of the sealed envelopes from the
desk. The seal was a familiar sort of pattern, inked, but not set
in wax: waves in blue ink decorating the outside of a creamy
envelope. The whole thing was serviceable as well as beautiful, the
ornamental delivery of someone very important in Eppan circles, no
doubt.

“We travelled
under orders from the royal family,” said Clovis, her heavy-lidded
eyes lifting to meet Carys’ gaze. “My husband still carries some
orders for the prince when he’s found.”

“When he’s
found,” Carys said slowly, though it was more of a question. As
much as any of the villagers or peddlers, did she think that the
prince was long dead. Nor did she think the envelope was a set of
orders—if it had been, it would have been sealed in wax, not
stamped in ink.

“We are
hopeful,” Clovis Ma said, in direct contrast to the vanilla
serenity of her voice. “Thank you for agreeing to see me, by the
way.”

“It’s no
trouble,” said Carys, since she couldn’t truthfully claim the
polite phrase that it was a pleasure. “I was curious to know what
you wanted of me.”

“I hope to
convince you to allow me to speak with—” Clovis coughed a little, a
ladylike sound, and resumed. “—with Eurion again.”

“Do you need
a glass of water?” Carys asked. She was certain that the woman had
coughed exactly when she meant to, and she was unsure what to make
of that.

“There’s no
need.”

“I’ll discuss
it with Eurion,” she said shortly, though she agreed to that much
only because it struck her that it would be good to have alternate
matters of discussion with Eurion today. “I make no
promises.”

“That is
quite satisfactory,” said Clovis Ma, inclining her head. “I have
some further questions that may prompt his memory.”

“Who else was
lost aboard the ship?” Carys asked. She would have preferred not to
ask such a question of the woman who had lost her half-brother to
the sea, but Clovis didn’t look like she was suffering from any
kind of sorrow. There was a placidity and quiet amusement to her
that made Carys wish to prod at her to see if she was a person or a
doll.

“The ship was
lost,” said the woman, just as she might have said
the teacup was lost. “My
husband saw most of us to the seashore, but others washed up
afterward, still alive. Only my brother and one of the Eppan
attaches were lost. We mapped the currents and followed them as far
as the village.”

More directly, Carys asked, “It
wasn’t your brother’s overcoat that washed ashore, then?”

“It was,”
said Clovis, her voice as unemotional as ever. “Thank you for that.
It was very useful.”

“I’m glad I
could be…useful,” said Carys, perplexed.

Unexpectedly, the other woman
laughed, and the motion of it seemed to wake her a little. “Tell
me, Carys—are there hidden passages in the cliffsides nearby?”

“Your husband
would know better than I,” Carys said bluntly. She felt that she
would like to shudder, but she was used to the selkies, and someone
like Clovis Ma shouldn’t bother her so much. “I know they’re there,
but I think he’s been inside them. The smugglers use
them.”

“You weren’t
curious to see them yourself,” said Clovis, and it wasn’t a
question.

“Perhaps when
I was younger,” said Carys, answering it regardless. “But there’s
no time on the shore for exploring. Nor is it safe. The sea wells
up in some of the caves and tunnels—even smugglers have been known
to die in there. It’s a wonder Eurion wasn’t swept up in there
himself.”

“Where did he
wash up?” Clovis asked, and for the first time, there was a line
between her brows.

Carys was surprised to see that
this question was the one Clovis was truly curious about. She had
expected, from Ma Yong Hwa’s reaction to the discovery of his
brother-in-law’s overcoat, that his wife would still be keeping to
her bed—or, if well enough to receive visitors, at least silent and
sorrowful in her grief.

“In one of
the pools,” she said. “I doubt he washed up, as such. He must have
been sucked through the caves beneath the rocks. It’s a wonder he
was kept alive.” And the wonder of that was twofold—the wonder that
he hadn’t breathed in too much water as he came through the caves,
and the wonder that the selkies hadn’t decided to play with him on
his way through.

On the other hand, Eurion was a
very beautiful boy, and they could have decided to leave him on her
shore by way of a present. They had left rich presents before; huge
pearls that had never seen the light of the airy world,
water-swollen treasure boxes, and garments rich and waterlogged. It
wasn’t out of the question that he was one more pretty thing left
for her to make use of.

“I see,” said
Clovis Ma, though whatever she saw, she didn’t elaborate on it. “My
husband was, as always, correct. You’ve been very
helpful.”

“I’m glad to
have been of use,” Carys said again, dryly. She was no longer
uncomfortable, but the amusement she felt now with Clovis had
something of the same edge of irritation that she always felt with
Enfys. “Then if you’ve no further use for me, I’ll go along to my
stall now.”

She nodded to Ma Yong Hwa on
her way through the front door; he was tracking in mud and slime
that would turn the housemaid’s hair white when she saw the way it
stained the carpet, and although he bowed to her, he didn’t attempt
to stop her or speak with her. Carys was left wondering, as she
stepped back out into the road, exactly why she had been summoned
to see Clovis Ma. She was inclined to think it wasn’t entirely
because the woman wished to plead her case to see Eurion again. If
it had been so, her husband could have pled the case well
enough.

No, the Mas had wished either
to take or give some information through the meeting, and Carys
sorely wished she knew what that information was.

 


It would have been too much to
say that she mulled the matter over all afternoon, but Carys
certainly found herself distracted when she got to her market
stall. Eurion either noticed and respected her desire to be quiet,
or he was afraid she would leave him alone again: he didn’t try to
talk about anything worrisome or difficult, merely shared his lunch
with her and chattered harmlessly about the magic in the
seaweed.

When there remained no more
seaweed to sell, and Enfys came along to poke her sharp nose in
where it wasn’t wanted, he said, “I’ll be back, Lady!” and vanished
into the thinning crowd.

Carys was too relieved to
demand to know where he was going. Instead, she began to pack up
her stall, leaving Enfys to linger without bothering to speak to
her.

That seemed to amuse the old
woman. “I suppose you’re annoyed with me.”

“I’m used to
your tricks,” Carys told her. “Don’t play them on me. Don’t play
them with Eurion, either.”

“Am I the
child’s guardian? If he wants to go out and meet you, can I stop
him?”

“You’re
capable of stopping a bull in a gate,” said Carys
shortly.

“A bull in a
gate is easier to stop than a man in love,” Enfys remarked. “You
should know that, with the experience you’ve had.”

Across the road, Eurion’s
bright face reappeared. He trotted toward them, brandishing a bag
of what were likely honeyed nuts, and Enfys snorted a laugh.

“You’ll have
to tell him everything.”

“I don’t have
to do anything of the sort,” said Carys, but although she said so,
the thought stuck in her mind.

“Oh well, I
suppose it’s too late now, anyway,” shrugged Enfys. “The child is
determined to love you, more fool him. But if you’re as determined
not to have him, you’d best tell him to take out the
sting.”

“I’ll tell or
not tell just as I choose!” Carys snapped, aware of Eurion watching
them both, and snatched up the handles of her cart.

Enfys’ rude cackle of laughter
followed her down the road, along with the sound of Eurion’s
footsteps. Carys, very aware of the sound of them, was also aware
that he wasn’t hurrying to keep up. Eurion stayed a comfortable
distance behind her, in fact, until the cliffside path began to
even into a gentle incline rather than the steeper, zigzagging line
it took in the higher reaches. Then he drew even, smiling across at
her as Carys looked doggedly into the bright sunset that spread
across the sea.

Soon, he said, “Lady—”

“No,” said
Carys. “Don’t talk.”

“Yes, but
Lady—”

“I don’t wish
to hear you talk!”

Reproachfully, he said, “Ah,
Carys!” and that reproach in his voice made her stop without being
able to help herself.

Exasperated with him, but most
of all with herself, Carys dropped the handles of the cart, and
said, “Sit.” Fitting the action to the word, she sat herself sat
down on a smooth, hollowed stone where there was no space for
Eurion. She felt that she would still prefer to keep some distance
between them.

Eurion evidently didn’t feel
the same way, because he sat beside her anyway, regardless of the
fact that he sat in the sand and grit to do so.

“I see,” he
said, sniffing a little. Not quite indignant, but perhaps slightly
petulant. “You want to give me some excuses. Well, I talked this
morning, so I suppose you should talk now.”

He settled against the rock and
her side, shivering a little when his arm touched the cool rock,
and Carys caught herself as she was about to settle her arm down
across his shoulders, the first thought in her mind that he
shouldn’t be allowed to be cold. She twitched that arm back tightly
into her side.

“Aren’t I
right, Lady?” Eurion said gloomily, but there was a kind of
amusement to the gloom. “You want to give me some excuses about why
I can’t love you.”

“Not
excuses,” she said. “Explanation.”

“All right,”
he said, and the amusement in his face grew. “I wasn’t going to
talk about that. Didn’t I tell you I was going to go slowly? But if
you’re going to talk about it, then I can listen.”

“I see,” said
Carys. Even if it was true, it was too late to go back now. “You
said you’d been to the village hall to see the laws written
there.”

“Yes, Lady,”
said Eurion, and although his mouth was solemn, his eyes danced. “I
had a special reason for wanting to see them.”

Carys thought it good to ignore
that. Tilting her chin at the sea, she said, “There are laws out
there, too.”

“Laws for
who?” Eurion asked in surprise. Whatever he had been expecting her
to say, it had not been this. “It’s just whales and eels and fish,
isn’t it?”

“Whales,
eels, fish, and other creatures,” Carys said. “Do you not have
stories of the selkies in Eppa? Did Enfys mention
nothing?”

“She only
hinted and laughed up her sleeve at me,” said Eurion, somewhat
aggrieved. “I would have paid attention if she’d talked about
selkies.”

“It is for
that reason I spend my mornings on the seashore.”

“Because
of selkies, Lady?”
If anything, Eurion seemed more surprised. “I was taught that
they’re a myth! A relic from the old days when the sea took too
many victims and too much magic ran along the shoreline. So there
were guardians of the shore, and the mythos developed to keep
people away.”

“Did it not
occur to you that a guardian of the shore who could see no magic
would be of no use?”

“There are
selkies? Real selkies?”

“Every
afternoon they come ashore to play.”

“Do you play
with them? Is that what a guardian does?”

“No,” said
Carys, and closed her eyes for a brief moment. “A guardian should
not—a guardian should never allow the selkies to come too close.
Their games and their laws are different.”

“I thought we
were going to talk about your—” Eurion stopped, blinking, and Carys
saw the thoughts flitting swiftly across his face. “And Enfys said
that—she said you shouldn’t have taken in the first—the
first stray—”

Carys gazed out on the sea
because she didn’t want to see the understanding come into those
brown eyes that looked up at her in astonishment, and waited for
him to come to the right conclusion.

“Your husband
was a selkie?”

“Things wash
ashore after a storm,” Carys said, her eyes on the colour-washed
waters so far away. “Sometimes rich things, sometimes flotsam. One
morning there was a man on the beach, just past the rocky
shoreline.”

She paused for a barely
perceptible moment, but Eurion didn’t know the selkies—didn’t know
the enormity of what she had done so many years ago—and he didn’t
answer. He only leaned his head into her arm with his face tilted
so he could keep his eyes on her face, and Carys felt the warmth of
his fingers curl around her hand.

“He was past
the rocky shoreline,” she said again. “So I knew he couldn’t be a
selkie, and when I saw the wounds he bore, I took him in. He
wouldn’t speak to me at first, but I knew he could understand me.
While I tended his wounds, he would touch my hair as if he wondered
exactly what it was.”

Eurion’s voice murmured, “Did
he live with you for a long time, Lady?”

“Not then,”
she said. “He still wouldn’t talk, but I had the feeling he thought
it unsafe. Perhaps he didn’t like the roof above his head that
stayed so still. He made his home beneath the moving boughs nearer
the cliffs, and I left him food every day. He brought back the
dishes every night.”

“When did you
discover he was a selkie?”

“There was a
day when he followed me to the seashore. He hadn’t done so before,
so I hadn’t warned him away. It seemed as though he wished to stay
away from the sea. But it was a stormy day, and the waves lashed at
the rocks as though they would break them apart, and in my hurry to
clear the shoreline, I didn’t see one of the selkies until there
was a hand nearly about my ankle.”

Eurion, as
pale as he complexion was capable of, said in a husky undertone,
“All the old
stories of them are true? They try to drown humans?”

“When they’re
feeling playful,” Carys said. “They don’t think of it as
drowning—they take someone to play beneath the waves and they can’t
understand why their plaything ceases to move, because they can
only understand breathing water into air.”

“Then—”

“That day, he
called a warning to me. I saw the alarm in his eyes, and then the
teeth in his mouth and I knew at once.”

“But you took
him in, still,” said Eurion, and when she glanced down at him,
there was almost a smile on his face. “Because you couldn’t leave
him once you’d rescued him. Because your heart is too soft…and—and
because everything that washes up on the shores is
yours.”

“No,” said
Carys. “I took him in because I loved him. It was already too late.
I’d known him for months by then. I knew how the storms made his
eyes darken with longing and wildness; I knew how the sight of me
made them soften; I knew how hard he tried to keep his teeth hidden
from me. Every morning he waited for me at the cottage door, and
every afternoon he was there to catch me as I stepped onto the
sand, though he knew the other selkies watched him and howled at
him. And by then I knew what it had cost him to leave the sea—and
what it was he wore around his finger.”

“Then
it was his
ring—”

“No,” said
Carys. “It was his soul. The sea’s soul, perhaps. He paid a hefty
price to get it, and he left behind him a kingdom to wear
it.”

“So that’s
why Enfys says you’re a part of the sea,” Eurion murmured. “I
wondered about that, but she laughs up her sleeve at me all the
time, so I thought it was a joke.”

“Enfys finds
things amusing that it’s best not to laugh at,” Carys said, though
she found herself smiling. “She laughed at our wedding, too. She
was the only villager to attend.”

Eurion muttered into her
sleeve. “Nosy old woman.”

“Still, she
tried to warn me.” It was only fair to say it. No one else had
known enough of her husband to know what he was, but for
Enfys.

“What did she
warn you about?”

“The old
tales say it’s seven years, but some people say it’s three—when a
selkie begins to pine to return to the sea, that is. The truth is
that they have to go back every day unless they have a soul to walk
on land. He worked hard for his soul, but we only got a year
despite that.”

“Did he leave
you and go back?”

“He never
called me by my name,” Carys said, disregarding the question. “With
him, it was always cariad. ‘Sit with me,
cariad’, ‘Play with
me, cariad’. I
knew Enfys wasn’t right. Besides, he wouldn’t go near to the sea if
he could help it. At first, I thought he kept away because he
didn’t want to fall in. They can’t swim in their human forms, so
they all stay away when they look human. But he always came to the
shore when it was stormy, to see that I was well. And the more the
others saw him, the more they howled. Then one day—”

Carys stopped, swallowed. The
welling of the sea was around her once again, but the warmth of
Eurion’s hands around hers seemed to anchor her, and with just a
small pause, she went on.

“One day they
caught him too close to the pools; three of them. He was playing
with me, and not paying enough attention, and they caught him and
threw him into one of the pools. I went in after him, and for a
moment I had him—I had him. But others were waiting for him in
their real forms below. They dragged him down and left me there
while the others pulled me out by the hair. They didn’t—they didn’t
even try to take me that day.”

Eurion, with sorrow in his
voice, murmured, “They drowned him?”

“It’s not
certain,” Carys said, with a sharpness to her voice. “He had the
ring, and they took him to make an example of him.”

“But
Lady—”

“I told you
because I want you to understand,” she said. “You need to
understand that it’s no use waiting and being slow, because I’m
already waiting. I’ve been waiting for ten years, and I can’t—I
can’t stop now. That’s all.”

She stood, all words and energy
at an end suddenly, a pitcher emptied.

“Carys,” said
Eurion, scrambling to his feet. “You should sit down. You’ll
fall.”

“I won’t
fall,” she said, and for the second time that day, she left him
with the seaweed cart and strode on ahead. It was unfair of her—she
knew he would bring it in without complaining—but Carys was weary
of words and attention, and it seemed permissible to allow him to
do something for her once again. She was certain she would regret
it later, but now, striding across the sandy path toward the
cottage and rest, Carys couldn’t bring herself to regret
it.

Still, it seemed good to put
the tea kettle over the fire and fetch out biscuits by way of some
small payment, and by the time Eurion opened the door, the water
was already boiling. She heard the scrape of a chair as he sat
down, and gathered two cups to bring with the kettle. It wasn’t
really a night for tea, but perhaps Eurion would be lulled to sleep
by the warmth. Carys herself was strangely weary, but as she
prepared the tea, she had thought of a little more she wanted to
say before she went to bed. She turned to bring the tea to the
table and speak those words in no uncertain terms, and everything
she had planned to say flew right out of her mind.

Eurion, his expression very
carefully unconcerned, was sitting in the seat across from
hers.

“What are you
doing? That’s not your seat.”

“It is,”
Eurion said, folding his arms across the top of the table. “I’ve
decided. I’m going to sit here now. This is my seat.”

Carys, hopelessly, found that
she had no anger to fall back on, and for a brief moment it seemed
as though the boy across from her was the most merciless of
opponents with the tenderness of his gaze and the hopefulness of
his smile.

“Stop it,”
she said. “Don’t wriggle into the cracks of my life. Don’t sit in
my thoughts and make me smile at you when I wouldn’t
smile.”

“If I’m
sitting in your thoughts, I can’t help that,” said Eurion, though
his eyes glowed. “But I can help where I sit here, and I’m going to
sit here.”

“It’s not for
you,” said Carys, more sharply. “It’s kept for him to come back to.
Move!”

“He’s not
coming back, Carys. His ring was embedded in my head! You have to
know it too—you must know it!”

“I don’t know
it,” she said, without looking at him. “He had the ring. There was
magic to it that I couldn’t understand.”

“You
told me they can’t swim
in their human form. You said it’s why they keep away from the edge
of the water when they’re human.”

“There’s
still a chance, and while there’s a chance, I’ll keep that place
free.”

“You do know
it,” he said, with more conviction. “You wouldn’t—if you didn’t
know for sure, you couldn’t smile at me like you do. You wouldn’t
have let yourself love me. I know you better than that.”

“I don’t love
you,” Carys said. “You can’t sit there.”

“Yes, you
do,” said Eurion, his eyes steadfast on her face. “I’ve known it
since I hugged you down by the sea and you smiled at
me.”

“I’ve never
said so. You can’t know it.”

“Saying is
only talking,” Eurion said, and still he didn’t move. “You don’t
love in your speech; you do it in your acts. It’s why Aled makes
you so uncomfortable, I think. You recognise that sort of love
because you show it that way, too.”

“I gave you a
place beside the fire because you have memories I need. I fed you
and kept you warm because I need you alive. Or did you forget that
I nearly drowned you in trying to bring back your
memories?”

Eurion chuckled in delight.
“You were trying to drown me? I suppose that’s why you took me to a
safe part of the water before you did it, then, Lady!”

“There are no
safe parts of the water around here.”

“I know,”
said Eurion, pleasingly easy to persuade. “But I don’t think I’m
used to safe waters anyway, Lady. If I was, I’d still have all my
memories. So I’m going to sit here.”
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“That—” Carys
tried to catch her breath, and found that she couldn’t, so she sat
down instead. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Ask Aled if
it makes sense,” Eurion said, surprisingly. “I thought he would
have tried to sit here.”

“Aled knows
better than that.”

“Yes, he
tried to warn me off a little while ago.”

Relieved to find something she
could grasp at in anger, Carys said sharply, “Have you been
discussing me with Aled?”

“No,” said
Eurion. “I told him you didn’t like being discussed and to mind his
own business. I can court you without his help.”

“I very much
doubt,” said Carys, her sense of humour tickled despite herself,
“that he was attempting to help you court me.”

“No,” Eurion
agreed. “He was doing the opposite, but it was helpful anyway and I
don’t want help from him. I can make my own mistakes.”

“I see,”
Carys said, and with a small fizz of confusion, it occurred to her
that she had already gotten used to looking across the table at
him.

She should have been jarred by
it, but there was no such sensation, and that worried her. It was
certainly time for another talk with Enfys. Eurion needed to be
about and doing, with no time for thinking of ways to throw her off
her guard, or wriggle himself any more into her life than he
already had.

And it was certainly time for
another talk with the Mas—Eurion needed to get his memories again,
and then life would go back to what it had been, no matter what was
the result of learning what she needed to know.

“Clovis Ma
wishes to speak to you again,” she said. “I think you should attend
on her.”

“Is this you
holding me under the water again?” Eurion asked. His expression had
shifted, subtly, to unease.

Carys hardened herself against
it. Now that she had seen a little more of the Mas, she was quite
certain they intended no harm to Eurion—unless, of course, they
really were after the seal she had hidden in her house, and he had
stolen it.

“Think of it
as me throwing you in the water,” she said. “What you do after that
is up to you. I won’t force you this time.”

“But you want
me to do it?”

“They have
some questions to which they would like the answers, and Mistress
Ma seems to think that she can also get the answers I
seek.”

“I don’t see
why I should answer their questions,” Eurion said. “They seem
suspicious, Lady.”

“They’re not
telling everything they know, but I believe they mean you no
harm.”

“If you want
me to go, I’ll go,” he said, looking at her through his
lashes.

“Go or not,
as you like,” Carys said, at last pouring tea that was too strong
and too cold. “And wash up the tea things when you’re done. I’m for
bed.”

The dreadful boy was actually
chuckling as she ducked behind the curtain to change her underdress
for tomorrow. “That’s cheating, Lady,” he called.

“You’d best
not be up too late, yourself,” she told him as she came out,
without acknowledging the charge. “Enfys will have plenty enough
for you to do.”

Eurion only chuckled again,
propping his head against his hand to gaze at her, and that
irritated Carys enough that she turned her back to him and
pretended sleep for a good while before that sleep actually
came.

 


The morning came in fits and
starts of sleep and wakefulness; a gritty, weary morning that
brought worry and concern with it.

The teapot sat on the table
already when Carys rose, giving out a small waft of steam that
curled against the soft glow of firelight, and she heard the
scatter and spray of sand moving outside as Eurion did sword
drill.

She was tempted to refuse to
drink the tea, but it seemed churlish while there was a chill to
the morning that soaked into her skin and she would have welcomed
the warmth. So Carys poured herself a cup in the softly firelit
silence of the cottage, then went out to face the early sunrise
that was Eurion.

He smiled at her, but there was
a slight frown between his brows, and she wasn’t surprised when he
asked, “Lady, will there be more of them on the shore this
morning?”

Carys understood him at once.
“No. The selkies usually don’t come until the sun is high in the
sky. They like to be warm.”

He nodded, though the line
between his brows didn’t fade. “I’ll come with you, anyway.”

“You will
not!” Carys said sharply.

“But Lady—if
it’s dangerous! If they come out early—”

“I’ll have
the seaweed cleared before they come out to play,” she said. “As I
do every day.”

And if that wasn’t exactly
true, it was close to true—winter apart, it was reasonably rare
that she didn’t get the seaweed cleared in time, and even rarer
these days when she needed to block her ears and be wary of the
selkies. Time and experience had taught her to do her utmost to be
off the rocky shore before the time of the change.

Carys saw the mulish set to his
chin, and said icily, “You’re not to come on the shore. I’ve been
working that shoreline for twenty years and I don’t need your
help.”

Reluctantly, Eurion said, “Then
promise me you’ll leave before they come out.”

“I leave when
the work is finished,” Carys said shortly. “I don’t owe you my
promises. Take yourself off to Enfys.”

She left him still protesting
behind her, and saw a brief, unsure flutter of movement as she
rounded the trees nearby the cottage—Eurion, wavering between
following her and obeying her. That movement ceased before she lost
sight of him, and Carys breathed out a sigh of relief that had a
small catch to it.

It was ridiculous to be so
nervous, but she’d lost every notion of how to stop him doing
exactly what he wanted to do. To be sure, he had held himself back
from kissing her at her request, but Carys was inclined to think
that it wouldn’t be the case in this circumstance. It was obvious
that in Eurion’s mind, there was a difference between obeying those
commands that related directly to Carys’ person, and those that
related to her safety. The thought sat uneasily in the back of her
mind, that today’s acquiescence wouldn’t be so easy to gain if she
came home with blood or bruises again.

Clovis Ma’s help, then, was a
necessity—one that Carys did not have the liberty of ignoring. Not
only were there Eurion’s memories to consider, there was his
troubling inclination to thrust himself into a dangerous situation
to save her from a peril she was very well used to.

It was also necessary to speak
with Enfys, plague take the dreadful old woman. Some of the ill was
from her, and an equal part of the remedy would certainly have to
come from her.

It was with some grimness,
therefore, that Carys made her way up to the village that
afternoon. She had finished late on the rocky shore, despite what
she told Eurion; moreover, she had been distinctly wet and salty by
the time she did so, so she stopped first to change her clothes and
dry her hair by the fire. The sea had been moving as a whole body
all morning, barely visible to the eye but swelling higher than
usual, and Carys felt as though the world moved around her as she
climbed. There was a stillness to the air that warned her of the
approaching storm, and nothing glittered in the cliffs as she
climbed, the sun too sulky to show it if it had been there.

Miss Allen was sitting nearby
to watch the working Eurion when Carys arrived at Enfys’ shop.
Enfys, her crabby old face set in sardonic lines, grinned at them
from the shop window where she couldn’t be seen by the two.

Eurion looked up from his work
and said joyfully, “Lady!” causing Miss Allen to frown.

“I’m not here
to see you,” Carys said, her grimness unabated. “I’m here to speak
with Enfys.”

Eurion pouted, but he looked
less surprised than Enfys, who said directly, “Well! What a turn up
for the books! I suppose I should be honoured!”

“There’s no
need,” Carys told her. “I wish to speak with you about a
conversation you had with Eurion the other day.”

“You mean you
want to scold me,” said Enfys accurately. “Well, it can wait until
after lunch.”

“It’s too
late for lunch,” Carys said, frowning. It was early afternoon, well
past noon.

Enfys cackled. “So are you, but
we’re going to have it, just the same. That boy of yours hasn’t
stopped since this morning—“just one more row, Enfys”, and then
it’s one more, then another. Miss Allen has been waiting for the
last two hours for something to eat.”

Carys refrained from protesting
that Eurion wasn’t her boy only by remembering that Enfys had
probably said it just to prod her to do so, and merely asked, “Can
I help you set the table?”

“It’s already
set,” Enfys said, grinning. She disappeared from the window, but
her voice floated back through the window to Carys, “Come inside,
Carys. Eurion! Food!”

“Just in
time!” said Eurion, removing the apron with which he’d been
protecting his trousers from dust and mortar alike. “Come in, Lady!
Enfys didn’t make the food, so it’s good.”

“I heard
that, you young puppy!”

Eurion grinned and would have
taken Carys by the elbow, but Miss Allen passed lightly between
them and smilingly gave him hers instead. Carys, in no mood to
smile at the childishness of it, followed silently behind them,
ignoring the apologetic look that Eurion cast over his shoulder at
her.

She allowed Miss Allen to take
the seat next to Eurion without attempting to oust her, either, and
Eurion looked reproachfully across the table at her.

“What?”
demanded Enfys, sitting down next to Carys. “Don’t like your
view?”

Eurion grinned at her. “Don’t
be like that, grandmother.”

“Whose
grandmother?” scoffed Enfys, but looked very pleased. “Eat, all of
you. If I can’t cook well myself, at least I have a good
cook.”

Carys ate in silence as she was
wont to do, and even Eurion didn’t speak very often until Miss
Allen’s brother came to fetch her part-way through the meal.

“She said he
was coming back in a quarter hour two hours ago,” explained Enfys,
when the two had vanished down the stairs. “Very obliging of him to
call back for her, I thought. She doesn’t seem very grateful for
it, does she?”

“She would
keep talking to me while I was trying to measure for the decrease
on Enfys’ new fireplace,” Eurion said indignantly. “Do you know
how hard it is to
measure and calculate with someone talking to you?”

“I’ve an
inkling,” murmured Carys, smiling faintly.

Unexpectedly, Eurion grinned at
her. “You mean I’m always talking to you while you’re trying to do
other things. But I can’t help wanting to talk to you, Lady!”

Carys opened her mouth to
suggest that perhaps Miss Allen couldn’t help wanting to talk to
Eurion, but Enfys said sharply, “What decrease? Are you making my
fireplace into one of those newfangled ones?”

“I
told you—”

“You told me
nothing of the sort.”

“I told you
that in a space that small, you’d have to be very careful about how
much heat you allowed. If you’re wanting it to prove or dry, you
can’t have too much heat. If you have a fully open fireplace it
will send out too much heat.”

“I can’t have
too little heat, either,” muttered Enfys, but she didn’t make any
other complaint.

“No,” Eurion
said, smiling at her. “That’s why I’ve been building in a little
bit of magic. Lady, was it quiet on the shore this
morning?”

“Quiet
enough,” Carys told him. “Here I am.”

“Yes, but you
didn’t get here until quite late, and—”

“I have more
to do than work on the shore and dance attendance on
you.”

That made him
grin. “Oh, did you
come to see me, then, Lady?”

“I did not,”
said Carys firmly. “Are you finished eating?”

If she could get Enfys away now
that she’d finished eating…

“Not yet,”
Eurion said, helping Enfys and then himself to more pie, though he
wasn’t quick to begin eating it himself. A small, sleek head popped
up from the front pocket of his shirt, nose snuffing at the air,
and he fed it almost automatically.

Carys briefly raised a brow,
and Eurion grinned bashfully. “I found it on the way up this
morning, Lady.”

“That one
will die, too.”

“Yes, but it
will live first,” he said. “And it wanted to come with me. So I
brought it along. Sort of like you and Aled.”

Enfys snorted a laugh, and
refilled her cup of tea, then sat back to listen with an unashamed
avidity, ignoring her pie.

“Aled is not
at all likely to die suddenly,” Carys said, in
irritation.

“Yes, but you
don’t like to see him suffer, so you let him do what he wants
because you know it won’t matter in the end.”

Carys, pointedly, said, “As I
do with you.”

Eurion, his eyes bright, smiled
at her. “Ah, but you’re not in love with Aled, Lady.”

“I’m not in
love with anyone.”

“Carys—”

“No!” said
Carys, very firmly. “I refuse to discuss this before
Enfys.”

“Spoil
sport!” Enfys said at once. “Of the few joys in my old
age—”

“You’ve a
whole town full of people to speculate over,” Carys told her. “And
as for your few joys—”

“You stick
your nose into everyone’s business,” agreed Eurion.

“Ingratitude!” spluttered Enfys. “You young sea puppy, haven’t
I helped you?”

He grinned at her, too, bright
and caressing. “I love you too, grandmother. But I love Carys more,
so you shouldn’t needle her in front of me.”

“Well,
there’s a thing,” Enfys
muttered, but she couldn’t hide how pleased she was.

Another victim to Eurion’s
charms. Carys, amused and helpless to do anything against it, said
to Enfys, “I’ve to speak to Clovis Ma. I’ll speak again with you
later, if you’re not done with your lunch.”

“Aye, I’ll
come along for my scolding,” said Enfys, a bright, sarcastic gleam
to her eye. “No,
you silver-tongued little bit of a boy! You’re to stay here and
finish what you began!”

Eurion was still protesting
when they walked out of the house, and they walked in silence until
the only sound nearby was the scrabble of their feet on the
gravelly road and the village dogs playing in a snarl by some small
dead thing.

Then Enfys said, “I see you
told him everything.”

“There was no
other choice. You took him to the hall, Enfys. What was the point
in that? It’s only cruelty to pretend there’s any other road for
me.”

“He’s more
reason to hope than you have,” Enfys said bluntly. “And even if
your husband has been alive, what then? He’s abandoned
you.”

“He wouldn’t
have abandoned me,” Carys said flintily. “I know that. Enfys,
Eurion sat in his chair. Because of you, he had the hope to sit in that chair—and to
tell me that my husband was dead.”

“I’m the
author of many ills, but I’ll not be charged with that young
thing’s mischief,” protested Enfys. “I didn’t tell him to do so! I
only showed him a way he might make some headway—and the laws are
written there for everyone to see. I didn’t even have to point them
out.”

“You had no
business doing it!”

“Not but what
he’s right,” the old woman added. “You know better than to think
your husband still alive. They made sure to take him when he was
human, Carys. What else could he be but drowned? And if alive, why
wouldn’t he come back?”

“He could be
imprisoned yet. He was never meant to come ashore, and I knew they
took the ring as treason and abandonment. I knew that when we
married. I accepted it, and there’s nothing I can do but wait for
him.”

Enfys made an annoyed noise and
said, “Waiting for a corpse or an abandoner! I always said it was
foolish to be fond of you!”

“Nobody asked
you to be fond of me!” Carys said, stung. “All I require of you is
to buy a jewel or two for a very small price every now and then! I
didn’t ask for your friendship!”

“Half gone to
the sea already, and no good to the human world,” continued Enfys,
as if she hadn’t spoken. “I warned Aled, too, for all the good it
did. What’s the good of taking the time to befriend a creature with
the sea in its blood? I was ever a foolish old woman.”

“Then we
agree on one thing at least,” snapped Carys.

To her surprise, this retort
made Enfys grin. “There’s more life to you these days,” she said.
“Let the boy have his seat. He’s earned it.”

“It’s not
something to be earned.”

“No,” agreed
Enfys. “But let him have it anyway.”

“I doubt I
could take it from him short of tipping him out of it,” Carys said
sourly, her temper recovered. “I’ve no mind to go to the
trouble.”

“That’s the
spirit,” Enfys said encouragingly.

“I don’t
excuse you for your mischief.”

“Well, Miss!”
said Enfys immediately, “Nobody asked you to!”

Carys sent her a look of
dislike, which Enfys returned with a crabbed, perversely gleeful
one of her own, and they walked in silence for some time.

When the inn was in sight,
Enfys asked abruptly, “What do they want with you, that pair?
They’re not the sort to involve themselves with anyone without a
reason.”

“Information,
I think,” said Carys. “But they seem not to know how to ask
everything they want to know. My feeling is that they want to know
what they need to know, without letting me know what they want to
know.”

“They don’t
trust you?”

“Not with
this. I’ve an idea it’s to do with the prince as much as Clovis
Ma’s brother.”

Enfys considered this, and at
last shook her head. “They were looking for a brother on a ship,
but the prince arrived safely in the capital. There was some
confusion about which ship he sailed by at the first; some report
that he’d been seen on two different vessels. One of those vessels
was lost at sea—the same one the brother came by—but the prince
arrived safely for all that. If they’re looking for the one, surely
they can’t be looking for the other.”

“Yes,” said
Carys slowly, and yet she couldn’t help thinking it was a matter of
both, and that there was much more to it than there seemed. Why
else did Ma Yong Hwa continue to wander the shore when he knew his
brother-in-law was dead? Why was his wife so little afflicted by
that same knowledge? She added, “It seems a waste of time to have
kept him in Eppa for so long—they knew the poor thing was likely to
die or disappear, so why bother to put the poor waif through the
training?”

Enfys sniffed. “Training, you
say? A smattering of statecraft, a good grounding in two languages
from countries he’ll never belong to properly, and raised in a
peace-loving country that has to conscript military service to keep
itself well enough stocked! They don’t even teach them about those
on the shore. He was doomed from the beginning.”

A slight smile came and went on
Carys’ face. If it came to that, not even the villagers really knew
about the selkies. They whispered and gossiped, and tall tales were
told when the fishermen got too drunk at a gathering or by the fire
and family, but it was rare for anyone but the guardians of the
shore to know the extent of the threat. It was why the role of
guardian was so important: it was necessary to protect the selkies
from the villagers as much as the fishermen from the selkies. The
revenge of the selkies was swift and terrible, and as inevitable as
the turning of the tide.

The fishermen, sensibly, tried
to have as little to do with them as possible. Those who learnt
about the selkies at sea were not likely to live to benefit from
the experience.

“Still, it’s
a shame,” she said. The half-Eppan prince couldn’t be much older
than Eurion—far too young to be cut off from life. And yet, someone
had tried to kill Eurion, too.

“The shame is
the way our king orders his family,” Enfys said bluntly. “But if
that Steele or whatever his nasty name is asks, I never said
it!”

“You think
Steele belongs to the royal guard?”

“One part of
it, perhaps,” said Enfys. “The part that’s been going around
murdering royal heirs to make the succession clearer.”

“The king
must know.”

“The king is
very well aware,” said Ma Yong Hwa’s voice. He greeted them with a
bow from the gate at the inn, and there was an expression on his
face that Carys couldn’t quite read. “As to whether or not he
decides to do something about it—that is another
matter.”

“I’ll make
myself scarce, then,” Enfys said. Carys wasn’t sure if she was
embarrassed at being caught out in her speech, or if she merely
wished to distance herself from Carys and her remarks.
“If you’ve done
scolding, Miss!”

“I’ll return
for Eurion later,” said Carys, smiling faintly. Of Ma Yong Hwa, she
asked, “Is your wife within?”

“She waits
for you in the garden.”

Carys frowned. “I didn’t tell
her I was coming.”

“Perhaps—” he
hesitated, then continued. “Perhaps you could make just a short
visit today? My wife is weary.”

“I can go
away,” Carys offered. She had no desire to tire out Clovis, who was
seemed to be heavy-eyed at the best of times. “It was just that I
wished to tell her that Eurion will come again to see
her.”

“I see,” said
Yong Hwa thoughtfully. “No, she wishes to see you. But for a short
time, please.”

“Of course,”
nodded Carys.

“If you go by
the walk at the side, you can find her beneath the
trees.”

“You’re for
the seashore again?”

“I think not,
today. There is someone I wish to see.”

Steele? wondered Carys, but she
didn’t think so. She inclined her head to Ma Yong Hwa, who bowed in
return and turned to go. She would have moved on, but he
hesitated.

“In the
village,” he said, “you should be careful with your words. There
are some strangers these days, I think.”

He bowed again and was gone,
and Carys was left wondering if the warning had been given because
he didn’t wish rumours to spread, or if it had been given to
prevent Carys coming afoul of the elder prince’s minions—or
Steele.

Clovis Ma was where Carys had
been told she would find her. The woman leaned back into the seat
back with her eyes just barely open and a glazed look to them that
said she saw nothing that passed in front of her, her hands folded
on the small card table that had been set up in front of her.
Beneath those rice-powder white hands were a couple of sheets of
what looked like artists’ paper.

Carys hesitated before her,
unsure whether to stay or go, then sat down on the same garden
bench to await her awakening.

She had almost forgotten
Clovis’ pale presence by the time there was a faint sigh and the
shifting of skirts beside her. Carys glanced across at the other
woman, and became uncomfortably aware of the woman’s pallid blue
eyes resting on her.

“You’ve been
waiting,” Clovis said, in the veriest thread of a voice. “I saw you
but couldn’t come to greet you.”

“There was no
need,” Carys said. She wasn’t sure quite what she was excusing,
since they were sitting beside each other, and Clovis Ma had not
needed to come and greet her, but the phrase came instinctively to
her lips.

“I have
something for you.”

Carys frowned a little. “I came
to tell you that Eurion will meet with you again soon. There’s no
need to give me anything. I won’t keep you long; I think you’re
tired.”

“Yes,” said
Clovis. “I asked my husband to leave me out here so that you could
tell me.”

Faintly amused, Carys said, “I
see. Did you see me from your window?”

“No,” the
woman said, serenely. “These are for you. One is quite old; I don’t
know who it is. The other is your Eurion.”

She turned the papers over as
she spoke, and Carys looked down at them instinctively. Charcoal on
paper, they were drawings that were done by a master hand, sweeping
with lines of the sea that slipped through serried edges of jagged
rock. And in the centre of each there was a human figure: one,
golden-haired, held captive by the slick, sharp-toothed selkies in
their seal form, and the other, dark-haired and open-eyed,
ensconced in a grand throne with bound limbs, the water thick with
bulbous-eyed seals.

“What are
these?” asked Carys calmly, though the distant feeling of waves
swelling touched the edges of her consciousness.

“This one,”
said Clovis Ma, touching one delicate finger to the first drawing,
“was from a dream I had about ten years ago. This one I dreamed but
a few weeks ago.”

“What do you
mean, dreamed?” Carys demanded, and now there was a harshness to
her voice. The drawings couldn’t be true—it wasn’t possible for
them to be true. People didn’t dream in truths that they hadn’t
seen for themselves.

And yet, there on paper was her
husband, eyes open and sightless, limbs as limp as the dark hair
that wafted around him. The pale suggestion of a skull showed
beneath his face, as though he had been there an impossibly long
time, held together by magic and the embrace of the ocean.

Swallowing, Carys looked away
from it to look at the other, and there was Eurion; pale as death,
eyes closed, his hair streaming down into his eyes as he was lifted
toward the surface by his clothing, selkies crowding every side of
him.

Clovis Ma said simply, “I
dream. And those dreams are the truth of what is outside while I
can’t walk to see it with my own eyes.”

“Say that’s
possible,” Carys said, conscious of her breathing and the hardness
of the garden seat beneath her. It wasn’t possible, but perhaps
impossible things were possible in Eppa. She lifted the drawing of
her husband. “Then what did you dream to draw this?”

“I have no
memory of that. I drew it for a reason, but I can’t remember why.
This one,” her finger rested on the drawing of unconscious Eurion
again, “I remember. That dream was interrupted, so I drew the last
thing I saw. I remembered the other drawing when I was considering
if I should give this one to you. You knew that man?”

“He wasn’t a
man,” said Carys quietly. “Not exactly. But at that time, he was. I
knew him.”

“Then you may
have them,” Mistress Ma said. “I would have given them to you
sooner if I’d known.”

“When you
speak with Eurion, do everything you can to get those memories,”
said Carys. She folded the drawings rather numbly and slid them
into her pocket, too many thoughts in her mind to be acknowledged
each alone. But at the top of them all was the icily certain
knowledge that her husband was dead, his body suffused in blue and
green waves and kept as a warning to other selkies who might dream
of a life above the waves. Just below that thought was the jarring
one that her husband’s face had grown unfamiliar: a loved, lost
thing that was no longer vital or real enough to be
grasped.

“Eurion can’t
stay with me,” she said huskily. “It’s no longer safe for
him.”

“We’ll get
the memories,” said Clovis Ma, and there was a strange obstinacy to
those pale eyes. “You see, none of us can do without them. I have
to go now. I’m sorry.”

Carys murmured her farewells,
but the woman was already gone. Eyes wide and glassy, her skin so
pale it was nearly translucent, she dreamed impossible dreams.
Caught in the cold, heavy, real world, Carys stood rather
uncertainly and turned toward Enfys’ cottage and Eurion, seeking
warmth.

She drew near to the new annex
as Eurion came out, ignoring the fluttering shadow that must have
been Enfys at the window of the shop as she passed. It was
necessary to tell Eurion that she was going, and that he could
follow when he was finished. There was no need to do anything
else.

But Eurion dropped his trowel
and stripped off his apron, striding toward her. “Carys?”

“I’ll go back
alone if you’re not finished,” Carys began to say, but she got no
further before he wrapped his arms around her, warm and close, hair
tickling her cheek.

“What did she
do to you?” he demanded. “You’ve gone all cold again! I’d just got
you warm and now she’s hurt you again!”

“She did me a
kindness,” Carys said, with the weight of those drawings in her
pocket, but she didn’t push Eurion away. Perhaps her right arm
curled around his waist in return, but Carys was only truly aware
of the warmth and the steady in and out of Eurion’s
breath.

Then, something wriggled
against her neck; a small, whiskered thing.

The sand otter was still in his
pocket.

Carys laughed, surprising
herself, and pulled away. “It’s still alive?”

“Yes,” said
Eurion, sighing a little. “Are you sure you’re all right,
Lady?”

“Quite sure,”
she said. And somehow, she was. There was the deep ache of old pain
in her chest, but it wasn’t raw and sharp as it had once been. In
the lightness of that realisation, she said, “If you’re not
finished, I’ll have tea with Enfys and wait for you.”

Eurion tilted his head at her,
then smiled brilliantly. “Really, Lady?”

“No, really,
I’ve no need for help,” said Enfys’ voice pointedly, along with the
rattle of a teapot lid. “I’m sure I can manage this tray by myself.
It’s just the joints of my fingers—good boy.”

Eurion, grinning, took the tray
and set it down on the stone fence-top, then swung one leg over to
sit astride the fence himself. He reached out and drew Carys
through the gateway to sit in front of him, her feet off the ground
and tipping toward the village street, then passed her a scone and
a teacup.

“At my age?
Well, I never!” humphed Enfys, but bustled through the gate to sit
on the wall, too.

Carys put her teacup down
between herself and Eurion, golden tea swirling in the evening
light, and broke away a soft piece of scone. Eurion did the same
and fed it to the otter still in his pocket, despite Enfys’
sniff.

He saw Carys watching and
grinned. “Do you want to hold it, Lady?”

“No,” said
Carys hastily, but it was too late; there was a small, sleek
slither of fur in her fingers. She put down her teacup on the
stones beside her with a rattle, and tried to contain that lithe
wriggle.

“Careful,
Lady!” Eurion said, cupping his hands around hers. “You’ll drop
it.”

“It will die
anyway,” Carys reminded him, but her fingers curled around the
otter’s pliable stomach and tiny paws clung to her in return, too
small to grasp all the way around each finger. “You love things you
shouldn’t love. Don’t tell me there haven’t been other sand otters
in your pockets since you’ve been working in the village, because I
won’t believe you.”

“That’s what
Enfys says about you,” Eurion said.

“Don’t talk
about me behind my back,” Enfys told him, with a jab to his ribs
for good measure.

Eurion’s eyes roamed Carys’
face for a moment, then the warmth of mischief lit his eyes. “And
really, Lady, I think I agree with her. I don’t think it’s a good
idea to love selkies and village postmasters. Dogs are all
right.”

“I thought
you didn’t think I loved Aled?”

“I don’t
think you’re in love with him,” said Eurion, and beamed up at her. “How can
you be? You’re in love with me. But you love him. That’s why you
don’t like to hurt him. You love him just enough to be
inconvenient. When we’re married, it will be easier for
you.”

“There’s no
difference between loving someone and being in love with them,”
Carys said impatiently. “As for the rest—nonsense! There’s no
question of us being married.”

“There can’t
be,” said Eurion, grinning. “Because I haven’t asked you yet! Ow!
Carys, my ear!”

“You may
choose to keep talking nonsense,” said Carys grimly, “but I don’t
have to listen.”

“Ow, ow!” he
complained, rescuing the ear from Carys’ strong fingers. “Look,
you’ve shocked Enfys, now.”

“Shocked, my
eye,” Enfys said grumpily. “Well, for all that you wouldn’t talk to
poor Miss Allen, you’re certainly making up for it, aren’t you?
Aren’t you finished that fireplace yet?”

Eurion grinned back at her,
too, clutching his red ear. “You’ll feel bad if I collapse from too
much work,” he said. “Just like Carys will feel bad if my ear falls
off.”

“Not I!”
declared Enfys. “Just so long as you finish it, you can collapse
where you will!”

“You’ve got
two ears,” Carys added. “Just mind you don’t have reason to lose
the second one.”

It took Enfys’ sylph-like grin
over Eurion’s shoulder to make Carys realise that she’d been
laughing across at him as she said it. She stopped smiling at once,
but Eurion’s eyes were already glowing at her.

He leaned
forward and murmured, “Can’t I kiss you just once, Lady? I’ll do it so that Enfys
can’t see.”

“Do what?”
demanded Enfys. “If an old woman gives you tea out of the goodness
of her heart, the least you can do is stop whispering in front of
her!”

“It was
nonsense,” said Carys, thrusting the sand otter back at Eurion. She
picked up her teacup instead, nodding to a couple of young girls
who wandered past arm in arm, giggling as they unabashedly gazed at
Eurion. It was the time of day for walks, and sweethearts, and
coming home after a day of work.

So when Enfys said
significantly, “There’s a great deal of movement in the village
today,” Carys glanced curiously at her.

Enfys wasn’t watching the
steady ebb-and-flow of the village road before them, she was
watching something further down the road, where it widened into
what passed for a highway in the more remote areas of Sunderland.
Carys followed the direction of her eyes, and saw a figure on
horseback making its way up the village street through the signs
and scurryings of the street at early evening. The villagers moved
aside to let the horse pass, but each of them stopped and stared to
see the stranger as he passed.

Frowning, Carys took in the
shaved head, the Eppan features, and the slender figure. For all
that this man was as nearly as thin as Eurion, there was a war-like
look to him. “Who is it?”

“The
half-Eppan prince’s captain of the guard, it seems,” said Enfys.
“He came through earlier today. He’d be a pretty thing if it wasn’t
for that shaved head! What a shame!”

“It doesn’t
do him any harm,” Carys said dryly. With Eurion’s mop of quickly
darkening-hair before her, she liked to think that she preferred
the short, manly cut of the soldier.

Eurion,
somewhat indignantly, said, “He’s not as handsome as me!
And I’m
taller.”

“I prefer
shorter men,” said Carys, for one mad, reckless moment unsure if
she were baiting him, discouraging him, or teasing him.

“Oh,” Eurion
said. He seemed disgruntled, but after a moment the emotion cleared
away to a bright smile. “That’s all right, though, Lady! You’re a
little bit taller than me anyway.”

“Just like
fresh dough,” muttered Enfys. “Poke him, punch him, and up he rises
again!”

The soldier scanned the street
as he rode, and although Carys would rather not have thought so, it
seemed to her that his eyes lighted on herself and Eurion for
longer than they did on anyone else as he drew near.

Had the Mas called him? And to
what purpose? Did they really think the lost prince was here, and
not dead? She let her eyes drift away, wondering if it was just the
Eppan features that made his direct gaze so unnervingly similar to
Eurion’s, and said quietly to Enfys, “There’s more here than we’ve
been told. They must really think he’s alive, to be looking for him
here.”

Still, the man didn’t stay
long. An unapologetic stranger to the village and village mores
alike, he rode his horse through the middle of the street—slowly,
to be sure, but he never dismounted, and Carys was quite certain he
saw everyone and everything there was to see. And despite the
slowness of his movements, and the ostensibly winding way he took,
Carys was quite certain there was a deliberation to them. She
wasn’t surprised when he continued up the road toward the inn that
housed the Mas.

“Interesting,” murmured Enfys, her eyes following the
man.

“Are we going
home, Lady?” asked Eurion. She had the impression that he was
trying his best not to be sulky, but it was unlikely that she had
helped matters by watching the captain the length of the
street.

Carys found within herself a
small catch of regret, and squashed it ruthlessly. “Perhaps. You
don’t want to speak with Mistress Ma today?”

“I don’t
think so,” he said, and she knew that he, too, had seen the
direction in which the captain went. “I’ve finished with Enfys,
Carys; let’s go home.”

Enfys sniffed, which made him
grin.

“Yes, but
I told you I’d
finish it tomorrow! It needs to cure tonight: it will be ready
tomorrow when I come back.”

“So you say,”
Enfys said. “No, finish your scone, Miss! There’s no need to be
rushing off because the boy doesn’t want you looking at anyone
else.”

“That wasn’t
my consideration,” Carys said dryly, but she finished her scone. It
had occurred to her that in Enfys’ case, the scone was tantamount
to one of Eurion’s hugs. The old woman’s eyes were sharp, and she
still looked watchful. Carys said to her, “There’s nothing amiss.
Clovis Ma gave me a gift that startled me, nothing
more.”

“Oh, was that
what it was?” said Enfys. She didn’t sound completely convinced.
“Well, there’s some colour in your cheeks, at least. Will you come
back again tomorrow?”

Carys dusted the crumbs from
her fingers. “I think not. Tomorrow will be a busy day, and market
day is not far off.”

Enfys nodded, and said to
Eurion, “See her safely home. If she’s hurt because of you, I’ll
salt your hide and display it above that fireplace you built.”

Carys would have protested both
at the suggestion and the threat, but Eurion went into a peal of
laughter and pulled her away down the road by the hand.

“Don’t do it,
Lady!” he said, still laughing. “Can’t you see she’s telling you
she’s worried about you? No, don’t look back, she’ll only pretend
she’s not looking. My sand otter fell asleep a little while ago,
and now it’s dead: let’s go home. We can find a place to bury it on
the way.”
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It had been many years since
Carys buried a sand otter, but she hadn’t forgotten the sense of
utter futility with which it left her. Eurion didn’t seem similarly
affected. Warm and happy and surprisingly carefree, he dug a hole
to bury the tiny creature, and then walked alongside Carys without
trying to talk to her a great deal. Carys would have wondered what
he was up to if she didn’t get the impression that he was quiet
because he was happy, hugging his glee to himself.

What had happened to make him
so happy? wondered Carys, losing a little of that feeling of
futility as she looked curiously across at him.

He caught her eye the second
time she glanced at him, and his face warmed with a smile. “It’s a
nice night, Lady, isn’t it?”

Carys could have disagreed:
there was a stillness to the night that had her contemplating what
the morrow would bring along the seashore. But the clarity of the
evening made it easy to see the moon reflecting jaggedly off the
moving sea, the stars a million pricks of light all around it, and
Carys found herself smiling despite the insecurity of tomorrow.

“The sea is
always beautiful,” she said.

“Is that why
you stayed here?”

“I stayed
here because there was nowhere else to go,” said Carys, and the
truth of it was two-edged. She had never known another life, it was
true, but there was no other place she could go if she had no
successor. The seashore required a sacrifice for the safety of the
village, and here, that sacrifice was Carys. When it was time for
her to retire, the sea would call another and Carys would be free
to leave, or die, or make a home along the seashore in the only
place she had really known.

Eurion accepted that without
comment, continuing his unusual silence until they got back home,
but his arm brushed warmly against hers as they walked and Carys
thought she had never been so aware of his presence before.

It made her uncomfortable to
think so, and when, back at the cottage, she hung the kettle over
the fire, that discomfort caused her to ask abruptly, “Are you
ill?”

“No,” he
said, and added with an honesty that she felt she should have
foreseen, “I’m happy.”

“I see,”
Carys said, aware of mixed amounts of apprehension and amusement.
“Then we should melt the cheese Enfys gave us and eat the last of
the bread.”

 


Eurion fell asleep first, the
firelight flickering across his curved lips, and Carys rose from
beside him to sit on the edge of her bed, the sharpness of a paper
corner digging into her hip through her pocket. She took them out
and unfolded them on the bedspread, side by side. Both figures in
the drawings looked absurdly young and helpless, but there the
resemblance ended—Carys’ husband was all white skin and black hair
that tangled like seaweed, long and wild, Eurion all dusky softness
in the face and far too slender everywhere else. Face and figure
were different, but Carys knew that the expression on each of those
faces, like the youthfulness of their appearance, had always been
the same when they looked at her.

She hastily shuffled the
drawing of Eurion beneath that of her husband, and folded them
together. She would dearly have loved to feel as sure of her
husband’s life as she had always done, right at this moment. Or
perhaps, she thought, her fingers curling around the wad of paper,
she had always known that he was dead in truth. Perhaps she had
never been able to admit it to herself because then there would
have been no reason strong enough—duty to the village, duty to
herself—not to join him in the sea. No reason not to take her
revenge and die, and bring about the death of the rest of the
village with her.

Those hidden urges had passed
quietly into oblivion some time ago, though Carys wasn’t sure when
they had gone. It could have been when she hooked a boy around the
neck and drew him to safety with her seaweed hook, or it could have
been when Carys found that a pair of slender human arms were
somehow stronger than the cruel grip of the selkies, even if she
could push their owner away.

The drawings, unheeded, fell to
the floor as Carys stood. She passed through the cottage and
silently went into the night, seeking the familiar salt of the air
to settle her shifting thoughts. Since her earlier walk home with
Eurion, it had become a dull night lacking in stars and moonlight,
the clouds sullenly grouped to hide any speck of light. Tomorrow,
the storm would certainly begin.

Carys knew it and allowed the
thought to sink away, padding barefoot through the sand toward the
rocky shore. It was too cold to be out without shoes, but Carys was
still a creature of the sea and sand, and a night’s cold would do
no harm to her, after all.

She walked until she came to
the place where she had once left food for her husband each day,
and sat in the sand beneath that tree, wondering at the
peacefulness of it. She had also slept here for three nights
without eating after the selkies took him, able to do no more than
attend to the seashore and sleep. Then, it had been a bitter place,
haunted with memories—now it was clear of ghosts and regrets
alike.

Carys didn’t know how it was
possible, but she was beginning to have some inkling of why it had
become so. She had meant to send Eurion away once he remembered
what she needed him to remember, but Carys was sure now, in the
silent, sticky warmth of the night, that she already knew what she
needed to know. She would send him away tomorrow. It was safer for
him, and it would appear that it was safer for herself as well.

A small pain in her chest
seemed to catch in the salty breath that she took in, and Carys
smiled a little bitterly into the sea-touched night around her. The
sound around her was all sea, in and out; the taste of it
everywhere, the smell of it always in her nostrils. Eventually, the
sea touched everything, took over everything. It was better if
Eurion went away now, while it was still possible to send him
away.

For a time, there had been
sunshine and warmth, but the clouds were closing in overhead, and
Carys knew the sea too well to think that there wouldn’t come a
storm with it. She looked around once more at the darker, cool
shadows that had once sheltered a selkie-turned-human, and rose.
There would be enough work for tomorrow, but tonight was for
sleeping. Tonight, the small ache in her chest would be relieved by
the soft in and out of Eurion’s breath as he slept before the
fire.

Tomorrow would be soon enough
to send him away.

 


Carys slept uneasily, and woke
to the howling of wind and the odd scatter of rain against the
cottage as the wind hurled it against the walls. She was awake
earlier than usual, so she prepared the evening meal with the idea
that she would appreciate the warmth of cawl when she got back in
later that day. She left it toward the front of the fire to come to
a slow simmer in its own time, and went to face the day, wondering
that Eurion should be out of the house on such a morning.

The door tore out of her hand
as soon as she opened it, smashing a deeper dent in the cottage
wall, and the wind curled around her, tugging her out into the
wild, salty morning.

Eurion, practising his drill
despite the weather, jumped and turned his head toward her.

“Do you think
it’s safe to go on the seashore this morning, Lady?” he called.
“It’s been like this since an hour ago.”

“The weeds
will be there regardless of the weather,” Carys said. She had meant
to tell him straight away that he would have to leave today, but it
was easier to answer his question instead. “It’s nothing. I’ll be
more worried when we’re in the eye of things. The selkies don’t
like the chance of being swept from the rocks when it’s like
this.”

Eurion nodded, but she felt his
concerned eyes on her as she took her cart and moved down the path
to the rocky shore, and was grateful again that he didn’t follow
her. She would have to tell him tonight that his time at the
cottage was ended. She would pack his things for him and send him
away, because Carys was very well aware that there was a time
coming when he wouldn’t be persuaded not to follow her.

What she had
told him was no less than the truth, but it wasn’t quite all the
truth. The selkies didn’t
like the chance of being swept from the rocks,
but that would only mean they would venture further toward the
shore when they changed. They wouldn’t pass to the sandy side of
the shore, of course, but they would group together more
dangerously, and if they were in a playful mood Carys would have to
move more quickly, were she to fail in clearing the shoreline
before they arrived.

The cottage had seen a squall
or two of rain while Carys dressed earlier, but she could see the
real downpour approaching over the sea when she stepped onto the
rocky shore. Barely lit by a dawn that would never fully glow with
sunshine, it hung over the sea, curving around in every direction.
With the full breeze in her face making tatters of her hair, Carys
guessed that it would be a matter of hours before the bulk of the
rain made landfall, and she set herself to work at a pace that was
a little quicker than usual. The selkies wouldn’t care to be in the
rain any more than she would, and although the fishermen would all
be in soon, well aware of the dangers of the day themselves, Carys
still preferred to give the selkies as little as possible to play
with in the coming days.

Carys was at the far end of the
rocky shore when she caught a flicker of movement along the coast
behind her. Brown pelts gleamed dully in the stormy half-light as
the selkies slipped up through the pools, avoiding the sharp,
dangerous sea edge where waves thrashed against the rock. Lacking
the promise of any later sunlight, they had decided to come ashore
early and play regardless.

Carys hastily cleared away the
worst of the weeds from the pool she was working on, grazing her
palm as she jerked away from the uneasily swirling water’s edge at
the first sign of seal eyes and climbed toward safety. She went on
to the last two pools even more swiftly, flinging the weeds up high
and far as the pools boiled beside her, and took a playful nip to
one ankle as a couple of bickering selkies leapt from the water
with the swell too quickly to avoid. She left the remainder of the
weed where it was—it was little enough, and it was unlikely that
the fishermen would be out for the next few days anyway.

The selkies laughed and called
to her, showing their teeth, but they only made a half-hearted
attempt to herd her toward danger as she moved the last of her
seaweed beyond the tide line. They were too cautious of the waves
themselves, and they had reason to beware of the reach of Carys’
seaweed hook. She heard them still calling as she drew her cart
toward the cottage in the howling wind, grateful that the rain had
held off so far.

It had not yet come when she
reached the cottage, either, encouraging her to think that she
could unload the seaweed beneath cover before the worst of it
began. She found herself thinking that it was a shame Eurion wasn’t
here to help her, and pushed away the thought. Eurion would have to
be told tonight that he must leave. It was no use expecting him to
help her with things any longer.

And yet, a familiar figure
overshadowed her as she dropped the handles of her cart. Carys
winced a little: she would have preferred to have tidied herself up
a little before Eurion got back, now that he knew the dangers of
the seashore. There were a couple of cuts on her ankle that were
bleeding from the selkies’ teeth, and she had wanted to keep them
from his too-sharp eyes.

Carys looked up, ready with
excuses, but it was the Eppan captain instead of Eurion. The first
relief she had felt diffused into a more familiar concern, then
wariness.

She nodded to him, wondering if
she would have to warn another outsider with gestures, that the
rocky seashore was not safe, but when he spoke, it was in almost
unaccented Sunderman.

“Are you
alone?”

One of Carys’ brows rose, and
she turned to unload the first bundle of seaweed from her cart.
“What is your name, sir?”

“I am Joon
Ha,” he said, looking perplexed. “Captain of the Eppan Heir’s
guard.”

“And why
would you wish to know why a woman is alone, Joon Ha of Eppa?”
Carys asked him. She hadn’t entirely lost her sense of wariness,
but she couldn’t help feeling amused to see his face go red. Like
Eurion, Joon Ha was very obviously young.

“I didn’t—”
Joon Ha, evidently perplexed to know how to address her while she
was unloading her cart, moved around the side of the cart until he
was speaking to her profile. “I mean, I’m looking for someone. I
wondered if you had seen him.”

“No one has
been along the rocky shore this morning,” Carys said. “I was busy,
but not so busy I wouldn’t have seen them.”

“It wasn’t
this morning,” he said, starting back out of the way when she
dropped a bundle of seaweed a little too close for comfort. “He
would have shown up before now—perhaps a few weeks ago.”

“You’re the
third person to ask me about a missing man,” said Carys. “Perhaps
you should speak with Ma Yong Hwa in the village. He is also
searching for someone.”

“I spoke with
Ma Yong Hwa yesterday,” said Joon Ha. His eyes ran over her face,
and he added unexpectedly, “I think you already knew that,
Lady.”

“My name is
Carys,” she said, conscious of a discomfort in the way he addressed
her. She stacked the last of the seaweed and folded her arms across
her chest. “You can use that. I did suspect you’d already spoken
with the Mas.”

“Then perhaps
it won’t surprise you to know that I’m not looking for the same
person as Ma Yong Hwa.”

“You’re
looking for the prince, I think.”

He took a breath, but nodded.
“I would appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone else,
la—Carys.”

“I’ve few
enough people to tell,” Carys said to him, smiling a
little.

“I was told
as much,” Joon Ha said. “The Mas tell me that you
have…other acquaintances along the shore instead.”

Carys said slowly, “Did he
now?”

“He told me
that you’re the guardian of the shore, and that I should address my
questions to you if I wished to have them answered.”

“Did he now?”
Carys said again. “You know of the selkies, then?”

“I learned
about them in my lessons when I was younger,” said Joon Ha. “I was
very interested in the fellowship between the people of the sea and
those of the land.”

“Indeed?” He
was the first person Carys had met who was interested in the
selkies—the first who had a knowledge of them that was more than
passing.

“Yes,” he
said. “It seemed unfair to me that a lone woman or man should give
their youth or lives to keep the shore. My teacher didn’t
agree.”

Faintly amused, Carys asked,
“Would you prefer the shores to be unkept?”

“No,” he said
slowly. “But doing it like this makes no sense to me. What would
happen if you died before a replacement arrived? Wouldn’t it be
better if the process was ratified? After all, you’ll leave one
day, won’t you?”

“One day,”
Carys told him. It struck her that she had answered him without
thinking about it, and she wondered how used to Eurion she had
become, that she allowed a countryman of his to ask her questions
without demanding to know why he wished to know. “The sea calls
whom it wills. When the end of my time has come, someone else will
arrive. There’s no ratifying that.”

“Perhaps
not,” he said, and he sounded thoughtful. “But some part of it
could be put in order, couldn’t it?”

Carys smiled a little. Wherever
he had been educated, it had not been in a Sunderman village
school. “You’re a magic user, are you not?”

“Yes, and I
think there are ways to make the shores more safe for Sunderland,”
he said. “Wouldn’t it be better than leaving it to one person along
the shore, to live and die in danger? And then what of the village
if they die suddenly? At the least, the king could set magical
protections along the shore.”

“You should
speak to the prince about it when you find him,” Carys said,
smiling faintly.

Joon Ha’s eyes met hers, his
lips already parted with an answer, and she thought his cheeks
darkened with a little colour as he took a moment to rethink that
answer. At last, he said, “The prince and I have already discussed
it at length. It’s something he is particularly interested in.”

“It will be a
new thing to have an heir interested in the seashore,” said Carys.
“I hope you find him.”

“Ma Yong Hwa
was correct,” Joon Ha said ruefully. “You’re very well aware of
what’s happening along the shore, I think.”

“Not as much
as I should wish to be,” Carys told him, folding her arms a little
closer across her ribs. There was a distinctly wet chill to the
wind now. “Your Ma Yong Hwa is also very well informed, I
believe.”

“I think so,
too,” said the captain, and there was still a ruefulness to his
lips when he grinned. “It comforts me to think that he is a good
man, otherwise I might be uncomfortable.”

“Then perhaps
you also know that there is another man from outside the village
who knows more than he should.”

Joon Ha grew sober. “I’m aware.
Did you speak with him?”

“I spoke with
him,” Carys said. “But I think that’s not what you’re
asking.”

“No.” He
considered her for a few moments longer, then asked directly, “Did
you tell him anything?”

“I told him
less than I’ve told you today. He did turn up to search my cottage
while I was gone, however.”

“Did he take
anything?”

Carys smiled faintly at him
once again. “There was nothing to take.”

It was a challenge to him, and
she saw the way his brows went up. It made her smile a little more;
he reminded her of Eurion. Joon Ha smiled reluctantly back at her,
and as he did, Carys heard the distinct scuff of sand. With the
wind as high as it was, she might not have caught the sound of
Eurion’s approach if he hadn’t caught his foot as he came around
the corner of the cottage and stumbled. He looked up from his
stumble to see her looking at him, and grinned, but when his eyes
fell on the captain that grin vanished.

Joon Ha must have noticed it,
too, because one of his brows twitched up quizzically.

Eurion joined them, close and
warm, and asked, frowning, “Lady, who is it?”

“He tells me
that his name is Joon Ha,” Carys said, turning her head to look at
the captain once again. He wasn’t quite frowning, but there was a
solemnity to his face that she found hard to understand. She said
to him, “This is Eurion. I take it he is not the prince for whom
you are searching?”

Joon Ha’s eyes ran curiously
over Eurion’s face, and Carys wasn’t sure if she fancied the
slightly questioning lift to his voice when he said thoughtfully,
“No.”

Eurion laughed, a short,
gleeful chuckle. “The prince? Me, Lady? Am I so pretty?”

“At least as
pretty as a prince,” Carys told him dryly, and found that Joon Ha
was now looking at her as curiously as he had been looking at
Eurion a moment before. “Then if this is not the prince you are
searching for, I would suggest that you return to the village as
soon as you may. The rain won’t wait for you to reach cover, I
think.”

“Thank you,”
he said, looking from her to Eurion once again. “Perhaps I shall
see you again, Carys.”

“Perhaps,”
she said, though she wasn’t sure why he should say so. No doubt she
had been spending too much time talking with Ma Yong Hwa, who spoke
in double meanings that were further obscured by his
not-quite-perfect grasp of Sunderman. It was most likely that there
was no more meaning to it than what appeared.

“What
did he want?”
demanded Eurion, when Joon Ha was far enough away for the wind to
take away the sound of their voices before it carried to
him.

“He’s looking
for someone.”

“That prince
Enfys said about?”

“Yes. What
are you doing here?”

Eurion looked bashful—or
perhaps a little guilty. “I was late going to Enfys,” he said. “And
as I was climbing the cliffs I saw him approach you.”

“He wasn’t
going to hurt me,” said Carys. “Shouldn’t you go to Enfys
now?”

“I think I
don’t need to go today,” Eurion said thoughtfully.

“You mean you
don’t want to go.”

Eurion grinned at her,
understanding and a little bit mischievous. “How did you know,
Lady?”

“I know you
very well by now,” Carys said dryly. “Very well. We’ll collect
firewood today instead; the storm will break any moment, and we’ll
need the supply.”

“Oh good,” he
said. “I like that best.”

“And if I’d
said we were going to restack the seaweed instead?”

“Then I’d
like that the best,” Eurion said. “So long as I’m with
you.”

They took the quickest route to
usable firewood, a sandy cove that was further along the coast than
Carys’ patch of rocky shore. The wind picked up around them as they
walked, scattering shards of icy-sharp rain at intermittent
intervals, and the sand otters, coming out to see what the passing
fuss was about, chirped at the cold. Eurion crouched to scatter
crumbs for them from his pocket, his eyes bright with delight, and
instead of walking on by herself, Carys found herself lingering to
watch him.

When she had first met him,
Carys had thought that Eurion’s constant sunshine was something
that would wane with age, but she didn’t remember that she herself
had been any different when she was younger. She had always been
quieter, more inclined to keep herself to herself, even before she
married. She had certainly grown more bitter as she aged, but she
had nothing less than she had had when she was younger, except
perhaps hope.

Watching Eurion now, her arms
folded over the flapping edges of her shawl, Carys wondered how he
would change with age. How would that sunshine grow and
develop?

He looked up and caught her
watching, and smiled unaffectedly. “What is it, Lady?”

“We should
keep going,” Carys said. “We’ve little enough time before it rains
properly.”

Eurion climbed obligingly to
his feet, scattering the sand otters, but one, bolder than the
rest, slithered and bounced its way through the sand, chasing them
when they walked on, and pausing, taut and wary, when they turned
to watch it.

“It wants to
come with us, Lady,” said Eurion, crouching once again. “You should
stay still so it isn’t scared. It will come when it feels
safe.”

“Doesn’t it
hurt to pick them up?” Carys asked him. Eurion had a big heart, and
yet she had never seen him sorrow over the death of one of the
short-lived otters he picked up.

Eurion’s eyes glowed up at her,
his hand outstretched and forgotten. “Are you curious, Lady?”

“It’s why I
asked,” Carys said dryly, wondering at the glow. She saw the tiny
otter make a slithering motion forward, then another. “You know
they’re going to die, but you still pick them up. Doesn’t it
hurt?”

“Didn’t I
tell you before, Lady? They’re going to die, but they’ll live
first. If I can make them happy for a little while, why should I be
sad when they die?”

“I see. Is
that why you’re trying so hard now?” asked Carys, with faint smile.
“You want me to be happy for a little while? Then if I die, you can
bury me and go home content?”

Eurion, the bright gold ends of
his hair whipping across his face, looked rather blankly at her.
“You’re—but you’re not going to die, Lady! You can’t!”

“Everyone
dies,” said Carys.

“That’s—”
Eurion stared at her. “Carys! You said it was safe on the
shore!”

“I said I’ve
been working on the shore for twenty years,” she said. After all,
she would send him away tomorrow. “Careful! You’re frightening it.
I know what I’m doing along the shore: it’s safer for me than any
other.”

“You’re
different to the otters,” Eurion said, steadying his hand again.
“They’re only meant to live for a day—that’s what makes them so
beautiful. You’re meant to live and love for much longer than that,
so you’re not allowed to die without me.”

“Then I’ll
stay alive at least that long,” Carys said, her laugh a whisper in
the wind. She would send him away tomorrow, certainly: there was no
need to be quite so stern as usual. And Eurion was quiet and
peaceable this afternoon.

He laughed back up at her, the
sand otter clinging to his fingers as he stood, and said, “I’ll
make sure, Lady. I’ll check every day.”

And Carys,
tearing her eyes away to look out at the familiar, stormy sea,
thought faintly to herself, Tomorrow. She would certainly send
him away tomorrow.

 


They ran the last few hundred
metres home, but they were still soaked to the skin by the time
they got there.

“Leave it,”
said Carys, dropping her bundle of wood. She was laughing, though
she wasn’t sure why. She hadn’t tried to run from the rain in
years.

Eurion set his own armful of
wood tumbling down on the pile and said, his eyes dancing, “Lady,
you have a feather in your hair.”

“That’s
unlikely to be the worst of it,” Carys said amusedly. “In, Eurion.
You can bring the otter if you must, but you’re to change straight
away.”

She ignored Eurion’s protests
that she ought to be the one who used their changing room first,
and pattered around the room, dripping, to move the cawl further
over the fire and stoke it, then to fetch the kettle. He went at
last, leaving the tiny sand otter in front of the fire to dry
beneath Carys’ fascinated eye. It didn’t mind her, and Carys left
it to dry itself, careful only to skirt well around Eurion’s rug
when she moved away from the fire. She might not bring along every
sand otter that wished to come with her, but she would have hated
to have stepped on one.

She was filling the kettle when
Eurion passed softly behind her and freed the feather from her
hair, then went back to the fire to arrange the sand otter in a
nest made from one of his shirts. It shouldn’t have affected her,
but Carys felt her face warm, and took a few moments longer to fill
the kettle than she would have usually taken to allow it to
cool.

In a sudden lull of the wind
that battered the house, Carys heard a papery rustle, and
remembered too late the drawings she had left on the table beside
her bed the other night.

She turned to see Eurion with a
drawing in each hand, looking from one to the other.

Without looking up, he asked,
“Lady? What are these?”

“They’re
nothing,” Carys said, forcing herself to speak naturally. If she
spoke hastily, Eurion would know they were more than they
seemed.

“This one is
me,” said Eurion, gazing at it thoughtfully. She had the feeling he
had been looking at it for some time before an unwary movement drew
the sound of it to her attention. He wandered away from the bed,
turning his eyes on the second drawing, and sat down at the table
across from her chair. “But who is this?”

Carys didn’t tell him to move,
and that surprised her a little. Instead, she said, “It’s not
important.”

He had no reason to know her
husband’s face, so it was nothing that was likely to jog memories.
She was sending Eurion away tomorrow: there was no need to bother
him with more details of her life previous to this.

“All right,”
Eurion said, and he smiled up at her over the papers. “Can I look
at these for a little while, Lady? It was that Mistress Ma that
drew them, wasn’t it?”

“What makes
you say so?”

“Well,” he
said, hesitating. “You said before that she’d given you a present,
so I thought…”

“She drew
them,” agreed Carys, hanging the kettle to the side of the
simmering cawl. “Put them back where you found them when you’re
done.”

She left both Eurion and the
dinner to simmer away by themselves, and changed her clothes,
stripping the now warmly wet clothes away from her skin and taking
the time to dry herself thoroughly. There would be time enough to
be wet and cold tomorrow without being so tonight as well.

When she got back out, she
found that Eurion had pushed his rug to the foot of the bed, and
now sat down on the floor, leaning against the footboard.

Carys flicked a look at him as
she passed. He was quiet—had been quiet since yesterday—but she
didn’t think he was troubled. There was still the same gladness
from earlier in his eyes whenever they caught hers, and he glanced
at her often. Carys tried not to meet those eyes too often as she
moved around the kitchen to prepare the rest of the meal, but she
felt the warmth of them despite that; a pleasant, lingering feeling
of affection that made her smile faintly as she worked.

Eurion seemed disinclined to
leave his spot on the floor when the kettle boiled, so Carys
brought a tray with her and sat down beside him on the rug. She did
it half on instinct, half in decision, and it didn’t occur to her
until she was sitting beside him that it was perhaps not the wisest
thing to have done.

“This is
nice,” Eurion said, sipping his tea and letting out a contented
breath of steam. “Usually I have to come to you.”

“Tonight is
different,” Carys said, pouring tea. “Tomorrow…”

“What’s
tomorrow?” asked Eurion, shuffling a little back and a little
sideways until the fire-warmed skin of his arm brushed against
hers. “You’re warm tonight, Lady. That’s nice, too.”

“Eat your
cawl,” said Carys gently. Tomorrow’s doings could wait until
tomorrow. She watched the sand otter as it explored its little nest
by the fire, and it seemed to her that she knew how it felt. With
the wind howling outside, and the heavy drumming of rain on the
roof, the comfort of the cottage was more complete.

Still, comfort notwithstanding,
it hadn’t occurred to Carys that she could possibly fall asleep
with her head on Eurion’s shoulder until a small chirp from the
sand otter woke her into that comforting warmth once again.

Golden hair tips brushed her
cheek as Eurion tilted his head to gaze at her, and Carys didn’t
think to stop the smile that answered his until it was already well
in being. She lifted her head from his shoulder, and just like he
had with the sand otter, Eurion moved softly, slowly, until he was
on one knee with an arm around her and his other hand just barely
touching her jawline. Warm and dangerously disinclined to move,
Carys felt his cheek brush hers and stay there.

“Carys,” he
said in her ear, “if you don’t stop me, I’m going to kiss you
again.”

His cheek drew away from hers,
and Carys had the brief impression of honeyed skin and heavy-lidded
eyes before she turned up her face to allow him to kiss her.

No—not to allow it, but to kiss
him back, her fingers clinging to his collar and the beat of her
heart heavy in her ears. The hand that had been at her jaw curled
around her neck instead, and Eurion drew her closer to himself for
one moment that lengthened into many heartbeats.

The wind still howled around
the cottage, but Carys didn’t seem to hear it until Eurion released
her, as gently and deliberately as he’d embraced her, and as a cool
touch of air caught her cheeks in a draught from beneath the
door.

Carys, aghast, came to herself.
She sat up straight and looked away into the fire, the chill of the
night reminding her of all that was and all that shouldn’t be.

She should never have sat down
beside him. “Eurion—”

“I’m going to
wash the dishes now,” he said. “If you want to, you can go to sleep
first. We can talk tomorrow instead.”

Tomorrow, thought Carys, rather
feverishly. Tomorrow had come too late.

Eurion stopped a few steps
away, worrying her that he would return. “Besides,” he added, and
though he didn’t turn around, Carys could see the curve of his
cheeks as he smiled, “if you’re still out of bed when I come back,
I don’t think I’ll be able to stop myself from kissing you
again.”

Tomorrow, thought Carys again,
rising at once. Tomorrow, Eurion would undoubtedly have to go. She
had taken his quietness as a sign of safety, but it was certainly
not the case.

Perhaps, just like the
seashore, Eurion wasn’t the most dangerous when he was sudden and
unexpected, but when he was most quiet.
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If Carys had hoped that Eurion
would still be asleep when she rose the next morning, she was to be
disappointed. She wasn’t sure she had hoped so, but the distinctly
panicked beat of her heart suggested that it was likely. Nor was
Eurion outside, practising. When Carys’ eyes snapped open in a
dismayed, sudden waking and she sat up straight in the bed, Eurion
was sitting by the fire with his back to it and his arms wrapped
around his knees.

Carys met
those bright eyes—saw the curving smile—and couldn’t help saying in
a very fair counterfeit of Enfys’ irritable tones, “Aren’t you out
practising yet?”

That made Eurion gurgle in
surprised laughter. “No,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you to
wake up.”

“I believe
I’m not late,” she said, in slight asperity.

“No,” said
Eurion, with an amused warmth that made her cheeks slightly pink.
“You’re quite early, I think, Lady.”

Carys sighed. “Eurion—”

“Yes, Lady?”
His voice was innocent, but he tilted his head as he looked at her,
and Carys saw the glow of laughter in his eyes.

Without meaning to, she
remembered the warmth of his lips nudged against her own, her hand
rising to touch her neck where it still seemed to prickle with his
touch. She took that hand away again as soon as she realised, and
stood up beside the bed.

Eurion would have to go
today.

“I’m sorry,”
she said directly. “I made a mistake last night. I shouldn’t have
done that.”

“You didn’t
do it,” Eurion pointed out. “I did.”

“I shouldn’t
have allowed it, then.”

“I wondered
how you’d try to excuse it away,” said Eurion. He sounded slightly
triumphant, as though had had guessed exactly right. “I thought
you’d try it this way.”

“You’ll have
to leave today.”

“This time
I’ll really go,” Eurion said. “Enfys will probably come to fetch me
if I don’t go, anyway.”

“That’s not
what I meant,” began Carys, but Eurion, lithe and light, had leapt
to his feet and was already out the door. She wasn’t sure if he did
so because he didn’t understand her aright, or because he
did.

She tried again when she was
outside with the cart and Eurion at his practise, but when she
opened her mouth to tell him he would need to leave today, taking
with him all his things, Eurion spoke first.

Turning naturally in his drill,
he asked, “Lady, do you think you could cut my hair this evening?
Only it’s got the gold ends and I don’t think it looks very
nice.”

“I’ll not cut
your hair!” said Carys in exasperation. How was it so impossible to
tell him he must go?

“Oh, but
Lady! Enfys says she’ll cut it all
off if she does it, and even if you like that I
don’t think it will suit me to have it that short, and—”

Carys, in despair, left him
talking and went off toward the rocky shore. It wasn’t yet raining,
but it wouldn’t be long before it began again; the wind already
buffeted her as she walked, and she could hear the roar of the sea
above the sound of the wind in her ears. It would be a busy morning
for her—there would be lashings of drifting seaweed to gather from
the very edges of the rocky shore itself instead of merely from the
pools.

Perhaps she would even be too
busy to think.

That hope proved to be entirely
unfounded, much to Carys’ bemusement. For all her sorrows in life,
the seashore had always been a place where she could forget
everything in the coldness and movement of the work. The harshness
of the weather and the danger of the seashore didn’t lend itself to
wandering thoughts, and Carys had been able to freeze those
lingering, sorrowful thoughts into the back of her mind as
well.

Yet today as
the wind wailed in her ears, she seemed instead to hear Eurion’s
voice in the quietness of the cottage last night:
“If you don’t stop me, I’ll kiss you
again.”

And though the wind grew cold
and rain sprinkled against her cheeks, still her face felt warm
under the memory of how she had not just allowed that kiss, but had
returned it. Still more vigorously, Carys snatched up the seaweed
from the water’s edge, expending energy that would have better been
kept for later and venturing closer to the water than was wise in
her gathering.

She was recalled to better
sense by the distant, floating roundness of seal-shaped selkies
riding the huge waves far away, and retreated back to the sand-line
with the last of her seaweed. Carys bundled it rather grimly,
wondering which of the two was really the most unsettling: the
selkies and their casual play with death, or Eurion and his
unaccountable fondness for her.

No, the most unsettling thing
was certainly her own response to that fondness: it had grown in
the dark and now seemed to have roots everywhere even as it
flowered above, distressingly clear to be seen. That was the thing
she needed to fix—her response.

A wistful little thought at the
bottom of her mind, tugging from her heart, asked why something
should need to be done about it, and for a single moment, Carys
faltered. With her back to the sea and her eyes toward the shore,
it almost seemed that it was possible to let that dangerous little
thought grow and expand the way it wished to do. The grumble of the
storm pushed at her from all sides, but the sandy shore was before
her, and the glow of the village was warm above her through the
early dark of the storm.

Was it really necessary to
squash those feelings?

Then Carys heard the mocking
call of the first selkie above the howl of the wind, an invitation
to her to join them on the rocky shore, and ruthlessly squashed
down the budding hope before it could grow larger.

The bluster of the storm grew
colder around her as she drew closer to the cottage, and Carys
thought she could still hear the call of the selkies on the wind,
pursuing her. That was nothing very unusual for a stormy week. The
particular magic that kept the selkies coming to the shore also
threaded through every part of the beach, not just the rocky shore,
and on a stormy day it seemed to filter through the very sand.

Perhaps it really did.

When Carys rounded the last
dune that hid her cottage from sight, she thought at first that the
movement around it was the movement of the nearby trees in the high
wind. Then she heard the sound of male voices, and she saw that
once again, there was someone outside her cottage who should not
have been there—and that this time, there was more than one. It
hadn’t struck Carys until she saw their swords and felt a chill of
certain fear, that she hadn’t been at all afraid of Joon Ha, though
he had also worn a sword.

Steele’s face jumped out at her
with an unpleasant shock. She hadn’t seen him even at a distance
for some time, and she had hoped he’d gone on to the next
village.

Carys dropped the handles of
her cart and left it where it was, but took out her seaweed staff.
There was little good it could do against swords, but she had the
distinct impression that Steele was not here today merely to
threaten. It was a good thing that Eurion was in the village: at
least he would be out of this danger.

She already felt the ache of
cold wetness that could bring sickness if she stayed too long
without being warmed by the fire, so she called above the whip of
the wind, “What do you seek?”

They would need to be got rid
of, and the fire would need to be prepared for Eurion’s return. He
would be equally wet and cold, though Carys hoped fervently he
wouldn’t be as quick to return to the cottage as she had been.

“Lady, there
you are,” called Steele in return. “I hoped you might see us and
return a little more expeditiously.”

In other words, he had been
waiting for her. Carys stopped where the sweep of wet sand brought
her to what would have been the front yard of her cottage if it had
been fenced, and said, “There’s no view of the cottage from the
sea. I saw you just now. What do you wish with me?”

“When I told
you I was looking for something, you told me you had nothing to
give me.”

“You weren’t
specific,” Carys said, as the rain lessened around them. “If you
had been so, perhaps I could have helped more.”

“I find
myself doubting that, Lady.”

Eurion’s voice, hard and clear,
asked, “What do you want with my Lady?”

Carys’ eyes flew to the path
beside her, and saw with a pinch of dismay that Eurion was there,
his sword naked in his hand.

“Perhaps you
should mind your own business?” suggested one of the men with
Steele.

“Perhaps,”
said Steele, so softly that Carys almost didn’t hear him above the
wind and rain, “perhaps it is his business.”

“Lady,” said
Eurion to Carys, without taking his eyes off the men. “Please stay
behind me. Not too close, though: I don’t want to hurt
you.”

Carys, her seaweed hook firmly
grasped in one hand, did so. Eurion no longer looked like the boy
she had plucked from the waves, all fragility and uncertainty: now
he looked lean and sharp and deadly, his sword unwavering. Whatever
else she may fear, at least here she felt some hope that he could
look after himself. Together, perhaps they could even avoid
dying.

“There’s no
need to be like that,” said Steele. To Carys’ surprise, he sheathed
his sword and motioned to the others to do the same. “We’ll be
going now, Lady. Perhaps you’ll regret not being more
co-operative.”

“Perhaps,”
said Carys. She kept her face to them as they passed by, and Eurion
did the same with his sword as yet at the ready, shifting his feet
to stay between the men and Carys.

When the men had vanished
between the dunes, their faces set toward the village, Eurion let
out his breath. “That was interesting, Lady.”

“Interesting?” Carys laughed a little, hearing her relief in
the sound of it. “In what way?”

“I expected
to have to fight. It’s interesting that they didn’t want to fight
me.”

Carys couldn’t help smiling.
“You think rumours of your prowess have spread?”

Eurion gave a spurt of
laughter. “No, but Lady, why shouldn’t they fight me? It’s
interesting, isn’t it?”

“Very,” said
Carys, who had her own wonderings about that. She was rather
certain that it was the first time Steele had laid eyes on Eurion
here at the cottage or in the village. Did he know Eurion from
elsewhere, perhaps? Enough to fear or otherwise need him intact?
Come: we’d best bring the seaweed in.”

Eurion followed obediently, the
sword still gripped in his hand, and Carys frowned down at it.

“Did you take
that to visit Enfys?”

Eurion coughed a little. “I
didn’t go to Enfys today. I was late—”

“You didn’t
intend to go at all.”

“Well, no,
Lady. I came out to do a little more drill while I waited for you
to get home, and I heard them talking. I would have fetched Ma Yong
Hwa, but you came back earlier than I thought.”

“Why would
you fetch Ma Yong Hwa?”

“He was here
to see me before,” said Eurion. “And he’s a quite a strong magic
user, I think.”

“What did he
want of you?”

“For me to
see his wife, of course.” Eurion heaved a sigh. “This is very hard,
Lady.”

“You can stay
in the village with Enfys until the cottage is safe again,” Carys
said. It would be the easiest way to get him out of danger. She
could easily sleep nearer to the shore if she knew that Eurion was
safe out of the cottage.

“I didn’t
mean that,” he said, throwing his sword on top of the seaweed and
lifting the handles of the cart.

Carys, rather nonplussed,
realised that she hadn’t even attempted to take the cart, and asked
to distract herself, “What did you mean?”

“All this
makes it very difficult for me to talk about anything except the
danger,” explained Eurion. “And I would rather be talking about
what happened last night, Lady.”

“We’ve enough
problems as it is,” Carys said, feeling warmth in her
face.

“That’s what
I mean, Lady,” said Eurion, but he was grinning at her. “So I’m
going to be patient again; but only for a little while. That means
you can cut my hair tonight and I won’t even try to kiss
you.”

 


To Carys’ relief, by the time
she began her walk to the rocky seashore the next morning, Eurion
had been persuaded to seek out Ma Yong Hwa instead of accompanying
her to the shore or guarding the house. She took the seal in its
pouch from behind the brick while Eurion was out practising in the
fitfully blowy morning outside the cottage, and tucked it into the
pocket of her trousers, beneath her skirt. If Steele chose to come
back and ransack her cottage, she would like to be prepared for as
much. She hadn’t yet decided if Steele was after the seal or the
missing prince, but she knew she disliked the thought of him
getting his hands on the seal.

“It’s market
day today,” Carys reminded Eurion, as she left the house. “I’ll
come to you: stay in the village after you’ve spoken to the
Mas.”

“If it’s safe
at the cottage, I’ll stay,” said Eurion.

It was promise enough: Carys
went down to the seashore with a quickened step, feeling the first,
icy flurries of rain scatter around her as she walked. Unsure of
itself, the storm hung about the edges of her morning, tossing rain
at her on the wind, then showing a faint warmth of pale sunlight
for a few moments. As the morning drew on toward afternoon, the
rain became more steady, though the wind still whipped about her in
blasts that were sudden and unsustained, and Carys was grateful
that she’d attended to the pools first. Otherwise, the push and
pull of that wind might have seen her tumbling into the water.

She finished with her gathering
a half hour before she heard the selkies begin to arrive, but when
Carys began to bundle her seaweed, wiping salt and fresh water
combined from her eyes, there was a steady pounding above the sound
of the wind and rain.

Carys barely had time to
recognise the sound as footfalls before Eurion dashed into view,
his hair wild and wet, his eyes urgent.

“Clovis sent
me,” he panted. “They found him but they haven’t killed him yet. We
have to go, Lady.”

“Who have
they found?” asked Carys sharply.

“Clovis’
brother!” Eurion said. “Quickly, Lady! They’ve come for us as
well!”

She left her seaweed, left her
cart, and ran. If Steele had returned, this time he would have
returned with more people, she was sure.

“Which way
did they come?” she called to Eurion, as they ran.

“The usual
path!”

“Then we’ll
take the longer way up,” she answered, and saved the rest of her
breath for running.

Where the path split into
three, Carys saw what she hadn’t been able to see from the beach:
ahead, gathering around her cottage, were a score of men,
well-armed and headed up by the recognisable figure of Steele,
while to the left, two people sprinted down through the dunes from
the direction of the pebbly cove in which she had threatened to
drown Eurion. One of them was Ma Yong Hwa, hatless and far fleeter
of foot than she would have expected from his tidy exterior, the
other a younger man with golden hair tips and dark roots, just
barely keeping up. Behind them, another ten or so men ran in
pursuit, dogged and heavy in their armour.

Ma Yong Hwa must have seen
Carys and Eurion, because his jagged, zig-zagging route suddenly
gained direction, bringing the two fugitives down past Carys’
cottage under cover of the surrounding trees.

“Go ahead,”
Carys said, nodding her head at the right-hand path that curled up
and around the cliffs. “We’ll meet you at the village.”

“Not without
you,” Eurion said shortly. “Besides, I have my sword and they have
nothing.”

To Carys, waiting impatiently
for Ma Yong Hwa and his companion, it seemed as though they must
all be seen from the cottage. She said to Eurion, “Stay under cover
of the dunes,” but it was a useless endeavour: even the men who had
lost sight of Mr. Ma and his companion had now seen Carys and
Eurion, their sudden change in direction direct evidence of it.
Still, the two runners were well ahead of their pursuers when they
tumbled down the nearest sand dune in a scattering of sand, and
Carys didn’t despair of losing the more heavily armoured men.

Yong Hwa, panting, said, “Can
you help? The village is…inaccessible and it was no longer safe
where he was.”

“Neither is
my cottage the safest of places,” Carys said, gesturing rather
grimly. “As you can see.”

As she spoke, the pursuers from
the beach spread through the trees around the cottage, meeting with
those that milled about it, and a shout sounded as they were seen
by the score of men there.

No use now trying to make it
along the right-hand path: they would be caught before they were
halfway to the village. Ma Yong Hwa and the boy who was no doubt
his brother-in-law were already more than half spent.

“Well met,
Mr. Ma,” called Steele, striding ahead of the others. “You and I
have been playing a game together, I think.”

Beside Carys, Eurion drew in a
breath and set his sword in the guard that Carys had become
familiar with over the mornings. “Are they likely to kill us all,
or take us prisoner?” he asked Yong Hwa.

One of the man’s brows went up.
“If you don’t know, I’m quite sure I do not.” To Steele, he called,
“The prince is of the opinion that the throne is not a game.”

“My own
master isn’t inclined to think similarly,” said Steele. “It was
good of you to bring both pieces of that game to me
directly.”

Ma Yong Hwa’s other brow went
up. “Was it?”

Carys glanced from Eurion to
Clovis’ brother, trying to understand. There were undertones here
that she couldn’t understand, though she thought she had a glimmer
of an idea. Clovis Ma’s brother was certainly one part of what
Steele had been looking for along the rocky shore.

But when Steele asked one of
his men, “Is it him?” he looked directly at Eurion.

“It’s him,”
the man said, though Carys thought he said it after the briefest
pause. Then, with more certainty, he said, “It’s him.”

“Then we’ll
take him with us as well. Mind his sword!”

“Never mind
the sword!” the other said sharply, thrusting one hand forward as
though to stop the movement of the wind toward himself. “Mind the
magic!”

Ma Yong Hwa, stripping the
gloves from hands that had forced something invisible and potent
into being between them and the men, said, “That will hold them for
a few moments, nothing more. Jessamy, don’t try to add to it.”

“The shore,”
Carys said. “Now. Run.”

Eurion and Yong Hwa obeyed her
without question, and the child Jessamy followed them both, his
eyes wide and intent on his brother-in-law. How he was alive was
anyone’s guess. From where had he been brought?

Red glinted in Carys’
peripheral, a flash of light against a ruby ring on the boy’s
finger, and she remembered the red glitter of the cliffs some time
ago. Had he then been in the caves all the time, unable to get
out?

“Keep out of
sight!” she panted at them, because she had an idea that wasn’t
just the immediate thought of flight. “If we’re out of sight by the
time we reach the shore, we’re safe!”

The sand shifted beneath their
feet as they ran, exhausting them and showing the churn of their
progress, and when they broke out onto the rocky shore, a scrabble
of sand indicated exactly where they done so. Jessamy started
forward toward the water instinctively, and Carys said sharply,
“No! This way! Quiet now!”

She led them along the very
edge of the shore to hide their footsteps, aware of the dangerous
calling of the selkies on the rocky shore, and the shouts of the
soldiers from the sandy beach. Her intended destination was exactly
where she remembered it being, a rocky outcrop surmounted by trees
and part of the sandy rather than the rocky shore. It was little
enough protection, but it needed only be protection for a little
while, after all.

“Lady?” said
Eurion in a hushed voice. “Is this safe enough? If they find
us—”

“Not safe,”
Yong Hwa said, his eyes meeting Carys’, “but dangerous. The kind of
dangerous we need.”

“Be silent
now,” Carys said softly.

As she closed
her lips on the last word, soldiers poured out onto the rocky
shore, hasty and deadly, their swords before them. There was a
laugh, light and high, and one of the men said, “There are
women down
there.”

“The
commander will have your neck if you let yourself be distracted,”
another said. “He’s coming: focus on the search.”

“Lady,” breathed Eurion, his fingers
tight about her arm, “we should try to go further.”

Carys covered his hand with her
own unconsciously, resisting the tugging of it. “Wait and see.”

Another selkie voice sounded,
then another: a call to play. One sword dropped to the rocks with a
clatter, echoing the call, then another, as Steele hastily
approached the rocky shore, his sword as bare as the others’.

He stopped abruptly on the
sandy side of the divide, kicking up sand with the force of his
halt, and stopped there. “Back, you fools!” he yelled to his men,
stooping for the scraps of seaweed that had been left behind from
the morning’s work. He stuffed them in his ears, roaring for his
men, and Mr. Ma asked of Carys quietly, “Should we also cover our
ears?”

“They’ve not
seen us,” Carys told him, her eyes fastened on the soldiers as they
were each led toward the flutelike calling of a selkie. “So long as
they don’t turn their words toward us, we’re safe
enough.”

“What’s
happening?” Jessamy asked Mr. Ma. “Why are they following? Don’t
they know it’s dangerous?”

“It’s a
particular kind of magic,” Mr. Ma said. “Stay quiet,
Jessamy.”

Jessamy fell silent, but his
mobile little mouth remained open as he watched the soldiers follow
the selkies across the rocky shore, their swords forgotten on the
rocks behind them and their ears shut to the shouts of their
commander behind them. Then, when the first soldier surrendered
himself dreamily to the waves, weighed down by his armour and
unaware of his danger, he turned away.

Eurion, eyes wide and face
pale, steadfastly watched, and Carys said harshly, “It does no good
to look. Turn your face away.”

“Was it
always like that?” he asked, though he didn’t turn away. “Is this
how you work?”

“I’m well
away before this time,” she said. “And I know enough to block my
ears should I stay longer than that.”

“But what
if—”

“There are
no what ifs,”
Carys said. “There are rules and there are laws: when those are
broken, then people die.”

Eurion sank into silence and
remained so until the last of the soldiers had been swallowed
willingly by the sea. Then he asked, a little huskily,
“Steele—where did he go?”

Ma Yong Hwa said something low
and rolling in Eppan that made Eurion blink a little and brought
out a small giggle from Jessamy.

“There
are ladies here,”
said the boy. “I’m going to tell Nuna: she thinks you’re always
polite.”

“Your sister
no doubt is already aware,” said Ma Yong Hwa, with a certain warm
confidence.

Carys wondered, not for the
first time, exactly how Clovis Ma managed her particular talent.
Her husband was obviously very well aware of it—had just as
obviously made good use of it in the rescue of her brother.

“Cover your
ears,” she said to the others, without asking any of the questions
that she wished to ask. “We’ll go back along the edge of the shore.
They won’t come far enough to jostle our hands from our ears, but
they might try to call to us. Make sure you can’t hear.”

They obeyed her without
question, and if Carys had been holding her tongue on things that
she wished to ask, the others did the same until they were all
nearly back at the cottage. Ma Yong Hwa and Eurion went ahead,
Eurion’s sword still bare and ready, Yong Hwa’s hands still
ungloved, and Carys walked with Jessamy.

At the cottage, Mr. Ma took a
quick turn about the outside of the cottage, while Carys ushered
the other two men ahead of her into the cottage, her eyes falling
on Jessamy’s hair as she walked behind him. It was almost the exact
colour as Eurion’s had been before she cut it earlier, the roots
about as long and dark as his had been.

“Your hair,”
she said, frowning. Here was something else that she should be
understanding, but wasn’t quite clear to her. “It looks
like—”

“I dyed it to
match with someone,” Jessamy said. “Usually it’s a bit different.
Blond, but…other blond.”

“I see,” said
Carys, though she didn’t, quite. “Why?”

“I’m a
hound,” he explained. “Or maybe a fox? Or am I meant to be a scent?
I don’t know. Nuna knows: she’s from Scandia, and they do fox hunts
there.”

“You’re a
false scent,” said Mr. Ma, returning. “Carys, is…everything where
it should be?”

“Yes,” she
said. The seal was still in her pocket, and there were no tell-tale
crumbs of brick to show that its former hiding place had been
discovered.

“Very good,”
he said. “Then we should return. I doubt Steele can cause many
problems tonight, but will you return to the village with
us?”

“I can’t
leave the shore,” Carys told him quietly. “I’d only have to return
in the morning.”

“I can keep
her safe,” Eurion said. “I’ll put down some early warning magic
around the cottage. If they come again, we’ll be able to get away
first.”

He was as good as his word:
while Mr. Ma and his brother-in-law toiled their way back toward
the village and Carys prepared their evening meal, Eurion went out
into a cold, temporary lull in the storm. She saw him through the
window in the early, fitful moonlight, pacing here and there;
touching the ground, or a tree, running his fingers across the long
grasses that divided the sand dunes.

He came back an hour later,
chilled but dry, and bounced on the tips of his toes with his back
to the fire while Carys poured tea, then slid into his seat. It
wasn’t until Carys saw the way that he beamed up at her that she
realised she’d set his place across from hers without thinking
about it.

“Don’t think
too much,” she told him.

“No, Lady,”
he said, but the glow to his eyes didn’t abate through the meal,
and even when Carys went to bed she could still see him dreamily
regarding the ceiling with the same brightness to his eyes that
owed very little to the gleam of firelight.
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The morning was dry but hung
heavily on every blade of grass and grain of sand with a dangerous
sort of calm that did nothing to ease Carys’ mind, and when Eurion
said, “I’ll come with you, Lady,” she said sharply, “No. Stay as
you are.”

“But
Lady—”

“Do as you’re
told! If you can’t, you’ll stay with Enfys at the
village.”

Eurion seemed to sigh, but the
sound of it didn’t penetrate the stillness of the morning, and
Carys left him there, the churning of still-wet sand through the
cart’s wheels making a dull shuffle of noise as she walked.

At the rocky shore, the sea,
uneasy and higher than usual, slapped ominously against the black
rocks and seemed to drag at Carys as she worked. An invisible pull
that left her with the nightmarish feeling that she couldn’t hope
to work quickly enough, it was enough to cause her to work faster
against the coming of the selkies. Even the sunlight was weak and
sulky when it came, but there was enough of it to bring the selkies
out in quick order after so long a storm, and Carys was only
halfway along the shore when they began to slip ashore.

She grimly rolled seaweed and
wedged it in her ears, then continued with her work. If she was
lucky, the selkies would be sated with the fun they had had
yesterday. If she was not, they would be rendered even more
mischievous this morning, calling to Carys and using any scraps of
seaweed they could find to play games with the fishermen tomorrow.
So she worked, quick and cautious, her eyes darting across the
rocky shore as she stooped and rose, flinging the seaweed as far as
it would go across the divide between sandy and rocky shores.

Carys saw them as they danced,
calling to her; saw the danger as they slipped around behind her as
well as before her, but didn’t stop her work. There was nothing she
could do: if not with Carys today, they would certainly cause
trouble for the fishermen tomorrow. Either way, there would be
bodies.

More quickly, she moved along
the shore, tossing seaweed high and far over their heads, and the
selkies laughed and leaped as though it were a game, circling
closer and closer. And like a game, they allowed her to get to the
last bit of the rocky shore—throw the final handfuls of seaweed
beyond them to the sandy shore—before they made an unbroken circle
around her and edged her back toward the swelling of the waves on
the very edge of the shore.

The sunlight flickered and
died, subsumed in the darkness of clouds that warned there was
little time before the lull passed, and the selkies laughed though
Carys couldn’t hear them, drawing closer.

The sea rose behind her, a
hungry, waiting foe, and there was a flicker of movement between
the pale limbs of the selkies; a familiar figure brandishing the
hooked stick that Carys used to fetch out seaweed from the
pools.

Carys didn’t recognise the
strangled shriek that came from her own mouth, softened by the
seaweed in her ears. She darted toward the selkies in a vain
attempt to prevent Eurion from breaching the line of selkies, but
they threw her away from them with sharp nails that tore skin, and
Carys teetered on the very edge of the rocks. An arm caught her
about the shoulders and brought her back from the edge in one
movement, then Eurion was between her and the selkies, the hook
grasped firmly between his hands and a bloody slash across his
upper arm where the selkies had snatched at him on his way to catch
Carys.

Carys laughed, or sobbed; she
wasn’t sure which, and the selkies surged forward, dark mischief in
their eyes. Eurion slashed the seaweed hook at them and they danced
back again, baring their teeth at him, but teeth also fastened
around Carys’ ankle, and she cried out with the pain of it as she
fell toward the surging waves behind. The seaweed hook fell too,
thrown away so that Eurion could catch her in his arms, but it was
too late. Sky and sea tumbled around Carys as she fell, clasped in
Eurion’s arms, then the world exploded into spray that turned into
water as they plunged into the sea. Her nose and mouth constricted,
Carys saw the underwater world again over the brown curve of
Eurion’s shoulder and neck; and in the depths of that world she saw
myriad huge brown eyes and sharp white teeth.

Carys kicked out at them
savagely, hopelessly, but Eurion’s arm remained around her, steady
and calm, and he didn’t struggle. Instead, she saw his other hand
drift through the water in a beautiful, futile gesture at the eyes
and teeth that drew closer, the whiskers that brushed against
them.

The eyes retreated, wary and
watchful, and suddenly Carys felt rock beneath her feet.

“Quickly,
Lady!” said Eurion’s voice, and somehow they were above the water,
Eurion thrusting her up out of the waves and onto the rocky shore
again. He scrambled after her and they ran, wet and heavy, across
the treacherous shore, through the wide-eyed selkies.

The rain came again, sudden and
breathtaking, battering their escape almost to pieces. Carys heard
her own breath in her ears—or perhaps it was the thundering of her
heart, because she couldn’t even hear the selkies’ cries above the
sound of the rain. A moment later that breath hitched as the rocky
shore disappeared beneath her feet, and she and Eurion tumbled
through the sand. They came to rest at the bottom of a dune, all
over sand and grass, and there they stayed. Carys, the tears warm
on her cheeks through the cold of the rain, clung to him as
fiercely as he did to her, her mind a confusing mish-mash of that
brief time beneath the waves a few minutes before, and of another
that had not been so brief.

Slowly she became aware that
Eurion was murmuring in her ear, and that she was shaking. Carys
pushed him away and sat up, feeling the sting of raw flesh on her
shins as the wet fabric of her skirt brushed over them.

“Get the
seaweed,” she said above the roar of the rain, because she couldn’t
trust herself to say what she needed to say instead. “Every scrap
touching the rocks.”

The selkies had had their play
yesterday, and today they were hungry for more but had been unable
to sate themselves. It was likely that tomorrow would be more
dangerous than ever.

Eurion nodded, pushing back his
streaming hair from his forehead, and they bundled the seaweed in
weary, wet silence beneath the heavy hand of the rain until it was
all in Carys’ cart. Then Eurion took the handles of the cart and
Carys allowed him to do so, following until the cottage was in
sight again. He would have unloaded the cart, too, but Carys
motioned to him to leave it where it was.

The warmth of the fire seemed
to batter Carys’ face when she opened the door, though it wasn’t
springing particularly high.

Eurion crossed the room and
stoked it up anyway. “Come and get warm, Lady,” he said, his voice
husky against the heaviness of the rain on the roof.

“Change and
dry yourself,” Carys told him, ignoring the imperative.

“Only if you
do too,” Eurion said, leaving the fire to fetch his clothes. “I’ll
go outside with the wood. You use the closet.”

He left the cottage before she
could protest, and Carys changed too, numb and cold right through
her skin to her heart. Once changed, she stood with her back to the
fire while she waited for Eurion to return, but the warmth of it
didn’t seem to sink deeper than the surface of her skin, and when
he entered the cottage again she said at once, quietly, “I told you
to never come onto the shore.”

“You were
late,” he said. He was still pale, or perhaps pale again, Carys
wasn’t sure which.

“Whether I’m
late or not doesn’t matter. I said you should never go
there.”

“They would
have taken you with them.”

“And if so,
what?” said Carys harshly. “All the keepers of the shore know the
risks.”

“I won’t let
them have you,” Eurion said. “I can keep you safe, Lady! You must
have felt it—you must have seen how they all drew away like that.
It was my magic, Carys! It gave us that moment to get out
safely.”

“Promise me
that you won’t come down to the rocky shore again,” Carys said
quietly. That moment he spoke of had been just that—a moment.
Barely long enough to tell up from down, surface from deep, let
alone scramble to safety. “Promise me that much, or I’ll not have
you in the cottage.”

“Carys, I
can’t,” he said, and those brown eyes looked pleadingly at her. “I
can work on my magic—soon I’ll know exactly how to keep you safe.
You can’t ask me to make promises like that.”

Carys turned her face away from
the pleading in his eyes, and said again, mercilessly, “Promise me
that much.”

A sigh sounded from Eurion’s
direction, heavy in the warm air, and he said simply, hopelessly,
“No.”

Carys turned
on him furiously. “Promise
me!”

“No,” said
Eurion again. “How can I, Carys? If I have to sleep in the sand,
then I will. But I can’t promise not to help you next time. I
can’t. I won’t.”

“Out,” said
Carys, and her voice was so cold that it froze her own stomach,
still and sharp. “Out!”

Eurion’s fingers were around
her wrist, warm and clinging. “Lady!”

“Out!” Carys
flung that hand away from her own. She didn’t want the warmth,
didn’t want the weight around her hand or her heart. Not when she
already knew how cold the loss of it would make her.

And lost it would be: by the
rocky shore, every gift that was given was also taken back, one way
or another. She had already lived out the truth of that once. She
couldn’t do it again.

“I can keep
you safe, Carys!”

“I do not
need someone to keep me safe!” snapped Carys. “I refuse to be
sacrificed to! Get out of my cottage!”

“I’ll only
sleep outside your door,” Eurion said, with a smile that tried to
be mischievous but faltered somewhere in the middle. “I’ll sleep
outside your door, Carys. I won’t go.”

“You may do
as you choose,” Carys said through her teeth, flinging open the
door. “Out.”

There was a rather polite,
uncomfortable shuffle in the doorway, and someone cleared his
throat. “Do you need assistance, Lady?” asked Joon Ha,
unaccountably at her door and dripping rainwater on her
doorstep.

“Yes,” Carys
said, low and fierce. “Take this boy away. I no longer have a need
for him.”

“Lady—”

“I’ll take
him to the village with me,” Joon Ha said. He didn’t seem
surprised: neither at the vehemence of Carys nor at her request.
“Ma Yong Hwa sent me, Lady.”

“I won’t go!”
Eurion said, his eyes flashing across at the captain.

“You will,”
said Joon Ha, and Carys had the impression that it was sternness
and not anger in his voice. “The Lady requires it, if nothing else
will move you.”

“She
doesn’t—she—Lady.
Carys!”

“I don’t want
you here,” Carys said flintily. “Don’t come back. I won’t open my
door to you again.”

“Come,” said
Joon Ha. “Return to the village with me.”

Eurion said, so softly that she
almost couldn’t hear the bitterness in his voice, “I don’t want to
go.”

Carys opened her mouth to tell
him that he had to go regardless, but Joon Ha said, “You’ve no
choice,” and she realised that he hadn’t been talking to her. She
wasn’t sure he’d been talking to Joon Ha, either, but this time he
accepted the dictum he was given.

“Wait outside
for me,” added the captain. “I have something to discuss with the
lady.”

“I
don’t want—”

Joon Ha said to him, so softly
that Carys almost didn’t hear it, “The lady will be safer without
you here.”

Eurion’s chin set mulishly, but
when Joon Ha said again, quietly, “Wait for me outside,” he went,
his eyes turning from Carys’ when they wouldn’t meet his.

“Thank you,
Lady,” the captain said, as the door closed behind Eurion. “There
are things I can’t say to you that I would like to say, but I will
say thank you. There are things that needed to be kept secret, and
you kept them. When the time comes, I’ll thank you
properly.”

Then the captain was quite well
aware of the seal she had kept hidden away, though like Ma Yong
Hwa, he didn’t know exactly where it was. When he found the prince
he was looking for, no doubt he would need it again. Carys said,
“That thing is still safe.”

“Yes,” he
said. “And for that, too, I thank you.”

He bowed and turned as though
he would have left, and Carys asked in surprise, “You won’t take it
away with you?”

“Not just
now,” he said. “I think it wouldn’t be safe, and there is still
work that needs to be done here.”

“Very well,”
said Carys. “What of Steele?”

“Ma Yong Hwa
told me of him. He will not be left unpursued, I promise you,
Lady.”

“Very well,”
Carys said again. It felt as though her ability to speak had come
to an end through sheer tiredness. “Then leave me now. I have work
to finish.”

Joon Ha bowed silently, but as
he left he paused at the door long enough to say, “There is still
work that needs to be done here. Until then, you can find me in the
village.”

Carys merely nodded and let him
leave. There was too much to think about, and she was too tired to
do all the thinking she felt she needed to do. Tonight she would
simply work and sleep, as she was used to doing.

Tomorrow, she would start
again, as she had always done, alone.

 


Carys slept little and woke
well before the cheerless dawn. She had let the fire die through
the night, and her first waking thought was for the frigidity; she
had better stir up the fire before Eurion became too cold.

Her second reminded her that
there was no Eurion: no need to be stirring the fire, no need to be
boiling water for tea, or doing anything, in fact, but getting up
and going to the rocky shore to do her work well before the selkies
arrived.

The rain had ceased completely
through the night, and when Carys went outside there was a fresh,
blustery feel to the pre-dawn morning. Down at the rocky shore,
too, the sea washed ominously high against the rocks, but it didn’t
have the same air of wild danger to it as it had had yesterday,
despite her fears. There was little seaweed to be collected, but
today there would be other things to collect, and Carys expected
the small, soggy piles of other things that had washed up
overnight.

As she worked, she collected
two of the pointy helms that had recently been on soldiers, caught
by their rims quite close to the foaming sea, and gathered sodden
shirts and trousers from along the same tideline. More would wash
up over the next few days as the selkies played with their catch
and divested them of their belongings, then became bored.

The sun broke through the
clouds at last, promising to be fine after the recent storms, but
Carys was finished before it became warm enough to tempt the
selkies out. She left the soldiers’ things at the division of rock
and sand, unwilling to have them in her home just yet even though
she could have sold them at the market that day, and went home with
her cart.

Carys took her time loading the
cart for her journey to the village, but it was still early when
she left. Still, she thought, lengthening her stride, perhaps that
was a good thing: she would very much prefer not to see anyone
waiting for her near the top of the cliffs, whether it was Aled or
Eurion. If she was early enough, she would avoid Aled for sure.

Her hopes were only partially
fulfilled. Neither Aled nor Eurion was waiting for her near the top
of the cliffs, but there was certainly someone there when she
manoeuvred her cart around the last bend before she reached flat
ground.

Carys sighed, because ahead of
her, Enfys sat on a rock in a crabbed sort of a way with a sour
expression on her face.

“Well, Miss,
there you are at last!” she said when she saw Carys, though Carys
was earlier than usual. “A fine pickle you left me in last
night!”

“What do you
mean?”

“At my time
of life, to be roused out of bed to take in a stray that you threw
out!”

“I never knew
you to go to bed so early in the day,” Carys said, wheeling her
cart past the old woman. “Early afternoon, they left.”

There was a
brief pause as Enfys gathered both her limbs and her thoughts,
before her voice said at Carys’ side, “They went to visit the Mas
before they came to me, so! Are you trying to outwalk me,
Miss!”

“You can
climb aboard the cart if it’s so hard for you to keep up,” said
Carys. As well as Enfys, did she know that the old woman was
carping for the joy of it.

“Are you
suggesting that I cannot travel under the power of my own legs?”
demanded Enfys. “Well, Miss! Let me tell you—”

“Tell me what
it is you really wish to say,” Carys said wearily. “The selkies are
restless and the days are long.”

An explosive snort sounded from
somewhere near her right elbow: the closest Enfys would get to
giving an apology in her current state of outrage. “Are you going
to take him home?”

“No,” said
Carys.

Enfys snorted again. “Just as
well.”

“I know
it.”

“Oh, do you
so?” said the old woman disagreeably. She shot Carys a sharp look.
“It wouldn’t be fair, you know.”

“I know it,”
Carys said again. “Make sure he eats: he’ll forget if he’s busy
with the building or making things for you. And be sure to check
the cut on his shoulder—he’ll not tell you about it if it becomes
infected, or if it comes open again. The stitches should hold if
he’s not too vigorous about his work.”

“I’ve changed
my mind,” said Enfys. “You’re obviously as besotted with the boy as
he is with you. Take him by the hand and for pity’s sake take him
home with you!”

“The first
few weeks are the hardest,” Carys said. “It will become better by
and by.”

Enfys made a
withering sort of pishing noise. “I never noticed you became better! Colder, I’ll
give you. Better, no.”

“I didn’t
seek it,” said Carys, weary to death.

“I’ll give
you that much, as well,” Enfys said, unexpectedly grinning. “But
with that heart of yours, even trying to cover it up as best you
could, you were never any good at not loving things.”

“There’s
nothing to be done. I’ll go on as before, and soon I’ll be as
before.”

“Half the
sea’s thing, wild and only just human?” humphed Enfys. “A vast
improvement, I’m sure!”

“What else
would you have me do?”

Enfys’ eyes gleamed. “Marry the
boy, for a start. Find some warmth in his arms and stop pushing
away every spark of light and happiness that comes your way because
you might lose it again one day.”

“The selkies
would have taken him back again yesterday,” Carys said briefly.
“He’ll not stop to consider himself in trying to keep me safe. It’s
better for him to be alive and away from me than dead from being
near to me.”

“Do you think
it’s your choice to make? Is that a fair thing?”

“It’s not
fair,” Carys said. “It never was—never will be. Don’t try to
convince me: I won’t be convinced.”

“So you say,”
said Enfys. “But I’ve an idea you’re more sensible these days, for
all that. All right, Miss, I’ve done! You needn’t flash your eyes
at me!”

“I’ll pay you
today when the seaweed sells,” Carys told her. “For his board and
lodging.”

“If you do
so, it’s the Mas you’ll have to pay,” Enfys said, irritable again.
“That pretty little captain took him to them again this
morning—told me I’d have to do without him. Me! Who took him in out
of the kindness of my heart, and with no need of my
own!’

Ah, so that was where the sting
lay, was it? Enfys had become fond of Eurion, and resented him
being taken from her by anyone other than Carys. No wonder she had
been waiting for Carys at the top of the cliffs! Did Enfys expect
her to bring him away from the Mas?

“The Mas know
somewhat more of him than they say,” she said to Enfys. “No doubt
there is a reason.”

“Hmm,”
muttered Enfys, obviously unconvinced. “Theirs, or his?”

“Who knows?”
Carys said coolly, drawing her cart over the lip of the road.
“Perhaps a little of both. Are you still coming with
me?”

“Do I have
nothing better to do than follow you around? I’ve my own stall to
tend to!”

“I beg your
pardon,” said Carys, and though the day was dark and dull even with
the sunshine, she smiled a little.

 


Carys had expected to see
Eurion at some point during the market. She had hardened her heart
in preparation, but she hadn’t expected to find herself looking up
and through the market so often in search of that now all-dark head
of hair. That was something she couldn’t harden her heart
against—something she didn’t even realise she was doing until she
caught herself at it.

It wasn’t until she was
preparing to leave for the day that her restless eyes were caught
by a pair of men walking through the market. She saw first the
dark-haired one with darker Eppan skin, her gaze passing the
slightly taller of the two with golden hair, but realised a moment
later, with something of a shock, that the dark-haired man was the
captain and the golden-haired man, Eurion. She wasn’t able to stop
her conscious look back at Eurion, and he met her eyes at once,
lips curving.

Carys looked away, flushing,
and went back to packing up her stall, but she was very conscious
of the two figures approaching. She turned her back as they grew
closer, expecting each moment to hear Eurion’s voice, but even when
she was finished preparing her cart for the journey back to the
cottage there was no sound of it.

Had they walked on? wondered
Carys, caught between a bitter kind of amusement and a somewhat
forced hope. When she turned back to the market they weren’t there,
so she went to the shafts of her cart and drew it away from the
roadside, determined to think that she hadn’t wanted them to stop,
hadn’t wanted to see the glow of those eyes as Eurion looked at
her, hadn’t wanted to see his smile once more before she returned
home.

She passed the Post Office,
somewhat relieved to see that Aled was caught up with Miss Allen on
the front stairs. He didn’t see her as she passed: he seemed to be
vigorously defending himself against Miss Allen’s vigorous verbal
assaults, and Carys was returning early enough to think that he
didn’t expect to see her yet. She would not have to worry about
Aled walking her home tonight.

Carys turned her face toward
home, and nearly walked into Eurion.

“Are you
ignoring me, Lady?”

“I wasn’t
attempting to walk through you, if that’s what you mean,” Carys
said in some asperity, to combat the warmth creeping into her
cheeks and heart alike. “Why are you standing there?”

“I was
looking at the post office,” said Eurion innocently. “I wonder what
Miss Allen is discussing with Aled?”

“Perhaps Miss
Allen wishes him to walk her home,” Carys said. “Eurion, how can I
walk on if you’re standing in my way?”

“Well, that’s
the point, Lady.”

“Is it, now?”
said Carys, a little grimly. “Then let me tell you—”

“Did you
think I’d be like Aled?” he asked. “I won’t. I won’t come and walk
along silently beside you while you pull your cart.”

“What will
you do, then?” asked Carys—and almost, she smiled.

“I won’t tell
you,” Eurion said. “I want you to be waiting and worried for it.
And maybe a little bit hoping for it as well.”

“Eurion—”

“I can’t talk
now, Lady: Clovis needs me for something.”

“I didn’t ask
you to stop,” Carys said, stung.

“Yes, you
did,” he said, at last moving out of her way. “Your eyes did,
anyway. You thought the captain was me, didn’t you?”

“You’ve dyed
your hair again,” Carys said, instead of agreeing or
disagreeing.

“We thought
it would be a good idea,” he said. “There are a few things we need
to do, you see. I won’t be here in the village tomorrow, if you
come up to fetch me home.”

“I won’t come
up.”

“I’ll be back
the day after, though,” Eurion said, as though she hadn’t spoken.
He smiled brightly at her, and added, “Don’t you think it would be
a nice change if you came to me this time, instead?”

He left while she was still
trying to think of a fitting retort that would be withering enough,
smiling once more at her over his shoulder like the last brightness
of the sunset. Carys tried not to keep that smile in her mind as
she walked back to her cottage, but when she went to sleep that
night, it was the last thing she saw.

 


Life was weary beside the
shore: a constant parade of cold sameness that had become
unfamiliar to Carys. She slept, ate, and worked with salt on her
lips and the sound of the sea in her ears, while the thought nagged
at the back of her mind that there was certain sunshine above her
in the village.

It was bitter to know that
despite all of her care and restraint, she hadn’t been able to
avoid doing what she had been determined to avoid. Somewhere
through the previous, sunlit and stormy days, she had somehow come
to need the presence of Eurion in her cottage—in her life.

Each morning she woke, her eyes
falling naturally on the space before the fire where Eurion had
slept, and each afternoon she found her steps quickening as she
turned to go home with the seaweed until she inevitably remembered
that there was nothing but a cold cottage left to return to. And
each night as she closed her eyes and tried to sleep, Carys saw the
brightness of a smile she could evidently no longer do without.

Her third morning alone dawned,
dark and cold in the fireless interior of the cottage, and it was
only with a great deal of effort that Carys turned down the path
that led to the seashore instead of the path that led to the
village. She couldn’t go up to the village, because if she did, she
didn’t think she would be able to stop herself from bringing Eurion
home again. And if she brought him home again, he would be in
danger again.

Instead, Carys worked along the
shoreline, snatching up the smallest fragments of seaweed that
remained after her already thorough search until the selkies began
to appear, then set herself to fetch firewood though she hadn’t lit
the fire in three days and the stacks were still high against the
wall of the cottage. Still, she was finished too early to prevent
the tug of the village from calling to her. There was still light,
a small voice murmured at the back of her mind, and if she went
now, she could be there and home again with Eurion before it was
very dark.

Tearing her eyes away once
again from the road that led to the village, Carys threw her load
of firewood onto the stacks, and went back down to the rocky
seashore to collect the growing pile of clothing and armament that
the selkies had thrown back on shore over the last few days.

It should be a reminder, she
thought rather grimly to herself, of the dangers of the shore,
should she be too hard pressed to stop herself from travelling up
to the village.

On the fourth morning Carys
felt the brief urge to light a fire, and sternly banished it. She
was quite well aware of the tiny thought at the bottom of her mind
that said the house should be warm should she bring Eurion back
today. Warm, and with food on the table and firelight dancing on
the walls. Therefore, Carys would neither cook nor warm herself;
she would do her work on the shore, thinking only of her calling,
and perhaps one day soon this aching desire to go and bring back
the sunshine would pass away naturally.

Perhaps, one day soon, Carys
would be able to feel something again that wasn’t cold, or aching,
or desire for something that she had no right to have.
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On the fifth morning after she
turned Eurion from the cottage, Carys awoke not to the cold silence
of morning, but to an impatient knocking at the door.

She only had time to say a
confused, “What?” as she sat up, before Enfys shoved her way into
the cottage, her walking stick banging against the floor much more
loudly than necessary.

“Well, Miss!”
the old woman said, stumping across to the cold fireplace, “I
suppose your fire died during the night.”

“It didn’t,”
said Carys, watching in perplexment as Enfys laid a fire and lit
it. “There was no point in lighting it last night: I didn’t need to
cook and I wasn’t cold. What are you doing?”

“I’m lighting
a fire, what do you think?”

“I can—I can
light my own fire,” Carys said, climbing out of bed only to hover
somewhat helplessly behind the old woman. Whatever she had expected
of the week, it had not been an invasion by Enfys.

“That will be
why the place feels like a tomb, then,” said Enfys irascibly.
“There’s fresh bread in the basket and some potted meat. Set the
table and we’ll eat.”

“I’ve food
here,” Carys said, but she set the table regardless.

Enfys sniffed. “Old and hard,
no doubt.”

“It’s
edible.”

Enfys sniffed again, and pushed
herself up from the floor. To Carys’ baffled amusement, she went
through Carys’ cupboards, alternately sniffing and snorting, and
slammed the last one behind her as she turned.

“Well, Miss!”
she said again, taking the kettle from Carys, who had picked it up
almost out of habit. “I suppose you think it’s perfectly normal to
stop eating and caring for yourself when you’re heart-sick and
pining!”

“I’m not
pining,” Carys said. Her heart certainly ached, but she didn’t
think she was as blinded in her aching as she had been once.
Perhaps that was because the one she ached for was still whole,
still alive.

“Is that why
the fire isn’t lit and you’ve no food in the house that isn’t days
old?” jeered Enfys, poking vigorously at her kindling fire to let
the air in underneath. “Sit down and eat, Miss! I’ll not have you
going to skin and bone again just because you’re too silly to come
and fetch that boy back home!”

“You know I
can’t do that,” said Carys, but there was a warmth in her chest.
Perhaps there hadn’t been sunshine before Eurion came into her
life, but she was beginning to think that there had always been a
bit of it there, and that she simply hadn’t been capable of
appreciating it. “I’ve a calling here, and I can’t leave it. He
won’t—he won’t stop trying to help. It was too
dangerous.”

“Yes, yes,”
said the old woman testily. “But just because it’s your calling
doesn’t mean you have to do it alone all the time.”

“I didn’t ask
for help,” Carys protested.

“I know
that!” snapped Enfys. “Why else do you think I’m here? If you’re
too stupid to ask for help, you—”

“Thank you,”
said Carys. “For the food. For the care.”

Enfys stopped, then turned to
poke vigorously at the fire once more. She cleared her throat and
said, “Do you think you were the only one concerned? The boy told
me to come and make sure you were eating and warm. I wouldn’t have
come under my own power.”

“Liar,” said
Carys, the warmth spreading in her just as the fire grew and warmed
the cottage. “Come and eat, Enfys. I’ve to leave for the shore
soon, and I’ve a fancy to eat together first.”

 


Carys wasn’t sure when she made
the decision. It could have been on her way to the rocky shore with
her belly full and her heart warm, or it could have been when she
saw the water roiling in the pools that were limned with a touch of
golden sunlight. Perhaps it was when she turned her feet toward the
cottage again, her cart loaded high with seaweed. She had enough
purpose of mind left to make herself enter the cottage again, and
enough to sit by the remaining fire with her hands clasped tightly
in her lap until the afternoon grew dark around her, but some time
after she mechanically ate the remainder of the food that Enfys had
left, Carys found herself outside and on the path to the
village.

In a last attempt to circumvent
herself, she forced herself to take the longer path that meandered
around below the craggy clifftops, hoping to come to her senses
before she reached the village itself. By the time she saw the
lights of the village as separate lights instead of a glow from
above the top of the cliffs, Carys was convinced she had lost her
senses and the light both to the same extent. Still she went on in
the sable night, her feet soft in the grass, and as she walked she
heard the sound of music and laughter from the brightly lit dance
hall.

She paused in the shadow of the
first house outside the village proper, wavering, and as she did,
Carys heard the crunch of gravel around the corner. As she settled
back against the house, nonsensically unwilling to be seen in the
village on a day that was not market day, a familiar voice spoke
quietly from behind the house.

“Are you
there?”

It was Steele’s voice, Carys
knew it at once. With cold fingers, she felt her way along the wall
in the darkness, stepping lightly through the grass, and edged
around the corner to see who it was he spoke with.

In the faint glow of moonlit
clouds, Carys saw a tall, black-clad man. He wore a hood, his face
obscured by the shadows it threw—and also, if Carys were not
mistaken, obscured by magic. Who was this man who needed both
shadows and magic to hide his identity?

“He’s there?
You’re sure?” his voice was low, but Carys heard the pinched edge
of a high-born Sunderman accent, and before she heard the reply,
she knew who the speaker was.

“He’s there,
your highness. We saw him by the fire: there’s no one around him
but a few local men and the dancers, and an old woman or
two.”

“He thinks I
won’t kill my people,” said the eldest prince. “He’s not entirely
wrong. Kill as few of them as possible—and if I can draw him
outside, none at all. I’d as lief not be seen killing him, either;
with that yellow hair, he’s very recognisable.”

Carys swallowed, her fingers
curling against the stone of the house she lingered behind. They
were certainly speaking of Eurion. Was this what he had planned
with the Mas? To call out the eldest prince by promising him the
seal and no doubt information as to the half-Eppan prince’s
whereabouts?

“The spell on
the hood is still good, your highness,” said Steele. “No one will
recognise you, even if it becomes necessary to kill the
boy.”

“Very good,”
said the eldest prince. “Then he seems as willing to deal with us
as he said he would be? He has the seal with him?”

“He didn’t
attempt to fight me off with a sword this time, at least,” Steele
said. “But he does say he’ll deal only with you. As to whether he
has the seal on him or not—well, call me suspicious, but he stole
it from us once before.”

“Then we’ll
return in force: keep the men outside until I signal otherwise, and
I’ll do my best to call him out. We’ll return tonight with the seal
and the prince, or the seal and his body.”

Carys waited, her heart
pounding, until the flutter of their shadows and the crunch of
their boots ceased, then she fairly ran across the grass to silence
her footsteps, the village hall bright and glittering and too far
away. A weight thumped against her leg as she ran—the pouch with
the seal in it, forgotten again until now—and Carys gripped it
through her skirts so that it wouldn’t hinder her running.

She stopped at the entrance,
her breath shallow and too thin, and threw a hasty look around the
whole room, searching for that head of golden hair. She thought she
saw it briefly by the door that led to the kitchen, but it was just
the boy Jessamy, ducking into the little room that held the
refreshments. Carys looked around the room again, trembling, and
saw Eurion across the room by the fire.

There were other ways, but no
time. Carys passed through the dancers toward the fire,
disregarding the order of the sets, and took Eurion by the
hand.

“Come home,”
she said, pulling at that hand to raise him up; and she turned to
go.

She didn’t expect the
resistance that pulled her back to find Eurion still seated, nor
did she expect him to twist his hand away from hers. Eurion didn’t
look up at her as she stared down at him. Instead, he watched Miss
Allen dance across the room.

“I can’t,
Carys,” he said. “Please go away.”

It wasn’t right for it to hurt
as much as it did: she had pushed him away oftener and with more
harshness. Carys knew she had no right to feel such hurt at a
softer rejection, and yet, she felt that she hadn’t ever
experienced quite the sharpness of pain below her breastbone that
she now did.

But it didn’t matter right now:
it couldn’t matter. All that mattered was getting Eurion away
safely before the eldest prince and his men arrived.

She put her hand on his
shoulder and said again, “Come home with me.”

Eurion’s eyes fluttered shut
for a brief moment before they opened and he said, more loudly, “I
don’t—I don’t want to talk to you. Go away.”

“I’m not
asking you to talk to me,” Carys said, with what felt like a
terrible calmness. It was her own fault, after all. She couldn’t
blame Eurion if he had ceased to be…to be fond of her. And yet, she
hadn’t expected it—hadn’t thought that five days were so long as to
bring about a change. “You only need to listen.”

“I don’t want
to listen, either,” said Eurion, and finally he looked up at her.
“I don’t want to be near you. You’re not supposed to be
here.”

“Even if you
don’t wish to see me,” said Carys, fighting to keep her voice even,
“it’s not safe for you here! I don’t know what bargain you made
with Steele or the Elder Prince, but they’re on their way here with
men to take you. Even if you don’t want to look at me, you need to
get away from here—go to the inn and ask for the Mas. It’s not safe
any longer.”

“Lady,” said
the voice of Joon Ha, once more unexpectedly present. Miss Allen by
his side, he stood before them and added, “Come away and dance with
me.”

“I have no
wish to dance,” Carys said impatiently. “Captain—”

“I’ll not
accept your orders today, Lady,” said Joon Ha.

Miss Allen said primly, “Eurion
wishes to have nothing to do with you: isn’t it very obvious?”

“Even so,”
said Carys directly to Eurion, “Come away. There is a danger to
your life.”

“Ah Lady!”
said Eurion, on a sigh. His eyes glowed with light from the fire—or
perhaps tears. “I love you so much! Please go away! Joon Ha will
explain—there’s no time!”

Carys allowed Joon Ha to lead
her away into the dance with the first real stirring of dread in
her heart. Someone had tried to kill the prince, and when he was
taken by the sea, Steele had been sent to look for him. At the same
time, Carys had found a boy in the sea—on him a seal that was far
too rich and expensive to belong to someone of normal Eppan birth.
The earrings that were also too rich and expensive, she wondered
now, what exactly did they signify? Eurion’s place in his family?
Had Eurion been bargaining with the seal, or with himself?

Moving through the dance in
stiff unfamiliarity, Carys began to be aware of something she had
not at first noticed in her single-mindedness to get to Eurion.

“How many of
these men are yours?” she asked Joon Ha, quietly. Almost all the
men in the set closest to the fire were unfamiliar—all the ones by
the fire and at the supper tables were unknown to her as well.
“What is going on?”

“They are
coming for the prince,” said the captain softly. “We thought it
best that they should have access in a setting that suited
us.”

“Then
Eurion—”

“—is not
Eurion,” Joon Ha agreed.

A feeling of cold hopelessness
settled over Carys. Her fears were horribly true: Eurion must be,
could only be, the missing half-Eppan prince. That he had
remembered as much was likewise obvious—it was the perfect
explanation for his behaviour over the last week: the back and
forth with the Mas, his closeness to Joon Ha, captain of his
guard.

Then Eurion, she thought, with
heaviness to her steps, would soon be leaving. No matter how much
he loved her, it was ridiculous to think that there could be
anything between a royal heir and a keeper of the shore. And no
matter how much Carys might have become persuaded that she loved
him in return, it was equally ludicrous to think that she could
leave the stormy, rocky seashore without someone to tend it,
following a sunshine that was never meant to be hers in the first
place.

“It begins,”
said Joon Ha.

Carys, dragging her eyes away
from where they had been fixed over his shoulder, unseeing, turned
her head for the entrance of the elder prince. He passed through
the dancers as Carys had done earlier, though he moved in a much
more leisurely fashion, and stopped before Eurion.

“Don’t look
at them so closely,” the captain said in Carys’ ear. “He’s too
sharp; he’ll notice.”

Carys looked away, but she
caught flickers of the scene as she turned in the dance with Joon
Ha; Eurion on his feet, his mouth moving silently, the elder
prince, shoulders stiff and every line of him silently furious.
Carys saw a blur of dark movement, and the shattering brightness of
a knife, and tore herself away from Joon Ha. He pulled her back as
Eurion met the knife with the fireplace poker and kicked the prince
away from himself.

The prince
staggered back, and called above the sound of the music,
“Now! Now,
Steele!”

There was a slither of steel at
the windows and at the doors, and the dance hall erupted into a
seething chaos. At the eye of that chaos, Carys and the captain
were pressed together with the dancers from the village, while from
all around the room men sprang, ready armed, to meet the threat at
the windows and doors. Carys would have pushed away again to get to
Eurion, who struggled with the prince over by the fire, but Joon Ha
seized her again, and she thought she heard him say, “He’d never
forgive me if I let you go, Lady!”

Carys fleetingly saw Miss Allen
in the moving press, Aled’s broad back turned against the melee
that drew too close, then the chaos miraculously cleared in a
panting, scuffling quiet.

Eurion, grinning, still stood
by the fire, though now his hair was dishevelled and his shirt
torn. Beside him was Ma Yong Hwa, gloveless. Close nearby, two very
hefty men gripped the elder prince by his arms, and at every window
there was either blood or a prisoner.

“Very tidy,”
said Joon Ha. He pushed his way through the dancers, which
permitted Carys to follow him as swiftly as she might, and strode
across the scuffed floor to stand before the group at the fire.
Formally, he said, “First son Andras, elder prince, you’re arrested
under the authority of the crown for the attempted murder of your
royal brother.”

The elder prince stared at him.
“You’re not the one I thought to have killed on the castle wall,”
he said. “Under what authority do you arrest me?”

“The
authority of the half-Eppan prince,” said Joon Ha, as Eurion came
to stand beside him.

The other man looked from Joon
Ha to Eurion, his grey eyes sharp and disbelieving, and he laughed.
“Neither of you can arrest me. You have no right—you have no proof!
Let me free while you can do it without being arrested
yourself.”

One of the men Carys had seen
earlier by the fire, who seemed not to have moved during all the
excitement, rose to his feet and said, “My name is Hwyl. I am
witness by order of the king, in duty to the crown. My witness is
true.”

The elder prince stared at him,
and laughed again, this time bitterly. “I never could remember all
of your dour old faces,” he said. “But it’ll take something to
prove it. Who sought your witness?”

“The
half-Eppan prince sought it,” said Hwyl. “The evidence will be
presented before the king within the month.”

“I look
forward to that,” said the elder prince, and his smile was mocking,
despite the fact that he was held fast on either side. “The prince
will have to prove his identity, after all, and I think there might
be some difficulty there.”

“That’s as
may be, your highness,” said Hwyl, “but it’s hardly your concern
any longer, is it? You and I must be off to the king. Your brother
will follow with his evidences in due course.”

He motioned to the men who held
the prince, and they took him outside while Hwyl bowed toward the
little group at the centre of the hall. “I hope to see you in the
capital soon, your highness,” he said, and followed after his
men.

A heady roar of astonishment
rose up in the hall as the villagers took in the scene they had
just witnessed, and Carys, shaken, asked Eurion, “Are you hurt?
Your shirt is torn.”

“As if he
could hurt me with that little knife!” scoffed Eurion, his eyes
dancing with danger and delight. “Wasn’t it exciting, though,
Lady!”

“The shame of
it is that we still don’t have the seal,” said Joon Ha, rather
heavily. “After our little deception it will be hard to convince
anyone we’re who we say we are. It will also be difficult to
explain the legitimacy of the arrest of the elder
prince.”

Eurion, at once downhearted,
said, “It could have been lost while I was in the sea. I don’t
remember it coming out, but it wasn’t in the things Carys gave
me.”

Ma Yong Hwa, his eyes on Carys,
said, “Do we not have it?”

“I brought it
with me,” Carys said, bringing it out of her pocket. “It’s
fortunate I forgot it was in there, or we would have had to go back
to the cottage for it.”

Eurion’s eyes grew wide, then
turned into joyful slits of laughter.

Joon Ha laughed, too, and that
laugh was one of disbelief. “Lady, you had it?”

“You knew I
had it!” Carys said, disbelief in her own voice. “We spoke of it
last week! You said you would not take it away at once.”

“I spoke—I
spoke of Eurion! I thought you were afraid I would take him away at
once, and I wished to reassure you that I would not do so—that it
wasn’t safe to do so.”

“This is what
comes of talking about me as if I’m a thing,” said Eurion, pouting.
“Lady, aren’t I warm enough to prove that I’m human?”

He would have slipped his arms
around her as he said, it, but Carys evaded him. She said quietly,
“Don’t do that.”

“Oh, Lady!
But why now?”

“Because it
is necessary for me to return this to you,” Carys said, pushing the
pouch with the seal in it into his hands. It made a space between
them that was more than physical, and as he took it, Eurion turned
a little.

Then, as she watched, frowning,
he presented it to the captain with both hands, bowing low over it
until his face couldn’t be seen. In just such a stately manner,
Joon Ha accepted it, but when Eurion rose from his bow he grinned
at him and embraced him without reserve.

“You did
well, brother,” he said.

Carys, struggling to
understand, said in something of a daze, “You’re not—you’re not the
prince? The captain is the prince?”

Eurion broke into gleeful
laughter. “Lady, did we fool you, too?”

“You’re—you’re—” Carys stopped, and knew at once who he must
be. “You’re the captain of the half-Eppan prince’s
guard.”

“Yes,” said
Eurion. “So it’s no use trying to push me away because you think
I’m the prince. I’m not.”

“But you
pretended to be?”

“Yes,” he
said again. “So many people were trying to kill him, and we needed
a way to get him safely to Sunderland. Aren’t you glad I came to
you alive, Lady?”

He would have put his arms
around her once more, but Carys still evaded him. “He called you
brother.”

“Lady, I
think you’re looking for reasons to push me away,” said Eurion,
pouting once more. “We’re not brothers—it’s our way in Eppa to call
each other as brothers if we’ve lived and nearly died together.
We’ve studied and trained together all our lives.”

“I see,” said
Carys.

“I believe
Carys is not so concerned about that,” said the prince, with an
understanding look toward Carys.

“We have a
need to talk,” she said abruptly. “If his highness can spare
you?”

“His highness
had better spare me,” Eurion said. “Or I’ll have to run
away.”

“We’ll talk
when you come back,” said the prince. “You’ve already died twice
for me: I wouldn’t ask you to do it again.”

“Let’s go
outside, Lady,” said Eurion, stealing Carys’ hand and tugging her
toward the door. “It’s not cold and there are too many people
here.”

She followed him silently, but
when they were out in the cool of the night and seated on a wooden
bench beneath the trees, she asked bluntly, “When did you
remember?”

“When I saw
the picture of your husband,” said Eurion. “Well, I remembered that
bit of it: I saw him just as he looked in the drawing, held in
place by magic and seaweed to stop all the pieces of him falling
apart, with that ring on his finger. I didn’t want to tell you
because I knew you’d throw me out, and I thought if I could be with
you just a little bit longer, you might not.”

Carys smiled faintly. That was
fair. She had been hard and unwilling to listen. “The rest of
it?”

“When the
water foamed around us as we fell into the sea,” he said. “Then I
remembered it all: the fight, the fall, the way the water swept me
away. The prince thought I’d remembered earlier—it’s why he was
always looking at me just so. He thought I’d gone back on my oath
to him.”

“What
happened?”

“There were
three of us: the Prince, me, and Jessamy. I went as the prince
while he pretended to be me, and we sent Jessamy by sea with Clovis
and Yong Hwa to keep him safe as he pretended to be the prince,
too. Just rumours and scents, that sort of thing.”

“Too clever,”
murmured Carys.

“We had to be
clever,” Eurion said seriously. “So many of the other half-Eppan
heirs died going to Sunderland in the past. I couldn’t take the
chance that my prince would die as well. We already looked quite
similar, and Sunderman people don’t usually notice a lot of
difference between us, anyway. We left the embassy in Eppa already
disguised.”

“You cut his
hair to look like yours, grew out your own, and dyed Jessamy’s hair
to match yours. Two possible princes to follow, and one captain of
the guard who wouldn’t get a second glance.”

“Yes. We’d
been planning it for a while; it’s why my ears were never pierced.
I had to carry my family earrings with me until I had a chance to
wear them, and keep the seal on me. We arrived safely, but the
elder prince separated us at the castle, high up on the seaward
side. He said to hand over the seal or he’d kill me, but I knew he
would kill me anyway, and there was more chance to save the seal
for the prince if I took a chance on the sea. And even if I died,
he would still be alive—so I jumped.”

Carys closed her eyes briefly,
repressing a shiver. He had been so close to death beneath the
rocks on the shore; if it hadn’t been for the selkies who took him
for a toy and brought him to her as a present, no doubt he wouldn’t
have survived.

“It was
lucky, wasn’t it, Lady?” Somehow Eurion had his arm around her
instead of just holding her hand. “I had a spell for breathing
underwater, but I couldn’t control where the current took me, and
as soon as it dashed me against the rocks where I saw your husband,
I hit my head. I don’t remember anything after that until you were
there looking down at me like an angel.”

“It was the
selkies,” Carys said, with just a little bitterness. “They gave you
to me. They thought it amusing, no doubt.”

“It’s not
important, Lady,” said Eurion, his eyes rather anxiously on her
face. “I want to talk about something else.”

“I wasn’t
speaking of my husband,” said Carys, to assuage that anxiety. “I
meant that they wanted to play with you—to play with me. They’ll
think nothing of taking you back when it suits them, as if you’re a
toy boat. It’s why I wouldn’t have you on the shore.”

“You don’t
have to worry about me, Lady,” he said, smiling at her. “I have my
spells.”

“Much good
they’ll do you if you hit your head again.”

Eurion, ignoring that, tilted
his head at her, eyes bright. “You came to me,” he said.

“I came to
warn you of the danger,” Carys said. “You know I love you: what
else could I do? Leave you to die?”

“You were
already in the village,” Eurion protested. “Otherwise you couldn’t
have heard to—Carys!”

Shaken, Carys said, “Don’t look
at me like that. Of course I love you—you said so yourself.”

“Yes,
but you didn’t say
it!”

“I didn’t say
it because there’s no use in it,” Carys said quietly, though she
was well aware that in saying it she was asking how it could be
made possible. “Your place is with the prince. I can’t leave the
shore.”

“My service
is coming to an end,” said Eurion. “It was promised. This was the
last thing I was to do; we knew I was likely to die.”

“If you come
to the shore, you’re likely to die,” Carys said, brought up again
against the other reason that it was ineligible to allow Eurion to
remain. “If you stay in the village—”

“I won’t
promise not to help you; I can’t. I won’t be like your husband,
Carys. I can swim, I have magic—I came through the sea and
survived. If you’ll have me to come back, I can’t promise that.
I’ll come with you to the shore every day: I won’t let you
die.”

“No. If I
must permit you to die, you must permit the same in my
case.”

Eurion opened his mouth, then
stopped ruefully. “That’s very fair and I hate it,” he said. “But
why should I have to let you be imperilled alone on the shore?”

“Because it’s
my calling,” said Carys. “No one else can do it—not you, not one of
the villagers. Until someone else comes to it, I must stay. As much
as they permit anyone on the shore to live in safety, the selkies
respect the guardians.”

“Then I’ll
make it safer for you,” Eurion said. “Breathing spells, catching
spells—If I think about it, I’m pretty sure I can even come up with
a spell to gather the seaweed. I’ve already been studying the magic
in the sand and the energy of the water to find out how they
interact and why they call someone when they do. No one is more
useful to you than me; you have to accept me.”

“Do I so?”
asked Carys, but she was laughing: hopelessly, ridiculously,
unreservedly. “Then I accept you.”

Eurion’s face lit with delight,
eyes aglow, and Carys couldn’t help herself; she cupped his face
with both hands and kissed him, golden hair dancing in her
peripheral and warmth at her lips. When she would have released him
again, he wrapped his arms around her and tucked his face into her
neck instead.

Carys said softly into his ear,
though she thought she said it for herself as well, “You must allow
me to die, and I’ll do the same by you: we’ll love as long as we
can.”

“Neither of
us will die,” said Eurion, raising his head, “because I am
clever. Also you’re
determined, and you can tell me all the things I need to know about
the selkies so I can make useful spells.”

“Very well,”
said Carys, light of heart and very nearly frivolous. “Then we will
speak with the prince.”

“Can’t we
speak with the prince afterward?” protested Eurion.

“After
what?”

“Well,”
Eurion said, pouting a little. “You were kissing me, and I thought
we might keep doing that for a while first.”

 


“I do not
excuse your service,” said the prince.

Eurion
coughed over his drink, then looked across Enfys’ table at the
prince, alarmed. “What? But you said—”

“I do not
excuse your service,” said the prince, and Carys didn’t despair
because she saw the laugh in his eyes, even if Eurion did not,
“because I have need of it along the shore. Or at least, I will
when I’m king. I told you that I want to ratify the guardians into
some sort of evenness: you’re the first people to come back alive
from the selkies. I want you to be working on that magic while
I—”

“Try not to
die,” Enfys finished for him, rather grimly. She plumped down
another piece of pie on the prince’ plate as if he was just another
young thing come to eat supper at her house after the dance, and
said, “Eat.”

The prince grinned. “Exactly
so. However, Ma Yong Hwa and his wife have promised me some help,
and I’m expecting another…adjunct some time soon. When that person
arrives, I’ll attempt the castle once again.”

“Then I’m
still in service,” said Eurion, looking slightly
bewildered.

“Yes,” said
the prince. “Here. Working with the guardian of the
shore.”

“Oh!” said
Eurion. “Yes! Then I accept!”

“I would like
you to work very closely with her.”

“I’ll do my
best,” Eurion said solemnly, but the look he shot at Carys was pure
mischief.

“In fact, it
would probably be ideal if you married her,” added the prince.
“Within the fortnight, preferably.”

Carys stared at them. “A
fortnight? How can we be married in a fortnight! What of Eurion’s
family? What will they think of him marrying a woman of thirty
years old?”

“If you wed
within a fortnight, I can marry you both,” explained the prince.
“And Eurion is of an age with me.”

“But my
birthday is first,” interjected Eurion, grinning. “I’m twenty-two,
Carys, so don’t think you’re going to wriggle away from me like
that. Eight years is nothing—If I was eight years older than you, I
wouldn’t hold it against you!”

“Yes,
but—”

“And I
haven’t got any family,” he said, ducking his head to place a kiss
in the palm of her hand as he smiled up at her. “Just
you.”

“It’ll be a
proper village wedding this time,” said Enfys. “At my age, I’m not
hobbling down to the beach to attend another downright odd
marriage: my bones will seize up.”

“Your old
bones are well enough to take you down to the cove every few days
to look for pearls,” Carys said dryly. “By the long path, I might
add. But we’ll be married here, if Eurion pleases.”

“I am
very pleased,” said
Eurion. “But for the ceremony, you have to carry your seaweed hook
and catch me around the neck so that—ow! Lady! Is that any way to
treat your fiancé? Ow! Lady, I’ll demand a kiss for every bruise, I
warn you!”
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