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      Blockley

      The girl’s fingers were dark, stained bluish black at the tips, and even the nails were discolored. The calm expression on her face made it easy to mistake her for sleeping, but the pallor of her skin did not. She was nearly as pale as the white caps on the sea from which she’d come.

      Her naked body was nestled in the frothy waves of the shore enough to sway back and forth as though she were cradled in someone’s arms.

      “Did she drown?” Alek Ailling asked. He was the owner of the shipyard and boatbuilding business, Quays, where the body had washed up on the banks of downtown Blockley.

      “I don't know.” Master Barnes, the local blacksmith, scratched his head. “Had she been making pies before she died? Blueberry or black raspberry perhaps.” His eyes lingered on her ashen fingers with their blackened tips.

      “Must have been,” Alek agreed. “Abnormal thing to do at sea.”

      “Indeed,” Master Barnes agreed.

      “And no news of sunken ships?” Alek asked. The girl was no older than one of his nieces, maybe eighteen, and as far as he could tell, he didn't know her. A stranger, a strange girl, washing ashore was peculiar, yet they lived in a sheltered harbor that oftentimes had odd things wash ashore, and this wasn't the first body. But it was the first naked girl.

      “I haven’t heard of a single sinking, nor a storm. I’ll fetch the magistrate,” Master Barnes said and walked away from the sight he wished he hadn’t seen. She was someone’s daughter. Someone perhaps unaware she had died.

      To the east of downtown Blockley, through a path no bigger than a single cart, sat a farm surrounded by forest. The Ailling farm where the Ailling family had lived for hundreds of years.

      In the middle of a field, as far from the house as one could get on the farm, lay two sisters on a blanket, cloud watching, oblivious to the death landing on their town’s doorstep.

      “That cloud looks like a ship. Isn’t that a good omen, Lenny? Doesn't Father say that’s a sign of a great bounty for all the boats at sea now?” the middle sister, Amaya Ailling, asked softly. Staring up at the clouds had become an early summer tradition for the girls. The grass was lush and soft from the spring rains, though that would change once the warm summer air dried it out.

      “It looks like a shark to me,” Lenny Ailling, the youngest, said with a wide grin, knowing it would provoke her sister to no end.

      “You always see sharks.” Amaya nudged her. “Truly though, isn’t a ship a good sign?”

      “’Tis, but don't worry your pretty head, Sister. No one expects a lady like you to recall the cloud lore of the southern shipyards.” Lenny’s smile softened as she sighed contently, enjoying the feel of the summer sun on her face after such an unusually wet spring.

      “I do, though. I care,” Amaya turned her head, her tone growing serious. She hated the way everyone thought she was nothing more than a pretty face. “I care about Blockley. I love it here.”

      “I’m only teasing.” Lenny turned to her. “You really are too serious.”

      “I’m serious about never leaving Blockley.” Amaya added a little harshness to her words, “Because I love it here.”

      “Amaya, you must remember you’re marrying a gentleman with an estate near the city. He may not want to stay here.” Though it was pointless to tell Amaya anything, Lenny said it anyway. Their mother and eldest sister, Hilde, had been trying to explain to Amaya she would be at her husband’s mercy once married, but she refused to listen. “And he may well have to do what his father says,” she added.

      “No.” Amaya furrowed her fair brow and began the same speech she had repeated for months since their engagement, “Josu wants to stay and run his parents’ market. He likes the sea and the quaintness of life here. We have agreed; we want to raise our family here. And when you and Hilde each get married and have children, they can all play together, as we did.” Her dreams reminded Lenny of the shapes in the clouds, open to the interpretation of the beholder, but Amaya was too stubborn to see it. “However, I suppose Hilde will only visit us, not live here full time like you and me.” Amaya lost some of her fervor at that thought.

      “Of course,” Lenny agreed, rather than arguing the many flaws in this daydream. The largest being that Lenny would never have children or marry. Her dreams were nothing like those of her sisters. She might fancy young men as any other lady did, but she had no desire to be tied to one. In fact, she was determined not to be.

      When she was younger, she wanted to emulate their father, sailing the seas in her own ship, traveling far from Blockley Harbor, fishing and running her boat. Perhaps, she might retire from the sea one day, older and weathered, the way captains always did. Hands bent from gripping the wheel, lips thin from pressing them with worry, and eyes haunted by the waves that had chased them with murderous rage.

      That was until last summer when a man aboard a fancy foreign ship, changed her dreams. She recalled being mesmerized by the glint in his eyes and the twitch of his grin as he told her a story, the likes of which she had never heard before, and had enchanted her. He spoke of far-off places and wondrous sights. Of traveling the world, seeing ancient ruins in the middle of dense jungles and hiking to the tops of mountains with icy peaks, places she had never known.

      Since then, Lenny’s dreams lay out there, in the wild. She would become a trader or an explorer, maybe the first woman to do so.

      One day.

      Until then, she would save all her coin that didn’t go to the dogs. And when she did have enough, she would take her hounds and travel everywhere the wind blew. It was going to be an amazing experience.

      A plan she kept to herself.

      Everyone in Blockley had an idea of what Lenny should do with her life.

      And not one of those ideas matched what she wanted.

      Not even her sisters’. Though they had shared a womb and were born on the same day, the similarities ended there.

      Amaya was the homebody.

      Lenny, the adventurer.

      And Hilde was something different altogether. She was considered the county prize, though Lenny felt sorry for her sister, being known for something as silly as a fine face. Not to mention, her beauty would have been a curse to Lenny as it guaranteed a husband.

      But Hilde didn’t see it like that, she was obedient to a fault. She knew her fate and accepted it. She did not bat so much as one eyelash when she discovered her betrothed was from the city. An important man who would likely be too busy to come here and meet her before the wedding, so their engagement remained a secret. A scandalous notion to Lenny.

      Their mother had refused to offer any details of the marriage agreement. She had made up a story, a lie, and refused to budge.

      “The announcement must not happen before the bride and groom meet. It’s bad luck!” was all she had given them, and it had been delivered in that tone ensuring all three left well enough alone.

      The only detail they had managed to find out by sneaking peeks at correspondence their mother received was that he was from Waterly City. The royal capital and an eight-day ride from Blockley, the reason Amaya wouldn't see her eldest sister often, or at all. But Amaya was convinced the moment Hilde’s mysterious betrothed saw Blockley, he would fall hopelessly in love and wish to stay. A notion Lenny couldn’t disagree with more.

      A noise drew Amaya’s and Lenny’s eyes up from the blanket. Someone was crossing the field toward them. Lenny prepared for it to be someone delivering orders sent from their dreaded aunt who was always at their house, although she had a perfectly fine house of her own and her boys were young men who required constant tending to. Neither of them had married, a sore spot with their mother, who Lenny assumed avoided the house and them as punishment for their refusal to court anyone. Instead, she spent her time at the farm, bossing Lenny around.

      “Sisters,” Hilde Ailling, their eldest sister, called to them, waving as she strolled, her hair lightly billowing in the breeze. She carried a ball of orange fluff in her hands as Lenny’s two giant hounds traipsed behind her, eyes darting from Lenny to the kitten. “Someone was looking for you, Amaya.”

      Hilde sat delicately on the blanket and let the struggling kitten down. He ran straight for Amaya, nestling in her side and chewing his shaking foot as if confused on how to scratch with it. He was the runt but was making up for it quickly.

      “What are you two doing all the way over here?” Hilde asked.

      “Enjoying the sun and the silence,” Lenny warned her. “Mother didn't see you coming this way, did she?”

      “I don't believe so. Why? What have you done now?” Hilde took a tone.

      “Nothing,” Lenny replied, offering the same attitude her sister had. “Aunt Mildred is visiting and I’d prefer not to see her. She really is the worst relative.”

      “Lenny!” Hilde gasped, but there was a smile on her lips when she said it.

      “Don't deny it!” Lenny pointed at her.

      “Surely, I don't know what you mean. Nevertheless, if I were forced to choose one, I would say Uncle Cyril was twice as hideous.” Hilde sniffed.

      “Indeed,” Amaya agreed. “Mildred might be unbearable, but she keeps her hands to herself and stays sober the whole day.”

      “Perhaps that’s the problem,” Lenny chided.

      “Listen to us. Someone might mistake us for proper fishwives if we were heard.” Hilde sat back, staring up at the sun, speaking with a deep and contented sigh, “It’s warm today. Thankfully. I have grown tired of the rain.” She changed the subject smoothly.

      “Then I suppose it’s lucky it rains much less in the city,” Lenny purposely pried.

      “I suppose it is,” she answered Lenny but sounded as though she wished to avoid the topic.

      “Will you miss the rains once you’re there?” Lenny asked, pushing her, wondering if Mother had told her anything else. Hilde loved having knowledge her sisters didn't; however, keeping secrets in a group of triplets was difficult.

      “You’re not staying there in the city, though,” Amaya said as she danced a piece of string for the orange kitten. He clawed at it as Amaya’s eyes lifted to Hilde. “Mother said you would be married in the city but could choose to live wherever you want. She said his family has homes all over the kingdom. You’ll want to come back to Blockley or visit frequently or live close by, of course.”

      “I hadn’t given it much thought, to be honest,” Hilde lied and frowned at Amaya. “If you’re not careful, that cat’s going to claw you.” Hilde changed the subject again, masterfully, once more using her eldest-sister voice. She was three whole minutes older than Amaya and somehow that translated into years of knowledge and authority. Which made the fifteen minutes she was older than Lenny, decades.

      “That might be her objective, Hilde.” Lenny winked at Amaya. “If she has a clawed-up hand perhaps Mother might let her off without doing any sewing or needlepoint later.”

      “Lenny!” the middle sister sounded affronted. “I would never.”

      Lenny laughed but unfortunately it was the truth. Amaya would never shirk womanly duties, just the yard work. She wasn’t as bad as Hilde at being their mother’s perfect daughter, but she was close enough. The other two sisters were dutiful daughters. “Perfect examples of ladies” was how they were often described, in spite of Amaya being a bit too headstrong.

      “Besides, how could I arrive at my engagement party tomorrow night with a scratched hand? Displaying the ring next to my cuts like a savage?” Amaya sniffed with a hint of mockery.

      “Yes, how indeed,” Hilde agreed, her eyes lingering on the cuts and calluses all over Lenny’s hands. “One might mistake you for a pauper, as Lenny frequently is.” She teased her youngest sister but there was truth in her words. She didn't like that Lenny was often mistaken for a member of the working class, which didn't bother Lenny one lick. Mostly because she was one. Lenny had worked for their uncle for some time and had no intentions of quitting anytime soon.

      She followed Hilde’s judgmental gaze to the hounds, the reason Lenny was a member of the working class. Not that working had changed much. Their huge appetites kept her close to the poor house. But she didn’t care. She loved them.

      When they’d been offered to Lenny as payment, everyone had an opinion on how she should’ve turned down the strange man from the northern kingdoms. But the tiny pups were hers the moment they made eye contact. It was love at first sight.

      “I still can’t believe Father let you keep them,” Hilde said with a heavy sigh. The deal bothered her more than it had their mother. The hounds were only ten months old and already the size of the family donkey.

      “He didn’t let me do anything. I did the work,” Lenny reminded her. “I chose to keep them and all he said was that I had to feed them myself. And they’ve turned out all right, haven’t they? Last week Ollie chased off what looked to be a wolf that got near the spring lambs and Scar wasn’t far behind him. We don’t have a single dog on the farm that could handle a wolf alone, but that devil ran when he saw Ollie’s scruffy face coming.” Lenny chuckled and scratched the wolfhound’s bearded chin. It was wet with drool, making Hilde and Amaya both shudder. “Didn't he, boy? He was terrified of this damned handsome muzzle.”

      “Don’t cuss, Lenny. You might work as a man, but you aren’t one,” Hilde scolded.

      “And you might sound like my mother, but you aren’t,” she retorted sharply as Ollie leaned into her embrace, his amber eyes closed and his content smile widened. They were expressive dogs, that was for certain. If they were happy, you’d never see a more peaceful-looking animal. But if they became worked up over something, run. Though that wouldn't save you. They could move faster than anything Lenny had ever seen.

      Hilde parted her lips to give her a solid piece of her mind but was interrupted by a man’s voice.

      “Good afternoon, ladies.” Wendell Knightly, Lenny’s dearest friend waved as he crossed the expanse of field to where they had the blanket laid out. “What you doing all the way over here?”

      “Well, Wen, I’d say we followed the sun, but truly Aunt Mildred is visiting Mother so we chose a site well away from the house.” Lenny didn’t bother lying to him.

      “Lenny!” Hilde whispered.

      “Of course you did. Is that Sir Kitty?” Wen seemed shocked when he saw the ball of fluff chasing the string Amaya was playing with. “Lords, but he’s huge now, isn’t he? Twice the size since I last saw him.” The question drew the wolfhounds up, as if being ignored meant they must remind Wen they needed affection and notice as well.

      “Indeed, he has grown considerably in the fortnight since he left his mother.” Amaya was fond of him the most of all the barn cats their female had given birth to. “I’ve been feeding him cream.”

      “And Father complains about my hounds.” Lenny scoffed.

      “Well, he’ll be a fine barn cat in no time with that size.” Wen ignored her complaining, scratching the needy hounds. He didn’t have to bend, both dogs’ faces were at his waist height already. Lenny had been warned they would grow to weigh the same as an adult man and would stand on four legs with their heads reaching a man’s chest. They were well on their way.

      “Shouldn't you be at work?” Lenny asked Wen, eyeing him up suspiciously.

      “Aye, but my mum’s been at the grover’s wine again, and she’s off on her tall tales of life in the courts, telling every soul who enters the haberdashery.” He chuckled but there was sadness to his tone. “Decided it might be a good time to take a lunch break.”

      “Well, you best come and sit and play with the kitten and forget your troubles.” Lenny moved over so he could have a spot next to her. “Perhaps you brought some of the grover’s best brew?”

      “Lenny!” Hilde gasped again.

      “I do tire of you saying my name, Hilde.”

      “I don't suppose you all heard about the body that washed ashore this afternoon?” Wen asked, changing the subject as he often did before the girls got into another fight.

      “Body?” Lenny questioned him, yet it wasn't unusual for a body to turn up on Blockley’s shores.

      “Indeed. A girl, maybe our age. Blue fingers like she’d been baking with berries before she died. Strange.” Wen shrugged.

      “That is strange. Poor thing. The sea claims another life. Perhaps her death will keep the storm that’s building at bay. I swear I’ve seen pinkish-colored clouds a couple of mornings now.”

      “Lenny!” Hilde hushed her. “Wen, are you enjoying the warm weather now that summer has finally arrived?” Hilde moved to a more respectable conversation.

      “Indeed, Miss Hilde. And are you enjoying the afternoon?”

      “I am, thank you.” Her formality was soft and sweet, the only tone a lady ought to have with a gentleman. It made Lenny want to roll her eyes at them both. They’d been friends since they were infants, and Wen was no gentleman. The last name Knightly was the bastard’s surname for any sons born without a father in Waterly City.

      But Hilde was insistent they maintain proper decorum, always trying to be a lady. Lenny wished they could be who they were, plain folk from a small fishing town. But her mother had been highborn in the city and comfortably reached well above their father’s station, dragging Lenny’s sisters with her. A journey Lenny refused to join them on.

      “And are you, Miss Amaya, enjoying the warm weather?” Wen’s voice changed just slightly, enough that Amaya’s cheeks flushed with color.

      “I am, thank you, Wen.”

      “And I am as well, your lordship,” Lenny mocked them all. “This glorious afternoon spent out of doors, avoiding our dreaded Aunt Mildre—”

      “Lenny!” the very aunt’s shrill voice bellowed from across the small acreage dotted with hay bales.

      “Gods, save me.” Lenny cringed.

      “Lenny,” she shouted again.

      “Oh, for the sake of us all, answer her Lenny,” Amaya half pleaded.

      “What?” Lenny hollered back but she didn't answer. It was a particularly annoying trait of hers, to shout but not tell you what she shouted for, meaning you needed to come to her.

      “You’d better hurry. The gods know she isn’t a patient woman,” Wen offered lightly, hiding a smirk.

      “The gods know better that I’m not her favorite,” Lenny added the bit he had meant with a heavy sigh. “So it doesn’t matter if I hurry. She’ll find fault in something else.”

      “You’re not her least favorite either. You sit somewhere in the middle perhaps,” he chided.

      “Middle, ha! Not likely,” Lenny grumbled as she got up lazily from the blanket.

      “Sir Kitty, you are the silliest kitten that ever worked this farm,” Amaya cooed at the small orange animal.

      “Sir Kitty might be the silliest name I’ve ever heard,” Lenny lamented for the poor animal. Amaya had sucked the masculinity from him before he stood a chance at growing at all. “One day he’ll be a grown male answering to that.”

      “Look at him. He adores his name, don't you, Sir Kitty?” Her words gave him pause.

      He stopped attacking the string he was wrestling with, letting it lie on his fluffy belly, entwined in his claws. Then he jumped up as though offended by the ridiculous name and ran sideways at her, still tangled in the yarn as he pounced at her twitching foot. She shrieked half in terror and then giggled as the little orange monster attacked her.

      It was obvious none of them were about to accompany Lenny back to the house.

      “You coming then?” she asked Wen.

      “Perhaps I’ll see you later,” he said without lifting his gaze from the kitten.

      “Fine,” she offered dryly and turned, walking toward the small farmhouse with a barn of equal size next to it. Ollie and Scar joined her without needing to be called. A trick she’d taught them. She had convinced herself they were well trained, considering she spent a decent amount of time on it, but her father laughed and told her the dogs were meant to keep farm animals safe and saw her as a weak lamb. They stayed close to protect her. Lenny chose not to see it that way.

      “I’ll meet you after, Lenny,” Wen called after a delay, the distraction in his voice was obvious.

      Amaya and even Hilde giggled loudly, forcing a smile to her lips regardless of not being able to see what shenanigans the kitten was up to. Though Lenny supposed it could have been Wen making them laugh. No one made her sisters giggle the way he did. Not that it had helped in stealing Amaya’s heart.

      Lenny didn't understand why he continued to try when it was hopeless. Amaya had agreed to the engagement their mother planned and was to marry, meaning all Wen’s efforts had gone unnoticed. She saw him as nothing but a friend. Or worse, a brother.

      But that hadn’t dissuaded his heart, not a little. If fact, it might have furthered his efforts, as if her heart was something of a challenge.

      Picking up the pace, Lenny pushed the sound of her friend and sisters tormenting the kitten aside. Whatever her aunt wanted, she hoped it wouldn't take long. She wasn't in a mood for her orders and disdain.

      When she neared the house, she noticed a dark silhouette in the window of the second floor, staring down on her. Her mother, Elsie Ailling, watched as she rushed over, offering nothing but a small wave. The dreaded aunt, Mildred Ailling, was in the lower window, giving Lenny her disapproving stare. “Your uncle needs you at the shop,” she called through the gap of the open window and motioned her head to tell her to get on.

      Wen was wrong. She was her aunt’s least favorite.

      Lenny wished she could say it wasn't with good reason, but that would be a lie. She’d tormented the life from the poor woman every chance she had, and always managing not to get caught. Which made Mildred hate Lenny even more. But as Lenny’s father always said, Mildred rose to the occasion far too easy for her to ignore it.

      The cool forest air hit as she passed the barn and entered the woods.

      A small dense emerald forest sat between the Ailling family farm and town. It was normally filled with the noise of birds at this point in the afternoon, but today it sat silent, suggesting the usual inhabitants had chosen elsewhere to lodge. Was there truly a storm looming? The sky had been pink this morning again, not red but a hue bright enough to hint something was brewing at sea. Which was unusual for this time of year. True summer storms were recalled by the years they hit and the last one was half a decade ago.

      Not that there was a moment to linger on it; if Uncle Alek was waiting, Lenny had to hurry. He wasn’t an impatient man but some of his customers could be. They were generally eager to get back to sea in the summer. Lenny’s lack of urgency was costing them money.

      Summer had taken its time, but it had finally arrived in Blockley, a town of no remarkable size on the southern shores of the kingdom of Dahleigh. A spot famous with fishermen and captains alike who noted it as a place of importance. Not only were the builders in Blockley Harbor known to mend a ship faster than any within a thousand leagues, the pub was notorious for its fine stout beer, a home brew served by the beautiful Esmeralda or one of her lovely sisters.

      It also helped that the townsfolk of Blockley were uncommonly kind for a village, as far as strangers were regarded. They were even considered welcoming. To them the rule had always been and always would be, the more the merrier. A lucky motto since the sheltered bay, where the village happened to be, was massive and shaped like a spoon. Good and deep to accommodate the many shapes and sizes of ships.

      It was a pretty town, lining a rustic hillside that rose from the ocean with houses and shops. The picturesque sandy shores with the dramatic cliffs on either side created a stunning frame for the cozy spot. And at the top of the hill and all around Blockley, sat a dense forest full of splendidly tall trees with wild mushrooms beneath them. The breeze that blew up the hill from the docks and across town was soft and sweet with the scent of summer grass and the sounds of gulls.

      And summer was the favorite month for the town as the weather was consistently good for fishing. The harbor filled with ships, the inns were bursting at the seams with guests, and the shops sold out of their finest products.

      Blockley bustled from early spring when the seas calmed until the fall harvest with ships in and out of port, unloading fish and hurrying back to sea to get more. Once the fall rains came and the snow threatened, no one sailed for anything beyond travel. And even then, it was risky. Lenny’s gran always said the sea allowed them their season, and anyone who sailed after the harvest risked her temper for their trespass.

      As the sun vanished in the canopy of the tall trees, Ollie and Scar took a side, walking next to Lenny so her arms could rest on their backs. They usually did this in the woods, their eyes widening as they scanned the area around them.

      The man who gave them to Lenny told her they were sight hounds. They could see as a hawk did, far off in the distance with their eyesight improving in the expanse. In the woods this close to town, she liked having them with her, protecting her. She hoped they would see a threat with enough time for her to react.

      The ocean air hit her nose as they cleared the forest and the path became a road, Seaswept Lane. The lane led to the docks, her destination.

      An uneasy feeling crept over her as they passed the first house on the right, her uncle Cyril’s house. The empty windows didn't trick her. He could be there, lurking, watching. The thought made her skin crawl, despite the warm summer air. Hilde was correct, he was their worst relative.

      Lenny quickened her pace until the smithy shack came into view and changed that cold shiver to a bit of excitement. She rushed up until the moment she saw the yard. Master Barnes lifted his hammer at her from where he was banging it at the forge in the coal-stained yard. “Afternoon, Lenny.”

      “Afternoon, Master Barnes.” She waved back, slowing her pace a touch more. “Hiya, James.” She beamed at the apprentice, James Enderby, who was her age but twice the size of any of the other boys in town.

      “Lenny,” he grunted but his eyes didn't avert from whatever he was hitting. Something about the way he wasn’t impressed by anything intrigued Lenny. Even as small kids she’d wondered if there was anything that made him smile, truly. As they’d aged, she learned his hardships had created that stern face, which of course only intrigued her further. He was a gentle giant who kept to himself, working with his head down most of the time.

      Hilde said Lenny enjoyed the challenge of the one boy in town who didn't chase the girls. She said Lenny always set herself up for disappointment. Which of course meant Lenny tried harder to be his friend.

      But his constant indifference to her, regardless of how she treated him or acted, proved Hilde to be correct in this. A frustrating loss, for certain. Lenny hated when Hilde was right, which was nearly always.

      Ollie drifted toward the smithy, prancing more the further they got from the woods. He was a social butterfly. In town he visited the shops, receiving treats and pats from anyone who didn't fear him.

      “Hello there, lad. You’ll be wanting a treat, I s’pose.” Master Barnes turned, digging a massive coal-stained hand into a dusty brown sack. Ollie sat, his tail swishing back and forth on the dirt. Scar paused, giving Lenny a look.

      “Go on,” she told her. Scar launched into a run, skidding to a stop and sitting as her brother was, her tail wagging less eagerly.

      “Ladies first,” Master Barnes said, slipping Scar a large biscuit his wife made for the local dogs who would be drawn by the sound of the hammer.

      Scar grabbed her cookie in her teeth and ran back, eating it next to Lenny. Ollie ate his but stayed for more pats from the smith, leaving his already dark-gray-and-black fur sooty. Even James gave him a rub, his face softening for a minute as his eyes met with her hounds. Lenny wished, as she had many times before, that he softened that way looking at her.

      But it didn't happen so she didn't let the thought linger.

      “Have a good day!” She waved again, turning and walking away.

      Unlike her brother, Scar didn't prance as they got further into town. She stayed alert, her head jerking with Lenny’s when they passed the guard tower where Magistrate Tuille stood in the yard discussing something with a few fishermen she recognized. His eyes drifted to the dogs and his nose wrinkled, making Lenny smile wider as she strolled past. The magistrate was a rude man who disliked everything. Naturally, his dislike of Lenny’s hounds made her think it a compliment coming from a man like that.

      Quays Shipbuilders came into view and Uncle Alek limped toward her, his hands out for the hounds to sniff and rub against. Even Scar hurried to him. He was Lenny’s father’s best brother. She never understood how her father and Uncle Alek could be related to Uncle Cyril or how her gran could have raised them all.

      “‘Bout time you got here. I sent word an hour ago,” Alek teased, rubbing both dogs’ faces.

      “An hour ago you were stuffing your gob with one of Maryanne’s pies at Kelpies.” Lenny scoffed and nodded her head in the direction of the pub next door to his shipbuilding business.

      “You know it,” Uncle Alek chuckled. He often joked with local fishermen that the only reason he bought Quays off old Mr. Colster was that the business sat next to the best pub in town, known for stunning wenches and fine stouts. The other half of the joke was that it was across the road from the second-best pub, just in case he needed to hide from his wife. But the truth was he didn't drink all that much anymore. Not since the accident. He was in Kelpies Pub for the food and he bought Quays because he was the best shipbuilder there was.

      “Wen said a girl washed ashore.”

      “Indeed. Must have been a sunken ship we haven’t heard of yet.” Alek shook his head slowly. “Poor thing. No one recognizes her.”

      “That’s terrible,” Lenny added then focused back on the task at hand. “What do we have?” she asked as they both turned toward the massive dockyard. The entire shoreline of Blockley was filled with docks, four of them stretching out into the sea. Each dock could moor ten ships comfortably, fifteen if need be. Lenny had heard that once, eighteen years ago, in a rare summer storm, a hundred boats lined those docks and rode out the weather. Being in a cove with islands on the other side meant they were protected from all points. This made it possible for them to have the number of fishing docks they had. The most docks in the kingdom, apart from the city, though Waterly City was no place for a humble fisherman.

      “Ship came in yesterday morning, taking on a bit of water. He got too close to the rocks near Moyer and scraped up the bottom.”

      “Why would he go close to the cliffs?” Lenny asked, giving her uncle a dubious scowl.

      “Not a clue,” he said as he mimicked taking a drink from a bottle. “We’ve careened her and patched the wood on the port side, but we couldn't get a good look at the starboard. I’ve taken care of the inside of the hull as well, but I’d like you to take a quick look for other weak spots I didn't see, now that I have her in the water. That’s her there.” He pointed at a large red vessel, a netter, with an equally red-faced man standing on the dock beside it.

      “Alek, how much longer?” the man barked, sounding drunk.

      “My best diver just arrived, Les. Give her a couple of minutes to get under the boat and take a look. I’d say we’ll have you on your way in an hour if she doesn't find anything else.” He slung an arm over Lenny’s shoulder proudly. This was his favorite part. He was alone in that. Lenny hated meeting new customers.

      “A girl?” The man’s red face brightened. “This must be your idea of a joke. You can’t bloody well be serious. Who in the seven hells hires a girl to patch ships?”

      Lenny’s expression tightened with contempt.

      “Oh, she don't always patch ‘em, Les.” Alek’s voice bubbled over with joy. “Don't get your knickers twisted. Usually she just dives.”

      “You’re sending me out into the sea to die. This little slip of a girl isn’t going to know what to look for.” He exploded, “I won’t stand for it!”

      “Fine, don't stand for it. But I’m not finishing the job until my best diver has a look. She’s got eyes like a hawk this one. So go and sit, take a load off your feet. Esmeralda will put a drink on my tab.” Alek laughed, loving it, and pointing at Kelpies.

      Ollie growled and Scar crouched low, ready to pounce.

      “This is outrageous!” The man puffed up his chest. “I’ll not have some little bitch—”

      Alek let go of Lenny and stepped up to the man. “Choose your next words wisely, Les. That’s my niece you’re talking about. Edwin’s daughter.” Alek’s tone changed and the humor slipped away. Just as Lenny did, hurrying down the dock with the dogs at her side.

      As she got out of hearing distance, Les was backpedaling with his hands in the air, making Lenny smirk.

      Alek Ailling wasn't a man to trifle with. But Edwin Ailling was something else altogether. Something to be feared.
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      Diving into the cold, gray water was refreshing until it became something else, something inexplicable.

      Lenny’s love of swimming and her bizarre ability to hold her breath while moving faster in the water than anyone else she knew, made her perfect for one job.

      This one. And fortunately, it was one that traveled well. When she did leave Blockley, she would find work along the coastlines.

      She surfaced and swam to the starboard side of the boat, relishing the feel of the water surrounding her.

      The waves rocked her until she took a deep breath and sunk below, opening her eyes and giving it a moment before she started inspecting the great hull, time for her vision to adapt to the saltwater.

      Her slim, strong body slipped through the water quickly. The hull was old. It would need work from one of the massive cranes at the dry dock in Waterly City she’d heard Alek speak of. They could lift an entire ship from the sea, dry her out, and replace boards and tar her up again.

      A sight Lenny would see one day.

      As she made her way along the back of the ship, she didn't see anything out of the ordinary for a boat of this age. She surfaced and exhaled, bobbing in the rougher surf as she waved at Alek like she was supposed to every time she came up for air. He waved back and slapped the red-faced man on the arm.

      Lenny took another breath and dropped below the stern, inspecting the corners as she rounded to the port side. The damage was here. She swam closer, running her fingers along the patch. Alek had done a good job, as always. He was the best boat repairer in the kingdom, famed for fixing a boat during low tide and getting her back into the water by high tide. His team was made up of the unlikeliest of men, but they worked hard and fast. Sort of how they lived, which was why they seemed so unreliable at first glance, which was how most judged them.

      Lenny touched the boards, feeling for strain and tremors, but she was sound. She made her way back to the bow and was about to surface, feeling her lungs begin to ask for air when she paused. She floated in the middle of the streams of sunlight and current, focusing on a noise, a sound. It was different than anything she’d heard before.

      Ignoring the nagging in her chest, Lenny swam forward, floating midway between the sandy ocean bottom and the repetitive waves above that knocked the boat. There, glinting in the sunlight, was a blue mist, which was unlikely since it was under water.

      The sound came again, a whisper of a song, something calling her. She forgot her breath and the pain in her body as she ran out of oxygen and her hand reached for the light, but it moved, or rather it jumped, fading and reappearing further away.

      She was about to kick her legs and swim in that direction when she caught a glimpse of something else. A dog barking at her through the water. Scar was on the docks. Lenny couldn't hear her, but she recognized the sound. Panic hit as she realized she couldn't breathe. She kicked and lifted, breaking through the water, gasping hard and long, coughing as her body screamed. Scar continued to bark.

      “It’s okay, girl. I’m okay!” Lenny called to her, coughing and gasping more.

      It took a second for her body to stop tensing with muscle spasms before she could swim to the dock and lift herself onto the old rough gray planks. She flopped onto the wood and heaved her breath.

      Scar nudged her, growling a bit like a mother might.

      Lenny’s father’s reasoning that the dogs saw her as something they had to protect started to seem more believable. She’d never seen Scar get so worked up before. She inspected every inch of Lenny until she was giggling and squirming to escape. It took a minute before Lenny managed to get to her feet and run her fingers through Scar’s wooly white coat.

      “I’m all right, Scar,” Lenny reassured her and made her way up the long dock to where her uncle waited.

      “Well?” Alek asked.

      “She’s fine. Sound. There’s no tremble or shudder and the patch seems to be holding just fine. But the hull is getting old. Time to take her in.” Lenny wiped water from her face and took the sheet Alek offered to dry off.

      The red-faced man grumbled, “Well, we know that, lass.”

      “May the wind always be at your back, sir,” Lenny offered kindly, regardless of how he had treated her, and strolled up the dock, with Scar at her side, to where Ollie was chewing a stick he’d found.

      “Thanks, Lenny,” Alek called. “We’ll settle up at home.”

      She waved over her head without looking back and hurried for the smithy shack to dry off. The sun was nice but nothing compared to a hot forge.

      When she arrived there, James wasn't around but Master Barnes was, smacking a long rod of glowing red metal, turning and shaping it with every hit.

      “What’d ya find?” he asked as he always did.

      “Old boat with a need for a dry dock. I suspect he’ll be back though. He won’t listen to Uncle Alek. He’ll keep sailing it and patching it until it sinks.” Lenny had seen it before with the older fishermen. They weren’t fond of listening, not even to someone who knew their craft better than most. The Ailling men had been fishing these shores for hundreds of years.

      “Aye, I don't know how Alek stands it,” he said between hard blows. “Preaching to the choir that one is. They all know it, but they sure don't act like it. And they’re damned lucky to be getting their advice from a fine fisherman like Alek who spent his entire life on the water before the accident.” He spit on the ground when he said it, warding off any bad luck the accident might have contained.

      “No one more stubborn than an old fisherman.” Lenny shivered from the heat.

      “Have ya met my wife?” he asked with a grin. As the red coloring dimmed, he stuffed the steel back into the coals and spun the wheel to make the blower shoot air on the fire.

      James came back around the side of the shack. He paused when he saw Lenny, his brow furrowing as he brought Master Barnes more coal for the fire. “Thanks, James.”

      “Hello again,” she said quietly. James was like a horse that needed to warm up to people. You couldn't come straight on, you had to let him come to you.

      “Hello again.” James nodded.

      “You must be excited about tomorrow night, your sister celebrating her engagement to Josu. He’s a fine lad that one,” Master Barnes spoke loudly, bringing the steel back from the coals to hit again. The sharp noise of it used to bother Lenny, but now it reminded her of James. “And his family is quite successful.”

      “Master Barnes, I’m going to be completely honest with you,” Lenny said with a soft smile. “Josu’s a nice enough man all right, and he seems to have honorable intentions when it comes to my sister. And I suspect he even loves her, regardless of her being the second most stubborn woman in Blockley. So if she’s happy, I am too. Otherwise, I don't give a fig about what my sisters do or whom they marry.”

      Master Barnes laughed and, for the briefest of moments, James smirked. His eyes met Lenny’s and she swore he softened. It didn't last and it likely meant nothing to him, but to her it was worth all the effort she had put into this. This nothing. This nothing that meant everything to her.

      “Are you both coming to the party?” Lenny asked, trying to keep the conversation going but changing the subject slightly in her favor.

      “Wouldn't miss it for the world, eh, James? Miss Amaya is the sweetest girl,” Master Barnes said with a firm nod before hitting the red steel again. “And I think we both know I have a fondness for stubborn women.”

      “Amaya is something all right.” Lenny clung to the sheet and laughed softly as the warmth of the fire surrounded her. “All kidding aside, Amaya is plenty sweet. She might be the nicest of us all so long as you’re not a relative. And Hilde is of course the most beautiful.”

      “And you’re the strongest,” James said surprising both Master Barnes and Lenny. She was about to thank him when he continued, “You would be the son your father never had, but your family has Wilfred. And he must make your father proud. I heard his haul of fish last month was larger than anyone else’s, including your da’s.” He said it innocently and smiled, his cheeks flushing slightly before he turned and left as awkwardly as he had come. It was the most he’d ever said to Lenny, and she silently wished he hadn’t bothered.

      Her chest tightened a little as the realization hit that the problem with James was he saw her as a boy. A lad. One of the gents. She was not a female, a girl, a woman, or an option. Being a strong girl was just as Hilde had claimed, a mistake Lenny wouldn't see until it was too late.

      Master Barnes stopped smacking the steel and placed it back into the coals. He stepped close to Lenny, his voice lowering and his eyes wandering the road behind them as though he might say one thing but decided on another. “Don't worry, Lenny, one day it’ll be your turn.” He gave her a slight pat on the arm and turned back to the fires.

      She wondered what he might have said, until her mind flitted about, darting from James to the blue light that had moved in the water and the sound she swore she had heard. The light must have been glare coming off something. A reflection she hadn’t noticed in the shipyard before.

      Scar whined and Lenny realized they were likely thirsty. “All right,” she said as she rose from the seat. “They need a drink in this warm weather. See ya tomorrow night, Master Barnes.”

      “Bye, Lenny. Hurry home, eh?” he said with a pitch, maybe from worry.

      She did hurry home because Scar and Ollie forced her to. They practically made her run the whole way.

      Once she was home, she didn't bother changing, but got to work watering the dogs and bringing round the horses before dark.

      But it didn't matter how busy she was, her mind was focused on that blue light. The way it jumped from her, vanishing then reappearing further back. If she believed in those sorts of things, she might say it resembled a wisp from the old stories. But she’d never heard of a will-o’-wisp under water.

      It plagued her. In fact, it was all she thought of all night long. Even in her sleep, it filled her dreams, the song repeating itself.

      Haunting her.
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      Lenny woke early as always and walked down from her room on the second floor with the hounds on her heels. Yawning, she put them out the back door, then climbed into a comfortable chair in the living room, next to her father who sat in his favorite chair.

      “Morning,” she said with a second yawn as she wrapped a wooly blanket around herself and patted her lap so Tubby, the indoor cat, might be tempted to come over.

      “Good morning, dear.” Her father smiled at her from where he sat whittling as he always did in the mornings before the chores started. “Did you sleep well?”

      “I did,” she lied, not wanting to trouble him with her bothersome imaginations. Tubby got up, stretching and prolonging his journey over. When he did finally get to her, he stared up but didn't move, expecting she might pick him up. “Fine, but Mother’s right. You’re lazy.” Lenny leaned forward and lifted the chubby black cat into her lap.

      “Today’s the big day,” her father said with a smile. “Perhaps your young man will dance with you tonight.” He waggled his bushy eyebrows.

      “You’re not funny and there is no young man.”

      “Hmmm, that’s not what Alek told Gran. She said he was quite certain there was a young man luring you to the warmth of the forge in the heat of summer, perhaps Master Barnes’s assistant, James?” He chuckled lightly, amusing himself with his toying.

      “I have no idea what you’re on about. I think age is settling in, Father. Or you’ve got the madness. Too much time at sea.”

      “Ha!” He offered a salty stare. “Doesn't run in the family. Most men suffer the siren’s call, but this family is immune to it.” He leaned in, lowering his voice, “I’ll be honest, I’ve grown so accustomed to tuning out your mother, I doubt I hear women speaking now at all.” He winked.

      “You’re terrible.” Lenny giggled, loving their mornings alone. If her father was home from sea, he was an early riser like Lenny and her brother, Wilfred, whereas her mother and sisters would sleep late. “Have you spoken to Wilf? Did he make it home last night?” Lenny asked, giving Tubby a back rub.

      “Aye, he did. Ship came in at dusk, filled with fish. I swear he’s bribing the kelpies to scare the fish into his nets, same as the old ones used to do.” He made a joke about the folklore neither of them believed. Wilfred had been lucky with the fish for two years straight. They’d called it beginner's luck his first month, but two years later they were starting to call it something else. Her brother was a talented fisherman, a trait her father was proud of.

      “He and Bethel coming to the party tonight then?” Lenny asked.

      “He said they were, though I don’t imagine she will want to. I hope they do. Your mother’s been downright feisty about him not coming home as much to visit now that Bethel is pregnant.” He shook his head, muttering something else but Lenny didn't hear it well enough to understand. Not that she needed to. Her brother’s wife was ridiculously spoiled. Even Wilf became irritated with her frequently, but luckily for him he spent most of his time at sea, away from home.

      “Gran did tell him not to marry her. Said Bethel was too pretty for there not to be a greater flaw in her character. Gran always says the gods are fair,” Lenny offered, half joking. “And Bethel is nearly as beautiful as Hilde.”

      “Then what’s your flaw?” her father asked, lifting his big eyebrows. “You’re as pretty as your sisters.”

      “How much time have ya got?” Lenny scoffed. “Never mind, I know Mother’s list off by heart. Can’t sew. Can’t cook. Hates cleaning. I’ll make a terrible wife. Rude. Mischievous. Always sweating.” Lenny lifted her eyebrows at her father on that one. “How I offend her by sweating has to be a new one. Surely, she’ll add breathing to it soon.”

      “I offend her by sweating as well.” He chuckled for a moment but leaned in, placing a hand on Lenny’s knee. “You need to know, not all women are meant to be wives, lass.” He said it low, in case someone else was up and listening. “There’s a reason your uncle is teaching you the ways of the boat repair business. You think one of his sons will take that over for him? Your cousins are far too consumed with fishing. Randall did nearly as well as Wilf, and Marcus wasn't half bad either. Those boys will never turn to mending ships. The money is only half as good, even with Alek’s skills.”

      “You think he means for me to take over one day?” Lenny was stunned by the confession.

      “Aye, I do. I expect you’ll be working on the inside of the boats as well as the outside by next summer. He told me himself, his next apprentice position was yours. But don't tell your mother. She’ll be fit to be tied hearing you’ll be working with that crowd.”

      “Alek’s merry band of pirates, you mean?” Lenny’s mother lovingly referred to them as she came around the corner from their room with a scowl on her face. “Don't fill her head with ideas, Edwin. She’ll marry as she should, and you will stop letting her think otherwise.” She pointed a finger at Lenny. “The moment Amaya’s engagement is firm and settled, you and I will be accompanying Hilde to the city. I’ll have you engaged before Hilde is married, so help me gods.”

      Lenny cringed, terrified of the idea.

      Even her father wrinkled his nose. “Come on now, Elsie. Ya know the girl has no desire to marry. Why push it on her? She’s a hard worker. Alek loves having her at the docks. She’ll be able to take care of herself and learn a trade.” He tried to be polite but his wife wasn't having it.

      “Absolutely not. Over my dead body!” she shrieked.

      “Woman,” Edwin warned, standing up.

      “Don’t you dare ‘woman’ me, Edwin! It’s shameful enough you let her run about in britches, no less, with dirty hands and a foul mouth. And those hounds.” She pointed at the window where Lenny’s hounds were suddenly staring in, nearly as tall as the bottoms of the windows themselves. “She runs around like a wildling, those beasts traipsing after her. She’s always sweating. She can’t sew or cook or clean.”

      “She cleans the stables well enough we don't need to hire anyone to do it. Saves me a fortune on labor around here. And we all know what you like to do with those savings, don't we, darling?” he said it and likely regretted it.

      Lenny regretted it. It was the tipping point.

      “We’ll never marry her off at this rate. Don't you want her to be safe and cared for when you’re dead and gone? Is this really what you want to saddle me with?” she sobbed. “How could you agree with Alek?” she cried, running for the bedroom.

      Edwin’s eyes narrowed and fixed on his daughter.

      “You told her, not me.” Lenny lifted her hands in the air innocently. Even Tubby had quit purring.

      “Blasted hell,” her father cussed and stormed down the hall after her mother. Lenny took that as her moment to escape.

      “I’ll be in the yard,” she called after him and pulled on her socks and boots. She’d learned to dress quickly and vanish, off to do chores before Mother had the chance to chase her down and insist on dresses and bathing.

      Ollie, Scar, and Lenny were halfway down the trail by midday, all her chores completed, and each of them had a belly full of whatever Amaya managed to sneak to them in the field. Of course the meal had come with a lecture on why women should marry. Amaya had learned exactly how to be a woman from their mother.

      As she passed the smithy, Lenny waved at Master Barnes, but James wasn't in the yard so she didn't slow. Instead, she hurried to Uncle Alek’s, checking the dock for any new customers, and while there was a new boat, Uncle Alek was nowhere to be found. Needing to avoid home for a while longer, she hurried along the boardwalk until she reached an alley that took her to the center of town.

      “Afternoon, Lenny,” Andy called from the saddle company. “How’s the fit of the new mount?” he asked about her horse.

      “Great.” Lenny waved. “Asher has warmed to it. I haven’t been out to ride him in the last week, but it’s settling in nicely.”

      “Excellent.” He sounded pleased, which he ought to have been.

      Her horse wasn't easy to find saddles for. He had grown larger than anyone in town had expected. Asher’s parents weren’t beasts, but somehow, he’d ended up nearly seventeen hands tall and stronger than Lenny’s family ox. But the truth of the matter was, he was a giant baby. Didn’t like heavy saddles. Scared of everything and temperamental. He preferred to ride with no saddle at all, which for short runs Lenny didn't mind, but longer ones were hard on her.

      Asher was just lucky he was so beautiful with his fluffy black coat and white hooves. “Guess we’ll saddle those dogs next, eh?” Andy waved Lenny off.

      “Okay.” The joke wasn’t a new one.

      As she passed Salty’s Booksellers, Mr. Newbrook called out from the window he was washing, “Those dogs are gonna need a cart to pull soon, Lenny.”

      “Yes, sir.” She smiled, trying not to sound impatient with it, despite hearing the same comments every day.

      Ollie and Scar smiled wide, Ollie of course wider as they roamed through downtown with the sun on their faces and the fresh ocean air cooling them off.

      Lenny held her breath and nearly lost her dogs to the smell of Mr. Alemon’s Fishmongers. Ollie gave multiple looks, desperate to go over and steal a fish.

      “Come on,” she warned with a tone.

      He whimpered once but kept pace right to the destination, the haberdashery, Knights. Wen was behind the counter, smiling at Mrs. Cromwell, an elderly widow who came in every week on the same day at the same time to pick up her same order.

      “Thanks, Wen.” She took her parcel and walked out.

      “The rest will be delivered as soon as my ma gets back,” Wen called to her but Lenny doubted she heard him. She was deaf as a post and twice as blind. “Why, hello.” He lost the charm of his salesman’s voice. He grabbed two biscuits from the tin he kept, causing both dogs to plant their hind quarters to the wooden floor.

      Ollie huffed his breath, excited for food and pats and love. Scar gave Lenny an unsure stare, making certain she agreed with the cookie. Lenny nodded at her.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Wen asked.

      “I came to check on you,” Lenny said quietly. “Make certain you’re all right.”

      “Why wouldn't I be?” Wen questioned her.

      “How many hours until Amaya’s engagement is announced and the whole town knows and it becomes official?”

      “Seven and a half.” He lost his confused stare. “What am I going to do, Lenny?”

      “Have you contemplated finding someone else?” She leaned against the counter.

      “I’d love to.” His confession stung her. It was too honest and laced with desperation.

      “Have you tried asking Esmeralda to one of your famous picnics?” The local barmaid was as known for seducing men as Wen was for packing a spectacular lunch. He knew all the best spots for it too.

      He lifted an eyebrow. “You want me to get my broken heart broken a second time?”

      Before Lenny could answer, someone came into the shop, making the little bell ring.

      “I’ll be down on the docks.” Lenny motioned her head at the door as Wen smiled widely, hiding his heartbreak while he greeted the customers.

      “Good afternoon, what can I help you with?”

      Scar was hot on Lenny’s heels as she slipped from the shop, but Ollie remained, likely hopeful more treats would come his way.

      When she got closer to the gray water, Lenny’s eyes drifted to the sea, instantly her mind flickered back to the blue light. Had it not moved in that manner, she wouldn’t have given it a second thought. But the movement was strange. More than strange.

      She strolled along the water frontage on Seaswept Lane to the boardwalk atop the docks and watched the ships sailing in and out.

      “Morning, Miss Ilenia.” Mr. McConnell, who owned the linen shop, nodded her way, tipping his hat. He always addressed her by her given name and not the nickname she preferred. He was one of few people to say Ilenia. Normally, if it was spoken, it was shouted in anger by her mother.

      “Morning, sir.” She smiled back, enjoying what a distinguished and refined gentleman he was. He had moved to Blockley from Waterly City, bringing his sense of fashion with him. His teal waistcoat, something not often seen in these parts, was elaborately embroidered and pressed perfectly, as always.

      “Not working on the new ship then?” he asked and pointed at the large vessel.

      “Uncle Alek hasn't called for me yet. They mustn’t be done with the repairs,” Lenny said as she sat on one of the benches built by the magistrate’s men for anyone wishing to sit and admire the splendor of the sea.

      “You know, Ilenia, in Waterly City it’s not uncommon for a young female to work the docks, but a lady is rarely seen down there,” he offered politely, though Lenny was certain he’d meant it as an opinion of her line of work. “Have a splendid day, my dear.” He tipped his hat again and strolled casually down the boardwalk.

      “You too, sir.” She smiled and sat back more comfortably now that he was gone. He wasn't alone in the opinion that a lady ought not work the docks. In fact, Uncle Alek and Wen might have been the only two people in the world who encouraged it.

      Scar rested her head on Lenny’s lap and sat her bottom on the boardwalk, swishing her tail back and forth over the planks. As Lenny’s hand began to stroke the wolfhound’s head, Scar closed her eyes and relaxed for a moment, despite the bustle of people around them, although the warm breeze seemed to dull the noise.

      Waiting for Wen and Ollie to return was a pleasant way to spend the early afternoon, or rather avoid being dressed like the lady she was so determined not to be.
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      The boat that Uncle Alek had been busy repairing in the shipyard wasn’t finished in time for Lenny to miss the engagement party. Or to even be fashionably late.

      Once she realized her plan had failed, she left Wen on the docks and walked home with the hounds as the sun began to set, as there would be trouble if she were late without an excuse.

      When she arrived home, she snuck in the back door. She found her father reading his ship’s logs to prepare for his next venture out to sea, suggesting his inventory would be similar to that of his last voyage. Which meant Edwin planned to be gone for a month again. Lenny dreaded that.

      “Home so soon?” he teased quietly without lifting his bespectacled gaze from the papers.

      “Has her mood improved in my absence?” Lenny whispered, letting the dogs in behind her. They immediately took to their large goose down beds, which Amaya had sewn for them, no doubt desperate to be out of the way in case Elsie lurked about.

      “As your sisters have allowed your mother and aunt to not only take care of all decorations at the hall, but also their dress for the evening, I have noticed a lighter tone to her voice as it has wafted down the stairs. And surprisingly, Mildred has laughed a time or two.” That caused him to smile as he wrote. “Not that I’m counting. Just as I suspect you weren’t counting on that new ship being repaired to possibly delay you.” He stopped writing and lifted his face, beaming with delight. “Tell me, did you sit by the harbor all day long, hoping for Alek to send for you?”

      Lenny’s jaw dropped as she wondered how he knew everything.

      “Certainly not. I was enjoying the splendor of a warm summer day, watching the boats come and go.” Lenny’s face lit up with a smile as well, aware she was caught.

      “Lies. And unfortunately, your wicked scheme has not worked and now you must be made ready for the party,” he mocked her outright.

      “As must you,” she teased back, knowing his love of parties was akin to hers. “And you have to ready the carriage.”

      He paused then broke into laughter, his face wrinkling a little making Lenny take notice of how much older he appeared. His dark-brown hair had become speckled with a gray that was almost white. Salt for a salty old man. His beard and mustache were the same. His eyes had wrinkles around them, which were much worse now that his skin glowed with the summer’s kiss. But he remained handsome and his crow’s feet brought his smile to life, whereas her mother’s porcelain face never cracked.

      “Guess we both best get to work then.” He waved his hand, dismissing her.

      “Fine, I’ll go up,” Lenny relented, sure his laughter would have already been heard upstairs.

      “Yes, off you go. Let me finish this so I can be off in a few days. The sea is calling.” His voice softened as though he spoke of a mistress. Lenny imagined in some ways he did.

      She grabbed an apple and ate it on the way up the stairs, noting the dogs didn't follow her. “Traitors,” she whispered as she peered over the railing before arriving at the top of the stairs.

      The dressing room was abuzz with giggling and soft voices. Her father had been correct about that. There was a remarkable lightness to the sounds leaving the room.

      Pausing, she took a last bite of the apple they’d surely steal from her as they forced her to take a bath the second they saw her. She was still chewing when the door opened and Hilde stepped out, shouting and jumping back when she saw Lenny, “Ohhh, Lenny. You scared the devil out of me!”

      “Better to do away with him than to let him linger,” she replied softly, dreading everything about the next moment.

      “There you are!” Her mother’s soft and relaxed tone was gone. The shrill was back, the very same one from the morning. “We were wondering where you got to.” She came around the corner and out of the room with her hands on her hips. “At least you aren’t too muddy.” She reached for Lenny’s arm and pulled her into the dressing room. “The tub was drawn for you an hour ago. It’s likely cool now!”

      “Lenny, you’re late,” Amaya snipped but Lenny ignored it. “For my engagement party.”

      She pulled free of her mother and went to the small claw-foot tub in the corner where the light from the windows would shine on it, giving the bather warmth in the winter. It also cut back on candle usage, which her thrifty father was an advocate of.

      She stepped behind the curtain, drawing it so she didn't have to see her aunt’s smug grin as she bathed. The woman was full of hate and her eyes always lingered where they shouldn’t.

      She removed her clothing quickly, listening to the chatter of the others.

      “I think the lace should be seen,” Amaya said as she adjusted the dress.

      “Lace covering the bosom is not to be seen at the neckline, not of an unmarried woman.” Her mother scoffed.

      “I agree with your mother, the lace is not to be seen.”

      Lenny dipped her naked body into the room-temperature water and quickly scrubbed herself. It took but a few minutes to do the extra work required for an evening out. Once she was rinsed, she stood from the water and grabbed the sheet to dry herself, wrapping it around her instead and awaiting the onslaught.

      It didn’t take long.

      The curtain was pulled back and her mother drew her forward. “I long for the day when you will finally grow up and willingly go to a dance. And perhaps dress yourself.”

      Lenny would have loved to dress herself, but the options she’d choose wouldn’t have been allowed.

      “Perhaps tonight you will meet someone you fancy enough to dance with,” Amaya teased but the tone was cruel and the stare icy. Lenny knew she had hurt her sister’s feelings by not caring about the engagement enough.

      “I have a gown already picked out for you.” Hilde smiled softly and politely from the doorway as she entered. “You’ll look lovely in it.”

      “She’s right. It’s a stunning gown.” Amaya sipped her tea like a lady with her pinky finger out. “Though I suppose you’ll think it ugly and spend the night wishing you’d been allowed to wear breeches.”

      Hilde laughed but their aunt and mother did not.

      Lenny closed herself off from the abuse, convinced she had earned it by slighting her sister’s happiness and by not being a girl of the correct sort.

      They came at Lenny as a horde, wounding as they dressed and readied her, which was always the worst.

      Their idea of brushing hair involved tugging at her scalp until they managed to twist it up, then stabbing as they pinned. Her face was rubbed with a lavender scented cream, and her eyes, lips, and cheeks were brushed with a variety of strange objects to add color and glow.

      She was dressed in a tight bodice with a built-in whalebone corset with laces in the back that Aunt Mildred pulled particularly hard on for such a small woman.

      Lenny refused to give a single grunt or complaint, yet she was certain two of her ribs were close to dislocating if such a thing were possible.

      The gown was buttoned over the laces and the finishing touches completed in a hurry.

      “What time is it?” Amaya asked impatiently as she spritzed Lenny with something smelling of lilacs, her eyes drawing to the setting sun as though she might be able to tell.

      “It’s after eight,” Lenny muttered, saying her first words since the lecturing and dressing had begun.

      “Time to go!” Their mother made the three girls stand in front of her and Mildred as they inspected. “I daresay, you will be the most beautiful women at the party. And you as well, Lenny.” Her mother sounded proud and offered a smile. It was hopeful and Lenny dreaded what her mother had to be hopeful about.

      When they got downstairs, even their father gave Lenny a second and third glance.

      “What have you done to the poor girl? She’s gorgeous,” her father teased. “I didn't recognize you for a moment.”

      “That’s because my face is wearing enough makeup to glaze dessert buns, and my body feels as if it has been stretched on the rack.”

      He chuckled, thinking Lenny was joking but she was perfectly serious.

      If she made it through the evening without falling over dead, it would be a miracle.
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      Hilde and Amaya walked elegantly toward the hall that was situated next to Magistrate Tuille’s house, with their mother to the right of them. Their father was dealing with the carriage and horses, leaving them at Quays tied up. It was close enough that he could walk to fetch them when the evening was over.

      Lenny, while struggling to breathe, traipsed along behind her sisters and mother, desperate to tear off her dress and run into the woods in only her undergarments. Her skin felt heavy from the makeup, and to make matters worse, it itched. It was so thickly caked, she didn't dare touch a single spot on her face. Not that it compared to the tightness of the girdle or the discomfort of the frilly knickers.

      Her mother might as well have tied her to a post and dragged her through town naked for all she suffered.

      Groups of people were arriving together, smiling and waving at her family in the glow of the street lanterns. Though Lenny didn't receive a single wave, she did get some strange side-glances. She assumed it was because she appeared so miserable, but she couldn't fight it. She was miserable.

      And as usual, she was the polar opposite of her sisters who floated into the hall, allowing for fake kisses on the cheek and billowy curtseys as the well-wishers began to gather.

      Everyone loved the Ailling triplets. Even Aunt Mildred had to admit they were considered the town’s own small miracles, three baby girls born within minutes of one another. In a fishing community it was considered a good omen, and it was often mentioned that crops, seasons, and fishing had been decent since their birth.

      The town believed the water god, Isil, had smiled upon them by bringing them the three girls, hence marking the town for goodness. But fishing villages were like that. Superstitious as the day was long. Lenny enjoyed listening to her gran tell of the ancient legends and fables.

      As Lenny made her way to the hall, she glanced at the clock tower next to them, noting the orange moon that tried to hide behind it. It was odd to see an orange moon so early in the summer.

      Entering the hall, she felt a measure of pride for her mother when she saw the decorations shining in the glow of the stunning pillar candles her mother, aunt, and gran had been making for months. Each was wrapped at the bottom with boughs of greenery and flowers. The whole scene was breathtaking, even if Lenny couldn't breathe. White flowers lined the small tables against the walls, with lanterns on each of them, adding to the glow.

      Hilde gasped loudly at the stunning decorations. “Oh, Mother. It’s beautiful in here. It’s perfect.”

      “Indeed.” Amaya gushed alongside her, nearly singing her words, “Exactly what I always dreamed of.” She’d already glowed with pride and excitement at being the reason for the party and the center of attention. Now she would be positively unbearable.

      “Miss Amaya,” Josu said excitedly, making his way to his betrothed. He appeared to be as thrilled as she was. Amaya stood taller when he offered his arm. “You are beautiful this evening. I mean, you are always but tonight perhaps more so. If possible.” His cheeks flushed and Lenny grinned. Josu Kettelson was a sweet young man who had a kindness about him that Lenny enjoyed. He hid no guile or malice and would treat her sister with reverence. She cared not that he was the most eligible young man in town with a handsome fortune, but that his disposition was such her sister wouldn’t suffer in the arrangement.

      “Thank you, Josu. You look very handsome as well.” And he did.

      “Let me be the first to say, congratulations,” Helene Tuille, the magistrate’s wife, said as she rushed over. “You make a lovely couple.” She was the kind one, unlike her husband, the boasting snob. Before Helene’s husband decided to join her, Lenny made a quick turn to the right to enjoy the view of the celebration from behind a laurel-wrapped pillar before anyone noticed her.

      Her mother glided to the magistrate’s wife, with her arms out. “Helene what a wonderful sight you are. It’s been a fortnight at least.”

      “Indeed, Elsie. You must be pleased.”

      “Blessed.” Lenny’s mother beamed as Josu and Amaya made their way to the front door of the hall to begin greeting any guests arriving after them. Of course, any missed would be caught on the way out. Blockley was nothing if not traditional in these sorts of celebrations. “He is a wonderful young man and a perfect fit for Amaya.”

      Lenny agreed with her mother’s sentiments as she thought to herself how perfect a match Josu and Amaya were. Both handsome and graced with beauty, but also the type of people who cared about the show and spectacle. And the ways in which they didn’t match would complement each other.

      Her attention drifted back to her mother and Mrs. Tuille. Lenny realized how much her mother’s beauty made the other woman pale in comparison. It was odd to see her so lit up and happy. When she was smiling and joyful, she shone like a star. Lenny tried to recall a moment in her life her mother had gazed upon her the way she was Amaya. No instances came to mind.

      “And, Hilde, my dear girl. How have you been since I saw you last?” Mrs. Tuille asked.

      “Very well, thank you.” Hilde smiled brightly, never saying too much.

      “Did I hear you are also engaged?” Mrs. Tuille pried.

      “Not yet, I’m afraid.” Hilde’s eyes lowered. As the eldest, Hilde felt she ought to have been engaged first, but what did minutes count in the grand scheme of things?

      Lenny contemplated going to find food, really the only reason she attended functions such as this, but assumed she wouldn't be able to eat with the corset.

      “Good evening,” Lenny’s father said as he interrupted the women’s small cluster of gushing.

      “Good evening, Edwin.” Mrs. Tuille offered him a fake hug and a soft kiss on the cheek.

      Lenny smirked at her father as he stood taller, sticking his chest out slightly.

      “Why, hello there, beautiful girl,” a man murmured in Lenny’s ear as he sat down far too close. She was about to stand, offended at the scandalous act, but when she turned to glare, her brother Wilfred grinned at her.

      “Wilf!” she exclaimed loudly and wrapped her arms around him, wincing when he hugged back.

      “Dress too tight?” he laughed.

      “I’ll give you all my savings to trade clothes with me. Mother always says I favor you in looks. No one will know,” she pleaded.

      “I don’t have the forearms for such a gown. But I can do you one better. Turn around.” She obeyed as he opened up her dress and loosened the laces enough that she might get some air and maybe some food in.

      “Oh, Wilf. That feels amazing.” She took several breaths, making herself dizzy.

      He closed her dress back up and kissed the side of her head. “Let me guess, they attacked you as a group? Held you down and forced this on you?” His tone was light and merry.

      “No. I volunteered to be victimized,” she lamented. “Amaya’s engagement, how could I not?”

      “You’re a better sister than I imagined you to be. However, I’m sure you thought of ways to avoid it.” He smirked at her, knowing her all too well. Wilfred was the eldest at twenty-two, four years older than the triplets, and already a fine young man.

      “Where’s Bethel?” she asked, only because it was the polite thing to do.

      “Home and unwell. Needless to say, she was pleased as punch that I had to come here for the evening, as I arrived home last night.” His smirk remained.

      Wilfred tolerated his wife. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever beheld. But she had not been his choice. His mother had decided for him. Wilfred wished he’d listened when his gran had stated that the gods were fair and likely there would be something wrong with Bethel if she was still single at twenty-one. No one had a pretty face such as that without having other problems. Sort of the same way Hilde lacked emotion or a spine.

      Bethel was insanely jealous and always accusing him of things he hadn’t so much as had a chance to consider, let alone do.

      “I have just heard you are to accompany our dearest sister Hilde to the city with Mother.” He loved that Lenny was his company in all his misery. Only she understood what it was like to endure their mother and her expectations as well as he did.

      “And I have heard you are to go back out to sea with only two days of rest.” She glanced his way, mischief floating about in her stare. “You can’t avoid Bethel forever.”

      “Says the most beautiful girl at the party sitting along the wall.” He winked.

      “We’re a pair, you and I.” Lenny laughed weakly.

      “How are the dogs, speaking of pairs?”

      “Magical.” Lenny smiled sweetly thinking on them. “Scar remains nervous of everything and everyone. She only relaxes on the farm. And Ollie is forever the ham, trying to get into everyone’s face for a scratch and all the affection he might soak up from a person. He’s dramatic.” She nudged her brother. “I think he gets that from you.”

      “Obviously. Does everyone still continually say all that nonsense about getting them saddles and making them pull the cart?” Wilfred chuckled.

      “Every single day.” Lenny sighed.

      “Nothing changes around here. And on that note, I suppose I must go into the pits and do my duty.” He leaned into Lenny. “I don’t love you and I never miss you.”

      She turned and beamed, rubbing her hand along the scruff on his chin. “And you are the worst brother anyone ever had.”

      He kissed her forehead and she pressed herself into the kiss.

      “Try to behave,” he whispered and stood, disappearing into the crowd to find Amaya and Josu.

      Lenny’s eyes again found her family speaking with Helene. Just then, the magistrate came strutting over reminding her of one of the cocks in the farmyard, taking over the conversation and speaking loudly. Lenny recoiled in disgust and began to scan the crowd until she finally saw a face that made her hopeful.

      Master Barnes.

      She stood and tried as she might to walk gracefully to where he stood. He appeared cleaner than she’d ever seen him. His wife laughed loudly nearby, causing an annoyed look to rest upon his face every time she spoke.

      “Master Barnes,” Lenny said loudly, trying to speak over top the rest of the crowd.

      He turned and his eyes narrowed and then widened. “Lenny?” He gasped.

      “Good evening, sir.”

      “Indeed.” He stepped away, taken aback, and stared at her. “I wouldn't have recognized ya.”

      “I know. I’m wearing a dress,” she said as if he needed help figuring out the difference.

      “A bloody fine one at that. You look like a proper princess. And you’d give your sisters a run for their money.” His cheeks flushed, suggesting he hadn’t meant to say all that at once, and certainly not aloud. “Must be uncomfortable though. I bet you’re wishing to be home in your britches.” He stammered again, “I mean—”

      “I am.” She saw how red in the face he was becoming and presumed he was similar to all men who saw Lenny in a dress, unprepared. “I think my aunt Mildred broke a rib getting me into this frock.” She sighed, stopping herself before she spent the entire evening complaining. “Did James come as well?” she asked the question she was actually after.

      “Oh aye, he’s here somewhere. I imagine hiding. A giant baby, that one.” He sipped from his mug of the stout that Kelpies had agreed to bring over in barrels for the party. “Doesn’t like crowds or noises or this many candles in one room. He’ll be where the food is.”

      “There you bloody are!” Lenny spun to an annoyed man’s voice, only to discover her uncle on the other end of it. “And what the bloody hell has happened to ya? I’ve been searching high and low, couldn’t find ya anywhere. I think I’ve walked right by you three times now.” He wrinkled his nose before he could think that maybe he shouldn't. “You look strange.”

      “Sold my soul to the fair folk, they made me pretty in trade.” Lenny rolled her eyes. “Your wife and my mother got ahold of me. What did you think happened?”

      “Well, you finally look like your sisters, I suppose.” He shrugged and went back to the topic he’d hoped to discuss, “I need you at the docks right after breakfast. That massive ship that came in today, we finished the inside repairs, but I’m not liking it. It’s why I’m late. I am certain the bottom has damage that hasn’t come through the side I can’t see, and the ship belongs to a family from the North who have a fleet. I need to impress them, something fierce.” He pointed at Lenny who shrugged, then turned his attention to Master Barnes. “How are things, Barnes?”

      “Good, Alek. That boat you have in the dock banged up, is it?”

      “Aye. Captain says he doesn't know what happened. They launched the anchor, went to sleep, and woke to water coming in. They hadn’t drifted. Not a rock in sight. No shore for miles. They have no idea what they hit.”

      “Musta been another boat, eh?”

      “It’s not hit in the right place for it to be another boat, unless it was fully submerged and coming up outta the water when it hit. And it’s too big for us to careen her here. But Lenny here might find some scuffs tomorrow to give me some clues.” Alek shook his head in confusion as a hand across the room raised and gestured for Lenny to come over.

      “Sorry, excuse me. And I won’t forget, I never do,” she said as Uncle Alek opened his mouth as if he might say something. She walked to where Hilde was calling, smiling as pleasantly as possible when one couldn’t inhale all the way.

      “And this is our youngest”—Lenny’s mother pointed to Lenny and then a stranger—“Ilenia.”

      “Miss Ilenia.” A handsome young man wearing impressive dress robes nodded a bow at her, not deep enough to show respect, but rather shallow enough to show he had title and importance. He was pretty in the same obvious way Hilde was and Lenny couldn’t tear her gaze from his.

      “Lenny, this is Lord Ivor Lindley Evadarc from Waterly City,” Lenny’s father said proudly, though why anyone would think to be proud of a name like that was a mystery to her. It was a mouthful. “He arrived a week early from the city to escort your mother and Hilde to Waterly City. Made record time traveling here so as to attend the party tonight.”

      “Which means we shall leave early for Waterly City. I should think we could be ready to go as early as tomorrow. Exciting, isn’t it?” her mother said with a subtle strain in her voice as if to plead with Lenny to be polite.

      “A pleasure,” Lenny uttered what she should, curtseying just enough to show she had no care for this man or his title.

      “The pleasure is all mine. I was quite excited when I heard we are to be blessed with your company on this long journey,” Lord Ivor added, his eyes twinkling in a way that made Lenny’s stomach tighten. It was an odd thing to say to a stranger. Odder yet, when he stepped a little closer, making her want to back up, but she wondered if that was the reaction he hoped for and stayed put, lifting her head more to stare him in his shiny eyes.

      “Actually, I am afraid I will have to decline the invitation. But I’m certain you’ll have a pleasant journey all the same.” She didn’t bother to fight the smirk she offered him.

      His stare tightened for a moment as he took her meaning to be a mockery, yet Lord Ivor couldn’t be sure who she mocked. Him or her mother?

      “Ilenia!” her mother said sharply.

      But she gave her answer to her father, “Uncle Alek has a ship in with mysterious damage. Rich family from the North with a huge fleet, and he needs me to check the bottom before he sends him back out. I’m not sure how long I’ll be with it.”

      “Of course.” Her father nodded and turned to his wife then Lord Ivor. “She won’t be joining you, I’m afraid. But Hilde and Elsie should be more than enough company for you.” He offered a tone that he hoped helped his stubborn woman see she wasn't winning this one. The family business came first. And a large fleet meant money.

      “I’m not meaning to pry,” Lord Ivor lied, “but does the lady have employment?” He fought what appeared to be a laugh but not hard enough. “On the docks?”

      “Best diver in the whole kingdom of Dahleigh, I’d put my money on it.”

      “Diver?” Lord Ivor didn't seem to understand, which Lenny’s father then had to fight a smile over. Of course, a blue-blooded lord such as himself wouldn't have worked a day in his life.

      “Indeed. Here we don't have the fancy lift you all enjoy in the Great Harbor. We can careen the ship and do our best, but if the damage is too great, there’s a risk to putting that much pressure on the hull. Not to mention, boats react differently to being on shore than to being in the water.” Edwin spoke slowly, with just enough dryness in hopes the young lord understood he might be able to get away with a lot of things but laughing at Ilenia Ailling wasn't one of them. “Here we have to hire a diver who can hold their breath for twice as long as you or I could while swimming incredibly fast. They need to be able to feel the vibration of the rotted wood in order to tell under water if the damage has been repaired enough.” He slung an arm around his youngest daughter’s shoulders. “And this is the finest swimmer and diver you will find in the kingdom. Saved many a life, she has.”

      Lord Ivor’s cheeks flushed, matching Elsie’s.

      Lenny pressed her lips together, attempting to hold back the smile that so badly wanted to let loose upon her face.

      Hilde’s eyes widened and darted to the side, also possibly stifling something naughty.

      “That’s marvelous. If this slip of a girl can dive and help with the repair of great ships, then I for one would love to witness it. That is something we don’t see in the city. Ever. We will delay the trip for as long as it takes Miss Ilenia to do her job.” Lord Ivor recovered from his embarrassment, adding a bit of challenge to his stare as his eyes met with Lenny’s. “And I suppose I’ll take that wager that she’s able to hold her breath longer than anyone I’ve ever seen.” He offered Edwin a hand. “Loser buys dinner?”

      Edwin spit on his palm and pressed the spit into Lord Ivor’s as they shook hands.

      “I haven’t been this excited in a while, Miss Ilenia,” Lord Ivor said, his gaze lingering on Lenny. “What a fascinating acquaintance to make.” It was his turn to smirk and he relished the moment.

      But Lenny didn’t take the bait. “Everyone calls me Lenny, your lordship. And we’re meeting on the dock at Quays after breakfast, if ya can get out of bed that early. Father, Mother, milord.” She curtseyed much deeper this time and walked away with a grin on her face.

      Fortunately, she saw the one person she had hoped to, in the corner at a table with a large plate of food piled high. He was eating slowly and staring out at the crowded space as it filled more and more.

      He was handsome, even eating, and was cleaned up almost as well as she was.

      “James.” She waved and hurried over. “You came?”

      “Lenny?” He gasped, wide-eyed. “You’re beautiful.” But it came across as shocked and not at all as a compliment. “I mean—you don't look like yourself tonight—no—that’s not—”

      “It’s fine. I understand.” She laughed and brushed it off, though she did relish in the fact he no longer saw her as a boy. “I’m dressed like one of my sisters. I know, I was shocked when I saw myself. Thought the mirror was a window,” she muttered.

      He nearly smiled again.

      “Who’s the lord?” Wen asked, appearing out of nowhere and sitting beside James, ruining Lenny’s hopes of being alone with him.

      “Lord Ivor something or other.” She wrinkled her nose and glanced back, wincing when she caught the lord’s gaze. He continued to stare at her, a strange expression on his face.

      “He appears as though he may have fallen in the garden and gotten a carrot wedged in a place he won’t easily remove it from,” Wen commented and took a bite of lamb from James’s plate. “I mean, who stands that straight with their chest puffed out?”

      “Here.” James handed him the entire thing, sighing.

      “He’s escorting us to the city for Hilde to meet her betrothed after I help Uncle Alek repair that boat tomorrow.”

      “Rotten luck,” Wen moaned. “Eight days of that?”

      “Indeed,” she groaned, and not just meaning about the lord, as she sat next to James. “And then I have gods know how long in the city.”

      “You might like it,” James offered quietly enough she had to lean in to hear the rest. “It’s a beautiful city and the pomp and protocol is something everyone should see once.”

      “You’ve been?” Wen asked, chewing on meat from the plate.

      “Aye, two summers ago. Went and stayed with an uncle when he got ill. My da couldn’t go, ma refused, so it was left to me. His house was in the slums but it was fascinating to see the sights. Smells of spices and filth and fish and people.” James shrugged. “You’ll be glad you saw it and glad you came home. I know I was.”

      “I was born there, and apparently went once when I was a lad, but I don’t recall it,” Wen added, his eyes stuck on the crowd at the front door to the hall where Lenny’s sister greeted the guests.

      “Isn’t your ma from there?” James questioned between sips of his beer. Lenny almost asked him how many he’d had, for she’d never seen him chattier than this. Never.

      “She is.” Wen nodded but left the story short. It was one he hated. From the day Lenny met Wen, his mother had gone on about the king of all Dahleigh being Wen’s father. She swore up and down she had been sent to Blockley as punishment for birthing the first son. The story grew with the years, becoming a monster Wen preferred to avoid. If his mother was drinking, she was talking, and Wen was hiding. It was a vicious cycle.

      “Speaking of your ma, Wen, I saw her the other day. I waved and thought maybe she didn’t see me, but she did at the last second and she merely glared. No wave. Is everything all right?” Lenny asked.

      “No, she’s been at the home brews a lot more lately. Drinking and staying up late. I’m not sure what she has her knickers in a twist over, but I wouldn’t take it personally,” Wen lamented.

      It was the end of their conversations.

      James drank his beer, Wen ate, and Lenny dreaded eight days of her mother’s company in a small carriage. She hadn’t taken the threat seriously until that moment, and now she was in added agony imagining how it would play out.

      The three of them stared out at the crowd in silence, each heavy with their own burdens.
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      As the party ended, Lenny made her way to the door with Wen next to her. James had left prematurely, using his early wake-up as an excuse. Lenny envied him that. She had to wake early too, but it wouldn’t suffice as an excuse for her no matter how hard she bargained.

      Amaya walked to them with a contented smile on her face. “Did you all have a lovely time?” She sounded filled up from all the love and blessings she’d received.

      “We had a perfect evening, Amaya. But the real question of importance is, did you?” Hilde asked.

      “A marvelous time,” Amaya swooned.

      “Is Father getting the carriage?” Lenny asked the only question of importance in her eyes.

      “Of course.” Hilde hushed her.

      “Shall I escort you—?”

      “No!” Hilde interrupted Wen’s question which was naturally directed at Amaya, and nearly pushed Lenny over as she stepped into Wen’s embrace. “Wen, walk me to the carriage please.” She batted her eyelashes at him sweetly.

      He blushed but Lenny suspected it was with disappointment more than anything. “Yes, of course, Miss Hilde.” He put his arm out which she took smiling sweetly.

      Amaya sauntered along behind them, properly engaged now. She wore a small ring with an emerald on it. The ring would be worn on her right hand for a fortnight until the wedding, and then Josu would put it on her left hand. Another tradition Blockley was fond of.

      “Take my arm, Lenny, I have a spare.” Uncle Alek appeared out of nowhere from the crowd around them and slipped her arm into his. Her aunt Mildred lifted her nose just a little and refused to speak to her.

      “Oh, Amaya, what an event. Everyone had to have come. The hall was so full, I daresay I felt overcome several times.” Mildred reached for Amaya, who took her hand and held it. “The heat would’ve been unbearable, had the splendor not been so worthwhile.”

      “It did feel like the receiving line went on forever,” Amaya added.

      “It did go on forever,” Lenny muttered, but only her uncle heard it. His mustache lifted ever so slightly with a grin.

      “Did I mention, you look very pretty tonight?” Uncle Alek whispered as they walked from the hall though the band continued to play softly.

      “You yelled at me because you didn’t recognize me,” she teased. “Which is basically the same thing as a compliment.”

      “Indeed,” he agreed, laughing. “Uhhh—you didn’t happen to see Uncle Cyril at all, did you?” he asked with a strangeness to his tone.

      “No.” Lenny nearly said thank the gods but she managed to fight it. “I don’t think I saw him or Gran, but I know Gran hasn’t been feeling well all week. She told Amaya she would see us next week. Why?”

      “No reason,” Alek said softly, shaking his head. He nearly said thank the gods as well, but also managed to fight it. He’d had bothersome thoughts of late regarding his eldest brother, Cyril, and he feared he might have had something to do with the dead girl. She was the age Cyril normally went after, Lenny’s age. Pushing the thoughts aside, he picked up the pace a bit, escorting his wife and niece outside.

      Carriages lined the lantern-lit streets when they got onto Mason Street. It would be a long time before Edwin would be able to pull the carriage up.

      “You girls wait here. I’ll go and see how far Edwin is.” Uncle Alek walked from Lenny’s side, leaving her to stand alone as Hilde, Mildred, and Amaya clustered around Wen, teasing him about something.

      A noise startled Lenny, forcing her to turn as a dog she didn’t recognize began rubbing its dark fur against her white gown. She patted him behind his ears. “Where did you come from, boy?” she asked, stroking his fluffy face.

      He closed his eyes and smiled at her with his dog face, reminding her of Ollie, which in turn made her laugh. “You like that don’t you, boy?” she asked to which he panted.

      “Lenny, your dress will be covered in fur,” her mother’s sharp voice burst out of nowhere. She arrived with a bag of gifts given to Amaya and Josu in celebration of the happy event.

      “Luckily, it’s the end of the evening then, isn’t it?” Lenny asked quietly, really only offering her cheeky retort to the sloppy face before her.

      “She really is the worst,” Mildred grumbled about Lenny, loud enough that she might hear.

      Not in the mood for the disagreement her aunt clearly wanted, Lenny left them, followed by the dog, and walked to one of the benches next to the clock tower. She sat and scratched the dog’s ears as they watched the crowds pour from the hall.

      Her feet throbbed from the uncomfortable shoes that had been forced on her. She reached down, fighting with gasping breaths, but managed to untie the shoes enough to wiggle her toes.

      The dog had been staring contently but something caught his eye, and he jerked to look behind them, toward the dark side of Mason Street which had no lanterns lit. It led into an alley behind the booksellers.

      Movement caught Lenny’s eyes.

      A shadowy figure.

      She squinted her tired eyes to get a sharper view, flinching when she saw a pair of yellow eyes glowing from the darkness between two buildings. The dog whimpered but his hackles went up as he crossed her body with his, standing between her and the yellow eyes.

      Lenny was stuck staring, wondering if they saw her and yet certain they did. They were there, sucking the limited air from her chest with shock one moment and gone the next. She stood abruptly, glancing about, but it seemed no one but she and the dog had noticed them. The black dog stayed, standing as though protecting her.

      “Are you well, Miss Ilen—Lenny?” Lord Ivor asked, breaking the tension in Lenny’s stomach, but not by much as he sauntered over.

      “I am. I was enjoying the peace for a moment,” she defended her being alone in the dark with a strange dog. Lord Ivor’s eyes followed hers to the alley.

      “You seem startled.”

      “I’m fine,” she insisted, certain she’d be deemed mad if she tried to explain the yellow eyes. They had to be on a man; they were at the correct height but that was impossible. Who had yellow eyes and how had they glowed so brightly in the shadows?

      “I believe your father has managed to position the carriage in the line and should be pulling up any moment. Shall I escort you over?” He offered his arm.

      Knowing what duty demanded and exactly how painfully upset her mother would be, Lenny slipped an arm into his as the dog rubbed against his pants. “Thank you.”

      “And I suppose I am relieving you of your duties of being Lady Ilenia’s companion. Good boy, Henry.” He scratched the dog behind his ears before he began walking.

      “You know him?” she asked as they turned toward the carriages.

      “Indeed, he accompanied me from Waterly. He’s mine. He’s a runner, the days of exercise do him good. He gets tired of milling about all the time.” He smiled down on her, and she hated that her opinion of the man was improved marginally because of the visibly well-loved pet.

      “He’s sweet,” Lenny said, wishing the dog was anyone’s but his, but also not certain why she disliked him so.

      “Indeed.” Lord Ivor grinned. “I hear you have a couple of large hounds from the North? I’m eager to meet them.”

      “I do.” She wondered at his knowing this. “Wolfhounds.”

      “They’re magnificent. I got to see a pair at a hunt once. They gallop as a horse does.” He smiled and for a moment Lenny didn’t mind being on his arm or being escorted by him. If he liked her dogs, all the better for her. “I assume you’re bringing them to Waterly City?”

      “I am. They go everywhere with me.” She hadn’t been certain how to get the dogs on the trip, but her mother couldn’t refuse Lord Ivor.

      “Do they ride in the carriage with you?” he said with his mocking tone from earlier.

      “They do not.” She sniffed. “Because I prefer to ride my own horse.”

      “You ride your own horse, own two wolfhounds, and dive better than any man in the kingdom?” He paused alongside the hall, turning to face her. “I am struggling with what to make of you.”

      “And why should you care who I am or what I do?” Her indignant tone was unmistakable.

      “Because I’m to be your family, of course.” He grinned. “Or have you not heard?”

      “You’re marrying Hilde?” Lenny fought not to stammer the question or struggle from his arm. His escorting her from the shadows was a great offense if Hilde was to be his bride. And for no reason at all, or maybe because she imagined he was being a bit of a flirt, it bothered her he might marry her sister.

      “Absolutely not.” He laughed wickedly. “It’s safe to say, Hilde is the last woman on earth I would consider.”

      “You should be so lucky!” Lenny snapped, hoping he was ashamed of his words.

      “You mistake me. I’m sure many men would be grateful to marry Miss Hilde, but I am no such man.” He lost some of the humor, sounding content and not judgmental at all. “I prefer a companion who is made of stronger stuff.”

      Lenny knew what he meant. She’d met many sailors who preferred the company of men to women and kept it to themselves to avoid conversations on the matter. She respected the discretion they asked for and didn’t pursue the subject with Lord Ivor. “I see,” was all she said.

      “No, I don’t think you do.” He mused, “My cousin, the prince, is marrying your sister.” His eyes danced with the twinkle of mischief again. “Did you truly not know who Hilde was betrothed to?”

      “Mother has kept it a secret.” She didn’t bother to play his game and offered only the truth.

      “What a disservice she does her own daughter.” He wrinkled his nose. “How cruel. Though I don’t suppose the marriage is anything less. Forcing strangers to unite.”

      “Wait.” Lenny’s stomach began to ache as the next words to leave her lips were in a whisper, “You don’t mean Prince Landon?” It was obvious which prince as there was only one in Dahleigh.

      “Indeed.”

      “Isn’t he a child? How old is he?” It was Lenny’s turn to wrinkle her nose.

      “Sixteen on his last birthday,” Lord Ivor answered quietly. His words made Lenny’s stomachache worsen. She and her sisters would turn nineteen in the winter. “I’m stunned you honestly didn’t know why you were coming to the city.”

      “No. And now you must keep this secret that you told me.” Lenny felt panicked by the information. “You told me nothing and we never spoke. Good evening.” She curtseyed and hurried away, not even petting Henry once more.

      Her sisters were climbing into the carriage when she rushed around the corner to them.

      “There you are!” her mother scolded her with her tone.

      Wen took her hand in his and helped her into the carriage. “Night, Lenny.”

      “Night, Wen. See you tomorrow.” She sat with a grunt. The rib she was certain was out of place gave her a stab.

      But the rib wasn’t what was on her mind.

      Her eyes darted to her mother’s, then Hilde’s.

      She felt ill knowing Hilde had been promised to the prince of Dahleigh, a boy two years younger than they were and famous for not much beyond being ill his entire life.

      How could her mother be so cruel as to doom Hilde, her favorite, into a marriage of opportunity and pain?

      The thought stayed with Lenny long enough that the next thing she noticed was the carriage coming to a stop as they were home.

      She hurried inside, not waiting for her family or helping her father with the carriage, limping by the time she got upstairs to begin the process of removing the dress.

      It took nearly dislocating her shoulders, both dogs watching her with confused gazes, but she managed to undo enough laces to get the back open and slip the dress from her body. She wheezed, trying to get a full breath. She collapsed onto her bed in nothing but her undergarments and watched Ollie and Scar maul the dress, no doubt after the scent of Henry on the frock.

      Her head spun with details, drowning her in them.

      But each detail was a puzzle piece that slipped into place.

      Lenny knew, though obedient, Hilde would never give her heart and soul to a sickly boy all so their mother could have a daughter on the throne one day. If the boy lived that long.

      These thoughts plagued her until she fell asleep.
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      The sunlight came in the window, resting bright beams of light on Lenny’s face. She winced and blinked as OIlie and Scar nudged her with their cold noses, leaving wet marks on her cheeks.

      “I’m awake,” she grumbled, not certain how true the statement was.

      Ollie nudged her once more. She could tell by the bigger nose leaving a larger wet spot.

      She scratched his head and blinked until her eyes were open though burning and stinging from the lack of sleep.

      The feelings she’d had before bed crept back in, whispering of her fury.

      Lenny had thought many details of her sisters’ arranged engagements seemed odd, but to discover they were being lied to was much worse.

      She climbed from the bed, noticing the soreness that remained in her ribs as she got dressed and hurried downstairs. It was dawn, meaning she had little time to get her chores done before heading to the docks to meet her uncle Alek.

      When she reached the stables inside the large barn, the ox, the cattle, and the horses greeted her with excitement. The little orange kitten ran sideways at her, purring before it made contact. She dropped to her knees on the dust and hay-covered floor to scoop up the tiny bundle of fur as it ran its face along her thumb.

      “Good morning, sweet Sir Kitty. How was your sleep?” she asked softly petting the kitten and smiling up at the faces of the horses hanging their heads over the doors to their stalls.

      She loved being in the barn, particularly in the morning when the animals were most affectionate. They were hungry.

      “You missed quite the party,” she muttered as she did her rounds, scratching faces and stroking ears. “The whole town was there, and it was all sorts of pomp and protocol.” She rolled her eyes as she began opening the pens, all the while letting Sir Kitty crawl over her shoulders.

      Asher neighed at her knowingly.

      “There was a dog.” She turned to Scar and Ollie. “Henry. I think you’ll like him, though his owner was something else.” She paused and thought on Lord Ivor. What was it about him that made her feel obligated to dislike him?

      She plucked the kitten from her hair and placed him down so she could grab the clean bucket from the storage stall and started toward Emma-ray and her sister, Bessie, the best cows in the all the worlds. They hated everyone but Lenny and her father.

      Sir Kitty followed knowing his breakfast was dependent on her work in the barn.

      Seeing him following her, Lenny laughed. “Oh, Sir Kitty, I know you’re hungry, but you have to give me a minute to warm my hands or else Emma-ray won’t have any milk for either of us.”

      Sir Kitty stood between the big work boots and observed.

      A while later footsteps entered the barn. “There you are,” Amaya shouted across the barn at Lenny, interrupting the quiet of the morning. The kitten ran at her, and she scooped him into her hands. “Did you even sleep or just come out and start chores last night?” she teased Lenny.

      “I have to get to the docks. I thought I might help Father since I assume the packing brigade will be too busy to do anything around the farm,” Lenny responded crossly as she continued milking the cow.

      “I asked Mother to postpone the wedding and allow me to come to the city with you lot. She said if Josu agreed, I was allowed. Which means I’m coming too!” She was far too excited.

      “You do realize it’s eight days on the road. At least a fortnight in the city. Then eight days home, right?” To Lenny the entire thing sounded unnecessary.

      “I think it will be fun. And we’ve never seen the city,” Amaya added as she danced her long slender fingers on her sleeve for Sir Kitty, poking him in the belly and making the kitten attack her with bunny kicks and savagery. “His tiny teeth hurt.” Amaya giggled as the kitten bit and kicked her arm.

      “That’s enough. Or you really will have scratched-up hands and Mother will be furious,” Hilde said as she entered the barn and picked the protesting kitten from Amaya’s arms. “Oh, Sir Kitty, come let’s get you some cream, shall we?”

      The kitten looked stunned as he was lifted into the air and the fun was stopped. He tried to protest but even he knew Hilde was not to be trifled with.

      Lenny paused milking and Hilde poured some cream into the dish. She and Amaya stood, watching the kitten eat.

      Lenny noted Hilde was already wearing a fancy dress, and her hair was pinned up in a twist she had perfected. The tendrils she had curled at her sides flitted softly in the breeze that had picked up and was coming in the wide barn doors. Her contemplation of her sister was interrupted by their mother’s voice shouting at them to come in for breakfast.

      “Amaya, put the horses and sheep in the field. Hilde, finish filling the water troughs please.” Lenny gave them instructions out there; the barn and fields and animals were her domain.

      “When are you going to town?” Hilde asked as she walked to the door. “Mother wants you to change before you go.”

      “What are you talking about?” Lenny inspected her tight black breeches and the white tunic she’d stolen from her father. “It’s just a bit of sweat and dirt. And I’m going in the water, no point in changing.”

      “Lord Ivor will be there. Mother wants you to look your best,” she scolded Lenny.

      “Lord Ivor can kiss my—”

      “Lenny!” Hilde gasped and pointed. “Do not finish that sentence.” She stormed from the barn, leaving Lenny with a grin until Amaya spoke.

      “After seeing you and Lord Ivor in the shadows last night, I wouldn’t think he’d mind kissing—”

      “Amaya!” It was Lenny’s turn to be aghast at the comment which made Amaya giggle wickedly as she walked out to work the lever and fill the five pails five times over to fill the water troughs.

      Lenny was still blushing at the scandalous comment when she finished with the cows and led them out to the fields.

      On the way back to the house, Scar and Ollie caught up with her, both panting from the jaunt in the yard. Scar’s eyes darted back and forth nervously.

      “You all right, girl?” Lenny asked, scratching the dog’s sweet silvery face.

      As Lenny got to the door, she paused, noting her reflection in the window of it. Her hair was dry and fluffy, frizzy ends sticking out of the bun she had put it in to do her chores. There was a stain on her cheek and her eyes were heavy and tired looking.

      As she reached for the door handle, she noticed the dirt under her chipped nails and sweat stains on her shirt. She was a mess, regardless of all the pampering the night before. This was why James always disregarded her, yet she didn’t understand why strength, dirt, and sweat would make her less attractive.

      Who said hard work wasn’t for women?

      “Breakfast, Lenny.” Hilde broke her thoughts as she made a noise at the barn, closing up the huge doors.

      Amaya carried Sir Kitty and followed behind Lenny to the small brick farmhouse.

      When they got inside, their mother frowned at them all. “Why is that cat inside? You need to stop encouraging him, Amaya. You girls must leave that kitten alone or he will never develop into a good hunter or do his job.” She turned back to the hearth where the black cat lay, smiling at her. “We have enough fat lazy cats.”

      Hilde laughed. “Mother, Tubby is not fat, he is simply a hearth cat.”

      “Yes, imagine poor Tubby in the barn. He would starve.” Lenny walked to him and lifted the warm animal into her arms and nuzzled him. “Pay her no attention, Tubby. She hates animals.” As she said it, Scar and Ollie snuck to their beds to avoid Elsie.

      “That is a scandalous lie,” her mother protested. “I love all animals. You named that one aptly though. All he has done from the moment he was born, is become increasingly tubby.” She lifted her nose at him.

      Lenny sprawled on the hearth with the fat cat in her arms and rubbed his belly, which he so proudly displayed. She needed to get to town, but she was exhausted and the idea of walking all the way there was daunting, even if it meant earning coin and helping her uncle.

      Hilde sat on the chair, crossing her hands properly and straightening her skirts. “What time will we leave?” Her tone was anxious and Lenny was reminded of the horrible lies their mother had told. And how she had betrayed Hilde who Lenny had never felt sorrier for.

      “Lenny needs to eat and get to her uncle. I suspect we will leave tomorrow now,” their mother said, seeming disappointed. “And you can’t go to town until you eat. Get to it! But none of you may eat with dirty hands. Wash and then to the table.” She sighed pinching the bridge of her nose.

      “Good morning, Daughters.” Their father entered the dining room and sat at the table.

      The girls quickly washed their hands and hurried in to greet him.

      “How are the girls?” Edwin asked Lenny, meaning the cows, which she fully understood.

      “Better since Hilde has stopped trying to milk them,” Lenny chided and grabbed some bacon to have with her eggs.

      “Lenny!” Hilde gasped as her face grew flush with embarrassment. “The cows tried to bite me, Father. It wasn’t my fault.”

      Lenny laughed doubling over as Amaya giggled. She struggled to speak as she wiped tears from her eyes. “Father, it was priceless, I didn’t know cows bite. But Bessie chased Hilde around the barn and out into the field.”

      “Oh, Hilde.” Their father laughed and shook his head as he took the plate of bacon from Lenny.

      “At least I managed to outrun her,” Hilde muttered.

      Their father smirked at Lenny who continued to giggle as the image replayed in her mind of Hilde sprinting away from the angry cow in her fine dress.

      “Shall we all go to town and watch Lenny dive?” their mother asked, changing the subject to one Lenny couldn’t have imagined in her worst nightmares.

      “Why?” Lenny lost all the humor in her voice.

      “If Lord Ivor is to be there, then we ought to be with him. He is our guest, so to speak.” Elsie chose her words wisely, but Lenny decided to challenge it.

      “Why is he here? Did you ask him to come, Father?”

      “I’ve never met the man.” He shrugged. “I was informed he would be riding with you ladies to Waterly City to ensure your safety.”

      “Safety? On the King’s Road? Are there many highwaymen on the patrolled roads leading to the city?” Lenny pried.

      “None that I’ve heard of in the last twenty years.” Edwin shook his head, stuffing his face with a large bite.

      “So why would a cousin to the King of Dahleigh decide to show up in Blockley, of all places, to ride with three country gentlewomen and their lady mother to the city?” Lenny went too far.

      “Why do you care so much about this, Ilenia?” her mother asked through gritted teeth.

      “Just seems odd is all.” Lenny tried to act indifferent, but she had caught the attention of her two sisters. And both stared at her. Plainly, they were onto what she was doing.
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      “Tell us what you know.” Amaya rushed over on the walk to town after breakfast. “You know something,” she demanded with Hilde hot on her heels. Their mother had gone into their aunt Mildred and uncle Alek’s house for a moment to drop off a shawl Mildred had left at the house yesterday and their father was ahead of the group, hurrying to the docks as Lenny was attempting to do.

      “What do you mean?” Lenny tried not to sound smug, though she failed miserably.

      “Just tell us, Lenny. I’ve seen that look in your eyes before.” Hilde didn’t demand. In fact, her defeated tone made Lenny sick with guilt. “I saw how you snuck glances at Mother.”

      Lenny contemplated the effect of spilling this secret, weighing the wrath she would face in ruining the royal engagement, alongside the pain she might spare her sister. Scar nudged her as if she read Lenny’s mind, forcing her to speak softly, “Prince Landon. That’s why Lord Ivor is here. We must have a royal escort because your betrothed is Prince Landon in Waterly City.”

      “Gods!” Amaya wrinkled her nose but the reaction Hilde gave was much worse. Her eyes stayed wide, staring at the ground in disbelief. Her mouth parted as though she might protest or at least say something, but she didn’t. She was frozen until the noise of their mother leaving their uncle’s house brought Hilde back from wherever she had gone. She blinked, straightened her back, and turned for the path that became Seaswept Lane.

      “You can’t be serious,” Amaya whispered.

      “I’m afraid this is one time I am not making a joke at all,” Lenny replied, keeping her tone low so their mother wouldn’t hear.

      “But he’s a child, and sickly. I heard he doesn’t leave his chair. They had to put wheels on it to move him around. Surely, this can’t be—”

      “Stop!” Lenny said too loud, drawing their mother’s eyes back to them as they walked past the smithy. “Think of how Hilde must feel.”

      Scar nudged Lenny again as Quays came into view.

      “I have to get to work.” She hurried away from Amaya.

      A crowd had gathered at the boardwalk near Quays, making Lenny even more uncomfortable. Never before had anyone come to watch her work. Lord Ivor was there, speaking with a man about Alek’s age. Lenny assumed it was the captain of the large boat. He stood with an air about him that spoke of wealth and confidence. He and Ivor matched and seemed well acquainted with one another.

      Uncle Alek stood alone with his arms crossed, giving a confused and yet possibly stern look at Lenny as she broke from her family and went to his side at the top of the dock. She noted the warmth of the sun on her face as she made her way to him.

      “The young lord managed to beat you here.” He glimpsed at Lord Ivor who was now conversing pleasantly with Elsie and Edwin although his eyes darted back and forth from the conversation to Lenny. “Not sure what that says about your punctuality, considering it’s nearly lunch,” he grumbled when she got to him.

      “Had the lord not come at all, I might have been here hours ago.” She followed Ollie’s trot up to the crowd where he was greeted by a hyper Henry. He lowered himself then took off, forcing Ollie to chase him. And he was fast, just as Lord Ivor had said he was. Lenny smiled but noticed Lord Ivor was watching her, smiling too. She lowered her gaze to the clean clothes she wore.

      “Why’d you bother to brush your hair or dress up for such an occasion?” Uncle Alek cracked a wide grin. “Or am I to assume your dear mother has plans for you and Lord Ivor to marry?”

      “Oh, she has plans I’m certain,” Amaya whispered as she walked to them, speaking before Lenny could. “Such as marrying Hilde off to Prince Landon, apparently,” she said, still shocked. “Did you tell him already?” she asked Lenny.

      “I haven’t had a chance,” Lenny lied. She’d had no intention of telling anyone what wasn’t her business, but the girls had never kept secrets of that size from each other. They read each other’s faces too well to manage it.

      “Prince Landon? The sickly one?” Alek’s voice went quite low. “By the gods, who marries their daughter to a man who cannot stand and will likely never produce an heir? I thought Hilde was her favorite.” His eyes drifted to the sad expression on his silent niece’s face. She stood next to her mother, staring at nothing but likely struggling with everything.

      “Indeed, Uncle. I did as well.” Amaya lifted her eyebrows. “Not certain what Mother is after there, beyond a connection to the royal family.”

      “A royal family with a single son who won’t live past twenty they say?” Alek was dubious of the entire thing. “You certain about this?” he asked Lenny.

      “Lord Ivor spilled it last night. I believe he thought I already knew.” Lenny shrugged. “Which side of the boat do you want me to focus on?” she changed the subject. It nauseated her to think on her poor beautiful sister a lonely widow in the royal courts at twenty-two years of age.

      “Right, to work then. Enough gossip.” He slung his arm over Lenny’s shoulders as he led her to the ship. “The damage was along the bottom of the boat, both sides. Like nothing I’ve ever seen. I don’t know how to prepare you for this.”

      When they reached the end of the dock where the boat was moored, Lenny took a seat and began removing her shoes. Scar sat next to her, staring out at the sea, squinting as the gentle breeze toyed with her lashes.

      Ollie had given up on chasing Henry and was in the middle of the crowd, being rubbed by Lord Ivor, and even Amaya, who Lenny knew only gave him affection for show.

      “Hilde has every right to turn this down,” Uncle Alek spoke softly, clearly not over it. “And she ought to. No girl should be expected to marry a dying boy. That’s cruel.”

      “Indeed.” Lenny nodded, worried about the whole thing even more now that Uncle Alek was disgusted by it. He rarely gave an opinion aloud in judgment of either Elsie or Edwin. Unless he was joking.

      “Does your father know?”

      “That I don’t know. I assume he does but how could he?” Lenny refused to believe her father that cruel, but it was unlikely her mother would make such a decision on her own.

      “All right, well nothing to be done about it now. Focus on the task at hand,” Alek said with a heavy sigh.

      Lenny gave Scar a kiss on her forehead then pushed herself off the dock, gasping at the feel of the cool waves as she hit the water. She swam alongside the massive hull, bobbing and breathing deeply to stretch her lungs. Her ribs still ached, but she ignored it as she prepared to dive. A shadowy figure cast a reflection on the water, causing her to turn and see Lord Ivor watching her from the docks next to her uncle. He nodded at her, his eyes glinting.

      She offered nothing back as she gulped in an enormous breath and dove beneath the choppy waves. As always, it took a moment for her eyes to adjust as she made her way along the starboard bow. There was nothing in the front for breaches. The bow of the boat hardly had a mark. Lenny wondered about it being a newer boat.

      As she swam for what felt like an eternity, her eyes scanning the ship, she tried to focus. But the blue light from the other day, the yellow eyes, and Hilde’s betrothal, haunted her. As she reached the stern, she noticed a strange mark scratched into the side of the great ship. She swam closer, running her fingers along the lines. They were scratches but not deep enough to cause cracks in the oak planks, although their shape was strange. Lenny held her hand up to them, noting the way the lines matched her fingertips, as if a human had scratched the boat. But she hadn’t seen nails that long nor strong on a person before.

      Her chest began to ache but she pushed through, believing that denying herself air was why she could hold it for so long; she had stretched out her lungs and chest.

      She surfaced at the stern of the great ship, almost twice the distance of normal fishing boats from the dock. She waved but wasn’t certain her uncle would see.

      Alek did though, he’d been watching for her. He waved back and slapped Lord Ivor on the arm. Scar barked and Lenny called out, “I’ll be right back, girl.”

      She took several deep inhales before taking the big one and slipping below the surface again. The port side was much worse, many more scratches, deep ones, as if a person had dug into the boat, and again the shape reminded her of her hands and nails.

      She’d never before seen a single mark on a boat that could compare to this.

      At least her uncle’s patch was perfect. Not one board quivered and there didn’t appear to be any bubbles near the spots she assumed were the bigger gashes.

      Gashes.

      That was what she called them, though the word was unfit for a ship.

      She kicked to surface again, feeling a strange sensation, like perhaps someone was calling her or needed her. As she broke through the water, she bobbed and listened but heard nothing beyond the wind and waves kissing the creaking ship and docks.

      Deciding to take one more pass over the boat, as the customer was a wealthy one who had many more fine boats for her uncle to maintain, she swam back for the stern. She was nearly off the port quarter when she heard it again, the strange sound. It was music in the water and it called to her as it did before.

      She spun to the right, peering out into the bay, noting the blue mist was back.

      She swam toward it, pushing her legs harder and harder, determined to catch it this time. But as her hands swept through the mist, it vanished and reappeared a ship’s length away, further into the bay. She swam hard again, pushing her body as it started to beg for breath. As she reached the blue mist, it stayed this time.
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      The sound of the music was there, in front of Lenny, and yet not. It was loud enough she could determine it wasn’t instrumental but voices. Melodic voices.

      She floated in the water in front of the light, watching as it changed shape slightly. She recognized it right away as a jellyfish. There was no denying it. The liquid shape and bright light had to be an exotic type of jellyfish she had heard of but never seen.

      Slowly, it sank to the bottom of the sandy water, nestling into the bed of the sea. It made a bit of dust float up as it did.

      Her chest began to scream for air, but she ignored it. She kicked to go lower, reaching for the light that was now in the sand. It called to her, she sensed it.

      Her mind begged her to stop, pleaded with her to swim to the surface for air. But she swam further down until her ears pulsated.

      There, in the bed of the ocean, she saw something else. Or something related to the jellyfish, though she didn’t know how that could be. The blue light of the jellyfish had somehow become a blue stone.

      Her vision began to close in as she jerked with the first of the oxygen fits. She pushed herself that little bit further, wrapping her hand around the blue stone, grabbing sand and rock, then dug her feet into the muddy bottom of the bay and thrust as hard as she could. Her muscles spasmed and she lingered on the cusp of unconsciousness as she broke the surface, gasping like a person coming back from the dead might. She turned on her back, closing her eyes and breathing hard.

      She couldn’t swim just yet, but she fingered the jellyfish stone, feeling the realness of it. It was oddly warm for a rock from the bottom of the ocean. It wasn’t soft or squishy but it pulsated, or was that her hand? Was her entire body pulsating?

      When the cry for air subsided and she was again able to see clearly, she lifted the rock into the air, squinting against the sun, and inspected it. It glinted with light and swirled as if smoke were trapped inside.

      It was the strangest rock she’d ever seen. More like a gemstone someone would wear in jewelry. In fact, its edges appeared to be cut as though it had once been part of something else.

      Voices distracted her. Voices and a dog barking. She sat up, bobbing in the waves and waved at her uncle who held Lord Ivor back or restrained him in some way. Scar was barking and running up and down the dock next to the boat.

      Lenny pocketed the stone and swam back, staying above the water until she was close enough to be heard. “Ship’s sound. Your patches were perfect.”

      “What the blazes were you doing?”

      “I saw a jellyfish like I’ve never seen before. Bright blue light. I think it was one of those deepwater ones the fishermen speak of seeing, when the waves are calm at night.” She noticed the fatigue in her muscles as she swam.

      “And you decided to inspect it, did ya? Instead of coming up for air?” Uncle Alek was red-faced and his eyes were as wide as saucers. Lord Ivor appeared the same.

      “We thought you had drowned. Your uncle had to stop me from jumping in. He saw you surface as I was about to come and find you,” Lord Ivor shouted angrily.

      “I’m flattered you would jump into the sea and ruin your fine garb just to save me.” Lenny smiled as she neared the dock.

      Ivor reached down and offered her an arm.

      She didn’t want to take it but worried he and Alek might notice the way her muscles trembled from the oxygen deprivation she had caused them. She reached up and let him pull her from the water. His eyes burned as he stared down on her, holding her uncomfortably close to him. “You should be more careful.”

      Scar interrupted the intense moment, cutting in and sniffing Lenny, checking her over. Lenny leaned on Scar so her legs didn’t buckle.

      “Lord Ivor’s right.” Uncle Alek sighed, running his hands through his hair. “Ya nearly sent me to an early grave.”

      “I still might.” Lenny winked at him as she gently pulled her hand from Lord Ivor’s and scratched behind Scar’s ear. “But look at the other thing I found.” She reached into her pocket and produced the blue gemstone. “I think it must have been worn at one point, it looks cut. Though I can’t imagine who would wear such a large stone.” She held the palm-sized gem in her hand for them to see. “I think the jellyfish was attracted to it. He swam there and vanished.”

      “You were under the water too long, my dear.” Alek laughed dismissively and wrapped an arm over her wet shoulders.

      “Resembles an armor jewel,” Lord Ivor said, bending down to inspect the stone. Lenny lifted it a bit so he wouldn’t have to bend too low. He was quite tall next to her, particularly when she was barefoot. “I’ve seen them on the ancient armor in the memorials. You may have actually found something here. Yet I’m not certain it is worth nearly dying for.”

      Lenny laughed, pretending he wasn’t accurate with that statement.

      “And, Alek, I owe you dinner. You were correct. She is a fast swimmer, and I have never seen anyone hold their breath that length of time.” Lord Ivor’s eyes set on Lenny’s. “Nor do I hope to see it again.”

      “Indeed, me either,” Uncle Alek scolded.

      “You’re a pair of worrywarts,” Lenny lamented and picked up her shoes. She and Scar made their way up the dock to where her family and Ollie waited.

      “Lenny, I think you can hold your breath longer this summer,” Edwin said with a sigh. “You’ve scared us all with that.”

      “Yes, we thought perhaps a shark got you,” Amaya teased.

      “You always think of sharks,” Lenny joked and only the three sisters laughed. No one else got the joke.

      “Thank you for checking my boat, Miss Ilenia,” the stranger in the group, who Lenny believed to be the captain, spoke, “I’m Captain Lübeck.”

      “You’re very welcome, Captain.”

      “Were you able to determine what might have hit us?”

      Lenny pressed her lips together, contemplating lying but decided against it. “Something scratched your boat. It wasn’t hit by anything. More attacked.”

      “Really?” His eyes narrowed and he stepped closer. “You could see markings of this—attack?”

      “I could. I held my hand up to the marks and noted whatever did them had the same claw spread as my fingers.” She knew how she sounded.

      Everyone paused and stared at Lenny, even Hilde.

      “A mermaid, perhaps?” her mother asked, her lips twitching into a grin.

      “Perhaps.” Lenny smiled.

      “She has an imagination, this one?” the captain asked.

      “Not normally,” her father said without a hint of humor. “In fact, if Lenny said she saw a mermaid, she saw a mermaid.”

      “Well, that’s not what she said, darling. She said the boat was attacked by mermaids.” Elsie laughed harder.

      Lenny blushed and was about to step back from the crowd. Her uncle cut in as he walked over with Lord Ivor next to him, “I saw it too. Strangest damned thing I’ve ever seen on a boat. And I saw one that was attacked by a squid. This was no squid.” Alek wasn’t laughing. In fact, he was equally confused about it. He had intended to speak to Lenny privately about the matter, but she’d gone and said it aloud.

      “You saw it?” the captain asked, perfectly serious.

      “Indeed. As did my crew. We had her slightly careened to help dry the tar and could see the tops of the damage. Not one of us recognized the markings. And it’s as Lenny says, they look as though she wore a set of claws and attacked the boat with the strength of a silver wolf from the Brown Mountains.”

      Lord Ivor stood next to his friend, the captain, whose eyes were narrowed when Lenny met them. She knew he doubted what she’d said. Fortunately, Scar nudged her, whining.

      “I should get these guys home for some water. I’ll meet you back there. Should I start packing?” Lenny asked her mother, trying not to sound rude but it was difficult.

      “No, I packed for you this morning. Now that Amaya is joining us for the trip, what are your plans with the hounds?” Elsie asked her daughter, also trying to hide her attitude. Though it wasn’t easy when Lenny was stubborn and unrelenting about everything.

      “I was under the impression the hounds would be joining us on the journey,” Lord Ivor spoke before Lenny could. He stepped close to her, rubbing Scar’s ears and neck. She leaned into him to receive more. Ollie saw this and hurried over from where he was chewing the same stick he had the other day and wedged his way into a snuggle. Henry joined the affection seeking, making Lenny and Lord Ivor laugh.

      But the joy was short-lived.

      “Bring them, the hounds, to Waterly City?” Elsie’s voice was nearly shrill.

      Lenny grinned wide. “Yes. Of course they’re coming. They’ll keep us safe from wolves in the mountain passes of the King’s Road and be company for Henry.”

      “That’s what Lord Ivor is for,” her mother snapped.

      “I’m but one man.” He too smiled. “And I insist.”

      Elsie’s left eye twitched, but she nodded her head and backed down, something Alek enjoyed the view of.

      “Honestly, what would the hounds do on the farm for a month without Lenny?” her father asked. “Scar is nervous when she can see Lenny. Imagine how worked up she’d be if she didn’t know what kind of trouble our girl was getting herself into.”

      Lenny rolled her eyes. “I’m never in trouble, Father.”

      Everyone laughed at that, even Lord Ivor. “Why do I doubt that?” Ivor asked, the smile remaining on his lips.

      Ignoring him, Lenny turned to the captain. “It was lovely to meet you.” She curtseyed to him. “May the wind always be at your back, sir. And I’ll see you all shortly.” She left with a slight wave and the hounds at her side.

      She walked for the forge, certain her father would be right behind her. He did love Master Barnes as everyone did. And he always had a question or two on projects he needed done.

      As she had guessed, he caught up with her a moment later. “Is that going to be a problem for you?” he asked with a smug tone.

      “What?” She scowled but continued toward the forge.

      “Lord Ivor and your mother working as matchmakers?” The question made Edwin laugh. Had it been either of his other daughters he wouldn’t have batted an eyelash at it.

      “She might be scheming, but I daresay he has no interest in that. He’s done nothing but mock me since he arrived. He bet against me being able to hold my breath, or did you miss that?” She lifted an eyebrow and continued walking.

      “Hey!” Edwin grabbed his youngest child by the arm and spun her, staring down on her. “What is the bee in your bonnet today? You’ve been moody since ya woke.”

      Lenny thought about lying, but she needed to hear it from him. “Did you know Hilde has been promised by Mother to the prince, the sickly child rather, in Waterly? Did you agree to this?”

      He furrowed his brow and the very same emotions passed by his eyes. He wanted to lie but he didn’t. “Your mother is an old friend of the queen, from before I met her. They grew up together. Her parents died in that tragic accident. The queen’s father raised her, they’re like sisters. The understanding was made the day Prince Landon was born. Hilde was two years old and your mother and the queen wanted to join their families as they always dreamt of. We had no idea she would be as beautiful as she is, just as his parents couldn’t have known he was sickly. And your mother doesn’t have the gall to ask them to dissolve the agreement. She can’t do that. She recognizes the stress this puts on their family.”

      “Okay.” Lenny understood and was relieved to hear it, though it changed nothing for Hilde.

      “Does Hilde know—never mind. Of course she does. You three can’t keep a secret from each other to save a life.” He stepped back and sighed heavily. “I understand, she must be devastated. But in truth, the boy isn’t as unwell as they say. I’ve heard from close friends that he does better than anyone is told. And he will be king.”

      “For how long?” Lenny couldn’t help her anger lashing out. “How long before he dies and poor Hilde is brokenhearted, widowed, and alone in the city?”

      “There’s no changing it, Lenny. So you must build a bridge and get over it.” He pulled her to him.

      “But why keep it secret?” Lenny wasn’t in the mood to build a bridge.

      “Assassins. Naming Hilde as the future queen would put a mark on her back, even as a child. Your mother stopped visiting the queen, save a few times over the years. To avoid any suspicion.” He steered them toward the forge where Ollie was already sitting for his treat and Master Barnes was smiling to greet them.

      And as her luck for the day had been, James was nowhere in sight and Lord Ivor and Henry were hot on their trail. Lenny decided to head for the path to home, to avoid spending any more time with Lord Ivor than necessary. Especially if her mother was working her evil and meddlesome ways.
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      “I’ll put the horses and animals away for the night, Father, so you can get back to your inventory planning,” Lenny said as she walked from the barn where she’d spent her afternoon avoiding everyone.

      “Thank you.” He glanced at Hilde and Amaya as they sauntered along behind him. “Make sure you actually help her.”

      “Of course.” They smiled sweetly, following Lenny to the barn where she called Asher in from the field, coaxing him with an apple.

      Lenny’s eyes drifted to her father as he walked into the house with her mother following behind.

      “Spill,” Amaya said quietly.

      “It was arranged at birth, his birth that is,” Lenny spoke quickly, assuming what they wanted from her. “They kept it a secret so as to protect you, Hilde. No one could know or else you would be in danger from anyone angry with the throne or who had a plot.”

      “Dear Gods,” Amaya gasped as Hilde brought her hands to her lips.

      “We were two and he was an infant when the deal was struck. They couldn’t predict that he would be sickly. Mother is an old friend of the queen’s from before she met Father. She didn’t have the heart to ask that the arrangement be broken when the fates decided he would be unwell. She thinks of the queen as a sister, apparently.”

      “How could we not know this?” Amaya gasped.

      “Mother hid it to protect Hilde. Everything has been to protect this union.”

      “Of course,” Hilde agreed. “What a tragedy. Adding a request such as ending it would be unnecessarily cruel to a family friend. And I will not add burden to this family by being rude or disagreeable. I will love him for as long as he has. And depending on his heart, perhaps as long as I have.” Hilde leaned against the wall and stared out the window. The story had improved the young prince in her mind. The difference of two years was nothing to get over. And now that she had learned the sad story of their betrothal, the state of his health wouldn’t be either.

      “Hopefully, we come upon some lively pubs on the King’s Road,” Amaya offered weakly. “You will need to spend as much time dancing as you can.”

      “Amaya!” Lenny groaned.

      “That wasn’t nice, Amaya.”

      Realization hit her and Amaya put her hand up to her mouth and blushed. “I’m so sorry, Hilde. I just meant because he might lie in bed all the time and not be able to dance you around.”

      “It was insensitive.” Hilde frowned at Amaya who nodded remorsefully. “And I don’t want any of us to treat him differently. I’m certain he will not appreciate pity. He is the prince. We will be polite and treat him with kindness.”

      “Did Mother say anything to either of you?” Lenny asked.

      “Of course not.” Amaya scoffed. “She’s going to be livid when she finds out we knew before she wanted us to. Do you think Father will tell her?”

      “No.” Lenny shook her head, sticking her hands in her damp pockets and finding the stone she’d put there. It was still warm, no doubt picking up the heat from her body.

      The orange kitten interrupted them by bouncing over to where they stood with his back hair on end and ears back. He leapt into Amaya’s arms and hid his face in her armpit.

      The girls laughed at the silly kitten who broke the tension they’d been suffering with all day.

      “Oh, Sir Kitty,” Amaya cooed rubbing the small kitten down with love. She wandered to a hay bale and sat, cradling him.

      “Okay, back to work,” Lenny said with a sigh and walked to the yard.

      Hilde followed but paused in the doorway of the barn, watching her sister do the work. She wanted to help Lenny with the chores, but her mind was busy, once again, imagining everything that would take place. She had plotted it all out, how it would happen.

      The carriage would finally arrive at the estate she was to be married at. It would be finer than anything Hilde had ever seen.

      She would step out and remove her bonnet, letting it fall over her shoulders, still attached by the ribbon around her neck.

      A man, a handsome man, would walk to her. He’d be everything she had pleaded with the gods for. Charming, handsome, wealthy, sophisticated, and kind. He would kiss her gloved hand and she would feel the heat through the silken fabric.

      He would offer his arm and she’d take it, letting him lead her to her new home.

      It was a perfect dream, always finished off with a delicate kiss.

      And now it had to be changed.

      He wouldn’t walk to her; she would be escorted to him. He might be in bed, or perhaps in one of the chairs that wheeled people. He would be frail and slight.

      But that didn’t have to mean he wouldn’t be charming or kind or handsome.

      A soft smile rested upon her face as she pictured their kiss. Perhaps she would sit next to him and he would cup her face and lean in.

      Perhaps it would be romantic and perfect, nonetheless.

      “Girls!” their mother called from the house. “Time to finish packing for tomorrow. I have everything laid out, but you must pack your trunks, one each. Last dress you intend to wear goes on the bottom of the trunk and first dress you intend to wear on top. You may only bring two bonnets each and there is limited space so they must sit in one box.” She clapped her hands and waited for them to come to her.

      “Sir Kitty, I will be back,” Amaya said and placed a kiss on the orange kitten’s fluffy head. She nestled him in some hay, making a bed, and followed Hilde inside.

      Lenny led the last horse into the stables in the barn and chased a couple of chickens into their coop. She closed everything up and went inside to find her father again at the table with his inventory manifest.

      “All closed up?” he asked without lifting his gaze to hers.

      “Yes.” Lenny sat at the table, across from him, and eyed the paperwork. “Who will tend to the farm if you and Wilf are both leaving to fish?”

      “Wen will come and stay.” He lifted his eyes to meet hers. “Amaya asked him to so she might be able to join Hilde and attend the engagement party. His mother has agreed he may take whatever time off he needs from the haberdashery to be here when I am away.”

      “Of course he said yes.” Lenny rolled her eyes.

      “I need to say something to you before they come back downstairs,” he whispered and leaned in. “The city is a dangerous place and the royals are almost always on someone’s bad side. You must promise to be careful.” His words surprised Lenny. She imagined he meant for her to take care of the other two, but they weren’t. He pointed at the ceiling. “They’ll be fine in the city. They fit in. But you will be the fish out of water.”

      “I’ll blend with the paupers as I do here.”

      “But you misunderstand something, Lenny. Here you blend in, yes, but the truth is people know you are my daughter, you are protected. In the city, if you try to blend as one of the working class, you will be abused. No one will protect you.”

      That gave Lenny pause.

      “But if you are under the king’s protection and you remain in the places where young ladies ought to be, it will be as it is here. No one will attempt anything.” He sighed heavily. “Promise me you will be a lady in the city. No running off or doing whatever you like, and you’ll keep those hounds next to you at all times.” His eyes darted to Scar and Ollie asleep on their down beds.

      “I promise, Father,” she agreed. “But I don’t understand why I must go. Perhaps it’s better if I stay. We’re both anxious about it. If Amaya is going, what need do they have of my being there? Hilde has a sister to be her chaperone.”

      His eyes narrowed and he nodded. “I suppose you’re right. If I’m to be gone for a fortnight at sea, the farm would require both you and Wen. And I never did want you going.” He rose quickly and walked to the stairs. “Elsie, my love.” His words didn’t match his tone.

      “I’m rather busy, Edwin. Is it important?” she bellowed down the stairs.

      “I’ve decided Lenny should remain behind. I can’t spare her, and with Amaya accompanying you, there is no purpose for her to go.”

      “What?” her shrill voice cast down the stairs as though it sought Lenny out. Her heavy footsteps thumped above Lenny’s head as she stomped to the stairs. “This is all arranged, and we have delayed the journey for her specifically. And Wen is coming to care for the farm. Honestly, Lenny must come! It is time for her to be put into society if she is ever to find a husband.”

      “Husbands aside, Wen doesn’t know how to run the farm. I will be inconvenienced instructing him on every aspect of day-to-day life that goes on around here. I need Lenny,” he snapped and shut it down, “That’s final!”

      “Yes, dear,” she growled and walked back to the rooms over Lenny’s head again. Her quiet footsteps were much scarier than the noisy ones.

      Lenny should have felt relief but she didn’t. Something picked at her.

      She had won, hadn’t she?
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      “Got your way, I see.” Wilfred nudged his younger sister as they watched the carriage be loaded next to the farmhouse.

      “It was silly to think I’d want to traipse about a castle in a frock, kissing up to entitled and snobby royals.”

      “Suppose it was, but I suspect she had other goals for you, beyond kissing up to the royals.” He tilted his head to the right just slightly, toward Lord Ivor who was dismounting, having just arrived.

      Lenny’s cheeks flushed as she glanced down.

      “Good morning, Miss Lenny. Are you not readying your horse?”

      “I won’t be joining you, I’m afraid.”

      “Not joining us?” His voice lowered and he appeared shocked. He cleared his throat and nodded. “That is disappointing.” He tipped his hat. “Lord Ivor Lindley Evadarc, at your service.” He bowed to Wilfred.

      “Wilfred Ailling, Lenny’s brother and keeper,” he joked.

      “What a task that must be,” Lord Ivor said with a grin.

      “It’s honest work, though the pay is terrible and the price on my soul unforgiving.”

      Lenny groaned, “Surely, you two must have something more important to do than harass me.”

      “I’m quite free actually,” Wilfred said with a shrug.

      “As am I,” Lord Ivor beamed at her, yet she caught a hint of something in his eyes.

      “Well then, I suppose it is I who must find something to do.” She turned to Lord Ivor and curtseyed which seemed strange in her breeches. “It was lovely to have made your acquaintance and perhaps we will see you this way again.”

      “I think it more likely it is I who will see you in the city. Quite soon.” His eyes stared into hers unforgivingly.

      “I wouldn’t recommend holding your breath on that.” She winked.

      “I wouldn’t take your recommendation on breath holding in regard to anything. Now that I know you’re half fish.” He and Wilfred laughed.

      “It’s a pity I’m not half shark,” she joked and walked away, listening to the two men continue to discuss her.

      “Is she always that charming?” Ivor asked.

      “Always.” Wilfred laughed. “In fact, that may have been good behavior.”

      The cool of the barn would’ve been the perfect place to hide until the carriage was loaded, except Amaya was there snuggling Sir Kitty and dressed for the trip in a riding dress, although she wouldn’t be riding. “Don’t forget his cream and he needs plenty of snuggles. He’s grown accustomed to my constant affection. And I’ve been sneaking him into my room at night. He sleeps with me and Tubby. Don’t let him get eaten by anything, please, Lenny,” she pleaded.

      “I won’t. I promise,” Lenny swore and meant it.

      “Do you think Hilde will come home with us after the engagement is official?”

      “No,” Lenny spoke truthfully as it dawned on her how this would work. “I guess she will remain there until her wedding day as a type of courtship, and we will all have to go back for the wedding. Which I imagine will be in the spring, as the important ones usually are. At least that is what Mother said.”

      “Spring,” Amaya said with a crack in her voice. “That’s almost a whole year from now. Weddings are always a fortnight after the engagement.”

      “Yes, but I think royal weddings are different.” Lenny winced and realized she would miss Hilde. What had she done? By not going with them, she would miss saying goodbye to Hilde properly.

      Just as she regretted everything and was about to change her mind on not going with them, Hilde burst into the barn. “You are so spoiled! I can’t believe you would convince Father to let you stay!”

      Lenny parted her lips to defend herself.

      But Hilde spoke first, “I’m not going to see you until the wedding, Lenny. Did you even consider that? Nearly a whole year apart, and you can’t sacrifice a single month for me?” Tears sprung to Hilde’s eyes. “We’ve never been apart before, and you don’t care to say goodbye to me properly?”

      Guilt settled in Lenny’s stomach as it struck her that she hadn’t considered Hilde’s feelings on the matter. “I’m sorry, Hilde.”

      “I’m never going to forgive you for this!” Hilde glared at Lenny for a moment longer then spun on her heels and stormed from the barn.

      Amaya winced, still hugging the kitten. “She didn’t mean that.”

      “I know,” Lenny whispered. “I’m the worst sister in the world.”

      “You are not.” Amaya wrapped an arm around Lenny, forcing her to hug the kitten too. “You’re just stubborn and selfish. Not the worst flaws a girl can have.” She pressed her lips into Lenny’s cheek and then kissed Sir Kitty once more before handing him to her. “Try to behave, Lenny, and I’ll talk some sense into Hilde,” Amaya said with a disappointed tone and left Lenny in the barn.

      She hugged the kitten as Ollie and Scar traipsed in, both intrigued by the ball of fluff in her hands. Ollie sniffed Sir Kitty until he hissed. Lenny was frozen, she didn’t know what to do.

      “You selfish girl!” Her mother entered the barn dressed to leave. “You are ruining your sister’s engagement. How do you stand to be such a thoughtless child?”

      “Mother, I’m —”

      “I don’t want to hear it, Ilenia. I am disappointed yet again. You have manipulated your father, as you always do, and gotten your way. You are spoiled and one day, when you’re old and alone, you will realize those sisters were all you had. Don’t bother coming to say goodbye, I don’t want to see your face. Perhaps the month’s absence will be good for us both. Don’t be a burden to your father,” she said cruelly and turned, leaving as abruptly as she had come.

      Tears flooded Lenny’s eyes as she realized how right her mother and sisters were.

      She was selfish. She had been so obsessed with her own dreams and goals and life, she hadn’t noticed they were growing up and everything was changing. Hilde wasn’t merely becoming engaged, she would be staying there in the city.

      She clung to the kitten and went to sit on the bale of hay. Her hounds came to her instantly, both nudging her arms and face, sensing her distress.

      Silently, Lenny cried, listening to the sounds of people speaking and horses being fitted. She cried harder when the carriage rode away, but she dared not show her face.

      “There you are,” Wilf said as he entered the barn. “I’ve looked all over for you. I didn’t think anyone was still in here.” He recoiled when she lifted her head and she met his gaze. “Why are you crying?”

      “I’m a fool and a terrible sister.” She sniffled.

      “Ah, so Mother visited you before she left?” He sat next to her on the hay, sinking it down a little more.

      “Hilde, she said she would never forgive me for not coming.”

      “That’s nerves talking, not Hilde. She’s worried about the trip and meeting Prince Landon. She told me so. And yes, you should have gone, it was the sisterly thing to do.” He glanced down at Lenny. “You have never been sisterly or affectionate the way they are. They’re two peas in a pod and if they really think on it, a month on the road and staying in a strange place with you would’ve made them crazy. Surely, you would’ve only been in the way.” He grinned and hoped his sister would laugh at his joke, or least stop crying.

      Lenny stared up at him, horrified. Unsisterly? Lacking affection? He had basically called her cold. Was she? All this time, she had been standoffish and rude to even her own sisters? Was that how Wilfred felt, although she believed them closer than any two people in the world?

      Lenny sucked back the tears she wanted so badly to bawl and nodded slowly. She could at least agree she would be in the way. She clenched her jaw tight and pressed her lips together. The tears stopped while the pain in her chest increased as the pressure built up.

      “You’ll feel better by tomorrow. I promise,” Wilf said.

      But he was wrong. And Lenny knew he would be.

      The triplets had been away from their father, their brother, and even their mother from time to time. But they’d never been apart from one another.

      And by the next day, Lenny was certain there was a hole in her heart.

      It didn’t help that Wilf and their father were both packing their boats to leave for fishing again and Lenny would be alone.
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      Lenny waved, as she had for eighteen years, standing on the end of the dock, watching as her father’s boat, the Alymis, and Wilfred’s boat, the Vagabond, sailed out of the harbor. Her father waved back but Wilf was busy calling out orders to his crew.

      “The weeks feel like an eternity every time he goes out,” Bethel Ailling, her sister-in-law, said softly, rubbing the belly which to Lenny seemed to have popped out of nowhere.

      “I agree,” Lenny lamented.

      “If you need anything, Lenny, my door is your door.” Bethel placed a hand on Lenny’s arm for a moment, then turned and walked away. It was an odd gesture for Bethel. She normally wasn’t inviting nor welcoming to any of Wilfred’s family. But Lenny appreciated the offer and the kindness. She turned back and fixed her eyes on her family.

      Lenny, Scar, and Ollie stayed until the boats were completely out of sight. Then she walked home feeling something she had never felt before, loneliness.

      And it was her own doing.

      Even when she arrived home to Wen in the kitchen making dinner, a roast with all the fixings, she couldn’t pull herself from the funk she had slipped into.

      “They’re both gone then?” Wen asked as Lenny set the table for two.

      “Yeah,” she muttered.

      “They’ll be home before you know it. A month is nothing.” He carried over the sliced roast on her mother’s tray. The smell of the herbs and meat should have made her mouth water, but she hadn’t had an appetite since her sisters left. Since she broke Hilde’s heart.

      “You don’t understand. I ruined her engagement.” Lenny sat.

      “You ruined her day. By the time she gets all the way to Waterly City, she won’t remember she said any of it.” He served her plate of food. “And I do understand because Amaya is gone now for thirty days, at least.”

      “Of course, I’m sorry for being so selfish.” There she was again, worrying only of her feelings. “This looks delicious,” she offered, trying to change the subject entirely.

      Wen was an amazing cook, something he’d learned out of need. One of the local ladies, a kindhearted women named Mrs. Nelson, traded him cooking lessons for help with her yard work. She had gardens galore and always found strays to feed.

      “Lenny, you aren’t selfish. Your sisters have gone with your mother and now your brother and father have left to work. This is the first time you’ve been alone. I know this pain. It’s awful. And to make matters worse, you fought with them before they went. It’s rotten luck and of course you’re preoccupied with it.”

      “I’ve never hurt Hilde before. It’s plaguing me. I feel physically ill with the effects of this.”

      “Then go to her. Get on Asher and ride as hard as you can and catch up. I will take care of the farm, leave me a list. Leave me the dogs. We’ll be fine. I promise you that.”

      Lenny’s eyes drifted to the dogs who were both sleeping. “They’ll hate me if I leave them.”

      “Don’t stay the full month, ride to Hilde, travel then stay with them in the city for a few days. The initial engagement party will be held almost immediately, before word gets out. Then ride home.”

      “You don’t think my father would be angry if I left like that?”

      “Not if you hurry. You’ll catch your family quickly.” Wen made it sound as if it were simple, but Lenny wasn’t certain of that. She worried her father might become angry if she traveled the King’s Road alone.

      Unless, he didn’t find out until she was already back home, safe in Blockley. He would be gone for two weeks at the very least, if not the month he planned, and she could ride hard. She’d heard of people making the trip to Waterly City in four days, but they rode nearly nonstop and not at the pace of a carriage. Certainly, she could do it with Asher who was one of the fastest horses she’d ridden.

      Her appetite returned as she plotted.

      “No matter what, take care of those dogs,” she said as she lifted her fork and knife and began cutting into the tender roast.

      “Of course.” Wen scoffed. “As if I would have any other choice. We both know Mildred will be here every day checking in on me.” He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t understand how Alek does it, how he tolerates that witch.”

      “Nor I,” Lenny agreed and lifted the gravy-covered meat to her lips. She moaned as she ate, closing her eyes and letting the flavor overwhelm her.

      “Good, right?” Wen asked, or rather stated. He knew he was a good cook.

      “It’s delicious,” she spoke with a mouthful.

      “It’s my mum’s favorite. Sunday dinner just like she used to have in the city.”

      “Mrs. Nelson has taught you well.” Lenny scooped some potatoes onto her fork and slid them across into the gravy to add more to the bite. She moaned a second time. She hadn’t had roast this good in ages. Even her gran didn’t cook as well as Mrs. Nelson. “You’ll check in on Gran too, eh? Mum normally does it every second day or so.”

      “I check in on your grandmother all the time.” He winked.

      “What?” Lenny asked, taking another bite but this time adding some meat to the potatoes and gravy. “Why? What do you mean?” she asked struggling to speak as she ate.

      “I’m the one who delivers her order from Knights every week, which she likes to receive on Wednesdays with her groceries. When I’m there she tells me to come by on Friday for whatever she is planning on baking with her new groceries. Of course I oblige.” He waggled his eyebrows wickedly. “And then on Mondays, I help Mr. Newbrook deliver the newspapers that come from the city, and she always gets one. Which means I have to stay and help her read it, since her eyesight is getting so poor.”

      “How did I not know this?” Lenny asked, putting her fork down.

      “Because you’re always here working or on the dock working. You see your grandmother every Sunday like normal grandchildren. Do Hilde and Amaya see her apart from Sundays?”

      “No, just dinner. It’s tradition. Family dinner at Gran’s.” Lenny’s guilt crept back in.

      “And Hilde and Amaya don’t have jobs. You at least have an excuse. They spend their days doing needlepoint. I’m fairly confident it could be done in the company of your grandmother.” He pointed his fork at her. “Stop—whatever you’re thinking, stop it. Your gran and Mrs. Nelson were the grandmothers I never had. And my relationship with them has nothing to do with yours. You don’t need to add more shame to your plate, it’s full.”

      She nodded but wondered what else Wen got up to while she was working the farm and the docks. She realized she hadn’t been spending much time with anyone since she started doing both. “When I get back from Waterly, I’d love for us to visit Gran together. If that’s all right?”

      “So you are going?”

      “I think—so,” she said slowly, still pondering it. “It feels like the right choice.”

      It was all she thought about all night, and by the time she fell asleep, she hadn’t decided if it was brilliant or insane.

      She worried it was both.
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      “Check on Bethel too!” she said the next morning and added it to the list that was nearly as long as her forearm. “Being pregnant makes her feel things more I think. She’s been kind and sensitive lately.”

      “No wonder Wilf is spending the entire summer at sea,” Wen joked.

      “You aren’t funny.” Lenny shook her head and continued writing. “And that pig—the fatter one, Marvo—he’s mean. Do not get into the pen with him. Just pour the slop over the fence into the trough. He’s knocked me on my arse a few times.”

      “Lenny, this is getting ridiculous. Some of these are common sense. Of course, I won’t climb into the pigpen.”

      “And if anything goes wrong and you aren’t one-hundred-percent certain of what to do, get Uncle Alek. He lived on this land when he was a boy. The farm hasn’t changed that much in the last hundred years.” She disregarded the face he gave her. “And that kitten of Amaya’s, Sir Kitty, he has to be coddled. He and Tubby will have to sleep with you. She’s spoiled him rotten. It’s cream and nothing else.”

      “I was there when she said that was how she was fattening them. And I slept with them both last night,” he said with a drawn-out sigh.

      “And the dogs—”

      “Lenny! If you don’t get on that horse and leave, I am not going to be responsible for what I do!” Wen shouted, which didn’t happen often.

      Lenny froze, placing the quill down and lifting her hand in the air. “All right, fine.” She was buzzing with nerves, excitement, and fear, but she managed to smile at Wen’s wide-eyed stare. “Take care of yourself too.” She rushed forward, wrapping her arms around him and hugging tightly. “And thank you for doing this.”

      “You better hurry.” He hugged back and steered them toward the door. “It looks like it might rain. And you’ll want to outride it if you can.”

      Her ears perked up. “Rain?” She turned to the right and saw it. With the rising sun, there was a mist, a pink mist. The clouds in the distance were darker, ominous. She abandoned the plan and Wen and ran for her horse. Scar and Ollie were hot on her heels as she bounced out of the farmhouse and leapt onto Asher’s back. He wasn’t saddled yet, but he preferred it this way. She rode toward town gripping his mane.

      Rain with a red sky in the morning meant a storm. Always.

      “Hurry!” she called out, though the horse didn’t understand what she wanted. With no reins or saddle, this was a sprint for fun in his mind.

      Ollie and Scar kept up with the galloping horse, staying to the side of the trail to be sure not to get caught underfoot.

      She blew past the smithy and yanked on Asher’s mane to get him to stop at Quays.

      The second the whole shore came into view, her heart sunk. Dark, menacing clouds laced with a bright-red tint were moving in from the south. She licked her finger and held it in the air, feeling the wind on the back of it. It was cool. Her heart sunk.

      Her brother and father would be back by tonight.

      The first boats were already beginning to sail for the docks.

      “I knew I could feel it in my bones,” Alek’s voice made her turn around. He was with Aunt Mildred and standing on the boardwalk. “Haven’t had a summer storm in a decade or more.”

      “What do we do?” Lenny asked.

      “Well, it’s not any different from a spring storm. Batten the hatches and wait for it to pass.”

      “Shouldn’t you be home?” Aunt Mildred asked Lenny snidely.

      Lenny ignored her, too emotional with the heavy disappointment drowning her. “Father and Wilf will be back by tonight, then?”

      “Oh aye, they’ll be back before dark, there’s no doubt. That’s a big storm. They will have seen it going out and turned around. I’d have a good dinner on. Your father’s gonna want to chew on something when he gets back. All that work and packing the boat, he’ll be fit to be tied.” Alek nodded his head at the ship tied at the dock. It was her cousin’s. “Randall came in about fifteen minutes ago. Said the cold air and the hot seas are mixing up something fierce out there. Said it might be a bad one.”

      “Like the summer I was born?” She obviously couldn’t recall it, but she’d heard the tales. Roofs ripped from houses. Waves so high they washed away the docks in some places. Houses in low lying areas were gone. Trees that had stood for hundreds of years uprooted. It was a tragic summer that year. Fishermen aplenty died at the hands of the storm. Lenny’s gran said it was the cost. Every now and then the water god demanded a price for such fine fishing and bountiful lives.

      “Let’s hope not.” He glanced at Asher as Ollie demanded to be rubbed down. “But you need to get them home and like I said, batten down the hatches, my dear.”

      “Don’t forget—”

      “She knows what she’s doing,” Alek interrupted his wife, twitching his head to the right. “Off with ya, Lenny.”

      “Okay. I’ll come back when the farm is ready and help here,” she said as she walked to Asher and jumped on his back again. Using his thick mane, she steered him to the right and dug her heels in, insistent he gallop.

      Her plans to leave were ruined but maybe it was meant to be.

      Had she been on the road with her sisters and mother, Wen would have had to do this on his own. And battening down the hatches wasn’t a small job, even in the spring when the storms were much smaller.

      As she got to the farmhouse, she jumped down and led Asher to the barn as Wen came running out.

      “What got into you?” Wen asked.

      “Rain means storm, meaning Father and Wilf will be back. There’s something serious brewing out at sea. Uncle said it could be as bad as the one eighteen years ago.”

      He paled. “The great storm?”

      “That’s what Uncle Alek said. Randall just docked and said the cold wind coming from the north is blowing in funny, mixing with the warm seas. And the red on the horizon is about as bad as I’ve ever seen.”

      “Red sky at morning, sailor take warning,” Wen muttered.

      “Indeed. Which means you have to go help your mom get settled, and I have about an hour to ready the farm to weather the storm, and then get to town to help Uncle Alek ready Quays and the docks. Boats will be coming in by the dozens. The harbor is going to fill, and we’ll both be needed.”

      Wen sighed. “I’m tired just thinking about this. I had nice plans to read a book I bought from Salty’s and eat the left-over roast on some fresh buns.” His shoulders slumped but he nodded. “Where should I start?”

      “Close up everything in the house, close the shutters. I’ll get all the animals in the stables and pens and reinforce the windows and doors in the barn. Then we’ll move anything the wind can get ahold of and stack it along the far side of the hay shed.”

      “Not to sound like I wouldn’t have been able to handle it, Lenny, but I’m grateful you’re still here.” He smiled and turned back to the door, hurrying inside.

      “Me too,” she called after him and ran for the fields.

      She was halfway with the animals when the wind picked up. She could taste the salty storm in the air. It made her skin tingle to feel such electricity.

      Storms on the southern shores of Dahleigh were commonplace in the later fall as the northern winds came south and met the warmer ocean. But the ships were long done the season and the bay was ready. A storm in the middle of the fishing season was nothing but a major inconvenience.

      Ollie and Scar helped herd the sheep and chickens, both of them glancing toward town every now and then, pausing, perhaps sensing it too. She grabbed the rope around the ox’s neck and led him to his pen.

      By the time Wen came out, Lenny was done closing everything up and had started organizing anything the wind might grab and placing it on the far side of the hay shed. The worst the wind could do there was pick the random objects up and throw them at the forest.

      It was lunchtime when they finished, so Lenny grabbed them both an apple and a drink of water. They ate and drank as they walked to town with Scar and Ollie at their sides.

      The forest was alive with the sounds of the storm that was coming fast. The trees sounded like the ocean washing over a pebbly beach.

      “This came on quickly!” Wen shouted as they cleared Uncle Cyril’s house.

      “I know!” she shouted back, needing to lean forward a bit as they walked so she could fight the wind.

      At the smithy, James and Master Barnes were closed up and no more smoke rose from the forge or the stoves. The doors and shutters were closed and the yard was tidied.

      The boats in the harbor looked to be riding on the backs of horses, the way they moved with the waves.

      The town was busy, just as Lenny had thought it would be. Everyone was rushing in a different direction as the wind grew stronger and the waves swelled.

      “I’m going to help Mum close up. Hopefully, she’s sober enough to have done some of it!” Wen shouted and ran off. Ollie seemed tempted to chase after him but stayed with Lenny as she turned and faced the storm.

      Lenny’s eyes naturally scanned the harbor for her father’s and brother’s boats. Her cousins were both in now, docked and empty.

      Worry began to set in until she saw the Alymis coming toward the harbor. She was riding the swollen waves, spraying seawater everywhere every time she crashed down. Her eyes drifted behind it, searching for the Vagabond, but she didn’t see it. She knew it was still early and the storm wouldn’t hit for at least another hour or two. Loads of time for Wilfred to get in.

      But her stomach ached anyway.

      Scar nudged her back to reality and Lenny peered down at the worried pale face of her hound. “Let’s go help Father tie off.”

      She hurried along the boardwalk to the stairs to the docks, rushing quickly for the end where her father always kept his boat.

      It would be a snug fit in the harbor if many more boats came in, and after this the repairs would be endless.

      It wasn’t just luck on her side that she hadn’t gone with her mother and sisters. It was as Gran always said, the gods—a miracle.

      As the ship got closer, Alek came out to help too. The sea was lifting and lowering the docks, making them creak and sway, which was why Ollie and Scar had decided to wait on land.

      “You see Wilf yet?” Uncle Alek asked, wiping the water from his face. The rain hadn’t started but the mist coming off the waves was as bad as rain.

      “No.” She pinched her brow and continued scanning. “He’ll be in shortly. Or maybe he was closer to another dock.” She offered plausible scenarios rather than worry, but it didn’t help.

      “He’ll come. He knows the seas.” Alek didn’t sound convinced either.

      “This storm’s been brewing for a while,” Lenny spoke but her eyes didn’t leave her father’s face as he shouted at his crew. “The sky has been pink a few times in the past week.”

      “Yes, and now she’s here.” Alek waved at Edwin.

      “Wilf in yet?” he called when the ship got closer to the dock.

      “No!” Alek and Lenny shouted back at the same time.

      “He’ll be round. He knows the sea!” Edwin barked. It was pandemonium by the time he was tied up and they were off the docks.

      The rain began, adding to the winds that had also picked up.

      Everyone followed Alek into Kelpies to watch the storm hit.

      The pub was warm with the bodies, the summer weather, and the kitchens working triple time to feed everyone.

      Esmeralda, Esme, and Evette, the sisters who ran Kelpies for their father, were running pints of beer and plates of food as fast as their feet could carry them.

      And for once, the fishermen kept their eyes on the sea and not Esmeralda’s beauty.

      “We made it about a quarter of the way to the fishing waters when I noticed cool air in the wind. Heading south, that shouldn’t happen,” Edwin murmured, leaning in toward the table so Lenny and Alek could hear him. “Wilf said he was going to his special spot. Little weasel still won’t tell me where it is. Says it’ll bring him bad luck.” Edwin shook his head and lifted his beer to his lips. He took a small sip, much smaller than he normally would, but his stomach was turned at the fact Wilf still hadn’t come in.

      Lenny watched the harbor. Boats stopped coming in. It was a sea of ships in the harbor, there had to be fifty of them. Her stomach ached and her hand slipped into her pocket. She found the stone she’d left in her pants pocket the other day. She had forgotten it was there.

      It was warm from her body and she wrapped her fingers around it, unable to completely cover it.

      It felt good to squeeze it.

      “Any news?” Wen asked as he burst through the crowd and arrived at the table. He was drenched.

      Ollie lifted his head for Wen to stoop and pet, but Scar kept her head down and her eyes darted nervously around the busy pub.

      “Nothing. But I’m thinking he might have gone to the docks in Mamble. Over by Maiden’s Bridge. I believe his spot for fishing is near there. Wouldn’t make sense to come all this way in a storm if there are perfectly good docks there,” Edwin said, suggesting this was something he and Wilfred had discussed, but it was not. He was trying to keep his daughter calm, but she clearly didn’t buy the story any more than he did.

      “Oh, of course. That makes sense.” Wen nodded but even he didn’t seem persuaded. “Should we head back to the farm?”

      Lenny wanted to say no. She wanted to stay put. The winds were howling and blowing nearly a gale. The rain was coming in sideways. But she knew the answer.

      “Yeah, some of us ought to get back,” Edwin said. “Perhaps I’ll stay and wait for Wilf or word about where he docked. If you two want to go back. Just in case.”

      Lenny nodded, desperate not to be sent away, but she knew she had to go.

      She got up and the dogs followed suit. “See ya at home,” she spoke quietly, not sure they heard her.

      Wen walked in front, forcing the door open with all his strength as she rushed out. He closed it, fighting to not slam it.

      The wind hit them, whipping water in their faces.

      “We better run,” Wen called out.

      “Okay!” Lenny answered.

      She was faster so she went first, getting swept to the side by the violent winds.

      They ran hard past the smithy and Uncle Cyril’s house until they reached the path which was already littered with leaves and small branches.

      A snap in a nearby tree forced Lenny to leap out of the way as a branch came down.

      “Faster!” she shouted at Wen. He was breathing heavily and not the runner she was but fear helped him on.

      They burst through the forest into the farmyard, maintaining their speed. Lenny waved Wen on. “Go into the house, I’ll check the animals!” she yelled. Wen went for the door to the house but both dogs followed Lenny to the barn. She slid the massive bar, which held the door shut, to the left, letting it fall. The wind caught the door and swung it open, slamming it into the side of the barn.

      She wrestled with it, pulling it shut and barring it into place again as the winds whistled through the small cracks of the old building. It was sturdy despite being the same age as her gran.

      The land had been in the family for hundreds of years. The Aillings were one of the first families to settle in Blockley, one of the first fishing families too.

      She lit a couple of lanterns and hung them, giving the animals and her some light.

      Asher was nervous. He kept picking up his feet and stomping them back down, jerking and rearing, slamming into the walls of his stall.

      “It’s okay, boy,” she soothed him as she stepped to him with her hands out, moving through chickens who had flown their pen panicking but less likely to destroy the whole barn. Asher nudged her when her hand touched him and his eyes were wild. “Shhhhhhhh.” She stroked his nose as he reared his head back again.

      The other horses weren’t doing much better, but fortunately, there were far less of them in the stalls, thanks to her mother and sisters taking three. The ox was the best behaved. His dark eyes flickered about but he hardly moved.

      The sheep and goats were in their pens, making small noises but mostly huddling against one another. Scar sniffed everyone, checking them while Ollie scratched his ear awkwardly as he stood on three gangly legs.

      Not sure if she could leave them or not, Lenny decided to ride it out in the barn. At least she would be there if anything went wrong and could possibly get them out.

      The wind picked up, slamming branches against the outbuilding. Asher calmed so long as Lenny was touching him. Scar nestled into a ball at Lenny’s feet and Ollie slept at the door, like a dragon guarding the keep, startled only when Wen came out with a travel skin of water for Lenny and knocked at the door.

      “Should we go inside? I left the cats in there,” he called to her as he came inside, shouting as the wind whistled past them both.

      “No, we can’t leave them. Asher will tear the barn down on everyone else. You go inside.”

      “No.” Wen shook his head. “I’m not leaving you.” He grabbed them both a bale of hay to sit on.

      They rode the storm out in the barn, cooing and shushing and trying to soothe even the wildest of beasts.

      It was terrible and frightening but eventually Lenny fell asleep with Scar at her feet and Asher breathing down on her head. And she didn’t wake until it was over.
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      Lenny woke with a start. Something was burning her. She jumped up, nearly screaming as she reached into her pocket and pulled out the stone. It was glowing a bright blue, and hot, but when she tried to throw it, her hand wouldn’t open.

      It had seared itself to her skin.

      Seeing everyone calm and sleeping, she ran for the door with Scar hot on her heels. She saw a last-minute savior and plunged her burning hand into the water pail she’d gathered for the animals. Finally able to breathe, she closed her eyes and a flash of something hit her—a vision.

      It was the storm at sea.

      A ship was being tossed into the waves.

      Lightning struck, showing the guardians on the cliffs in the background. The men on board screamed, scrambling about in a panic as they were thrown to the side and doused in water.

      A man stood at the helm, his face so clear she saw the reflection of the guardians in the glint in his eyes as he came to terms with his fate. His eyes matched hers in color. His lips were pressed into thin lines. His brow knit, not in anger or fear but acceptance of what would be lost.

      Time.

      He imagined it all, dragging Lenny on the journey as he watched his child be born, his sisters married, his wife pregnant again, Lenny smiling with her dogs standing next to her, his grandmother dying. He saw everything he would miss, and for one brief second, he smiled. Those faces were the last thing he saw as the lightning struck again, against all odds, hitting the same place twice.

      Lenny screamed and pulled her hand from the water, letting the fading stone sink to the bottom of the pail.

      “Lenny?” Wen asked groggily. “Did we live?”

      “Wilf!” she shouted and ran for Asher, freeing him from his stall. “Check the fence lines to make sure they’re sound and then get the animals into the fields. Water and food! I’ll be back!” She pulled the horse to the door and opened it, jumping on his back. He was startled from the storm, but she would find him some fruit afterward. Always fruit after a storm or a scare.

      She rode hard with the hounds hot on their heels, but not in the direction of town. She went the way her vision had told her, toward the cliffs at the Ruins of Moyer where the massive ancient ruins of the guardians overlooked the seas.

      She rode hard, faster than she ever had. The dogs kept up.

      Asher was ready to ride, having been penned and scared. He galloped hard for the path that led to the old ruins. It was a day’s ride if done leisurely with the intention of sightseeing.

      But her racing heart and terror-filled mind could think of nothing but her brother. The vision had been so clear, she could have named the men on his boat.

      The path became craggier and rockier as it led out of the forest and along the water’s edge. The cliffs were smaller, but there were rocks and outcroppings to avoid. She jumped from Asher’s back, leaving him to find his way home if he abandoned her. She didn’t care. Scar and Ollie kept pace with her, both scared by her erratic behavior.

      She climbed downward, cutting her hands and knees as she fell and slipped and pushed herself to the brink of exhaustion but didn’t give in.

      As the air cleared and the noise of the waves below became audible, she found a last bit of effort and pushed on more, digging deeper into herself for the strength to move faster.

      She reached the edge of the hillside, the top of the lower part of the cliffs. Had she turned to the right, she might have seen the ancient statues in amongst the rocks. The old horse lords who once ruled the land had built them to watch over their people. The statues were the guardians who protected all they could see. Facing the ocean and the land, they stood back to back, donning robes and slippers of the time, well over a thousand years before Lenny’s family moved to Blockley. Now their clothes were decorated with vines and cracks and parts of them had been destroyed, crumbling in storms and rain and wind.

      But she didn’t look in that direction. Her eyes steeled as she scanned the coastline left and right, the hot summer breeze billowing against her. Scar leaned on her as Ollie sniffed.

      “Do you see him?” she asked, knowing their eyes were much better than hers. “Do you see Wilf?”

      But there was nothing.

      A calm sea, a blue sky, and an abundance of driftwood cracked along the rocky shores below.

      Her racing heart and dry mouth began to catch up with her. She coughed and realized she was bleeding from her hands and knees where she’d been cut on the rocks. She heaved for air and breath and coughed some more, collapsing on the rocky hillside. She sat and stared at the sea, certain of what she would’ve found there. The dogs sat with her, both curling into her.

      She contemplated closing her eyes again but feared the vision. She couldn’t bear to see that again.

      Once she was calm and recovered, as much as she could be, she stood on shaky legs and took one last look.

      Scar whined, her face pointing to the sea.

      That was when she saw it.

      She blinked, pressing her eyes shut, holding them there in hopes they might see something else. But when she opened them, it was there.

      A sail on the rocks below. It was dragged with a wave and as it came in, it delivered the sail.

      She collapsed to her knees again, forcing herself to see it, to process it. Surely, she was wrong.

      Scar barked at it.

      Ollie whined and jumped like he might take off after it.

      She blinked and realized she was crying.

      She couldn’t help but stare.

      It was his.

      It belonged to the Vagabond.

      Her fingers shook as she dug them into the ground and squeezed, even with the burnt part. She clung to the earth, wanting to scream. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t make a sound, terrified that if she did—if she broke the spell of this moment—it would be real.

      And he would be gone.

      Her throat ached with the need to wail, but she sobbed in silence, parting her lips as though letting out a great scream.

      But she did not.

      She refused to draw his spirit to this place.

      She would not call him here to haunt the cliffs so far from home.

      Forcing herself up, she hurried back, slipping and tumbling until she reached the horse, slapping him on the backside and sending him home. She and the hounds took the path to the right, to the bottom of the cliffs.

      She fell a dozen times, if not more, but felt nothing.

      When she was at the shores, she wiped her tears and blood, desperate not to let them fall into the water to mix with the sea and beckon him there. She splashed in the tidal pools of the low tide, scaring the trapped fish and creatures but paying them no heed.

      The massive sail drifted in and out, coming further and further in as the waves moved, bringing the sea back to the cliffs. In half an hour the ocean would be crashing on these rocks again.

      A small sound slipped from her lips, but she pressed them shut to silence it as she made it to the sail. She wound the heavy cloth, dragging it in. It overwhelmed her but fortunately, it was not the whole thing. She pulled it into the smallest bundle it would go and dragged it, using the waves and water to help her. She just needed to clear the cliffs and reach the sandy shores leading into Blockley and she would be safe.

      The sail was like a siren, trying to pull her back out with it as it caught waves and dragged her, but she fought. Her fingers gripped so tightly they went numb.

      As she climbed off the last rocky part of the shore, she sighed, relieved but aware she had a long ways to go. She dragged the sail as hard as she could to the waves and walked knee-deep in the water, letting the bright-red sail float behind her like a blood trail.

      The dogs happily ran on the beach, unaware of the loss they’d suffered.

      She was silent and numb and terrified as she made her way past the path to her farm, Uncle Cyril’s, and finally the smithy.

      She pulled it up the shore, past new driftwood and debris from the storm, collapsing with it in front of Quays.

      It was there she shed her first tear, allowing it to fall onto the sand and be washed to sea with the waves. She would bring him home this way. A wail slipped from her lips, becoming a howl of a cry as she faced the sky, gripping the red sail.

      Wilfred would feel the pull as all who drowned did and find his way here, haunting the shoreline of the town. He would find his way home. He wouldn’t be lost at sea. She would call him with her bleeding heart. And he would haunt her. She knew it.

      She wrapped herself in the sail, smelling the sea and salt on it as it mixed with her devastation.

      “I don’t love you!” she shouted to the ocean, taunting him though there was no smile this time. She heaved her words, bleeding and crying, “I won’t miss you!” She gave him back the words he had last said to her, though they traded them often. “I will never think of you—!”

      “Lenny?” Uncle Alek called to her from the boardwalk where the door to the shop was. “Lenny!” His scream became urgent as he hobbled so fast it might as well have been a run. “Edwin!” he shrieked. His crunching feet on the sand matched her heartbeat. “No!” he screamed and grabbed the sail from her, spreading it so he might see it more clearly. “No!” Alek too dropped to his knees, tears falling from his cheeks.

      “Lenny?” Her father’s voice was next. “What is it?” He hurried over, stopping partway. “No.” His words were soft, they hurt more than Alek’s. They were shock and agony and fear—soft and scared. “Not my boy.” He cracked, his voice, his heart, his spirit. He didn’t touch the sail or Lenny or his brother. He couldn’t bring himself to come any closer.

      But the red sail with the giant white V was unique. Amaya had made it. Though now the V was cut off and only an I remained.

      The sea had claimed him, the other half of the V, and his crew.

      Gran’s words whispered in Lenny’s mind, There is a price to such a fine life; the water god needs to be satisfied every now and then. A soul has to be claimed.

      Lenny wished with all her heart it had been her soul.

      She might have done anything in that moment to see Wilfred one more time. To feel him nudge her or hear him mock her.

      Anything.
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      “The dead remember, Babbysha. Long after the living forget. They carry us with them, remembering forever the love and affection we once had.” Gran’s words floated over Lenny’s head, creating a constant low hum as she watched the waves, certain her eyes deceived her. But she had been seeing Wilfred on the shores all morning. He stared at her as though daring her to come and speak to him. “And we living must forget so we survive this terrible tragedy. You must forget your heartache and remember only your joy.”

      “Yes, Gran,” Lenny said but it was only to placate her grandmother with what amounted to an answer, one she had relied on too heavily for five days since the storm.

      “Don’t you, ‘yes, Gran’ me. Get your eyes off the water, Ilenia, before the merfolk come and drag you to the bottom too,” she scolded her youngest granddaughter.

      “There was a ripple.” Lenny pointed. “A disturbance in the waves. Maybe other boats are coming back. Maybe they found the wreckage and Wilfred is on board.” She knew it was a lie; the face of her ghostly brother sitting across from her on the dock told her it was.

      “It’s been five days since the storm, Babbysha. No boats have come back. No one has found survivors nor wreckage.” She slid an arm over Lenny’s shoulders in a fluid motion, almost slithering her into an embrace. “I think—no, fear—I fear we must face this painful truth.” Her voice cracked as if she refused to acknowledge what she was suggesting.

      When Lenny had told her grandmother of Wilfred’s death, she witnessed something truly horrible. The old woman had collapsed onto the floor and wailed until she could make no sounds at all. She cursed the sea. She begged it to take her instead and to return him. Lenny had sobbed silently, allowing her grandmother to take all the space to suffer her grief.

      “Anything?” Uncle Alek asked.

      “No,” Gran answered. “And there won’t be. Those boys are gone. She has claimed her price.”

      “The waves seem larger, like they’ve touched something and they’re coming back to tell us about it.” Lenny nodded at the sea. “Maybe there are ships about to come around the point.”

      “If anyone can make it back, it’s your brother.” Alek’s words drew Lenny’s gaze, causing a tightness in her stomach when she saw the haunted stare in his eyes. They matched her father’s. “Anyway, we have barges in need of a patch.” Alek put a large callused hand on Lenny’s shoulder, eating it up. “Will you be all right to work tomorrow?”

      “Of course,” she agreed, not taking her eyes off the sea, or Wilf. It was calm with a soft breeze lightly feathering the tops of the small waves. It was always like that after a storm.

      The wind was cooler as well, fresher and sweeter than it had been before the storm. There’d been a heaviness to the air, too close to escape or breathe, that built up before the storm. It was gone now.

      “Have you sent word to your mother?” Uncle Alek asked.

      “I have not. Father didn’t want me to. He said it would ruin Hilde’s engagement and it would change nothing now.” Lenny hated the words he had spoken and repeating them didn’t make them better.

      “He is a broken man. A daughter lost to marriage in the city and a son lost to the sea,” Gran offered quietly. “We must all give him space. There is no loss like losing a child. We are all born with the knowledge our parents and grandparents will die before us. It is the way. But the loss of a child is an unnatural order and there is no way to cope with unnatural pain. Our hearts are not made to suffer that loss.” She spoke as if that pain was an old companion of hers.

      Lenny’s eyes watered again as they had for five days. She glanced at the dock where Wilf sat, staring at her. The wind even ruffled his hair a little. He lifted his hand and waved, making her recoil in horror.

      Either she was losing her mind or he was genuinely haunting her since it had been her tears and blood that fell into the ocean, calling him back.

      “How is Bethel?”

      “Still with her parents. Refusing to eat or sleep or see anyone. I fear she will not recover, Gran,” Lenny’s voice cracked.

      “But she will. She carries a piece of him inside her, and the moment that piece is out in the world, we will all have that to cherish. We are lucky she is with child. Not all families are this lucky.”

      Rage flashed in Lenny as the words settled in her mind. Lucky? She wanted to scream at her gran but couldn’t. She was an old woman and she meant no harm. The damage was within Lenny, not the words or their intentions.

      “Come, Babbysha,” Gran said softly, slipping an arm into her granddaughter’s. She had called Lenny Babbysha since the moment she was born. It meant “youngest” in the language her mother had spoken. “Let me fix you some tea.” She led Lenny away from the docks, forcing Scar and Ollie up from where they were resting in the sun.

      “I’ll have Mildred bring dinner around again,” Uncle Alek called and waved, walking back into his shop.

      Lenny glanced back at the docks, scowling at her brother as he stood and followed.

      She wondered if he would haunt her the rest of her life, or if this was a Blockley haunting.

      It was a short walk from the docks to Gran’s and when they reached the small house just across the road from Uncle Alek’s house, Lenny sat down at the table, trying not to stare when Wilfred sat down too. He was pale, almost see-through, and his movements were jerky.

      She had gone from heartbroken, completely devastated, to horrified and was now sitting somewhere around concerned. And not because her brother was haunting her, but there was a chance he might not be haunting her at all. Which meant she was having a crisis she didn't know how to navigate.

      “When I was a girl, I had a brother. His name was Marcus.”

      “I didn't know that,” Lenny said softly, her eyes stuck on the glowing light coming from Wilfred’s.

      “That’s because no one spoke of him, ever. It was so strange for me to have a brother one minute and then not have one. My father and mother wanted to forget. They wanted to bury their pain. So we burned him at sea on a calm day, and we never looked back.”

      Gran stared at Lenny from the kitchen. “At least they never looked back. I, on the other hand, spent my whole life looking back at him.” Her tone changed, becoming softer. “The face you are making, I make that face too. Tells me you can see Wilfred as clear as day.”

      Lenny gulped.

      “It runs in the family, coming from my mother’s side. As you know, she was from Crail, up in the mountains. Her people could see the ghosts of loved ones. I never told anyone about Marcus, I didn't know how. And by the horrified look on your face, I’m going to assume you also don't know how to tell anyone or if he’s real or not.”

      Lenny nodded, her gaze stuck on Wilfred again. “Is he real?” she asked. “Or have I gone mad with grief?”

      “Both, darling.” Gran walked to her and placed a steaming cup of tea on the table in front of her. She sat, forcing Lenny’s stare to drift her way again. “You have to be mad with grief in order for this to occur. It’s how it works. The bond between you and your brother has always been strong.”

      Her words brought new tears to Lenny’s eyes.

      “There must be an incredible bond in order for this to happen.” She reached for Lenny’s fingers and covered them with her own wrinkled hand, squeezing tightly with a slight shake to her strength. “But you must promise me something.”

      “Okay.” Lenny sniffled.

      “You mustn’t tell anyone, not even your sisters. The people in Crail are accustomed to the sight, but the fishermen along the South Shore have been known to burn witches, seers.”

      Lenny furrowed her brow. “But I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “No. You haven’t. But you can’t forget that different can be bad for no reason other than being unusual. Especially, to those who don’t understand that a gift like this is a blessing. It’s foreign and therefore it must be bad.” She squeezed harder on Lenny’s hand. “Promise me you will tell no one.”

      “I promise,” she swore, but she wasn’t sure she would be able to keep it from her sisters. In fact, she was certain they’d be comforted to know she could see him, and she hated that she might rob them of that peace.

      Though Lenny, herself, still struggled with being able to see Wilfred.

      She wondered when it would be a comfort to her.
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      On the tenth day, the people of Blockley and the surrounding farms gathered at the clock tower, as was customary. Two ships from Blockley hadn’t made it home and no word had come on the whereabouts of the crews. It was assumed all were lost, particularly Wilfred’s boat, the Vagabond, since the sail was found.

      Lenny stood with her family. Though surrounded by loved ones, she had never felt so alone. Her father was hollow and silent, a man not coping with his grief. He had hardly eaten and wasn’t sleeping. He paced or worked, even in the dark, mumbling to himself angrily. Lenny was growing increasingly concerned, but she didn't know what to do.

      She also worried about Bethel who stood across from her. Her eyes were sunken in with dark circles all the way around them. The ghost of Wilfred stood next to her, staring at her with a forlorn ghostly face. Lenny wasn't certain what broke her heart more, her brother being so close to his wife and her not knowing, or that he stood right across from their father who couldn't sense him either.

      “We have gathered here today to honor our lost townsfolk.” Magistrate Tuille spoke in a manner that wasn’t offensive or snide at all. He sounded compassionate and kind, which Lenny assumed was an act.

      He rattled off the list of names, sixteen men from Blockley, eight per ship.

      When he said Wilfred’s name, Bethel, Lenny, and Edwin flinched almost exactly the same.

      Gran slipped a weathered old hand into Edwin’s, but he didn’t move his fingers to grip hers back. He just stared, blank and hollow.

      Lenny’s worry grew.

      It joined the uneasiness taking hold inside her, making it nearly impossible for her to concentrate on the magistrate’s words.

      Instead, she focused on the two things troubling her.

      Firstly, her uncle Cyril had come to the funeral. He stood next to Uncle Alek in the great circle, but his gaze flickered frequently to Lenny. She hadn’t seen him in a month at least, avoiding any place he might be. He made her skin crawl on a good day, and this was not a good day. She would have to greet him and was already dreading that.

      And secondly, she had retrieved the stone from the water pail and had it in her pocket. She believed it was cursed in some way. Her hand had burned for days after the incident, and she planned on throwing it back into the sea where it belonged. It was a reminder of her vision, something she wanted to forget, though she worried she might not.

      Not ever.

      As was customary in Blockley when a ship went down and no bodies were found, lanterns were lit by the family members of the missing and sent out into the harbor, in hopes the dead found the light and it guided them.

      After the magistrate finished his speech, the group of mourners walked as a herd to the boardwalk where the brothers from the Silent Ministry set out the lanterns. They rarely came from their rectory to the north of Blockley, except for funerals. They alone handled the dealings with the dead or dying.

      One of the brothers handed Lenny her lantern.

      She carried it unaccompanied to the boardwalk, lighting it and staring out at the sea.

      Wilfred came and stood next to her, silent but present enough that it seemed wrong to light the lantern and send it out. It was unnecessary now, he had found his way home.

      She glanced at him, their eyes meeting, yet his were silvery and cold. He offered something near a smile, his lips lifting just enough that the ache in her chest tugged again. Tears filled her eyes, flooding them until the liquid could no longer be held and it spilled over, running down her cheeks.

      She lifted the lantern to the air when it got hotter, holding it there until it rose on its own and flew from her hands. The wind blew it back a bit but the lantern pushed on, lifting higher and higher until it got the upper winds and was pulled out of town, over the sea.

      The sun was setting in the east, over the Ruins of Moyer and the cliffs where Wilfred had died. So close to home. He had nearly made it. Her father assumed Wilf had overshot Blockley, carried by the storm. When he’d said the sentence aloud, Wilfred had nodded. Confirming the storm had carried his boat but minutes too far to the right, and he had been taken by the cliffs.

      The lantern followed this journey, pulling to the right and heading for the sunset.

      Lenny’s lantern was not alone.

      A group of them, twenty or more, floated together and moved to the right. As though the bodies of the dead aboard Wilfred’s boat called to them, pleading with the light of the living to find their spirits and guide them back to Blockley.

      And just as odd as this sight was, the other group of lanterns strayed left, again at least twenty of them. They crossed over the tiny islands that protected Blockley Harbor, becoming small dots of orange light as they flew away, appearing to be controlled.

      Lenny’s eyes stayed with Wilfred’s lantern. She was stunned to see it ride the coastline, right to the place where she had found the sail.

      Her heart ached, throbbing with the agony of the loss and the reality it became as the lantern left her, taking all her light and love with it. She blinked more tears down her cheeks.

      “Almost as if the dead control them,” Alek whispered from beside her.

      She nodded but said nothing. How could she? The dead, the missing, her brother was next to her. Touching shoulder to shoulder, one made of flesh and the other mist. If that were possible, it too was possible the lanterns were drawn to those they were intended for.

      She slipped her hand into her right pocket, gingerly touching the now cool stone, just in case it decided to heat up again. She drew it from her pocket, avoiding looking into it, and pulled back her arm. She threw the stone as hard as she could, firing it off into the bay where she had found it.

      She sighed relief at it being gone.

      Her eyes drifted to Wilfred’s and then to the other side where her uncle stood. He reached for her, putting his hand on her shoulder. “The pain will not lessen and the loss will not be forgotten. You will never be whole. And he will never be replaced. And the sad truth everyone tries to hide from us is that this loss is a wound that will be carried for life. You will feel the sting of it forever, I’m afraid.” Tears flooded Alek’s eyes.

      “I hope so, Uncle,” she replied softly. And it was the truth.

      “I know you do. If the pain were to subside, you might forget something. Pain prevents that. And from here on, the sting of this will be the constant reminder he lived. He loved you and his love is now a sore on your heart, one that must ache so you remember.”

      Alek put an arm over her shoulder and pulled her in, hugging her to his body.

      Lenny closed her eyes in the embrace, but when she opened them, she saw her father, standing alone, facing the sea as if asking her why. Why his son? His only son?

      She stepped away from her uncle, toward her father, slipping gently into his embrace, but it was not the same as Alek’s. It was cold and stiff, and he did not want her there.

      But she remained.

      She clung to him, forcing him to feel her there.

      After a moment he whispered, “Did I fail him, Lenny?”

      “No, Father.” The question broke her battered heart more and it brought a heavy expression to Wilfred’s face.

      “I hope he knew,” Edwin offered a half thought, a prayer perhaps.

      “He knew. We all know. Your love is there even when you are not,” Lenny finished his prayer for him.

      The words animated him again. He sniffled and leaned into her, pressing a soft, damp kiss on her forehead.

      Scar nudged her way into the embrace, forcing Edwin’s hand to rub her head. His large, callused fingers gently massaged her, rubbing her ears and neck.

      Ollie found his way in as well, nudging Lenny, until she too was rubbing her dog’s ears and neck. The wolfhounds leaned against their family members, pushing on them with their heavy bodies. It forced Lenny and Edwin to push back, to lean on them too.

      “I’m glad you got these guys,” Edwin muttered, sniffling and wiping his face.

      “Me too.” Lenny smiled at her father, hopeful today’s closure might help him a little.

      But as they watched the lanterns disappear while the sun set and the stars began to pop out, they didn't move. They stayed right where they were, clinging to one another and leaning on the massive hounds offering them a place to rest some of their burden.

      The waves were soft and the air was warm, summery sweet.

      Next to Lenny stood Wilfred. And as if Alek knew, when he walked up to Lenny and Edwin, he stood with enough space for Wilfred.

      After the sun was gone and the sky was dark and the lanterns had likely landed at their destination, Edwin whispered, “You never know the weight or cost of love until it’s time to pay the price and shoulder the loss.”

      Lenny, Alek, and Wilfred nodded.

      “And that, my darling boy”—Gran interrupted, walking over and slipping her arm into Edwin’s—“is how we learn worth. Love that is worth the pain of its loss and the weight of absence is the only true love. If it didn't leave a hole in your heart, it wasn't true. If you can heal easily, it was not love.”

      “That’s very true, Mum,” Alek spoke quietly.

      Lenny noticed the crowd had thinned. The lanterns were lit along the boardwalk and Seaswept Lane, but few people were left to linger in the light.

      A face she recognized all too well slipped from the shadows, watching the four of them, five of them if he too could see Wilfred, standing along the shores. Uncle Cyril smoked his pipe, his eyes glistening as if he may have shed a tear, though Lenny doubted it.

      He nodded at her before stepping back into the shadows and disappearing. Even that simple acknowledgment made her stomach tighten. She gripped her father tighter.

      “We should be getting home.” Edwin slipped his arm from Lenny’s grasp and took her hand in his. “Wen went ahead to make dinner, but he might not have gotten the animals into the barn yet.”

      “All right,” Lenny agreed.

      “See you tomorrow, then?” Alek hugged his niece and brother.

      “I’ll walk with them, dear,” Gran said and kissed her youngest son. “Make sure Cyril gets home.” She smiled weakly and slipped her arm into Edwin’s.

      They were nearly to her house when she finally spoke again, “I’ve seen hundreds of lanterns lit. I’ve never seen them do that before. Ride the wind that way.” She turned toward Edwin and Lenny, her eyes wide in the light of the lanterns along the road.

      “Neither have I.” Edwin shook his head slowly. “The way they split and sailed in nearly opposite directions was almost—”

      “Magical,” Gran finished his sentence and her eyes darted to Lenny’s. “Yes, it’s as if the magic from the legends found its way back.”

      “Yes, well if that’s the case, then I guess I’ll be out of work.” He smiled at his mother. “Wasn't Arben the Great able to call the fish to jump into his nets?”

      “He played a pipe, Father. Luring the fish to their demise.” Lenny laughed, recalling the details of the old story. “Perhaps you’ll have to get a pipe.”

      “Indeed.” He smiled wider and his eyes lit a tiny bit.

      Lenny thought there was a chance he might find himself again. One day.

      Wilfred gave her a knowing stare. He saw it too, she was certain.

      “And here I am.” Gran stopped walking when they reached her walkway. “I am so sorry for this loss, my loves.” She hugged Edwin and it was as if he let go, loosening. He draped over her, weeping once more, overcome with grief that hit as the storm had. Fierce and fast and overwhelming. “My poor boy.” She stroked his head and Lenny noticed how much he resembled a child in his mother’s arms.

      Scar nudged him, whining and pushing into his body with hers. Ollie joined her.

      Lenny finally stepped into the embrace.

      She closed her eyes, struggling with the heaviness of her feelings. She knew very little of the world or her own fate, but she was certain this would forever be the hardest day of her life.

      Eighteen years, not one day had hurt like this one.

      And she didn't know—couldn't know—it was the first day of the rest of her life.

      And not the last hard one.

      Not even close.
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      Waking had been hard for days.

      But Lenny let her hounds pull her from bed, as she had done since the storm.

      It wasn’t quite dawn and the house was already warm with the summer breeze blowing in the windows. It smelled of morning dew and ocean air and a promise of peaceful and serene weather.

      For the first time in her life, Lenny understood the cost of that smell. What the price was. Wilfred wasn't with her. She assumed he was with Bethel, hoped he was. And she hoped Bethel might sense him there, resting his hand on her belly and sending her the love he might have accidentally refused her in life, assuming there was time to fall in love later, as with all arranged marriages.

      The house was empty, except for the cats.

      Wen was still sleeping and her father was not there whittling by the unlit fireplace. She assumed he was on the docks already.

      She fed Tubby and Sir Kitty, giving them both a rub down before putting the hounds out for their morning ablutions. Grabbing an apple and some water, she hurried outside to get the animals sorted for the day.

      Scar and Ollie milled around Lenny, still not acting like themselves. They hadn’t since the storm. No one had.

      When she got back inside, it was just past dawn. She was sweaty and hot and in need of another glass of water. She was grabbing it when Wen came stumbling into the kitchen, rubbing his eyes.

      “Morning,” Lenny said softly.

      “Mmmmm,” he moaned, not making words. He sat in a chair and Sir Kitty took it as an invitation to also sit.

      “I know you’re half asleep, but I wanted to thank you. For everything.” She walked to him and took his warm hand. “We couldn’t have gotten by without you.”

      “You will never need to,” Wen whispered and rubbed the cat with one hand and his eyes with the other. “Where’s your father?”

      “I don't know. I had thought the docks but his boots are here.” She frowned and walked away, creeping down the hallway to his bedroom. The door was closed which was odd. She lifted her hand to the knob, having a sense of apprehension as she turned it, making no noise. She opened the door a crack and peeked in, finding him asleep.

      Her heart ached and the worry she had for him overflowed inside her, consuming her.

      She knew there was one thing he needed. And while Lenny didn't understand that need, she realized he wouldn't come back without it. He was lost. Maybe he was still at sea with Wilfred. The brief glimpse of peace she saw on his face had been false. An act.

      Lenny closed the door and went directly to her room. She packed a small sack of things and changed into clean clothes, giving herself a quick wash before dressing. She hurried back downstairs, holding the sack open and stuffing some food into it.

      “Are you going to get them?” Wen asked, as though he had read her mind.

      “I am.” She closed the bag. “He needs her. She’ll be able to bring him back. He shouldn’t shoulder the loss alone. Same things as last time. Same list. He might not do the work around here. He might just mope.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll bring the hounds in before I ride off. You have to keep them distracted until I’m gone. I’ll be back in twelve days at the most.” Lenny knelt in front of Wen, taking his hand in hers. “Take care of them all.”

      “I will. I promise. Just get them and come back as fast as you can. Before the sadness overwhelms him and he makes a mistake,” Wen whispered, knowing it was something that happened. Sometimes a sailor who lived through the storm didn't always feel right in the world of man after he’d lost his crew and succumbed to the need to be with them.

      “Thank you, Wen. You are genuinely the best man I have ever known.”

      “I’m not, Lenny.” He blushed and grinned. “But if you manage to convince Amaya of that, I’d be awfully grateful.”

      “I wish I could.” She smiled back, standing and turning away.

      She hurried to the door before her father woke. He wouldn't approve.

      For the second time in a fortnight, Lenny gave her hounds rubs and love, with the intention of leaving them. Only this time she meant to keep that promise.

      She gave them both kisses and brought them back into the house. They hurried to their bowls where she had put food. After she offered a wave to Wen but said nothing, she slipped out the back door and closed it softly.

      Rushing to Asher, she saddled him quickly with the extra-light saddle Andy had made for her.

      She jumped on his back and hurried him from the yard.

      Riding a horse with no carriage, she didn't have to stick to the main road. She rode across the yard to the forest’s edge, to a small path leading to the Ruins of Moyer. From there she would cut across the great fields of Wetwoodshire, past Wetwood Lake, and onto the ancillary road into Waterly City.

      It was a faster route with a single horse than the King’s Road which took the valley beneath the Brown Mountains.

      “We have to hurry, Asher!” she shouted at him as they rode hard for the plains of the ruins. It was uphill until they reached the wide-open fields of an ancient place, a city that once was the southern palace for the rulers of Dahleigh. The sun rose high, reminding Lenny she was burning daylight and would have to be fast if she might make the nearly three-day journey to Wetwoodshire in one. Fast riders had been known to do it, couriers with desperate messages had been said to ride it in twelve hours instead of the twenty it took a carriage.

      Asher’s feet took longer strides in his gallop when they crested the hill, leaving the cool of the forest behind them.

      She clung to him for life as he sped up, reaching full speed as the ground leveled and the ancient city spread to the left of them, lining the coast with rubble and roads. The guardians remained steadfast, each watching a direction and standing tall, as high as the palace that had once been there.

      Lenny didn't dare look. She was focused on the destination before her.

      They rode until the sun reached the high point in the sky and they came upon a creek that crossed their path. She slowed Asher and stopped him at the creek, jumping off and stretching her cramping legs and aching bottom.

      He was breathing hard and struggling to slow his heart. She spoke soothingly. “You’ve done well. We’re halfway.” She stroked his side and pulled a bright red apple from her sack, taking two large bites before feeding it to him. She drank from her water skin and washed her face with the cold creek water. It was fresh from the rivers that washed down from the snowy caps of the Brown Mountains that lost their snow every summer.

      When they had rested enough for his heart rate to slow and his breathing to normalize, Lenny jumped on his back, both of them wishing she hadn’t.

      It took several minutes for her bottom to go numb again and for Asher to get back to a gallop. They didn't stop until she saw the fields of Wetwoodshire in the distance.

      The sand-colored fields moved like waves as they swayed in the soft summery breeze. Lenny’s mind wandered. Had Wilfred seen this sight? Had he noticed the way the waves of wheat and grass looked as though they could be ridden?

      The loss of her brother, even if he was there as a silent ghost, was a type of pain she had never felt. It was the same sensation as being under water and close to the brink of death. Oxygen gone, body seizing, mind struggling to find answers, heart rapid, and the drowning fear that she wouldn’t survive or get to the surface in time. That was how she felt every time she thought on him. And even when she didn't mean to think on him. A memory or a curiosity would drift to the surface and attack. But she rode on, forcing herself to remember the living. The ones who needed her.

      She was certain she was half mad by the time the fires of the inn at the edge of Wetwoodshire were visible. She slowed Asher, who was already well on his way to slowing, and eventually stopped him. She walked the rest of the way, her feet wishing she were lying down, but her sore bottom was grateful to be standing. She pulled a pear from her bag and fed Asher as they neared the inn.

      While the sun was setting, traffic in the area seemed to be increasing. Carriages and riders created noise and stirred dust on the pathways leading in different directions. The day had been long, hot, and lonely, and the addition of people and commotion wasn't an improvement. But the idea of a meal and a bed was enough to keep her feet moving in the direction of the inn.

      “Evening, miss,” the stable boy smiled and rushed out to her. “Are you all right?” he asked when he got closer.

      “I am, thank you. Just tired. It was a long day.” She handed the reins over to the young man who couldn't have been older than she was.

      “Indeed. Where have you come from?” he asked pleasantly.

      “Blockley.”

      “In a single day?” He lifted a dark eyebrow, skeptical.

      “I’m in a hurry,” she confessed, offering more information than was necessary. But it was the Blockley way.

      “Heard about the loss there. Real shame to lose two boats from such a small town,” he said, stroking Asher’s cheek after allowing the massive horse to sniff him.

      “Terrible shame,” she agreed.

      “This lad’s a beauty. I’ve never seen such a large horse.” He stroked his cheek more. Asher’s nervous gaze mellowed in the hands of the experienced horseman.

      “He’s a beast.” Lenny rubbed Asher’s face.

      “We’ll get him comfortable for the evening. Enjoy your rest.” He bowed slightly, clearly aware she was a lady.

      “Thank you.” She nodded her head and walked inside, carrying her sack with her.

      The inn was large for a town of this size but it was a main stop along the way. Wetwoodshire was vast but made up mostly of farmland so it had a smaller populace than the village of Wetwood that was much smaller and sat along the shores close by. It had a few docks and a safe harbor with a shallow basin, good for smaller fishing boats only.

      She walked past a man selling dried eel from Wetwood Lake next to the inn.

      Lenny had never eaten eel before. Something about their sharp teeth and large mouths made her uncomfortable. They reminded her of the grass snakes she had always shied away from up near the Ruins of Moyer. The memory of the snakes brought Wilfred’s face to her mind. He would chase the girls with the snakes he found.

      Lenny fought the stabbing agony when she arrived at the desk of the innkeeper. She was an older lady who had rosy cheeks and eyes that didn't meet at the same destination.

      “Good evening, miss. What can I do for ya?”

      “I need a room for the night please.”

      “Just one?” She paused and stared, looking in two places at once.

      “Yes please.”

      “Where ya headed?” she asked casually but Lenny knew this was not casually done. Lenny, a young lady dressed in britches, with no carriage and no companion, was strange.

      “The city. I am meeting up with my mother and sisters there,” Lenny told a half-truth.

      “Where’d you come from?” Again, she made the question sound harmless.

      “Blockley,” Lenny answered, adding a truth she knew would end the conversation. “My brother was on one of the ships that went down. I’m riding to tell my mother and sisters of his death.”

      The woman lifted her gaze from the logbook she wrote in. “Dear me, I am so sorry.” She sounded genuine for the first time, reaching across the counter and taking Lenny’s small hand in her swollen one. “You poor thing.”

      “It was terrible,” Lenny agreed.

      “It’s a tragedy.” She switched back to business and spun the book and pushed it at Lenny. “Two gold pieces and sign your name here, my dear.”

      Lenny pulled two pieces of gold from her bag and placed them in the woman’s hand before signing her name in the book.

      “Here’s your key. Dinner is ready when you are. I hope you have a pleasant sleep.” The woman smiled and Lenny smiled back.

      “Thank you.” She took the key and hurried to her room, matching the face on the key to the door. The room was small but fine. She hadn’t expected such a nice room in Wetwoodshire but the cost matched the finery.

      She didn't bother cleaning up beyond washing her face and hands and dusting herself off with the brush left for her on the table.

      She hurried back downstairs to eat so she could get to bed. Her body ached and her soul was weary.

      As she sat amongst strangers all at different tables, she felt nervous for the first time since leaving. She’d been to Wetwoodshire before, but never alone.

      A serving girl hurried over, her once white apron covered in grease stains where she had wiped her hands hundreds of times. She brought a plate of lamb, roasted potatoes, thick gravy, and fresh carrots and peas. She placed down a large ale, something the area was known for in the same way Blockley was known for its stout.

      “Here you are my dear.” She had a Waterly City accent, but not the same as Lenny’s mother’s accent. Or Lord Ivor’s.

      “Thank you.” Lenny smiled at her and took the mug in hand, drinking a large gulp. The taste exploded in her mouth. It was hoppy and light compared to the beer she drank at home. She wiped her mouth with her napkin, noting the people staring at her. A lone young woman caught the eyes of the men.

      Thinking on Lord Ivor’s accent made her recall she would see him again in the city. She wasn’t certain how to feel about that. He made her uneasy.

      She lifted her fork and knife and began eating.

      “Lenny?” a familiar voice came from the right. Lenny lifted her gaze and smiled when she saw a face she knew well.

      “James!” She stood like a fool. Women didn't stand for men. “How is it that you’re here?”

      He hurried over and took a seat across from her. No doubt hoping she would sit and stop drawing attention to them. “I’m so sorry, Lenny. About Wilfred.” The name stabbed her in the heart but the kind eyes offering the sentiment tried to heal the wound. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Me either. Thank you. Are you staying here?”

      “I am, just the one night.”

      “Please, join me.”

      “Of course.”

      “Your brother was the best of men. I am truly sorry.”

      “Thank you. I miss him.” She placed her fork down and sat back as the server girl rushed over with food and ale for James.

      “Thank you,” he said politely. “How are your parents and Bethel holding up?” James still seemed shy but it being only the two of them, he had to say something.

      “My father is a mess. Bethel might be nearly as bad.” She didn’t want to discuss this further so she asked a question, “What brings you to Wetwoodshire?”

      “I came to grab some supplies for Master Barnes. Our shipment was delayed from the storm, so we had the delivery brought here instead. Which is why I missed the funeral, sorry for that as well.” James lifted his ale and drank a long pull from the glass.

      “It was strange.” She scowled and lifted her own mug. “The lanterns did something odd. You won’t believe me, but they split. Half went to the right to the Cliffs of Moyer where Wilf’s boat went down. And the other half went straight, and then to the left, no doubt seeking out the other ship.” She shook her head slowly, her gaze fixed on nothing as she relived the moment. “It was magical.”

      “The gods,” he whispered, “the gods sending you a message that Wilfred is well.” It was a kind thought but it wasn't what Lenny had imagined.

      “I’m glad I’ve run into you, Lenny.” James leaned in a little, hovering over his plate. “I hate to eat alone in a place like this. Strangers everywhere.”

      “Me too.” She took his words to mean he was glad it was her and not just a friendly face. But in truth, she knew he had not meant that. But she was glad as well. The eyes of the others in the room no longer lingered on her, which gave her comfort.

      “Where are you headed?”

      “Waterly City to fetch Amaya, Hilde, and Mother,” she said as she began eating again, joining him.

      “Hilde’s coming back?” he asked, his eyes wide, and for the first time, Lenny saw something she hadn’t seen before.

      A tiny wound settled in her chest next to the large one. “Yes. I imagine she will.”

      “That will be nice for your father,” he said as if moving on from his obvious adoration or even worse, love, of her sister. And as Lenny was Lenny, she felt a twinge of pity for him. Hilde would marry her betrothed, James would be heartbroken, and Lenny hated that for him.
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      Lenny peered over her shoulder as she rode away while James waved once more. She waved back and turned around, focusing on the ride ahead of her.

      If she were lucky, she would make the inn at Lampson Roads, a tiny village a day’s ride from the city. Asher wasn't in much of a mood to ride, but she had bribed him with a pear and kisses.

      They rode all day, stopping only at a couple of creeks she had to cross. Asher behaved well, despite having the saddle on.

      By the time she reached Lampson Roads, it was dark and she was spent. Asher refused to ride for the last hour and they walked together.

      Once she saw the smoke and the lights of the large inn, she paused and spoke to the horse. “This is the farthest I’ve ever been from home, Asher.” And she was homesick in that moment.

      She missed her family, her pets, and her farm.

      The cozy life she’d been so certain she would leave behind with ease, one day traveling the entire world, was now all she thought on.

      The ghost of her brother crossed her mind.

      She sighed and lifted her gaze to the stars that had begun to poke out from behind the midnight sky. “I miss you,” she whispered to them all. Not the stars, but her family and friends. She knew the stars would hold the message for her, and the next time her loved ones looked to the sky, they would feel it. Her love.

      “Evening, miss.” An older man came from the stables. “I thought I heard something out here. You all right?” He seemed worried for Lenny. She was worried for herself too.

      “I am, just arriving late. Is it possible to get a room at this hour?” She yawned.

      “Indeed. Of course. We don't turn away womenfolk on the road, and certainly not this late. Dinner’s been served, I’m afraid. I might be able to rustle ya some grub though.”

      “I’ve got a bit of food. I merely need a bed, sir.”

      “And this poor lad needs some rest.”

      “Some well-earned rest.” Lenny nodded with a second yawn.

      “Well, you go on, and I’ll get him tucked in.” He bowed slightly.

      “Thank you.” She hurried to the door, though her body begged her to stop moving.

      The innkeeper came from a back door. He was already in his nightclothes and carrying a light. “Good evening,” he whispered.

      “Sorry for my late arrival.”

      “Better late than never in this business, my dear. A lone lady traveling in the dark? And this close to the city, you must have a guardian watching over ya.” He pulled out the logbook. “Three gold pieces and signature, if ya will.”

      She handed over the money and signed.

      “Thank you.” She took the key and walked behind him. He led her with the light to a door that matched the key. She didn't bother changing. She collapsed on the bed and passed out hard.

      Her sleep was deep and dreamless except for her family’s faces.

      When she woke, her loved ones continued to haunt her, reminding her of the dreamless sleep she’d had.

      She was in a mood when she reached the stables, but by the look in Asher’s eyes, so was he.

      She walked him for the first bit, her bottom sore and her back aching. She assumed he was feeling the days of riding as well. She offered him pears and apples and ate one of each herself.

      As they neared the city, the road turned to cobblestone, a proper street, and the scenery shifted from that of countryside and farmland to industry and finery, contrasting one another as neighbors.

      She rode hard for the last few hours of daylight, certain they would make it to the city. Traffic was thick, carriages and carts and riders as far as the eye could see. Her body was on fire, aching and exhausted, and Asher didn’t seem much happier, but they pushed on.

      As the stream of riders she traveled with turned a corner, she could tell they were near the city; the night sky glowed strangely as if a large dome of light sat over it. The buildings were like nothing she had seen before, with gardens around them and torches so high the fire reminded her of a pyre.

      The group of travelers slowed when they reached a long bridge made of huge stones that crossed a massive body of water. There were torches on either side of the bridge held in place by great round pillars with flames reaching for the sky. The water around them reflected the glow, creating more illumination than the torch alone would’ve. It was brilliant in both idea and beauty.

      Lenny realized fairly quickly that she was riding toward the gates to the city, something travelers and her mother had described to her before. And it was exactly how they’d said it would be. Huge stone buildings reached for the sky with windows so high up, her palms grew damp imagining being in them staring down at the world below. The glow from the light of the torches, lanterns, and lamps illuminated everywhere it touched, easing her fears of the city and the people and its strangeness. As if she were somehow protected by this luminosity. The streets were full of bustling people who walked about like it was midday.

      The buildings had ornate decorations carved into them: winged children upon pillars and beasts roaring into the night air. The rooftops were stone and colored much darker than the whitewash of the buildings.

      The closer they drew to the gates, the more awestruck she became.

      Asher slowed to a saunter as Lenny stared at the vast white stone gates with a man carved into either side. A guardian.

      These were ancient gates.

      She had heard of them.

      The Gates of Eluse, the entrance to Waterly City. It was said they were made during the age of the fae, gifts carved with light and intention by the master carvers of the elven kingdoms.

      Men in armor stood on either side of the gate, both outside and inside, their eyes watchful of the faces entering and leaving the great city.

      She lifted her head, gawking at the vast number of buildings and numerous forks in the stone streets ahead. Asher slowed, getting caught in the unmoving crowds. Neither he nor Lenny had seen anything like it. Nor heard anything like it. The noise made it impossible to think.

      She realized then she had lost her group of riders. They had turned somewhere else and she was alone, the one mounted person in town. By the angry looks she was receiving, she realized she should have followed them instead off riding starstruck.

      “Get that beast outta here!” someone shouted.

      “Foolish women riders!” a man’s voice rang out over top everything else.

      Asher stopped in his tracks in the middle of the street.

      “Asher!” Lenny shouted, “Keep moving!”

      “The stables are this way, miss, let me help you,” a young man grabbed her reins and pulled the horse without waiting for her response.

      “Thank you,” she said wearily.

      He led them into an alleyway that was much quieter and less crowded.

      Lenny recalled her father’s words, making a twinge in her stomach. She’d been here one minute and already a stranger led her horse without her consent. She had a defense in that she was in a strange city surrounded by strangers shouting insults at her, but she knew her father’s warning came from experience.

      “I’m actually trying to get to the palace,” Lenny spoke softly, not certain if anyone should hear that, but hopeful to be free of the young man in case he did have dishonorable intentions.

      “Guest of the king?” the young man joked.

      “No, my sisters and mother are there.” She didn't know what she ought to say and what she needed to keep private. “I’m here to tell them urgent news.”

      “Do they work in the palace?” he asked as he pulled Asher down another alley, taking a turn.

      “Yes,” she lied. She had the strangest feeling it was the right course of action.

      “I can walk my horse, let me climb down.” She swung her leg, forcing him to stop and she jumped down. Her legs tingled as blood rushed back into them. Her body was past the point of sore and she was exhausted, but the adrenaline of being in the city was powerful.

      “Where are you from? Sounds like maybe Wetwood?”

      “Yes,” she smiled and lied again. “Close to there. Are you from here?”

      “I am now. My ma came when I was a lad. We’ve been here since. She works on Pappelwhick Island as a healer.”

      “What’s Pappelwhick Island?” Lenny asked, trying to sound like a peasant, though she knew very well what the island was for.

      “All the physics and healers work there to treat the ill and restore the unhealthy. There is also a section of the island devoted to the Silent Ministry and the Sisters’ Watch for unwed mothers.”

      “I see. Your mother must be a great healer to work there. The brothers of the Silent Ministry are known in my village too.” She chatted as she followed him through the city. Asher’s eyes darted everywhere and there was tension in his reins; he was nervous. She was too. Lenny worried this young man was leading them to something dark. But suddenly they turned a corner and before her was a view so stunning, Lenny had to stop to take it in. Even Asher calmed as they both gaped at the enormity of the lit-up palace and its grounds.

      Again, there was a bridge with lanterns and torches and stunning reflections on the water.

      “Pretty, isn’t it?” The young man stopped alongside her.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it.” She was stuck in place, staring like a fool. The lights twinkled against the faded or whitewashed brick of the palace and made it glow suggesting magic was somehow involved in this sight.

      Lenny took a deep breath and offered a slight bow to the young man. “Thank you for rescuing me, sir.” She fished a coin from her pocket and pressed it into his callused hands, a grip that matched her own.

      “You are welcome.” He nodded back. “Do you need help finding the service entrance?”

      “I’ll be all right from here,” she answered and led Asher into the street toward the gate.

      She walked slowly as the guards eyed her and the enormous horse next to her.

      “Halt!” a guard shouted, holding his hand up. “What business have you here?” He used a tone she recognized. It was the one her mother used frequently. He thought himself better than she was. Lenny shrugged it off, assuming he was probably correct in that. She walked a little closer, forcing the guard to come forward, shouting again, “I said halt! Are you deaf?” he snapped at her.

      “I need to speak to Lord Ivor.” She was a ball of nerves and recalled only his name in a panic.

      “Who do you think you are, coming to the front gate like this? You get your ass to the servants’ entrance like everyone else!” He raised a hand to her, making his light armor clink. Asher neighed and reared, dragging Lenny up until her feet dangled and jerking her arm in a stabbing motion. She cried out in pain and fell to the ground, dropping the leather.

      “Now get, before you end up hurt!” The guard moved to kick her but the contact was more of a shove with his foot.

      She fell back more, wincing in pain and misunderstanding. “I’m Lady Hilde’s sister!” she hissed. “I must speak to Lord Ivor, at once!” she shouted from the ground.

      The guard moved to kick her again but one of the other guards shouted, “Banks!” He walked forward, noisy with the light armor. “Did you say Lady Hilde?” He held back the man he had called Banks.

      “Yes, you idiots!” she spat her words as she massaged her shoulder, checking to see if it was dislocated, which was how it felt. It had happened once when she was a child in nearly the same sort of accident.

      “Who the bloody hell—?”

      “The prince’s betrothed,” the man said to Banks. His face was stern and his eyes wide with fright.

      Banks stepped back, swallowing hard.

      “Just get Lord Ivor, now!” she shouted, knowing these men would do just as her father said, abuse her, unless she sounded like she belonged. Struggling and with no offer of help, she pulled herself up from the ground. She soothed Asher who was backing up and making snorts. Her leg hurt where the man had shoved her and her shoulder was throbbing. She could tell by how low her arm hung and by the unbearable pain, it was dislocated. But she managed to rub the horse’s face with her good hand enough to calm him. “Shhhhhhhh. It’s all right.”

      “I’m sorry, miss,” the guard who had saved her apologized, but Banks stood with his jaw clenched.

      “Hold my horse,” she growled.

      The man moved carefully, putting a hand up for Asher to smell. “He’s beautiful.”

      “Indeed.” Her eye twitched as one of the guards not wearing armor ran across the grounds, shouting. His words brought on more shouting until a figure she recognized hurried with lengthy strides down to the main entrance.

      He didn't run but he covered a vast distance quickly with his long legs. “What is this meaning of this?” Lord Ivor shouted and even Lenny flinched. “Lenny!” His tone softened as he rushed her. Seeing her arm, he gasped. “Who did this?” Her eyes flickered to Banks.

      Ivor spun, staring down the man whose head stooped the moment they made eye contact. Ivor didn't speak, vibrating with rage. The man bowed deeply at Lenny. “I beg your forgiveness, milady.” Banks stepped back, still bowing and only stood when he turned and walked away, to the left of the palace.

      “Lenny, I am so sorry.”

      “You have to fix it,” she whispered, holding back the tears and refusing to cry in front of strangers or Lord Ivor. “It’s dislocated.”

      “Gods, let me get a physic.” Lord Ivor licked his lips.

      “No!” Lenny shouted, unable to take the pain of the wait.

      “Fine,” he said frowning, then nodded. “Are you ready?”

      “Just do it.”

      He took her arm and hand gently in his, holding it out, he paused then moved it to the right, which the arm fought against, causing her pain until it moved back into place with a slight jerk. The pain became bearable as he swung the arm back to her body, nestling it under her breasts. “We’ll have to sling this. You won’t be able to move it for a few days.”

      “I have to go home tomorrow,” she murmured, trying to get her breathing back in order.

      “You’ve just arrived. The engagement party is tomorrow.” He was either disappointed or worried.

      “Wilfred has died,” she blurted and continued to fight the tears. “It’s why I’ve come, I need my family to come home.”

      He froze, a stunned expression claiming his face. “How?” he asked.

      “In the storm. We lost two ships from Blockley.”

      “Lenny,” Ivor whispered. “I’m so sorry.” He wrapped an arm around her good shoulder and held her to him. It was inappropriate but she found herself with her eyes closed and her head resting against his chest as he spoke into her hair at the top of her head, “I will take you to them right away.”

      “Thank you.”

      The kindness vanished from his tone, “Take care of that horse a far sight better than you did my friend and your future queen’s sister!” he shouted and every man at the gate jumped to attention. “We will speak on this tomorrow,” he seethed, then comforted Lenny again. “Come with me.” He walked her forward through the gates as Asher was led to the right.

      She glimpsed back at her horse and prayed he would be all right.

      “What will happen to that man, Banks?” Lenny asked as they neared the front doors of the palace.

      “What do you think we should have happen?”

      “I don't know, but surely he can’t be allowed to treat commoners that way,” Lenny said, cradling her sore arm.

      “You’re not a commoner.”

      “He didn’t know that.” Her father had been correct. As a peasant or common worker in the city she had been abused, and the only thing that saved her was being under Lord Ivor and the king’s protection.

      Lenny knew nothing of the city.

      Perhaps she knew nothing of life.

      Perhaps she belonged in Blockley.

      “I’m going to see to his punishment myself. Anyway, your mother and sisters are up here. I suspect they were preparing for bed, but I’ve sent word you are here,” Lord Ivor spoke softly. This was a side of him Lenny hadn’t expected. He was kind and compassionate, and she was in need of both those traits.

      Hilde’s last words to her flashed in her mind.

      And her mother’s.

      Both had been disappointed with her.

      Dread filled her as they made their way through the maze of a castle until they reached a large sitting area.

      “Lenny!” Hilde said loudly as she rushed forward from an ornate door. “You came.” She wrapped herself around her sister, squeezing with desperation as she whispered, “I’m so sorry, Lenny. I didn't mean it.” Hilde sniffled. “You didn't have to come. I am so sorry I said it.”

      “I love you, Hilde,” Lenny whispered back, fighting the pain and the tears she hid so well.

      “Ilenia, what the gods are you doing here? Did you ride alone? What are you wearing?” her mother’s voice rang out from the room as she rushed forward, stomping angrily to where Lenny stood with Hilde mauling her. She stopped frozen in her tracks when she saw Lenny’s face. Her eyes widened.

      Amaya rushed from her room, entering the parlor where her sisters and mother were. “Lenny!” She gasped but stopped when she saw her face. “Gods, Lenny. What’s happened?” Her eyes darted behind Lenny. “Is it the dogs?” she asked when she didn't see them.

      “I will leave you,” Lord Ivor bowed and stepped away from Lenny’s side, turning and exiting the room quietly.

      “Speak, Lenny!” her mother shouted but not with anger. She was terrified.

      “Wilf—” Lenny started but couldn't continue.

      “No!” Her mother lifted her hands to her mouth.

      “Lenny?” Hilde whispered.

      “The Vagabond sunk in the storm.” She shook her head, wishing her words were lies.

      “No!” her mother screamed and dropped to her knees in her gown. “No! My boy!”

      “No, Lenny. There must be a mistake!” Amaya said, taking a step back from Lenny, moving her head back and forth in disbelief. “You’re mistaken. He’s in a harbor somewhere. Maybe he’s hurt and can’t get word to us.”

      But Hilde knew Lenny. She knew this response would only have come if Lenny were certain. Hilde’s lip quivered and again she wrapped herself around her youngest sister.

      There was no easy way to explain it.

      There were no words.

      There was just weight and the transference of it.

      Lenny shared her burden and her loss and her pain, delivering it amongst her loved ones so they might be like Scar and Ollie, letting her lean against them as she let them lean on her.
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      Lenny woke to silence and a smell. It struck her as odd, not because she had never smelled it before, but she had never woken to it. She’d only seen it in Knights Haberdashery and now the scent made her homesick.

      She lifted her head to find a steaming cup of coffee sitting on the table with a tray of pastries, fruit, cream, and honey. Obviously, someone had been in, but she hadn’t heard them.

      It was an unnerving experience.

      She sat up and winced at the pain in her body. She wanted so badly to go home, but the agony she was in meant she’d have to delay her trip a couple of days.

      She climbed from the bed and stared out the window at the gardens below. The view was incredible, same as the room. The same size as all their rooms back home put together. But it wasn't hers. She didn't love it.

      In fact, she couldn’t wait to be on the road.

      She sipped the coffee, cringing at the bitterness and remembering Wen always put in a splash of cream to mellow the taste. She did it and took another sip. It soothed in a strange way, relaxing her into her soul somehow.

      The pastries were perfect, so plump and crusty. She was sure she’d never seen their like. But her appetite had not returned.

      She cleaned with the washing water that was left for her, enjoying that it was warm and scented with lavender. When she was clean enough, she pulled her long, thick hair into a heavy braid and hauled on her britches and a tunic. Her mother would have a fit, but Lenny would save the agony of wearing a dress for the party. Her shoulder wouldn’t enjoy the stiff fabric of a gown.

      She slapped her legs to call the dogs and paused, realizing they weren’t there. It wasn’t the first time she’d spoken to them or called them since she got on the road. They were home in her heart, the way Tubby was in Hilde’s and Sir Kitty was in Amaya’s.

      A knock at her door made her uneasy. She called out, cautiously, “Come in.”

      The knob turned slowly and the face in the doorway was not one she expected.

      “Lord Ivor, good morning, sir.” She bowed, offering a respectful depth. His kindness the day before had given her a new lease on him.

      “Milady.” He bowed deeply as well. They had never been more formal nor polite. “I trust you slept well.”

      “I did.” She was confused by that. “The bed is the softest I’ve ever slept in, but I don’t know that I noticed it. I was so tired.”

      “How is your arm?”

      “Quite sore. Is the man who was cruel to me being punished?” The thought of it bothered Lenny.

      “He has been dealt with.”

      “How?” she questioned Lord Ivor in tone and gaze.

      “That is none of your concern. I understand you made it here in three days, which is not just remarkable but dangerous.” He had that warning tone again, like he was about to look to her father to scold and remind her to be a lady.

      “I did,” she confessed, allowing his tone this once, since she was certain the long days spent riding had been foolish and she could admit it. “And you are quite correct, I think I have broken my body.” She laughed, trying to lighten the mood.

      “I don’t mean because you are exhausted.” He stepped into her room which was rather odd and brazen but mostly incorrect for societal accepted behaviors. But she allowed it too. The door was open and she was not the sort of girl one would think he might have regarded in any way beyond perhaps that of a little cousin. “I am speaking of the dangers of a young woman riding to the city on a horse, alone. Surely, you gave that some thought.”

      “I didn’t.” She nearly continued as rudely as he was but decided to be honest with him in hopes he might understand her drive and not be angry. She didn’t want him to be angry. “My father is not the same. Which is understandable as he has suffered the greatest loss. A child dying before you is as my gran says, unnatural. It goes against our natural order. And he is not recovering. And so I came to plead with my mother to forget this nonsense of the courts and come home. He needs her.”

      “And now with that bad news, likely she will need him too.” Ivor seemed to understand.

      Lenny nodded.

      “Your mother and sister will leave immediately after the party this evening and ride directly to Blockley? Only stopping to change horses in Pyle?”

      “Yes, that is her plan. She and Amaya will go ahead, and Hilde and I will remain for a few days, until my arm is better. Then we will ride to Blockley.”

      “With an escort,” he added in a tone so Lenny knew it was not a suggestion.

      “I suppose that is Hilde’s life now. Escorts.”

      “And it ought to be yours. You’re far too reckless.” He wasn’t done judging her.

      “Then it’s lucky I’m not your burden,” she said, giving back his same attitude.

      “What makes you so certain you are not?” He took a few steps forward, coming well into the room. “I think I have made it perfectly clear I care about what happens to you, Lenny.”

      “Why, Ivor?” She used his name as he had hers. “Why do you care what I do? I’m no concern of yours.”

      He walked right to her, staring down at her with intensity. “Because—” he said without finishing, though his heated glare spoke volumes.

      “Because I am the bratty little sister of the future queen, and it’s somehow your lordship’s responsibility to care for me?” She didn’t back down or step away from him. “As if I need that?”

      A smirk lifted his lips. “At least you admit you’re bratty,” he teased.

      “I can also admit you’re an—”

      “Lenny?” Amaya’s voice cut in. “Oh, Lord Ivor, what a surprise to find you in here,” Amaya said with half her usual humor. She bowed, forcing him to bow.

      “Good morning, Miss Amaya.” He turned to Lenny, still smirking. “Perhaps, we can finish this conversation later, and you may get back to insulting me then.” He bowed to her and left. “Good day, ladies.”

      “Lenny!” Amaya scolded. “Why are you insulting poor Lord Ivor?” He closed the door and she lowered her voice, “He speaks of nothing but you, and here you are abusing him.” She went to the tray of pastries and took a bite of a horn-shaped one.

      The bite did not seem to satisfy her. Within a moment, she placed the pastry back and stared out the window.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but it’s the truth,” Lenny said as though she read her sister’s mind.

      “I just don’t believe it. Not Wilfred. He’s the strongest of us all.”

      “I saw him.”

      “His body?” Amaya turned sharply, swallowing the lump in her throat.

      “No,” Lenny whispered. “He called to me. I had a vision, I think. I saw him on the ship. Lightning flashed, and in the distance, I saw the guardians of Moyer high on the cliffs. Wilfred knew he was done for. And when it ended, I hurried to the cliffs and found a piece of sail, his sail with the V. I brought it back to Blockley—”

      “Gods, did you cry into the sea at Moyer?” Amaya’s eyes were flooded with tears and her voice thick with pain.

      “No,” Lenny whispered again, reliving it. “I managed to stay strong. I brought it to Blockley and I sobbed there, on the shores, bleeding and crying into the sea, hopeful I might call him to me.”

      “And did you?”

      Lenny nodded, a tear slipping down her cheek. “He came to me. I have seen him every day since the accident in Blockley. He is a ghost and silent, but his eyes speak volumes. And he has nodded and shook his head when asked questions.” Lenny’s voice was soft and scared. She didn’t want Amaya to think her crazy.

      “Oh, thank the gods. I’m so relieved you brought him home.” Amaya hugged Lenny, squishing her injured arm. “Did you happen to see Josu at all?”

      “No.” Lenny realized she hadn’t. “I was busy with the storm and then Wilf.”

      “Of course. I just thought perhaps he might have come to funeral. Or the lantern ceremony.”

      “He didn’t.” Lenny hadn’t considered his absence until that moment. “Maybe he got busy.” She tried to offer him an excuse.

      “Too busy to come to my brother’s funeral?” Amaya snarled.

      “He might have been out of town. At one of his family’s estates. I didn’t see him in town at all.”

      “Odd,” Amaya muttered, her brow setting heavily over her eyes.

      She was unhappy, it was obvious. But her annoyance at her betrothed was short-lived as Hilde entered the room, swollen in the eyes and lips and her nose red and shiny.

      “Oh, Hilde,” Amaya said, bringing her into her embrace.

      “How am I meant to be happy tonight? How can I celebrate when my brother is dead, and his poor dear wife is pregnant and alone? I need to call this off.” Her voice cracked. “But I don’t know how.”

      “I know.” Amaya held her and let her sob.

      The three girls grouped together, gripping one another. It was not the day Hilde had planned her entire life.
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      Tired of listening to Amaya and Hilde cry or watching her mother stare at the wall while wearing her nightgown well into the day, Lenny left the suite. She needed to move and walk and try to force her aching muscles to recover from the days of riding.

      She roamed the hallways of the castle, staring at paintings and sculptures and the ornate designs on everything. It was an overload to the senses to attempt to see it all.

      The ceilings were her favorite part. They had to be four times higher than her ceilings back home and every one of them was painted as if it were a work of art.

      The castle halls were busy. Maids and other servants bustled about, but none greeted her. She’d never felt lonelier, which was fine. She had been seeking quiet.

      She made her way to a small chapel. Feeling like an intruder, she intended to stay only a moment, noting the water goddess Hithu in the corner. Lenny walked to her, staring at the stunning bronze carving. There were incense on the table to light. The scent of the last one burnt lingered in the air from whoever had prayed there.

      Lenny lit one and thought of Wilfred.

      He hadn’t appeared to her in the castle yet, making her think he could only be seen in Blockley.

      The smoke lifted into the air and silently she prayed her brother’s body rested well with the goddess of water.

      Her mother and sisters hadn’t left their suite all day, their grief so new and fresh it brought them to their knees and kept them there. But Lenny’s was in a different stage. She was angry with her brother for going out. Angry with her mother for forcing Wilf’s marriage, which in turn drove him to seek long shifts at sea. Her mind raced with all the what-ifs and uselessness of the pain crippling them all.

      “Do you know the story?” a voice she recognized asked from the corner.

      Lenny turned to find Lord Ivor sitting in the pews. She hadn’t noticed him there when she walked in.

      “Are you following me?”

      “I was here first, which would suggest it is you who is following me.” He stood and walked to Hithu. “Do you know the story of how she became the water goddess?”

      “Of course. What kind of fisherman’s daughter would I be if I didn’t know the lore of the sea?” She reached forward and touched the statue’s stunning face. “Hithu was the daughter of the King of Dahleigh during the age of the fae, said to be more beautiful than any woman in all the kingdoms in Amaria. She reached womanhood and was to be married to a king from a neighboring kingdom, in a deal that would bring trade and prosperity to Dahleigh. But as the wedding was planned, an illness ran through all of Amaria. Every village and city saw death at their doorstep. A plague.”

      Lenny paused, hearing Gran’s voice telling the story as she continued.

      “Hithu was kept inside, quarantined in a tower to keep her healthy until she could be wed. She was allowed one servant girl, Lillith. It was her job to ensure no one saw Hithu. But Lillith fell in love and snuck out to meet her sweetheart. She didn’t show signs of the illness until it was too late and the illness had been brought inside the tower. Lillith and then Hithu, both became ill. Hithu’s father, seeing that his beloved daughter was on her last breaths, took her out to the middle of the sea. He screamed for the water god to come, to see his beautiful daughter. Because surely a trade could be made. When the water god, Isil, rose from the sea, he was infatuated with her the moment he saw her. Love at first sight.” That was the part Lenny rolled her eyes at when Gran told the story. Thinking on it made her smile, though the story was taking its turn for the worse.

      “The water god told the king to put Hithu into the ocean and he would save her, but she would never be able to return to land again. And the king would never see his daughter. For this trade, the water god would grant Dahleigh good weather and a bounty of fish for the season every year. Desperate for her to live and for his kingdom to survive, even if it meant Hithu would be a mermaid, the king kissed his daughter and placed her into the sea. She sunk below and was changed, saved. The king sat in his boat and watched the sun set. As the end of the day drew near, Hithu swam to the surface, before the last remaining memories of her life before becoming a mermaid were taken, and jumped out of the water, tail and all.”

      “And her father saw her one last time,” Lord Ivor finished it. “Dahleigh has enjoyed fine weather for the fishing season and the best fishing in all of Amaria ever since.”

      “It’s my favorite story,” Lenny said.

      “Do you believe it?”

      “Yes, I suppose I do,” she replied. “My brother is there, in the sea. I want to believe Hithu watches over him. And I suppose I believe there was magic in Dahleigh, but there’s no evidence of its existence now. My gran’s people believe in it still.”

      “She’s from Crail?” he asked.

      “How did you know that?” Lenny demanded.

      “She told me.” He smiled.

      “At the engagement party?” Lenny questioned him, knowing Gran hadn’t come to the engagement party.

      “No,” he answered but offered no explanation.

      “How is it you seem to know so much?” Lenny wasn't certain why this bothered her but it did.

      “You are so suspicious of me, Lenny.”

      “I don’t know you well enough for us to be having such intimate conversations all the time, and yet I can’t seem to stop myself.” Lenny scowled.

      “And I am to blame for that?” He fought a grin. “That you feel comfortable with me? It's my fault.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant.” Lenny grew flustered, not certain of what she was saying either. “You act as though you know me, and for some reason you feel permitted to instruct me. Constantly!” She got louder. “You have an opinion on everything I say or do.”

      “That’s called conversation.”

      “No. When you found me at the gates, you embraced me, yet we have only met a few times.” Lenny stepped closer, lifting her head to stare right into his twinkling eyes.

      “I was kind, therefore I must have something up my sleeve?” He laughed bitterly.

      “No, it’s the unfavorable smugness displayed on your face whenever you mock me. A twinkle in your eyes as if to laugh at me. Not that it matters, we are nothing to one another. So I suppose you are permitted to laugh at me all you like. Good day, my lord.” She spun on her heel and strode from the church with all the insolence she possessed.

      “Perhaps, you will wait a moment and permit me a defense of the faults you have accused me of.” Lord Ivor walked behind her quickly, catching her with few steps as his gait was much wider than hers. He stepped in front of her, forbidding her to pass.

      “How does one justify or defend faults in character?” Lenny asked with a laugh. “And why would you want to? Why do you care if I approve of you? Why are you always acting like we are acquainted beyond what we are?” She wanted him to confess he was her mother’s puppet in an engagement scheme.

      “Because I feel it too. There’s a comfort that I—I mean—I would like to know you better. I want you to know me. I believe I was trying to ensure you understood that. Apparently, I have failed, and even worse, insulted you while doing it.” He blushed and seemed to struggle with his next words, “The—the truth is, embarrassing as this might be,” he appeared ashamed but met her gaze, “I—I do not know how to behave around a young woman such as yourself. You have me on my toes constantly, uncertain of the ground beneath me.” He furrowed his brow, speaking softly, “Uncertain if there is even ground there at all when you are around.”

      Lenny swallowed the words she might say, certain he was being serious, and she couldn’t be cruel to him for that. But she continued to question his motives.

      “Your disdain for my behavior is perhaps a misinterpretation of my actions and, I hope, of my character.”

      Responses fluttered about in her flustered mind but saying them would be rude.

      “I have read this all wrong and believed you were aware of my intentions toward you.” He sighed, seeming confused. “I thought you were playing along with the game of courtship. The usual flirting and whatnot.” He winced when he said the last word, pausing and staring through her.

      “Have you spoken to my mother?” She went for the jugular.

      His eyebrows lifted and he pressed his lips together, nodding once.

      “As I suspected.” The questions Lenny had been wondering about were all answered in that nod. “Our mother wants nothing more than to sell my sisters and me off to the highest bidders, and unfortunately for her, I have not been much of a prize. I understand being the future queen’s sister, perhaps changes things—”

      His eyes widened. “You misunderstand—”

      “It doesn't matter. I do not know you well enough to discern whether my sister’s place in court drives the feelings you confess having for me, or if they exist at all.” Lenny was blunt. She didn't see the point in pussyfooting about, but she did try not to be rude. “Lord Ivor, I am a dock rat with limited experience in games and whatever engagement my mother hopes to arrange for me. And you are a lord, with expectations placed upon you. I understand the pressure you must feel to secure a wife of a certain type.” She offered a soft smile, trying to ease the firmness of her statement. “I saw this—you as nothing more than a friend at most, but more likely as a relation to my sister’s new family. And I have no wish to find a husband here at court, or at all.”

      He paled, losing the blush on his cheeks. His lips parted indicating he might speak, but it took several seconds for anything to come out, “I have offended you. I am so sorry.” He pinched his brow, swallowing hard. “But if the offer were still on the table, I would genuinely like to be your friend.”

      “And I would like that very much.” She nodded.

      “May I offer you a tour of the docks? As friends? Dock rat to lord?” he joked weakly and held his hands out, as if to show he had nothing up his sleeves.

      She wanted to leave and pretend none of this had happened, but she’d offered friendship and that would not only be rude, it would make her offer disingenuous. “Will Henry be joining us?” she asked with a smile, hoping to settle the tension she hadn’t meant to create. Lenny’s mother was obviously behind all this, and Lenny felt more fury at the idea of her meddling in her life than anything else. It was much like Wilf’s marriage.

      “He wouldn’t miss it for the world. Let’s fetch him.” He offered his arm but paused, making an odd face, perhaps a confused grin, before nodding and continuing on. “My rooms are this way.” He pointed and walked along the corridor to the grand staircase.

      “Where are we now? I think I might be lost,” Lenny confessed.

      “Then it’s lucky I grew up here. We’re in the north side of the western wing where the library, chapel, and the king’s private parlor are situated. The ballroom is directly below us but extends beyond this area.” He lifted a hand to the painting. “You can tell which wing you are in by the frames. The western wing has only gold embossed frames. Your rooms are in the south side of the western wing, that way.” He pointed at the wall and hallway next to them.

      “You do know your way around.”

      “No one knows this castle as well as I do,” he said confidently.

      “Not even the servants?” Lenny challenged him.

      “Absolutely not.” He scoffed. “They’re terrified of my uncle, so they stay where they ought to. Not to mention, the place is thought haunted in some spots, and they have refused to enter those areas for some time now.”

      “What could possibly—” Lenny paused. “A servant died, didn’t they?”

      “Yes, a girl named Lottie. Young and pretty. A scullery maid. I was fond of her.”

      “How?” Lenny asked.

      “No one knows. She was found dead with dirty hands and no clothing, quite strange. Her body was pale, as though it had no blood left in it. The servants whispered that one of the ghosts scared the life from her.” Lord Ivor wrinkled his nose recalling it. “Not sure how the ghost managed to undress her.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “It was,” he agreed, gazing at her, wishing he might be able to say the things he wanted so badly to, but certain Lenny would never believe him. “She died when I was seven and it’s been years. Nevertheless, I recall it with perfect recollection.”

      “How much older than the prince are you?”

      “Eight years. I am twenty-four on my next birthday.”

      “Why are you not eligible to be king in his stead?” Lenny asked breathlessly, walking quickly to keep up to his pace, all the while holding her injured arm. “He is young and unwell.”

      “I am next in line, after Landon. But he is not so unwell that he cannot be king. And if he manages to father a son, gods willing, before he dies, the burden will pass to his son.” He sighed. “If I could only be so lucky.”

      “And if he has no sons?”

      “Then it passes to me. And my sons. And if I have no sons when I die, our cousin Andrew, who is currently nine years old and would rather play with wooden swords than worry about being king.” He joked but there was an unmistakable tone.

      “You don’t want to be king?” Lenny stopped walking, forcing him to pause. She took a deep breath, holding her arm.

      “I’m walking too fast for you.” He groaned. “Is that to be added to the list of disdainful character traits?”

      “Yes!” She gasped. “Being too tall is certainly added.” She laughed, placing a hand against the wall to rest there, though they were in the darker part of the corridor, which could be considered inappropriate. But her head was spinning with details and awkwardness and now a friendship made from her mother’s meddling. “I am tired from the journey, that’s all. But you changed the subject—do you not want to be king?”

      “No,” he said as if it were the greatest relief to let that out. “Gods be kind to me, I will never be so much as an advisor to that throne.”

      “But it’s your family profession. Imagine my brother had turned down my father when he offered to give him his first ship? What a strange notion.” Clearly, he had no idea what it was like to be the child who couldn't work in the family business because of his sex.

      “It’s not the same, Lenny. I assure you. Being a fisherman on the sea, breathing freely and making small decisions is akin to a vacation from the crown and even this city.” He folded his arms and leaned against the wall across from her, lowering his voice more. “You have no idea what this place can do to a person.”

      “Living in a castle run by servants is hard, is it?” She lifted an eyebrow, mocking him a little. “I see it would be difficult to decide how to spend the afternoons some days. There are too many options,” she said cheekily, hoping the conversation stayed light and didn't dare venture back to her mother’s plot.

      “It’s not what you think. In the city you have the businesses run by old families with great wealth. They have created the system to benefit them in the way that keeps them profitable. Any disturbance in that, and the mutiny begins. Suddenly, there are rumors of the king’s health, mental state, and conflicts in his home. Lies spread about deals the king is making behind the backs of the people in power, convincing anyone they need to of betrayal at the king’s hand.”

      “That can’t be true. Why agree to the monarchy if you have no intention of allowing the king to rule?”

      “You are too smart for the ruling class.” He laughed. “Common sense does not belong with politics. They are mortal enemies. Surely, if there is a simple answer or an uncomplicated solution to any given problem, a politician wouldn’t be able to see it despite it being as plain as the nose on his face.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” She wrinkled her nose. “Even the magistrate in our small town listens to reason.”

      “Hence, his being in a small town. He would drown in a place such as this.”

      “So the king must rule the entire kingdom while worrying about the industrialists and financiers of the city stabbing him in the back?” She was confused as to how that could possibly be effective.

      “And that is merely the businessmen. Then you have to worry about the houses that are nearly your equal, for certain they are always vying for more power, calculating their moves. They spend their days and nights plotting, ensuring they’re marrying a daughter to solidify a link to the courts and win favor with the king. Ensuring sons are courting the daughters of the most important families. Money is everything until only family connection and power will save you. So you must have both. Marriages are a business agreement. There is no love here. It’s exhausting.” He started walking again, slower this time.

      “That sounds exhausting and complicated and inefficient,” Lenny agreed but also wondered how he could be so hypocritical of the very system he had nearly asked to court her under to please her mother and whoever his people were.

      “It’s why I’m hopeful your sister and my cousin will make a happy couple in the time he has left, and they will be fruitful,” Lord Ivor joked.

      “Now that you’ve told me all this, you have to admit that’s a dreadful thing to wish on my sister,” Lenny pointed out, also smiling.

      “That is your mother’s doing.” He shrugged. “She’s from here. A friend of the queen and an agreement made sixteen years ago. Nothing can be undone here.” He led her down another set of stairs to a long corridor where the light of the day filtered in tall, narrow windows that ran along the hallway. There was a courtyard and gardens beyond them.

      “Speaking of old relations here, is there a rumor in the city of the king having a bastard son? He would be about eighteen.” Lenny grinned when she asked it but Lord Ivor did not when he answered.

      “That is treasonous to say. You must never speak on it again.” He stopped walking and stared down on her, his expression severe and his voice a whisper, “Please, Lenny, promise me you will never speak on this again. The halls have eyes and the shadows have ears. You have no friends at court and your sister is vulnerable, even with your mother’s friendship to the queen.”

      “I-I-I didn't mean to offend,” Lenny stumbled on her words.

      “Of course you didn't. You have no idea what life is like here. Your mother ensured you lived as far from the courts as you could, protected in case it ever came to light they intended to marry Hilde to the crown prince.” He softened his tone but continued in a whisper, “Everything here is planned, plotted, and carefully executed. Including wayward or disgruntled citizens.” He flashed emotion in his gaze that Lenny mistook for anger, but she realized it was fear. “I am your friend.” He lifted his hands to her arms, holding her in place. “Trust no one else.”

      Lenny nodded but she wondered how much of that was the truth.

      There was only one thing she knew about the city that she could be sure of: she hated it. She wished to go home and never return. And in fact, she was strongly considering what her father had told her about Uncle Alek wanting her to take over Quays. It was a life she could imagine quite easily.

      If this was what the world outside Blockley was, she didn’t want any of it.
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      The red ball gown felt as if Lenny were wearing a torch, a beacon to draw unwanted attention. She inspected her reflection once more, unsure of how she could possibly be expected to dance in this. The fabric wasn't stiff or rigid; the entire dress felt as though it were made of tulle. There was no lacing up, just a tight bodice around her chest and middle back. The dress sat so low, it threatened to expose half her chest if she so much as moved. She’d never been so naked while wearing so many yards of fabric. Fortunately, the design was suitable to her wounds as the off-the-shoulder tulle straps, which were for show only, bore no weight on her arm. The designer who fitted her called it an off-the-shoulder boatneck gown. But Lenny didn’t see how the neckline was similar to a boat at all.

      “You look lovely,” her mother muttered as she entered Lenny’s room dressed similarly in a teal gown, her breasts swelled out the top. Lenny had never seen her mother so exposed.

      “Are Hilde and Amaya ready as well?” Lenny asked.

      “Yes,” her mother answered, avoiding Lenny’s stare. Her eyes were still puffy but the makeup and fancy gown helped to hide it if no one looked too closely.

      But Lenny did, examining her mother. Her face, which was normally easy to read, puzzled Lenny. Tonight, she didn't stare at Lenny with disdain or disappointment or judgment. There was something else. An honesty and fear Lenny had not seen before. Her mother clenched her jaw, pressing her lips together, as if holding back words she wished to speak.

      The emotion lasted but a moment until she masterfully gained control over her sentiments. “Are you excited to meet the king and queen?”

      “I am,” Lenny lied. “Why did you not tell us of the friendship between you and the queen?”

      “It’s a story for another time,” she answered sharply. “Shall we then?” She offered her youngest child her arm and a pleasant smile although it was fake and Lenny knew it. There was little joy in her mother on a good day, and this was not a good day.

      Lenny took her clammy fingers and clutched her mother’s bare arm, letting her escort her from the room.

      “The king is a good man, funny and bold. He is loud and comes across quite brazen. The queen is quiet but do not mistake that silence for weakness. She is vicious if she feels slighted. Prince Landon is brilliant and gentle. His physical weaknesses have forced him to use his brain and reasoning is his best strength. He will make a great king.”

      “And the princesses?” Lenny whispered.

      “Of no concern. Spiteful and spoiled, you will not get along with them anyway.” Her mother’s lips lifted a tiny bit. “I wish I’d matched you and Landon.” She glanced at Lenny. “You are both clever and resourceful and your weaknesses only encourage you to improve your strengths. And you’re determined.”

      “He will be a good example to Hilde,” Lenny joked.

      “And you have no desire to be married.” Her mother stopped walking and spun to face Lenny. “I will stop trying to force it on you.” Her eyes glistened. There was an apology lingering in there that Lenny had to accept without ever hearing the words. Her brother’s death had impacted the poor woman beyond comprehension.

      “You mean you will stop trying to force poor Lord Ivor on me,” Lenny said with a smile as Amaya and Hilde entered the sitting room they shared within their suite. “I think even he was convinced for a moment of your plan.”

      “Lord Ivor?” her mother asked at the same time Amaya did.

      “He told me he spoke to you.” Lenny didn’t want to play games. She knew she didn’t need to refresh her mother’s memory. “I know you wanted him to pursue me and he agreed, since Hilde will one day be queen. You two are scheming up a marriage pact. He explained how marriages work here, all business and no love. And while he might be interested in your arrangement, I am not. And have told him so.”

      Hilde cringed and Amaya pulled back, visibly confused.

      A smile crept upon their mother’s lips as the recollection of the conversation slipped back into Elsie’s mind. “You are mistaken, my darling.” She laughed, lifting a hand to her mouth.

      “Lenny, that isn’t what happened at all.” Amaya shook her head.

      “Lord Ivor did approach me regarding his intentions toward you. It was on the road to the city, at an inn along the way.” Elsie paused.

      Hilde cringed but Amaya began to laugh. “He had too much ale and confessed he had never been bewitched by a young woman the way he was you. He said you were a siren, sent to the shores to ensnare his soul.” Hilde and Amaya grinned.

      Lenny’s heart started to race.

      “Yes, bewitched. That was how he said it.” Elsie pressed her lips together.

      “He ranted about you,” Hilde continued. “How he had never met such a difficult and challenging girl. But he was certain you were meant to be together, and he hoped you felt the same.”

      “Which of course we knew you didn't.” Amaya rolled her eyes dramatically. “And you never would.”

      “Which is why I offered no blessings for his pursuing you, as it is not my position to do so. I told him he must take this up with your father,” her mother assured her. “I was buying you time so I could speak to you on this matter. But you showed up so suddenly, and we haven’t had a chance to speak. And of course I never imagined he would speak to you about it himself.”

      Lenny’s stomach tightened.

      Sweat broke out on her forehead.

      “Oh dear.” Elsie wrinkled her nose. “What have you done?”

      “Gods, Lenny. What did you say when he shared his feelings?”

      Lenny gasped for breath, stepping back. Everything flashed in her mind, replaying each second she and Lord Ivor had spent together. Then the memories moved further back, replaying slowly, tormenting her.

      His eyes always watching.

      A smile resting on his lips whenever he saw her.

      The way he bowed when they met. Maybe it wasn't that he was slighting her with that shallow bow. Perhaps, he was just trying to look at her as he did it. Always trying to make eye contact.

      The upset expression on his face when he realized she wasn't joining them on the road.

      His constant attempts at remaining by her side for conversation or teasing her.

      The look on his face when he tried to explain he had feelings for her.

      The way he stole glances.

      His arm around her when he found her injured at the gates.

      A shiver covered her entire body, and she worried she might lose the tea and biscuits she had eaten before getting dressed.

      He acted the same way she did with James.

      She gagged and covered her mouth, not worrying about the lip stain on her face.

      “Lenny?” Elsie asked again, quieter this time, “What did you say to the poor man?”

      “Accused him of plotting to join our families because of Hilde’s new status and my connection to her. I believed him indifferent and only pursuing me at your behest.” The words left her lips in a rush. Her eyes flickered to her mother. “I alleged he was your puppet, essentially.”

      Amaya coughed and Hilde patted her back.

      “Oh, Lenny.” Her mother twitched her head back and forth. “The man genuinely has feelings for you. I suspect he has had them from the moment you met, maybe even before he met you if that is at all possible.”

      “No.” Lenny shuddered again as she stepped back more, slumping onto a stool and wincing when her shoulder was jarred. “Impossible.”

      “While I agree that it is impossible the man, who is second in line to the throne and a lord, would ever want anything to do with you”—Amaya mocked her—“I am afraid, dear sister, Lord Ivor is smitten.”

      Hilde nodded. “Completely, Lenny.”

      “What luck,” she moaned. “The gods are against me. I’m convinced. You can’t possibly know this, Hilde, but the one man I wanted to notice me, is desperately in love with you. I ran into him in Wetwoodshire. We supped and it was obvious,” she lamented. “And now I’ve humiliated a poor man in the same boat as I am as far as love is concerned. I’ve treated him cruelly, and without cause.” The irony made her nausea worsen. “I think the worst part is after I doubted the existence of his feelings for me and accused him of only pursuing me as a favor to you, Mother, I then thought him a hypocrite for disliking the business-styled marriages here.”

      “Oh, Lenny.” The humor left her mother’s face.

      “This is all your fault!” Lenny stood and began pacing. “You were always forcing the talk of marriage. Of course, I would think any decent man with a title and fortune would only marry me to please your connections.” She held her arms out from her thin body. “Who else would want me?” She covered her eyes.

      “Lenny, you’re beautiful.”

      “I’m not fishing for compliments, Hilde. I know what I am,” she growled at her sister and paced faster, making her dress swish with her footsteps. “He tried to protect me and offer me friendship and I doubted it.” She turned her gaze to her mother and said the one sentence she never imagined she would, “Tell me what to do and I will do it.”

      “This has no doubt only increased his love of you. Rejection of the thing we want only makes us want it more. Which means he will try to befriend you and be around you. You have to choose wisely now, Lenny,” her mother spoke softly, not the reaction Lenny expected.

      “Could you love him, Lenny?” Hilde asked.

      “No—I don't know. I haven’t given it a moment’s thought.” Lenny stood and began to pace. “I didn’t know he was sincere. He’s the first boy to genuinely make an offer.”

      “Why not see if the friendship you have obviously offered him could blossom into something else?” Hilde asked. “And I am truly sorry about James. I had no idea.”

      “Of course you didn't.” Lenny laughed bitterly, staring up at the ceiling. She allowed herself one more moment to wallow in her pity. Then she took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. “It doesn’t matter. This night is not about me or the imprudent complications I always seem to cause.” She turned back to Hilde. “Let us celebrate your engagement so Mother and Amaya might be on their way home. Father needs us.” She held her hand out. “That is what’s important now.”

      Her mother nodded and took Lenny’s hand.

      “Maybe you could dance with him a couple of times, try to lessen the blow,” Amaya said with a grin.

      “Yes, fine,” Lenny agreed and they walked from the sitting room, hurrying through the halls to the grand staircase.

      The castle was abuzz with guests arriving and servants dashing about the main floor. Everyone was dressed to shine, even the servants.

      As they made their way to the ballroom, Hilde stood taller, taking smaller steps and slowing her family’s gait.

      Lenny’s entire body tensed as she took in the size of the ballroom and the number of guests. It dwarfed the hall back home to the point of ridiculous. The ceiling was so high Lenny was certain it had to nearly reach the top of the castle. It too was painted with a scene of angelic fae from the legends. Lithe and willowy men and women, archers and huntresses. The scene changed, becoming Hithu and Isil and her unfortunate father, the king, sitting in his boat.

      Lenny lowered her gaze to see her family joining a line.

      A red carpet ran through the middle of the room to where the king and queen sat on thrones at the top of a small set of stone stairs. A procession line was moving quickly as everyone made their way to the thrones to bow and curtsey before the royal family.

      A handsome face sat next to the king. He was young and quite beautiful.

      “Is that Prince Landon?” Lenny asked, staring at him.

      “That is,” her mother said quietly.

      On the queen’s side sat two young women, one possibly older than Prince Landon and the other younger.

      Next to Prince Landon sat Lord Ivor. He and his younger cousin were by far the handsomest men Lenny had ever seen. Seeing Lord Ivor made her entire body ache with regret and humiliation and the worst sort of guilt. Its weight had no equal and caused her a violent desire to run in the opposite direction.

      Regardless of the soft music riding the warm summer air in from the open terrace, she wasn’t distracted. The noise and movement of the people milling about on either side of the massive red carpet didn't drag her regard to them. She was locked on a face, and the moment she and her family were close enough to the throne for him to spot her in the crowd, his was locked on her.

      She forced a pleasant smile on her lips, offering him a subtle nod when her mother squeezed her arm lightly.

      “Lenny, you’ve always been difficult. I beg of you, if you have gleaned even a single drop of sense as far as etiquette goes, use it now. You cannot blame a man for expecting a young lady to return his feelings. You are the fish out of water, my love. He is the expectation all parents have of their children.” Her mother’s whispered words reminded her of her father’s. Fish out of water. “In fact, he might be above the average. I hear he is a battalion leader in the military, wiser than most generals twice his age. So please, do not insult this man, again, who will be Hilde’s family.”

      “I won’t.” Lord Ivor being a battalion leader surprised Lenny. She had assumed he was a typical lord, in charge by birth, not experience. And certainly not a military man.

      “Someone is staring awfully forlornly,” Amaya murmured, tormenting Lenny.

      “Gods, Lenny. Whatever you said to him, I daresay Lord Ivor is permanently ruined.” Hilde nudged her gently. “I suppose now you know how it feels. I’m sorry for that.”

      Lenny noted sadness in her sister’s eyes. “For what?”

      “Being the object of desire for nothing more than your face, because honestly, what more does he know about you? He saw you and now he loves you, and you have done nothing to encourage it. It’s terrible to cause someone that type of pain. Since you cannot soothe the ache and the harder you try to be kind to them, the more they believe it is possible for you to love them back.”

      Lenny tried not to wince outwardly, hating that Hilde was aware of her curse. That made it much worse. Lenny had always assumed Hilde wasn't bright enough to understand that men desired her. Not just some men, all men.

      She wondered why Lord Ivor couldn’t love Hilde the way all men did. He and Wen had been the first she’d seen look to her or Amaya over their sister.

      And deep down, though she didn’t want to admit it, Lenny liked that.
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      As they bowed before the king and queen, Lenny fought hard to recall the lessons her mother had given them.

      “Rise, dear girl. Let us have a look at you,” the queen gushed.

      Lenny stood tall, lifting her chin and softening the expression on her face.

      “You have always reminded me of your father the most.” The queen clasped her hands together. “All three of you are the most beautiful girls here, besides the princesses, of course. I expected stunning children from you and Edwin, but they exceed anything I might have imagined.”

      “Ilenia.” The king scowled. “Where do I know this name from? We did know an Ilenia before, did we not, my love?” he asked the queen.

      “It is the name of the youngest princess of the elves in the legend of the mist,” Prince Landon spoke. “I shall picture your face now every time I read it.”

      Lenny didn’t know how to take that, if her face was an improvement on the story or not. “I’m unaware of this legend, Your Highness.” Lenny glanced at her mother.

      “I forced your mother to read the story to me every night when we were girls.” The queen laughed. “I am certain she was so tired of it, she never wanted to read it again. There is a wonderful copy in the library. My son surely knows its location by heart. For it’s his favorite as well.”

      “In truth I always loved the name but forgot about the story,” Elsie replied with a chuckle.

      “I can tell you the story, Lenny,” Lord Ivor spoke over the conversation, drawing Lenny’s attention to him.

      “I would like that very much,” she forced herself to say.

      “Well, then if you will all excuse me, I believe my due diligence has been satisfied.” Lord Ivor stood from his seat.

      “Indeed, Mother. I too am eager to make the announcement and begin the evening,” Prince Landon agreed. He stood, which Lenny hadn’t expected. He used a cane and walked with some difficulty to the stairs. Hilde hurried to his side, slipping her arm in his and assisting him on the stairs. “I am very pleased to make your acquaintance, Ilenia.” Prince Landon bowed, resting his weight on his cane.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Your Highness,” Lenny said softly and bowed deeply, her dress falling open even more so, leaving her wondering how much of her body was visible to the king as she did.

      “Shall we?” Lord Ivor offered Lenny his arm.

      “Thank you.” He offered his other arm to Amaya. “Do you wish to hear the story as well?”

      “I’d love to.” She took it and let him lead them to the right, following behind Hilde and Prince Landon who walked Hilde from the ballroom to the terrace.

      The night air was beautiful, warm and still.

      There was a smell Lenny knew, a scent and heaviness she would have recognized anywhere. It was a storm. The scent of it building, creating sparks and tension was something she still loved, although Wilfred was gone. She couldn’t imagine a second storm might be coming.

      “I am so sorry to hear about the loss of your brother, Miss Amaya,” Lord Ivor said politely as they walked to the edge of the terrace. “I understand you will make for Blockley tonight, after the party?”

      “Yes.” Amaya didn’t bother to hide the agony on her face. “We long to be back there with Father.” Lenny took her sister’s hand in hers and squeezed. “Thank you for your thoughts, Lord Ivor, but I can’t dwell on it here. I will cry and ruin my makeup. It’s best I save that for the long ride home.”

      “Then let me distract you with the story of Princess Ilenia of the Elves and the Sword of Mist.”

      “Wonderful,” Amaya said with a smile.

      Hilde and Prince Landon joined them. “Hilde would like to hear the story and I am willing to lend my ability to recall historical details to ensure its accuracy.” Prince Landon nudged his cousin and the girls all laughed and formed a small circle around Lord Ivor.

      “A long time ago in the land of the high elves, the Cerne Mountain Range, there was a princess who was last in line of succession. She had a brother who would become king one day, and a sister, which was quite odd. Elves live such a long time, they tend to have only one child, possibly two but never three.”

      “And the elves were not like us; they didn’t care about gender and instead worried about birthright,” Prince Landon cut in. “So while the throne could pass to Ilenia, it likely wouldn’t.”

      “Indeed.” Lord Ivor cocked an eyebrow. “This Princess Ilenia was a carefree girl. She had a wild spirit and a brave heart.” His eyes flickered to Lenny’s. “She learned to fight with the warriors and trained with the battalions. She was a force to be reckoned with. She had no destination or expectations placed upon her. Being last in a long line of siblings, there was no firm hold on her. One day, she decided to venture into the world of man.”

      “Leaving the elven realm was frowned upon. Greatly,” Prince Landon added.

      “Yes, thank you, Cousin. I was remiss in skipping that detail.” Lord Ivor’s smug grin took ownership of his face. “Ilenia went out into the world of man, seeing much of the kingdom. She joined forces with the armies of men, helping them fight and teaching them the ancient combat techniques of the elves. But a war broke out, which worsened as a darkness began to cover all the land of Amaria. Ilenia felt this darkness fading her light and knew she must return home to seek the armies of the elves at once. When she returned to the mountains, she realized she had been absent too long. The way was sealed.”

      Amaya gasped.

      “The elves felt the darkness and instead of helping mankind, they chose to close the entrances to their lands and keep themselves safe with their magic.”

      “Ilenia was furious. She couldn’t believe her family were so cowardly and would betray her or the world of men,” Prince Landon cut in again.

      “So she returned to battle with the men, helping them fight the evil. In one of the final moments, the enemy, a dark conjurer, summoned a battalion of monsters from the sea. Ilenia held firm on the shores of the ocean, calling all the ancient magic of her world, whatever was left. She summoned it, sucking all the magic from the world, creating a sword made of the mist on the waves. She fought until there wasn’t a single monster left and the enemy was defeated.” Lord Ivor took a deep breath.

      “And there on those shores, she saved the world of men, but lost the battle for the light. She sacrificed the goodness inside herself and used up the magic.”

      “What happened to her?” Hilde asked her betrothed but it was Lord Ivor who answered.

      “It is believed she returned to the forest to die at the base of the mountains. It is also said she fell into the falls on one of the peaks of the White Mountains, becoming part of the river that might find its way back to the elven lands. Taking all the magic in this world with her.”

      “Gods.” Amaya’s eyes shone and Hilde’s lips were pressed firm together.

      Only Lenny smiled. “She sacrificed her life to save everyone else. What better death is there?”

      “Oh, Lenny,” Amaya nudged her sore shoulder. “Of course you would say that.”

      “I agree,” Lord Ivor affirmed. “Better to die for something and someone, than live for nothing.”

      Lenny’s eyes were trapped again by his, not just agreeing with his sentiment but also realizing she had been wrong about him. So very wrong.

      “It is a fine tale, and Ilenia and her sword of mist ought never be forgotten,” Landon spoke proudly. “And when I imagine her conjuring that sword on the shores of the bloody sea and fighting to the death, I shall give her your face, Miss Ilenia.” The young prince smiled politely and offered Hilde his arm again. “Shall we, I suspect my father will give the announcement soon.”

      “I’d love a drink,” Amaya said, following Hilde and Prince Landon back inside.

      Lenny knew her sisters were giving her a moment alone, should she wish it.

      Oddly enough, despite the awkwardness of the day and Lenny’s behavior, she did. She turned to Lord Ivor, offering a slight nod. “Thank you, Lord Ivor. That was just as if my gran had been telling me a story, though she never has mentioned that one.”

      “Your gran knows a different version,” he said but paused.

      “How do you know that?” Lenny asked, trying not to take the tone she had earlier with him.

      “I went for tea the day after the engagement party. After you dove and scared the life from me.” His lips toyed with a smile.

      “You had tea with my gran?” Lenny was so confused.

      “She sent for me. Asked me to come and have tea. And so I did.” He neared the stairs. “Shall we walk?”

      The garden was the size of downtown Blockley, and lit up, creating a perfect night garden. Seeing it, Lenny could almost believe the magic was back.

      “All right.” Lenny lifted the tulle gown and stepped down the stairs carefully. “But I want answers. Why did she invite you, a perfect stranger for tea?”

      “She wanted to know about Landon and the court and if things had changed much with his father in charge.” He chuckled. “We traded information. A secret for a secret.”

      “What?” Lenny gasped and Lord Ivor laughed harder.

      “Of course I only wanted to know about you. And apparently, I went to the right source. She knew everything.”

      “She’s my gran, of course she knew everything.” Lenny blushed, embarrassed he had gone to ask questions about her.

      “Lenny, I need you to understand something—”

      “I know.” She swallowed the lump of emotion in her throat. “My mother told me you weren’t part of some scheme she cooked up. And that nothing I said to you was accurate, nor kind.” She took a deep breath. “I am so sorry. There’s no excuse for my behavior or my assumption.”

      “No, I’ve made a complete fool of myself regarding you. I assumed your sisters would have told you of the night at the inn in Pyle. But of course, being a selfish man, I didn’t realize none of your thoughts would have been about me.” He lowered his gaze to the garden. “I thought you knew when you came into the chapel, and you were toying with me to be a flirt.”

      “I was lighting an incense for my brother.”

      “As was I.” He sighed. “I had just lit one and offered prayers when I took a seat to mull over how to proceed. And then, as if the gods answered me, you were there.” He reached for her hand, taking just a couple of fingers in his grip. “I was raised better than I have behaved with you and toward you. From the moment I saw your face, I needed to know who you were.”

      Lenny’s heart thumped so hard she thought he might see the vibration on her chest.

      “I like that you are difficult and opinionated and strong. You are just as I imagined Ilenia, the warrior. Stubborn and independent, needing nothing and no one.” He ran his thumb over the tops of her fingers. “And now that you understand my feelings are my own and I have no schemes—”

      “Would you like to dance?” she asked, cutting him off before the question could be posed. She wasn’t ready to answer. She liked him. She liked that he chose her when she was wearing her usual attire and likely filthy from work. But she wasn’t ready to answer a question as serious as the one he was preparing to ask.

      “Yes.” He smiled but his gaze was pinched with worry. He offered his arm and led her back to the terrace. He didn’t try to speak and she didn’t know what to say.

      It was exactly what she dreaded.

      But the moment they were dancing, she felt lighter. She let him lead her around the dancefloor, spinning and twirling her, careful of her shoulder but still making her dress lift and swish.

      He was obviously trained and she wasn’t completely without skill.

      Prince Landon and Hilde beamed at them, both seeming to enjoy the view.

      Her mother and the queen wore the same stare, intrigued maybe.

      Amaya was busy laughing with the princesses Lenny had been warned about, fitting in all too well.

      When the song ended, Lenny clapped as best she could.

      King Elias stood and strolled to the throne, lifting his arms to silence everyone. “All right. I suppose it’s time to introduce the reason we are all here. My future daughter-in-law.” He held a hand out to Hilde who glowed with pride and beauty. “The lovely Lady Hilde Alexandra Marisol Ailling from Blockley. Her mother is Lady Elsie Chadwick Ailling, who many of you, who have been here longer than a moment, will recall as my darling wife’s best friend and cousin. My son, Prince Landon Edward Lindley Evadarc, and Lady Hilde will marry in the spring. We are thrilled to announce this. We ask you to lift your goblets to them, and toast a long, happy, and fertile marriage!”

      Hilde blushed and Landon shone with pride as he smiled at her and lifted the glass he had been handed a moment before.

      They were all handed glasses which they lifted into the air and shouted, “A long, happy, and fertile marriage!”

      The night was almost exactly what Hilde had dreamed of.

      And the boy who would be king next to her, was better than anything she might have imagined on her own.
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      “Lift it,” the physic, an elderly man brought over from Pappelwhick Island to treat Lenny’s shoulder, instructed her. “It’s healing quickly. You are lucky to have the muscle mass you have.”

      “I’m a diver at my uncle’s boat repair. I swim a lot. It’ll be all right for that?” The concern had lingered in the back of her mind.

      “A diver?” The physic furrowed his white wooly brow. “But you’re a lady.”

      “And you are a gentleman who is allowed to work. Why shouldn't I be?” she asked the question politely enough yet his cheeks reddened.

      “You have me there, my dear.” He rested his hand on her shoulder. “This will be healed fully in a month or so. Be gentle with it and if something hurts, don’t do it.”

      She grinned. “Yes, sir. When can I travel?”

      “A few more days. But you must know that the tension of travel will knot the wound up. It will feel worse for days after your trip.”

      “Wonderful,” Lenny groaned.

      “You could spend your time here exploring. The city is quite diverting. Have you been to Pappelwhick yet?” he asked as he started cleaning up his tools.

      “I haven’t.”

      “You should come and see it. It’s a beautiful place. The Sisters’ Watch and the Silent Ministries have lovely temples dedicated to the varying gods of Dahleigh. It’s peaceful.” His eyes darted to the window of the castle. “Different from here.”

      “Then I will have to come see it.” Lenny didn't fight the grin that took over her face.

      “Indeed.” He winked and lifted his bag. “Good day, milady.”

      “Good day, sir.”

      He left her in her room as she adjusted her shirt.

      Hilde entered on the heels of the doctor leaving. “Are you all right?”

      “Fit as a fiddle. In a month, the shoulder will be as if it never happened. Until then, I have to go easy on it.”

      “Then I expect it will take twice as long to heal,” she chided and walked to Lenny’s bed, taking a seat on it. “Did you mend things with Lord Ivor last night?”

      “I did. I apologized for my assumption. And he told me something interesting.”

      “What?” Hilde asked, dubious of what Lenny might find interesting.

      “Gran invited him for tea when he was in Blockley. She questioned him about Prince Landon and the royal court.”

      “Gran did?” Hilde gasped.

      “That was my reaction as well.” She kept the part where he questioned Gran to herself.

      “Gods, I wonder what he told her.” Hilde wrinkled her nose and her eyes drifted to the right as she contemplated the possibilities. “He seems to be fond of his cousin. I hope he had nothing but good things to say about Landon.”

      “I can’t imagine anyone saying anything bad about him. He seems a perfect gentleman and quite intelligent.”

      “Did Mother tell you she wished she had matched you with him?” Hilde’s voice lowered.

      “Hilde, Mother might think Prince Landon and I would be happy, but she is no matchmaker. Look at Wilf. And perhaps Landon being like me, means you will get along well. He will make scandalous statements when you are alone, and you will say, ‘Landon!’ and he will laugh.”

      That made Hilde laugh.

      “See. I am certain you’ll be as good for him as he will be for you. And this life, it suits you. I can see you happy here. And I can see him protecting you. He is no fool.”

      “Protecting me?” Hilde gave pause to that statement. “From what?”

      “The rest of them.” Lenny waved a hand at the walls as though they were the people at court. “No one here is to be trusted. They are all playing a game and the rules change according to the prize at the end of the line.” She walked to her sister and sat beside her. “Promise me you will trust no one here. Even if someone pretends to be your friend or sister or lover, you will never fully trust them. There are no people here who have your interest at heart. Your interests are competition for their own goals.”

      “Lenny, you do them all a disservice—”

      “These are not my words, Hilde, nor my warnings. I was given them, gifted them.” Lenny paused and thought on Lord Ivor. “And I daresay, I trust the person who said them.” She stared at Hilde. “Promise me. I know it goes against your nature to be selfish or self-serving. But that is survival here. And we are outsiders and you ought not forget that, for I fear the people here will not.”

      “I promise.” Hilde’s eyes glistened with worry.

      “Then you will have a long and healthy reign.” Lenny took her sister’s hand and squeezed it.

      “Speaking of that, I have a lunch engagement with the queen and the princesses. Will you come?”

      Lenny parted her lips to say no, but she sighed heavily and nodded since she was Hilde’s only source of support now.

      “You could wear one of my dresses.” Hilde jumped up and rushed to her room. Lenny grumbled and followed after her, wishing she had any choice in the matter.

      Hilde didn't bother with makeup or a fancy hairdo; they were short on time. She made Lenny as presentable as was necessary and the girls hurried from the room.

      The queen’s parlor was in the eastern wing. Lenny noticed the picture frames changed to silver and she smiled.

      “Lady Hilde and Lady Lenny, Your Grace,” the-lady-in-waiting announced them with a bow when the girls reached the doors.

      “Come in, girls!” the queen said animatedly. She smiled wide, hurrying to them and taking Hilde in her arms, hugging her. She offered Lenny a similar embrace.

      Lenny wasn't certain how to take the kindness and warmth of the queen. Her mother had never spoken of her relationship with her.

      The queen pulled Lenny back to inspect her. Her eyes narrowed but a grin contradicted the look. “You must tell me everything your sisters and mother have been remiss in offering.” She laughed. “Your honest face suggests a bluntness I might enjoy.”

      “There’s a better chance you might not, Your Grace,” Lenny warned her.

      “I knew it! You are your father’s daughter. And dear Edwin always made me smile. Come and sit.” She pulled Lenny to a chair at the small table. No one else had arrived yet. Hilde followed and sat on the other side of the queen. “And you must call me Aunt Saleen. No more of this ‘Your Grace’ unless we are in public. You are family.”

      “Sorry your—Aunt Saleen, I wasn't aware you and Mother were friends.”

      “Yes, well, the moment we decided Hilde should marry my beautiful boy, we kept you all separated. You won’t recall but I saw you frequently as babes. You visited our summer home in Wetwoodshire many times before your second birthday. I am your godmother.”

      “What?” Lenny asked impolitely but the queen didn't bat an eyelash at it, though Hilde did.

      “Indeed. Your uncle Alek and I are your godparents.” She sighed. “And I have missed you all dearly. I hope you will consider coming and living here.” She turned to Hilde, taking her hand and Lenny’s. “Family is the most important part of life.”

      As if on cue, the princesses entered the room, both dressed beautifully and smiling wide.

      “Good afternoon.” They curtseyed to their mother and hugged Hilde as she stood. Lenny stood and curtseyed, as she should.

      “Princess Margit and Princess Alba, this is Lady Ilenia. We call her Lenny, have since she was a babe.” Queen Saleen chuckled. “Margit, you won’t recall, but you played with these girls when you were infants.”

      “Lovely to make your acquaintance.” Lenny nodded her head.

      The princesses smiled and sat, but Lenny didn't get the same warm feeling from them as she had their mother.

      “Mother, have you spoken to Father about the offer I wished him to make on the horse?” Princess Alba asked as she took the largest of the pastries from the plate and placed it in front of her.

      “I have and he will discuss it later,” Queen Saleen shut down the question with a cold response.

      Princess Alba sighed and took a bite, dusting her lips in powdered sugar.

      “Did you hear, Lady Aster is hosting a baby shower for her grandchild, as if that joining is something to celebrate?” Princess Margit scoffed and took the second largest pastry.

      Lenny saw instantly what her mother had meant.

      She disliked the princesses.

      “I did hear, and you are both to attend.”

      “Mother!” Princess Alba shouted, “I refuse!”

      “You will go.” The queen’s tone made Lenny jump though she tried to hide it. “You will not make enemies of the Aster family.”

      “It’s ridiculous.” Princess Margit rolled her eyes, unmoved by her mother’s anger.

      Hilde sat quietly, her back straight and her eyes focused on the table so she didn't accidentally steal a glance at Lenny who was already staring at her.

      Lenny had never been so desperate to leave a room.

      “You are annoying our guests with your pettiness. We will change the subject to something more suitable.” The queen winked at Lenny. “At least allow the poor girls to become accustomed to you before you act yourselves.”

      The three of them laughed, forcing Hilde to smile, but Lenny wasn't certain what was happening.

      “Is it true, Lenny, you have employment on the docks?” Princess Alba asked a seemingly innocent question but Lenny knew better than to assume that.

      “Yes, my uncle owns a shipbuilding company and requires a diver to help with patch work—”

      “How fascinating,” Princess Margit said, intentionally cutting her off with the dry remark.

      “It's not, but I have wolfhounds to feed,” Lenny added, certain they would be impressed with that.

      “And, Hilde, do you work as well?” Princess Alba questioned, not giving a fig about the hounds.

      “No,” Hilde answered softly. “Lenny is the only ambitious one.” She smiled at Lenny who was planning her escape and Hilde could sense it.

      “Wolfhounds are not dogs you see in Dahleigh often,” Queen Saleen commented as she too took a pastry.

      “No,” Hilde agreed.

      “And are you two still planning to return home?” Princess Margit glanced at Hilde with her dark eyebrows lifted, questioning her.

      “Yes, I must go and pay my respect to our father.”

      “Of course.” The queen nodded. “We will all come.”

      “The whole court?” Princess Alba choked the question out.

      “Of course not.” The queen sighed. “A small party of us. You girls, me, guards. I haven’t had time to prepare the court for a trip.”

      “Will Lord Ivor be joining us?” Princess Margit inquired delicately. Her eyes didn't flicker to Lenny, and by the blush on her cheeks, Lenny wondered if the princess was asking for herself.

      “Yes. I believe he would enjoy the trip and we couldn't be safer than in his care.”

      “Does my mother know we will all be joining them in Blockley?” Hilde asked.

      “I made her aware of my intentions last night as she was boarding the carriage to go home with Amaya. As Wilfred’s godmother, it is my duty to pay my respect.” The queen sounded sincere in that.

      “Of course.” Hilde smiled. “I am excited for you all to see Blockley, even if the circumstances of the visit aren’t—well—”

      “Where exactly is Blockley?” Princess Alba asked.

      Lenny had many responses for that, most were questions about the type of ruling family that didn't know where their citizens lived. But she kept them to herself.

      It was a struggle to be certain.

      “In the South. We will leave tomorrow morning. And be back in time for the end of summer festivities,” the queen stated.

      Lenny couldn't believe her bad luck.

      And as far as she could tell, it was getting worse by the minute.
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      By the third day of riding with the royal carriage, Lenny was convinced the gods were against her. She refused to ride in the carriage and instead, rode Asher alongside it. But they had to keep pace with the carriage filled with silly girls. Listening to them giggle, complain, and snore was wearing on Lenny’s patience. She imagined Hilde was close to the breaking point.

      Lord Ivor rode next to her, but his focus was occupied by their surroundings and his task of keeping the queen safe.

      He and a dozen guards made the trip feel as if they were part of an army.

      Lenny’s one grace every day was riding ahead and securing rooms for the party. The gallop made Asher happy and the freedom gave Lenny the strength she required to survive the remaining hours of daylight she would spend with them in inns.

      When they arrived at the third inn, the one in Pyle where Lord Ivor had made a fool of himself in front of her mother and sisters, Lenny blushed seeing him ride up.

      “Finally. I daresay my legs were beginning to twitch,” Princess Alba grumbled and climbed from the carriage with Lord Ivor’s assistance. “Another disappointment awaiting us, no doubt, wouldn't you say, Cousin?” she asked him.

      “No, Cousin. This inn is quite nice. I believe even you will enjoy it.” His reply was dull and lacking his usual humor.

      Hilde smiled sweetly as he helped her out. “Thank you, Lord Ivor.”

      “Of course.”

      “What is that smell?” Princess Margit asked as she climbed out, wrinkling her nose in disgust. Her eyes flickered to Lenny, who assumed she meant to suggest it was she who smelled. Lenny’s gaze narrowed, which the princess smiled at.

      “There’s a bog nearby. We’re quite close to the base of the Brown Mountains here,” Lord Ivor answered, again speaking as though it were a job and not a joy.

      “Lovely,” she muttered and walked to the front doors of the inn as a guard got the door and entered with her.

      “I think it’s quaint,” the queen said with a smile as she climbed out. “And I am grateful to be out of that carriage.” She took Lord Ivor’s hand and let him escort her to where Lenny was standing next to the door, watching the spectacle before her. Hilde and everyone had gone inside. Queen Saleen took Lenny’s dusty hand in hers and whispered, “This is why you are your mother’s favorite.” She squeezed and laughed, not knowing how mistaken she was.

      Lenny nodded, allowing her to believe she was correct.

      Lord Ivor furrowed his brow, but fortunately the queen couldn't see.

      When they were inside, Lenny hurried to the room she was sharing with Hilde. She closed the door and began washing up. She wasn't excited about the evening to come, but she was excited to lie on the bed for a moment. They were allowed an hour or two to nap before they had to ready themselves for dinner.

      Her shoulder was exactly as the physic had predicted, tense and sore from travel, which she hoped meant that she only needed to rest to make it better. And the moment she was on her back, lying still and taking deep breaths, Lenny noticed the pain subsiding.

      “You are so lucky not to be in that carriage,” Hilde whispered as she entered the room and locked the door behind her.

      “They’re awful,” Lenny said, not bothering to whisper. “The worst people I have ever met.”

      “Not the queen though, she seems lovely. And I feel sorry for her that her daughters are so wretched.”

      “She raised them. Isn’t there a saying Gran uses about nuts not falling far from the tree?” Lenny opened her eyes to see Hilde grinning. “I don’t trust her, not yet.”

      “You are evil.”

      “I believe you’re supposed to gasp my name then call me evil,” Lenny joked. “You are getting rusty, Hilde.”

      Hilde climbed onto the bed with Lenny, snuggling into her. “I am so grateful you came. I don't know how I will cope with them when you and Amaya are gone from court.”

      “I think Amaya and Josu should consider living in his family home near the castle,” Lenny confessed. “Or Mother should come and bring Aunt Mildred with her. You shouldn't be alone with them. I don't trust a single one.”

      “Nor do I.” Hilde lifted her head and met Lenny’s worried gaze. “Apart from Lord Ivor. For some reason I trust him, more so than I do my own husband to be.”

      “No.” Lenny shook her head. “Prince Landon is a good young man. I think if you can escape his family enough, you might have a blissful marriage.”

      “A love marriage?” Hilde asked.

      “Yes.” Lenny smiled, believing it possible. Where there was something about Lord Ivor’s character that made him familiar and comfortable with both girls, Prince Landon had the same effect on Lenny.

      “I can’t believe we have five more days of this.”

      “We don't.” Lenny chuckled. “Lord Ivor has instructed the driver to push on, skipping inns and villages along the road. He’s been lying about the time at the queen’s behest. Apparently, the princesses don't bother with time. They’re so accustomed to everyone doing everything for them. You’ve been in the carriage four to five extra hours each day, cutting the duration we will be on the road.”

      “I thought it felt longer, but I assumed it was the company I have been keeping.”

      “Indeed, they are draining.” Lenny closed her eyes again.

      “Has Lord Ivor improved himself in your mind, or heart?” Hilde teased.

      “I will admit, the man has patience beyond what anyone would have expected. How he hasn't shouted at them even once is beyond me,” Lenny mumbled.

      “They’re trying to win him over. I’d say both are recommending themselves to him. Margit told me he is the most eligible bachelor in all of Dahleigh.” Hilde giggled. “They’re both so self-absorbed, they haven’t noticed he loathes them. Though I suspect Alba has noticed his regard for you.”

      “Great, just what I need to add to this catastrophe of a summer.” Lenny worried that either of those princesses taking notice of her would end badly.

      “It was meant to be the best summer of my life.” Hilde’s voice softened, “And you are correct. It’s the most miserable. And Wilf’s death doesn't feel real yet. The moment I am in Blockley and he is not, it will hit. I’m scared of that.”

      Lenny didn't add anything. She wanted to tell Hilde she should be scared. The pain of their loss was life altering. Lenny would never be the same.

      She knew that in her soul.

      The girls fell asleep, entwined in one another as they had done as children.

      Until a knock at the door startled Lenny.

      “Lenny?” Lord Ivor spoke through the crack of the locked door.

      It took her a second to comprehend where she was and what was happening. Had they overslept? Was it already two hours?

      “Coming,” she said, rubbing her eyes and sliding out from under Hilde’s arm. She slithered out of bed and crept to the door, opening it and stepping out to meet him in the hall so as not to wake Hilde or display her as she slept.

      “Sorry to wake you so abruptly,” he whispered. “But we have a problem.”

      She blinked and focused her eyes. Seeing the concerned furrow on his brow, she worried. “What is it?”

      “There’s been—an attack.”

      “What?”

      “Three of my guards and two horses. I—I heard the screams.” He paused, running his hands through his dark hair, and she noticed the cuts and blood stains on his wrists and clothes. “I don't know how to explain.”

      “You’re hurt.”

      “Most of this isn’t my blood.” He paled as he spoke quickly, “I heard screams and went running outside. It was too dark to see. Something was attacking them, my men.”

      “Something?” She squinted at his choice of words.

      “Yes, a beast. I’ve never seen anything like it.” He wasn't making sense.

      “Like a bear from the Brown Mountains? It is summer, it’s the season they forage in—”

      “No!” He grew agitated. “Not like a bear. Like a wolf that walked on its hind legs, a man but also a wolf.”

      “Did you hit your head?” She stood on her tiptoes to inspect him further.

      “No.” He put his hands up, shouting at her. “Lenny! Listen to me. It was a beast, I saw it in the moonlight. Like something from the legends.”

      “You mean the legend of the lupine?” she asked, fighting a grin. “That’s outrageous.”

      “Yes, I know that. I am aware of that. It’s completely outlandish, is what it is. But I know what I saw. It slaughtered two of my men before I arrived. I fought it but it managed to slay a third. It moved so quickly, hiding in the shadows.” His eyes widened and the fear in them was palpable. His lip quivered as he tried to speak, “It-it-it—it had eaten two of the horses already. They were dead on the trail where the men discovered it before also dying. Bellies ripped open with massive bite marks, the like I have never seen.”

      Lenny shivered. “This is im—”

      “Impossible. Yes, I know.” He lowered his gaze to hers. “I was afraid I had gone mad, but the others saw it too. We have to leave, now!” He was hysterical.

      “Now?” Lenny couldn’t believe this. “But—” His words sunk in. “Is Asher all right?”

      “Yes, he was spooked is all. He’s fine. We’re going to tell my cousins and Hilde that it’s brigands and the inn isn’t safe.”

      “Does the queen—?”

      “Of course, I told my aunt first. I said we have to leave at once. She agrees. We will ride all night and day and arrive in Blockley tomorrow at midnight, if we’re lucky.”

      “All right.” Lenny nodded, certain that Lord Ivor was not the sort of man to make something up such as this. “What do I do?” she asked, still groggy from her nap.

      “Pack your trunk, wake your sister, and meet in the lobby. Hurry!” he insisted, his eyes wild.

      “I am.” Lenny opened the door, stifling another yawn. She didn't move quickly, not trying to downplay his worry but struggling with the notion there was a lupine in the woods eating men.

      She didn't doubt that he saw something but there had to be a rational explanation. She’d seen bears walk on their hind legs before.

      But what if he were right—what if it was a lupine?

      She grabbed the small trunk she and Hilde were sharing for the trip. Lenny hadn’t arrived in Waterly City with much, and Hilde had been restricted on what she was allowed to bring. Fortunately, they had hardly touched anything.

      “Hilde,” she whispered, still yawning. “You have to wake up.”

      “Is it morning?” Hilde muttered from the pillow.

      “No, we’re leaving. There are—brigands.” Lenny shook her head, sounding ridiculous.

      “Tell Lord Ivor to kill them and be done with it.” She waved her sister off.

      Lenny groaned. “He can’t. There are—too many of them. The queen is waiting for us downstairs.”

      “Fine,” Hilde grumbled and yawned. She rolled over and stretched, patting her hair down while blinking her eyes open.

      A scream tore through the silence of the inn.

      Hilde’s head jerked to the sound.

      A roar came next, so loud and violent Lenny’s skin crawled.

      Hilde’s eyes twitched to meet Lenny’s. “Brigands?”

      “Lupine, I didn't want to sound crazy,” Lenny whispered. “Ivor saw it. He said they’ve eaten two horses and three guards.” She started to panic too.

      “Eaten?” Hilde stood, her weary expression was replaced by terror as another scream filled the air.

      “Run!” Lenny opened the door and hurried down the hall, hoping Hilde was on her heels. The halls were filled with people. It was chaos and noise, screaming and roaring and horses neighing.

      Lenny bolted down the stairs, ignoring the agony in her shoulder.

      A scream came from the left when Lenny got outside the front door. In the lantern light, she could see a woman running toward her. Something dark and furry leapt at her, snatching her back to the shadows from where she’d come.

      Lenny ran hard for the carriage where the footman was holding a torch. She flung the trunk inside and turned, seeing her sister paused in the glow of the doorway. She was frozen, staring at the shadows to the right. Lenny followed her gaze, seeing yellow eyes glowing in the darkness. Yellow eyes she recognized.

      “Hilde!” she screamed and ran for her sister. Light glinted off something. Lenny scooped the sword up from the dirt, her hand slipping in the wet, thick blood on the hilt. She squeezed harder, bringing it in front of her, holding it like she had the wooden swords she fought Wilfred and Wen with, all those years ago when they played. She skidded in front of her sister as the beast leapt from the shadows.

      Lenny screamed, “RUN!” to her sister. As the monster’s gaze fixed on Lenny and her sword, she reacted in a way she hadn’t expected. She ran at it, lifting the sword and screaming as she charged.

      The beast bounded at her but Lenny didn't back down. She ran faster at the shadows, meeting it in the middle. It swung at her with its massive claws, but she spun and sliced, bringing her sword down hard. The sound of the metal hitting the flesh was a first for her. She was scared, terrified, but something drove her on, desperation and a whisper inside her head, telling her what to do next. She lifted the sword again and used her body weight as she spun to drive the sword into its neck as it landed on a single front paw, screaming from the pain of the missing limb.

      When her sword was buried deep in its thick hide, she twisted the hilt, jerking it.

      The monster dropped, its blood and life quickly flooding the ground.

      Another scream drew her gaze.

      Lenny pulled the sword from the dead animal in a swift motion and ran toward the screaming woman. A creature like the one she had just killed was eating a man.

      Its face jerked and it growled at Lenny when she came near. She held the sword out as if it had somehow become an extension of her arm.

      The creature rose from the ground where it ate, standing on its hind legs, just as Ivor had said it would. It roared at her.

      “Lenny!” Ivor screamed from somewhere behind her, but Lenny ignored him and ran at the beast. It lunged at her, but she faked to the right and moved to the left, stabbing into the side of the monster, straight into the lungs as deep as she could drive the blade. Its roar was cut off as it wheezed and dropped to the ground, collapsing.

      Lenny left the sword in its side, letting go and stepping back.

      Her hands shook and her heart raced and she had no idea what had come over her.

      The monster’s eyes rolled into the back of its head and its blood-covered tongue dropped limp from its snout.

      Lenny stared in disbelief as the monster began to shake and twitch, though it was dead. The fur and claws receded, leaving flesh, a man’s flesh, and all the lupine traits had vanished.

      All that was left was a naked and bleeding man with the slice of a sword through his chest from one side to the next.

      “By the gods,” she whispered. She blinked but it remained. She turned, purposefully moving her gaze past Ivor’s stunned expression, to the other beast. He was also a man, naked and dead, missing a hand that lay on the cobblestone next to him.

      “Lenny?” Ivor whispered. “How did you learn to fight like that?”

      “Lenny!” Hilde shrieked and ran at her sister. “Gods, Lenny. You scared the life from me.”

      “It’s okay, Hilde,” Lenny lied.

      Nothing was okay.

      Absolutely nothing.

      She twitched and quivered as she walked her sister to the carriage. She climbed in after Hilde, needing to sit for a moment.

      The princesses stared at her, wide-eyed and possibly scared. The queen reached forward, squeezing her shaking hands. “You were brilliant, my dear.”

      “She was more than brilliant,” Lord Ivor said as he walked to the carriage. “Better than a single guard we have with us.”

      “That’s lucky. Half of them are dead,” the queen offered.

      Lord Ivor walked to one of his dead guards and pulled his sword from his hands. He wiped it and walked back to the carriage. “Can you sit with the coachman and keep an eye out with me?”

      Lenny nodded, taking the sword. It was warm from where the dead man had held it firm in his grip.

      “We ride. We do not stop until daylight,” Ivor said sharply.

      The queen nodded.

      Lenny stood but Hilde grabbed her arm.

      “It’s okay, Hilde,” Lenny said softly. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” That was not a lie.

      Hilde squeezed as if asking Lenny to stay. But the queen took her hands and held them tightly.

      “Get us out of here,” she whispered.

      Lenny stepped out and climbed with her shaking legs to the seat where the coachman was. He tipped his hat at her. “Some fine fighting, miss.”

      “Thank you,” Lenny said as Ivor climbed onto his horse. He took Asher’s reins and eyed the remaining soldiers who were whispering to themselves as they mounted their horses, carrying torches. Eyes darted to her.

      She wondered what they were thinking.

      Lord Ivor stayed close as the coachman shouted at the horses.

      “I’ve seen those yellow eyes before,” she held the torch the coachman had handed her and shouted at Lord Ivor over the noise of the carriage and the hooves. “In Blockley.”

      “The engagement party. That’s what you saw in the alley?” he asked, getting his horse up to a gallop.

      “Yes.”

      Lord Ivor didn't say anything else.

      Lenny wondered what he was thinking.

      Actually, Lenny worried more about it.
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      Blockley had never been such a sight for sore eyes. Or sore bottoms. The adrenaline from the attack and the monsters who belonged in legend got them through the day of riding, but toward the end, everyone was exhausted.

      Arriving at their destination gave them a new vitality.

      Lenny’s family had been summoned to the hall.

      She watched the queen, her mother, and her aunt Mildred speaking in a small huddle. Amaya was off to the side, listening to stories being told by the princesses.

      The magistrate and her father and uncles spoke to Lord Ivor and the guards.

      Everyone in the room glanced at Lenny throughout whatever they were being told.

      Her stomach ached and her body hurt in ways she had never hurt before.

      But two things soothed her.

      The hounds rubbing against her, scenting themselves in a frenzy.

      And the ghost of her brother sitting next to her.

      “Has Amaya been able to see you?” she asked him softly, petting the dogs so no one would think her crazier than they already did.

      Wilf nodded.

      “Can Hilde see you?”

      He shook his head.

      “Can Mother see you?”

      Again he twitched his head back and forth.

      “So just me and Amaya?”

      He shrugged.

      “And you two,” she said as she rubbed the hounds faces. “I missed you both.”

      “And they missed you,” Uncle Alek said as he walked over and sat on the other side of her from Wilfred. It was his second time leaving room for her brother.

      “You see him, don't you?” she asked.

      “I do,” he confessed softly. “But don't tell anyone. They’ll think us crazier than they already do.” He glimpsed at Lenny. “What happened?”

      “I don't know. I saw the creature about to attack Hilde and something came over me. I grabbed the sword and I fought until they were dead.”

      “With a skill no one has seen before. Lord Ivor said he has not witnessed someone move so quickly or fight with such instinctual ability,” Uncle Alek whispered. “Lenny, you’re odd, always have been. But this is something else.”

      “I agree.” She was terrified of it, the something else. Wilfred lifted his silvery eyebrow and offered her a warning glance. He was worried as well.

      “And lupine,” Alek said with a heavy sigh. “We’ve not had lupine in the forests for—”

      “A thousand years, at least,” Queen Saleen said as she came closer. “They’re a creature of legend. The last reports of lupine are ancient. I believe it was on the shores of the great battle they are mentioned. We will have to see the record keepers in Waterly City. We shall board a ship and sail back there. I refuse to take the girls on that road again. Not until Elias has patrols.” She turned to Lenny. “And the guards will need training. As you saw, they’re not equipped to fight a beast such as that.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Alek scoffed. “Lenny can’t train men. She’s a—”

      “If you’re going to say girl, hold your tongue. She was the only reason we survived. Two lupine killed six of my men, three guests of the inn, and four horses,” Queen Saleen scolded him.

      “No offense intended, Your Grace.” Alek took a tone Lenny flinched at. “But I was about to say, she’s a diver with no battle experience. Whatever this was; however, she saved you, had to have been fear driven. Instincts.”

      “I agree,” Lord Ivor added. “Lenny was—”

      “Why don’t you two men stop talking about Lenny and let her speak for herself?” the queen demanded.

      Lord Ivor’s nostrils flared, matching her uncle’s, but they quieted and all eyes turned to Lenny.

      “I don’t know. I can’t train men with skills I don’t understand.”

      “This isn’t the first time she has seen the lupine,” Ivor stated.

      “What does that mean?” Lenny’s father asked loudly.

      “She saw one in the alley here in Blockley, the night of Amaya’s engagement. Yellow glowing eyes in the alley. I came upon her as she saw it. She was rattled, shaken. I knew something was wrong but not what.”

      Lenny pleaded with him to stop but he continued on.

      “If she is present when they are, and somehow has the skill to kill them, is there a chance this is somehow linked?”

      “As in Lenny is somehow responsible for the lupine?” Amaya asked.

      “Of course not, but she’s drawing them. They’re after her in particular.” Ivor didn’t sound convinced of what he was saying, but that didn’t help. His words stung.

      Scar nudged Lenny who scratched her face and ears.

      “You mean as in magic? As in magic has come back?” the queen concluded.

      “Yes, I don’t know. I guess, Aunty. I’m as confused as you. We all know what we saw. Lenny, the lupine. It’s madness.” He fought a yawn and tried to keep his eyes open. “I’m exhausted. I can’t imagine how Lenny’s feeling. We need sleep.”

      “I’m going home.” Lenny stood, not sure how to take anything that had happened. She lifted the sword Lord Ivor had given her.

      “You’re not walking home alone,” her father barked at her.

      “Apparently, I’m never alone,” she said snidely and walked to the door to the hall. “Don’t worry though, I’ll be sure to lure all the monsters so they follow me.” She was too tired and not certain if she was making sense.

      Wilfred, Scar, and Ollie followed her outside.

      “Lenny, for the sake of the gods, wait!” Lord Ivor shouted after her.

      But she didn’t. She strode quickly, desperate for her bed and maybe a wash bucket.

      “I didn’t mean you conjured the lupine.” He jogged to catch up which took him no time. He grabbed her sore arm, making her wince.

      “Just leave me alone!” she shouted.

      “No!” he shouted back but then softened his tone, “Never.”

      “Fine, then come along. But I don’t want to hear how I’m somehow responsible for all the death and the lupine. You notice no one else has come out of the hall? They’re in there talking about what a freak I am. My own family. And honestly, I just want to wash my face and sleep and forget this entire month has happened.”

      Wilfred gave her a hurt look.

      “I’m sorry, Wilf. I don’t mean I want to forget you. I’m just exhausted and confused.” Hot tears sprang from her eyes as she stepped to the ghost next to her. “I want you to be alive and tell me what is going on.” She wiped her face roughly and continued walking.

      “You can see him?” Lord Ivor asked.

      “Please don’t tell anyone.” She realized she had spoken aloud.

      He grabbed her good arm, spinning her. “Lenny, I am yours. Your friend. Your protector. Yours, however you will have me.” He stepped closer, pulling her into his embrace and letting her weep on his chest.

      Lenny wiped her eyes again. “Thank you.”

      “Now let’s get you home to sleep.” He wrapped his arm around her back and turned them, hurrying to the horses. She climbed onto Asher as he climbed onto his horse. The ride home was minutes long but it felt like a lifetime.

      She was twitching with the need to sleep by the time she jumped down. She took the saddle off Asher and put him in the barn, giving him water and feed. He looked content to be home.

      Lord Ivor did the same with his horse.

      When she opened the door to the house, she sighed at the smell of it. It was food for the weary soul. Sir Kitty came rushing for her. She lowered and scooped him up, bringing his fluffy body to her face and inhaling the scent of barn and house and family that he carried with him.

      Scar and Ollie sniffed the cat and found their way to their beds, lying down after many circles to stomp them down.

      Lenny placed Sir Kitty down at the hearth, stroking his back and Tubby’s belly as he rolled over to expose it when he saw her.

      “I missed you all,” she yawned and forced herself to get up. “There’s a guest room next to the powder room. My mother always keeps it clean.” She pointed down the hall as she headed to the stairs, climbing them though she wished to collapse there.

      “Good night, Lenny,” Lord Ivor spoke softly.

      “Good night.” She waved over her head.

      She stepped into her room, undressed, and collapsed on her bed. Not even bothering to wash her face.
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      Waking had been blissful for a whole minute, until Lenny realized she had slept the day away and every inch of her body ached. The sun was high in the sky, noon at least.

      If she and Asher never went for another ride again, it would be too soon.

      Ollie’s hot breath washed over her face, making her groan. “Ollie, you smell. What has Wen been feeding you?” She rubbed the dog’s face, wincing when she had to move more than an inch.

      He whined and she forced herself to climb from the sheets. A fresh washbowl was laid out with cloths and towels. She cleaned and dressed, feeling better.

      When she opened the door, she saw legs, and a chair that wasn’t normally there. She paused and leaned out the door to find Lord Ivor sleeping in a chair that had to have been moved to her doorway. He was covered in her mother’s favorite quilt.

      Lenny scowled but before she could stop them, Scar was nudging him and Ollie was raining down dog breath on him.

      He woke with a start, squinting at the dogs for a moment, seemingly as confused as Lenny was as to why he was sleeping in the hallway.

      “What are you doing?” Lenny asked.

      “I was sleeping.” He yawned and stretched, before standing.

      Lenny tried not to stare at him in his white linen shirt that was unlaced and open, revealing his chest. “But why are you sleeping here?”

      “Why wouldn’t I sleep here?” He grinned and placed the quilt down, picking up his jacket from the back of the chair. “I’m fond of chairs, actually.”

      “I see.” She knew he believed it was her calling to the lupine and was sleeping outside her room to protect her. “How long have you been here?”

      “Since—” He stretched again and pressed his lips together. “Does it matter?”

      “I guess not. I’m starving.” She rubbed her stomach as it growled at her, changing the subject. She didn’t want to discuss her being some sort of disastrous mess or that he slept outside her room because he worried she was a disastrous-mess magnet. Or worse, the reason for all the disastrous messes.

      “Your cook has made something. I smelled it about an hour ago.”

      “There’s no cook.” Lenny smiled as she walked with her dogs to the stairs. “My mother cooks. She learned from my gran.”

      “Your mother is the first cousin to the queen. She was raised at court. She couldn’t possibly care for the house and raise you girls.”

      “She does and she also helps on the farm when Father is at sea, if she feels generous,” Lenny joked.

      “How odd.”

      “Well, it’s not like she’s out there building fences, but I’ve seen her feed chickens.”

      “You seem refreshed.” Lord Ivor observed.

      “I am. My body aches. My shoulder is worse than it’s been. And I’m still not sure how to process what happened in Pyle. But I feel rested at least.”

      “Well, rested is a start. You appeared at the point of falling down walking last night,” he said with a chuckle.

      When they got downstairs, Lenny found two plates of food with cloth lying over them. They were filled with griddlecakes, scrambled eggs, bacon, and berries. She handed Lord Ivor a plate and a fork.

      “Is there coffee?”

      “Not here but we could get some at Knights. Wen can make it.” She lifted the fork, not bothering to sit at the table as he was. She leaned over the counter and poured fresh syrup over the plate.

      “You didn’t just put syrup on your bacon and eggs?”

      Without answering him, Lenny lifted a forkful of syrupy eggs and bacon and shoved it into her mouth. She chewed, moaning, though the food was cold.

      He wrinkled his nose as he stood up from the table and brought his plate with him. He too leaned over the counter as he dumped a fraction of what she had, on his griddlecakes only. He cut a bite of griddlecake and ate it, nodding.

      She lifted her gaze to his face as he chewed, noting the way his jaw flexed. Something about it was pleasant, the way it was to watch James.

      Lenny finished the plate off quickly, drinking a large glass of water and sighing happily. She held her plate for the hounds to lick, earning a second unimpressed look from Ivor who was only partway through his meal.

      The door opened and they both turned cautiously to find Wen in the hallway.

      “Wen!” She jumped at him, hugging him tightly with the one arm.

      “You’re awake.” He wrapped his arms around her and held her to him.

      “Did they tell you?” Lenny asked from his chest, noting he squeezed tighter today.

      “Amaya might have mentioned it,” he mumbled.

      “Of course she did. Lord Ivor, have you met Wen, my dearest friend?”

      Lord Ivor’s eyes narrowed for a moment as he seemed to be inspecting Wen.

      “I don’t believe we were properly introduced.” Wen held a hand out for him. “It is a pleasure.”

      Lord Ivor stood and took his hand, shaking it, all the while staring.

      “Anyway, the reason I have come, is your family is gathering at the shore to do a lantern ceremony this evening. They would like you to make your way to town,” Wen said, offering Lord Ivor a scowl back.

      “Of course. We will go now.” She filled the water for the dogs so they might drink before they left. She grabbed the sword Lord Ivor had given her.

      “You’re bringing a sword to the lantern celebration?” Wen asked.

      “The lupine were real, Wen. If they’re real, what else is? I’m not taking chances.”

      “Nor should we,” Lord Ivor added, standing up tall as he finished his meal.

      “Did you really kill two of them, Lenny?” Wen questioned.

      “She did. It was the fiercest fight I’ve ever witnessed. She moved like a bolt of lightning, running at them, spinning and hacking.” Lord Ivor wasn’t praising her and Lenny knew it. He was worried, as was she.

      “I couldn’t imagine it if I tried.”

      “And I can’t stop picturing it, yet I wish to never imagine it again,” Lenny muttered.

      “Nor I,” Lord Ivor said.

      “What a nightmare. Hilde said she couldn’t sleep, though she’s exhausted. The images plagued her all night,” Wen offered as they walked to the door, followed by the hounds. “Did the memories affect you as well?”

      “I slept like the dead might.” Lenny paused and gave Lord Ivor a worried stare. “Is that a bad sign? Have I been taken over by something foul?”

      “If you have been taken over by something, then I have as well.” Lord Ivor laughed bitterly. “I slept well. I didn’t stir until I smelled breakfast.”

      “I doubt I would sleep again after seeing a lupine eat a man.”

      “They really were horrifying.” Lenny thought on them. “The worst part was when they turned back into a man. All the fur and size and claws and teeth, gone. Just a man, a dead man.” She shuddered. “It was truly awful and I hope it’s the last we see of them.”

      “Indeed,” Lord Ivor concurred as they walked to the path.

      As they moved through the forest, Lenny noticed there were no birds or crickets. It was the middle of summer and the heat wasn’t nearly as intense as it ought to be. The hairs on the back of her neck lifted as she grasped the hilt of the sword.

      Her eyes darted to the hounds. Ollie was the same as always, his nose to the ground and face scanning for anything that might be edible. Scar wasn’t the same. She tried to follow him on his scent journey but her head lifted frequently. She paused and stared in varying directions for several moments, frozen and watching the unmoving woods.

      There was a chill in the air, which should not have been felt for at least a month.

      She quickened her pace, moving through the forest as quickly as possible without seeming in a panic. She hurried past her uncle’s and only breathed relief when she reached the smithy. “Just give me a moment,” Lenny said to Wen and Lord Ivor as she veered to the right, smiling when she saw James and Master Barnes.

      “You made it home, Lenny!” Master Barnes smiled wide. Lenny assumed he hadn’t heard yet.

      “I did. By the skin on my knuckles I’m afraid.” She laughed nervously. She didn’t know how to ask for what she wanted, how to word it, so she blurted the request and prayed she wouldn’t have to answer questions, “I’d like you to take this sword and make it smaller. If that’s at all possible. It’s heavy for me.”

      “Let me see.” James walked over, his eyes focusing on the blade as he lifted her hand as she held it. His skin against hers made her swallow hard. “This hilt is twice the size of what you need. And the length is at least a quarter too big.” He slipped his fingers into hers and took the blade from her. “It’s not a great sword, Lenny.”

      “I agree. We have some rough swords in the back. We can make something else up for you. Let us have a couple of days and we’ll have something better.” Master Barnes said with a gruff tone, “Is this for killing lupine, Lenny?” he asked, not laughing. James didn’t laugh either.

      “Uhm, yes. I suppose if we were unlucky enough to come upon some, we might have to fight them.” She blushed and gazed downward.

      “Don’t be so shy about it. Most men would be walking about town proud as a peacock they’d killed two lupine as the queen’s guard was dying at their hands.” Master Barnes slapped her on the arm.

      Ollie nudged him.

      “Oh right, I forgot.” He walked into the smithy and came back with the small sack of biscuits. Scar and Ollie both planted their bottoms to the ground. Scar glanced back to check. Lenny nodded and they accepted their cookies.

      “Thanks, Master Barnes.” Lenny waved. “And James.”

      “Of course.” Master Barnes smiled wide. James offered a small wave and Lenny tried not to sigh. Since they had eaten dinner together, he was much more vocal around her. She let it be more than it was. Because deep down she knew, it would never be what she wanted.

      She walked back to Wen and Lord Ivor on the road. Lord Ivor’s eyes stayed with James and Master Barnes. “If you wanted a better sword, all you had to do was ask. I would have had one commissioned,” he said.

      “They’re good at what they do,” she insisted.

      They walked to Quays and Lenny noticed the boats had yet to leave the harbor since the storm.

      “There she is!” Uncle Alek smiled wide with his arms out. “My little niece. You’re not above doing some diving work this afternoon, are you? The boys have been trying to do your job, and I will say, you are sorely missed.”

      “I don’t mind at all.” Lenny laughed, turning to the docks. “It’ll keep me away from Mother and the queen and Aunt Mildred.”

      “And the princesses,” Wen groaned, blushing when he realized Ivor was next to him. “Forgive me, I know they’re your family.”

      “I never take issue with a man speaking the truth.” Ivor fought a grin.

      Lenny laughed the whole way down the dock with her dogs at her side.

      For a moment everything felt normal.

      If Lenny had known to treasure that feeling, she might have lingered with it.

      But she didn’t. She spent it before she should and dove into the cool ocean, surfacing and staring at the ship next to her, unaware her world had just begun to fall apart.
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      Lenny swam to a third boat, checking the port side for damage or weak spots. She was tired and the swimming with one arm barely working was hard, but she pushed through, certain her uncle needed her as much as she needed this time to herself.

      She wasn’t simply swimming and checking boats. She was processing.

      Her thoughts jumped about like one of the bunnies they’d had when they were young, starting at the inconsequential and working toward downright terrifying.

      James loved Hilde.

      Hilde was marrying Landon because she had to.

      Landon seemed like a perfectly decent young man, but he was to be king and that would always be a burden.

      The courts were exhausting and the people surrounding the king and his crown were terrible.

      Lord Ivor had feelings for Lenny, though she didn’t understand how or why.

      Did she have feelings for him? She couldn’t say she didn’t. Which in her mind suggested she might. And she wasn’t certain what to think of that.

      Amaya would be devastated when Hilde left again, but what if Lenny had to go as well? Could she say no to the queen’s request to help train the guards?

      Why had the lupine watched her from the alley?

      Was it linked to her strange ability to fight?

      Questions circled in her mind, confusing and overwhelming her to the point she had to shake her head and go back over several parts of the boat.

      She was still distracted and worried when she pulled herself up onto the docks. The only positive was that she hadn’t seen the blue stone or the jellyfish again. That was a relief. She didn’t need to add anything else bizarre or possibly cursed. She was more than enough of both.

      Scar nudged her, checking her over as she always did. Lenny giggled as the dog’s nose dug into her armpits and neck. When she was satisfied Lenny was in one piece, she lay next to her and snuggled in. Lenny sighed and stared up at the clouds. The wind moved differently next to her, but she didn’t turn to see who it was. No one else chilled the air the way Wilfred did. He stretched out on the dock next to her, and she wondered if he was cloud watching or just keeping her company.

      They were alone a long time before Uncle Alek called, “Hey, you guys get up here. We’re going to start the lanterns now.”

      “Coming!” Lenny smiled, realizing Uncle Alek had called Wilfred too. She turned her face to his. “He can see you. Amaya can see you. I can see you. I guess that means you’re really here.”

      He nodded silently.

      “I wish you were alive still. I wish I could hug you, and you would tell me that you didn’t love me and I would know you did, more than anything.” The sadness she had managed to push down rose up a little, stinging her chest and throat. “But I’m not saying this because I miss you or I think about you.” She grinned through the pain. “You were a shite brother anyway.”

      He grinned back, his silvery eyes twinkling.

      “If they force me to go to the city, will you come?”

      He scowled and pointed at the shore. Lenny lifted her head and followed his whisper of a finger to the boardwalk where Bethel stood, her stomach poking out.

      “Right, of course. You can’t leave her,” she whispered. “That was selfish of me to ask.” She needed to get a handle on her inability to think of others. “Well, let’s get this over with.” She sat up fully, then stood. Scar followed. “Feels ridiculous sending you lanterns to find your way home while you’re standing next to me,” she grumbled.

      Wilf’s smile grew as he walked next to her, making no noise and only stirring the air a little, almost as though he nudged her.

      When she reached the boardwalk where everyone was standing, waiting as her mother and Aunt Mildred and Amaya handed out the lanterns, she caught the princesses’ stares. They leaned into one another and whispered, eyeing her as though they wanted her to see it. She frowned at them, causing the queen to take notice. She glared at her daughters who froze, wide-eyed, then slowly lowered their hands from their mouths.

      Lenny focused on her family once more.

      Hilde sighed deeply, taking her lantern and walking to the dock. She held it, her eyes closed and her face solemn. She pressed her lips together, then lifted the lantern and let the breeze take it.

      Amaya took one and followed Hilde’s lead. Their mother handed Lenny hers, though she was about to protest that she had already done a lantern. Her mother gave her the look, the stern one. She took the lantern and said nothing, though she couldn’t help but glimpse at Wilfred as she walked to the dock where her sisters stood.

      Amaya’s gaze drifted to Wilfred. Tears flooded her face, although she saw him. She didn’t close her eyes. She stared at him as the lantern lifted off, tears streaming her cheeks.

      Wilfred tilted his head, crying ghostly tears that didn’t land.

      Amaya didn’t watch the lantern at all, missing what Lenny saw, as it joined Hilde’s and veered to the right just as Lenny’s had.

      Hilde took Amaya’s hand in hers, squeezing as if she needed to cling to something. “I cannot believe he’s gone.” Her face was wet with tears.

      “He’s not gone, Sister,” Amaya whispered, staring at Wilfred.

      “I know, his spirit has likely found its way back to us,” she rushed the words as if she didn’t believe them.

      “No, I mean he is here. He is standing next to Lenny, if you just look,” Amaya murmured. “Lenny and Uncle Alek see him too. He’s here, Hilde. If you just relax the focus of your eyes, you will see him.”

      “How do I relax my focus?” Hilde snapped. “Is this a game, Amaya? It’s cruel.”

      “I see him too. And he responds when I speak to him,” Lenny admitted quietly. “Uncle Alek said the same thing. Gran said only some of us can see. It’s a gift from Crail.”

      “Have you been able to see him from the start? From the moment he died?” Hilde asked Lenny sharply.

      “No. The moment he found his way back to Blockley. But he won’t leave Bethel so I have only seen him here.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me before?” Hilde’s eldest-sister tone rose.

      “Gran told me not to tell.”

      “Why can’t I see him?” She was visibly annoyed, her emotions making her temper flare.

      “You will,” Lenny said, hoping it wasn’t a lie, her gaze darting back to Wilfred who stared out at the sea. She followed his gaze, squinting at what had to be a hallucination. “Is that a storm?”

      Wilfred nodded.

      “What?” Amaya and Hilde asked at the same time.

      Lenny ignored them and turned to her father and uncle who watched as her mother lit her lantern. She pointed to the east. “Is that a storm?” she shouted.

      Her father’s and uncle’s eyes followed her hand, their brows furrowed exactly the same. Lenny hurried up the dock to her family.

      “Bloody hell, it looks like one,” Uncle Alek groaned. “We never have a second storm on the heels of the first. We haven’t had two storms in one summer in—”

      “Let me guess, it’s also been a thousand years?” the queen asked, turning to face the incoming dark clouds and what appeared to be a wall of rain.

      Scar nudged Lenny, whining and turning back to the darkness that quickly approached.

      “Well, I don’t think anyone could say it’s been a thousand years. But even when I was a lad, there were never two storms in one summer, if we so much as got one.” Edwin scoffed. “Either way, we have some preparation to do.” He sounded weary.

      “And we just finished patching the last of the boats,” Alek grumbled as he stomped to the boatyard. Lenny focused on the entrance to the harbor, not seeing ships coming in.

      “Are there many locals out fishing?”

      “Aye, dozens.” Her father shook his head. “Our family is all here. Your cousins haven’t gone back out since the last one.”

      “Thank the gods for that. I’ll get the magistrate to ring the bell.” Mildred hurried away.

      “I suppose this will delay the ship we are meant to board the day after tomorrow?” the queen asked Elsie who was red-faced and swollen from the tears she had cried sending off her lantern.

      “Indeed, my dear friend. It will delay it by at least four days. They will have seen the storm and turned around, sheltering in Wetwood’s harbor,” Elsie answered as though this were something she was accustomed to, though it was rare during the season.

      “Well, if we’re here for a storm, we might as well be useful. Tell us what to do.” The queen wasn’t what Lenny expected.

      “Of course,” Lenny’s mother spoke as she linked their arms, though her usual energy and spirit was nowhere to be found. “Your girls may go with mine and you can help me with Gran.”

      “And what would you suggest I do with my guards?” Lord Ivor asked Edwin.

      “They’ll be helpful getting the town closed up again.” Edwin’s eyes flickered to Lenny. “Get your sisters and the dogs home. Close up the barn and get everything ready. Shutters and all, you know the routine. Take the princesses with you. Put them somewhere safe.” He looked again at Lord Ivor. “If you would accompany my daughters and the princesses, I would be grateful.”

      “Of course, sir.” Lord Ivor dug his fingers into Ollie’s fur as he scratched the hound’s wooly coat, making Ollie press harder against him, demanding more attention and pats. He was oblivious to the storm, the opposite of his sister who was already panting and whining.

      “Hilde, Amaya, we have to go home,” Lenny called to them.

      “And I suppose I will go help my mum close up the shop,” Wen grumbled. “She’s been weird all week. Said she wasn’t leaving the shop and if the queen came in, she didn’t want to see her.” He rolled his eyes. “Between her and these storms, I’m starting to think I might come with ya to Waterly City when ya leave. I’ll pop over when Mum is sorted.” He waved and headed to the alley that led to his shop.

      “Shall we?” Lord Ivor asked Lenny and his cousins, Alba and Margit.

      “I suppose so.” Lenny started walking with Scar keeping pace, nudging Lenny as if telling her to hurry.

      “You want us to walk?” Alba asked, her feet not moving.

      “Well, I’m not carrying you,” Lord Ivor said with a sigh.

      “You can walk with us,” Hilde said as she hurried up the dock stairs to the princesses with Amaya right behind her.

      Hilde was in a hurry and didn’t want to get caught in the rain; her dress was too fine for that. She walked at a pace the princesses wouldn’t likely be able to keep, but they tried. The four girls passed Lenny and Lord Ivor. Ollie stayed with them, walking next to Hilde, but constantly glancing back at Lenny.

      When they were out of earshot, Lenny muttered, “Do you think the storms are linked to the lupine?”

      “No. I highly doubt it’s been a thousand years since two summer storms happened in one month. But now I do understand why you asked about the king’s bastard. Your friend Wen is the child you spoke of. The obvious son of the king.” Lord Ivor lowered his voice more, “He is identical to his father as a young man. Surely, your mother has noticed that?”

      “She has never said anything about it.” Lenny shrugged. “Though she does know of the rumors. Wen’s mother gets drunk and goes on about her affair with the king to anyone who will listen.” Lenny winced. “It’s a sore spot for poor Wen. People mock him for being a shopboy living in a fishing village while being royalty.”

      “Is that why she lives here? Far removed from the city and the queen? It’s no doubt she didn’t want to see her.” Lord Ivor exhaled with a whistle. “To be a fly on the wall when those two run into one another.”

      “Indeed.” Lenny hadn’t thought about that. She’d had too much on her mind. The wind began to pick up, blowing her hair in front of her. Scar whined again. “We should hurry.” Lenny walked faster. The four girls were quite far ahead of them.

      Lenny checked over her shoulder, surprised to see the dark clouds were nearly upon them. They moved so fast. “Run!” she shouted and took off.

      Lord Ivor regarded it, then began running too. They caught up to the girls, passing them. “Hurry, ladies! Run!” Lord Ivor shouted as the wind pushed them on. “Your fine gowns will be ruined!”

      And he was correct. It was pouring and blowing a gale by the time they reached the barn, and all four girls were hardly able to walk in their ruined and soaked dresses.

      Hilde rushed everyone into the house, which Lenny was grateful for. She was tired of their squealing and screaming.

      She and Lord Ivor fortified the animals, moving quickly to get everyone in a secure place.

      She blew water from her face as she sat on the hay after they had finished barricading the door.

      The ox groaned and Asher reared a little, but all in all, the animals seemed to be calming down.

      Lenny knew she would have to spend the evening in the barn, again. She got comfortable on the hay, rubbing Scar’s face which was rested on her knee. Ollie curled up around her feet like a dragon.

      “You’ve been through a lot of these?” Lord Ivor asked as he too sat on some hay, stroking his large horse’s face as the animal lowered it to sniff him.

      “Summer storms? No. We rarely get bad weather in the summer. When we do, it’s a small gale, not a full-on storm. But we have them all fall and even early spring, before fishing season starts. The farm chores remain the same in the fall, minus whatever has been slaughtered.”

      “We don't get summer storms in Waterly City either.” He grinned. “Perhaps my aunt is correct and it has been a thousand years and Hithu’s father’s bargain has been spent.”

      “Perhaps.” She chuckled softly.

      “Will the princesses be all right?” He lifted his gaze to the doors that rattled as though someone were trying to break in.

      “Better than we’ll be.” Lenny sighed. “The house is hundreds of years old. It’s withstood far worse than this. And Hilde and Amaya aren’t completely useless—” She paused. “I didn't mean—”

      “It’s fine.” He laughed. “My cousins are exactly as you say, without usefulness.”

      “I’m sure they paint and draw and embroider beautifully.”

      “Yes, spending their summers pretending to care about the arts when really it’s the company they seek. Groups of other students, ladies who mock whoever isn’t there.” He furrowed his brow. “Landon and I have spoken with the king about this on many occasions. Allowing women to work, beyond the peasants who work out of need. He’s against it, of course. Ladies ought to have children and run homes and create social lives and improve their husband’s life. Nothing more.”

      “You mock him but you laughed when you heard I had employment at the docks?”

      “I wasn't laughing at you, I was laughing at the situation. Of course the beautiful girl I couldn't stop staring at, who visibly didn't give a fig about me, had employment and did what she wanted. She was her own person, strong and independent. I laughed because of course you would be put in front of me, to torment me. I spoke to my aunt not a fortnight before we met, telling her I wouldn’t agree to a marriage unless I met a girl who fit those exact specifications.” His cheeks flushed with color. “You see, you’re not the only one being forced into a marriage they don’t want.” He stared at the ground, fighting a smile. “I didn't believe a girl like you existed, though I had heard of the youngest of Lady Elsie Chadwick’s daughters many times. You lived up to everything I’d expected.”

      “How? Why? How?” she asked quickly.

      “My aunt, the queen, speaks of your family often, of you often, in close circles. You were always her favorite. Adventurous and funny and naughty. She said she could tell, even as a small child, you would be a handful and your mother wouldn’t understand you. She wished you were the one to marry Landon and be her daughter.”

      “The queen said that?” Lenny wrinkled her nose.

      “She did. She received constant correspondences from your mother. They wrote all the time. Her stories of the naughtiness you were always up to, became a source of joy for those of us who listened as she read certain parts of the letters aloud to us.”

      “Dear gods.” Lenny gulped. “She didn't.”

      “It wasn't out of spite. My aunt treasured your rebellious nature and your refusal to play the games of a proper lady. She’d warned your mother you would be this way. I think she saw a lot of herself in you, which of course recommended you to me. I felt I knew you well before we met. And I hold my aunt’s opinion in high regard. She’s not what you think. Not useless.” He smiled, meeting her gaze.

      Lenny gulped again.

      “So you see, when we met, I already knew a great deal about you. And you didn't disappoint.”

      “You do realize being infamous in the courts as a disobedient brat isn’t something young ladies hope to achieve?” Lenny laughed, trying not to overreact to the news she was discussed often and laughed at. “Being a source of entertainment is humiliating,” she lamented.

      Before he could reply, something washed over Lenny.

      A fear.

      It rode the whistling wind that snuck in through the cracks of the old barn, whispering of something terrible to come.

      She lifted her head at the same moment Scar raised hers from Lenny’s lap, growling. Ollie stood, staring at the barn doors. Lenny’s own ears perked up as she stood and crept to the doors, peaking through the cracks. She saw the house and the yard, and though everything seemed normal, she had a sense of dread she couldn’t shake.

      “What is it?” Lord Ivor lifted his head, bleary eyed.

      “I don't know. I have a feeling.” She scanned the yard and house, as much as she could through the small gap between the doors.

      “What sort of feeling?” Lord Ivor stood.

      “That we should hide in the rafters and not make any noise.” She motioned her head at the ladder to the loft.

      He answered that thought by lifting his sword from the hay where he’d put it earlier and unsheathing it. “I wish you hadn’t left the sword I gave you with the smith.”

      “Me too.” She gulped.

      “Here.” He pulled a long dagger from a holster on the side of his leg and handed it to her.

      She noticed how warm it was as she gripped the hilt, staring at it. “What will we do if it’s more lupine?” she whispered.

      “In that case, I’ll throw you my sword and you can deal with them,” he joked but stepped closer to her, closing the gap between them.

      “That’s not funny.” She sniffed.

      “It is and you know it.”

      She gazed up into his eyes to tell him she was scared but somehow got lost in the beauty of the color. She hadn’t noticed them before, beyond thinking him handsome, but they were stunning. The same color as the stone when she found it. A jewel blue. Twinkling gemstones that widened when he noticed the look on her face.

      “You are so beautiful,” he said as he lifted his free hand to her cheek, placing the palm against her skin.

      “I know all girls pray for this, a lord to come and court them and tell them they’re beautiful. But I’m not like that,” she whispered, not certain how else to say this.

      “I know you aren’t.”

      “My wishes were always to be independent and to live my own life. And now suddenly I am overcome with a strange sensation, perhaps it’s the lupine or the storms or the loss of my brother that’s changing me. Or maybe it’s like my gran always says, I will know it when I see it.”

      “See what?”

      “Looking at you now, there’s something plaguing me—” She didn't answer his question. She was lost in a daze, a daydream. Something was pushing them together, and she didn't know how to explain her feelings for him.

      “What?” He encouraged her to speak.

      “I need you to know something, if I die. I like you. A lot. More than I want to.”

      He sighed in relief, beaming at her. “I like you a lot too. More than you want me to.”

      She leaned into the warm palm cupping her cheek. “If I die, and your feelings for me are genuine, stand at the shores where you wish me to come, and let your tears fall into the water. I will find you,” she murmured.

      “You won’t die.” He lifted her face so she had to see him. “I will kill everything that stands between you and me and whatever this is destined to be.”

      She parted her lips but was cut off by a scream from inside the house.

      Ollie jumped up on the door, barking like Lenny had never heard him bark before. Scar sank lower, ready to pounce.

      Lord Ivor turned his hardened stare to the door. He lifted his sword as Lenny spun and readied herself with the dagger.

      “I’ll run out, you run for the house and protect your sisters and the princesses.”

      “Okay,” Lenny agreed with a quick nod.

      He walked to the doors, lifting the beam that held them secure. “Ready?” he asked, turning to her.

      “Yes,” she said, but she wasn't.

      She was terrified.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      He threw open the doors, releasing the hounds into the darkness. The storm was ripping around the yard. Lenny ran out but turned back to the doors, securing them, though Asher sounded like he might tear the barn apart.

      When she got them closed and barricaded, she scanned the yard. The hounds had run for the house, Hilde had the door open. She was screaming for Lenny who came when called.

      Lord Ivor was nowhere to be seen when Lenny burst into the house.

      “It’s the lupine, Lenny! I saw one in the yard. It jumped on the roof!”

      Lenny pushed Hilde back inside and slammed the door, locking it. “Where’s Lord Ivor?”

      “He’s gone round the other side—”

      “Get upstairs, hide under the bed in your room. Make sure the four of you stay together. Take the hounds with you.” Lenny shoved Hilde for the stairs. She hurried up them, crying. “Make no noise, Hilde. If they hear you, they will come.”

      Hilde paused at the top of the stairs, staring back at her little sister. “Be careful, Lenny.”

      “I will. Ollie, up with Hilde!” She pointed.

      He ran after Hilde but Scar refused to part with Lenny.

      Lenny hurried to the other side of the house and opened the front door, listening and watching the whistling wind and pelting rain that came in sideways, hitting with gusts like a slap to the face. She was surprised at how it had gotten dark so fast.

      Voices drew her to the left. Her father and uncle were coming on horseback from town. They carried swords that glinted in the light of the lanterns they carried. She hadn’t seen her father fight, not truly. She’d heard he was brilliant, and she hoped it was true as she closed the door and ran for the yard.

      Lord Ivor came around the back side of the house, drenched and holding his sword. “I saw nothing.”

      Scar’s keen eyes darted about the yard nervously. She didn't focus on a single spot.

      “You all right?” Edwin asked his daughter as he jumped down from his horse.

      “Hilde said she saw the lupine in the yard. But I don't see anything. How’s Mother and the queen?”

      “Fine, everyone in town has gathered at the hall to ride out the storm together. Everything is closed up. The guards have stayed with the queen to protect them.” Edwin met his brother’s eyes. “We found bodies—” He winced, his words becoming lost in the wind and rain.

      “Bodies?” Lenny shouted.

      “Three. Two men and a woman, half eaten. Near Cyril’s house,” Alek added, his voice laden with fear.

      “Why is this happening?” Lenny asked as the rain beat down on her face.

      “I wish I knew,” her father said. His gaze darted to Lord Ivor’s. “Is it true you’re one of the best battalion leaders in the kingdom?”

      “I don't know—”

      “This isn’t a time to be shy, son.”

      “Yes.” Lord Ivor admitted candidly, “It’s true.”

      “Good. We need a plan. We can’t stay here. They’ll rip this house apart in no time. We don't even know how many lupine there are. Let’s talk in here, I don't want to scare the girls more than need be.” Edwin walked to the barn, opening the door and stepping inside. Lenny and Scar followed them all inside, securing the door with the beam, though it did nothing against the wind, which rattled it violently.

      “You’re right, we need to get Amaya, Hilde, and my cousins to the hall,” Lord Ivor said after a moment. “Staying here is dangerous. If there are more than two, we won’t survive this. And I fear they see better in the dark and rain than we do. They cut through my men in Pyle faster than anything I’ve seen before. We won’t stand a chance against them in this storm.”

      “The carriage?” Lenny asked. “We put the four girls inside and the four of us ride on the outside, each taking a corner and fighting anything that attacks?”

      “That could work, if we get it fitted fast enough,” Alek agreed.

      “You will go inside the carriage with them,” Edwin growled. “I’m not having you die, fighting like one of the men—”

      “She fights better than I do,” Lord Ivor cut in. “She’s a natural. We’d be fools not to use her skills to our advantage.”

      “You might be fine with risking her life—”

      “I love her.” Lord Ivor shocked them all. “I would never do anything that risks her, but I also see I cannot control nor choose for her. That is the burden of loving someone like her.” His eyes drifted to Lenny’s.

      Edwin’s cheeks flushed and Alek’s eyes widened, matching Lenny’s in size.

      “Shall we?” Lord Ivor asked, nodding at the door.

      “Of course,” Alek agreed.

      “Lenny and I will stand guard while you fasten the horse and ready the carriage.” Lord Ivor opened the door again.

      Lenny’s father turned to his daughter. His brow knit as he pressed his lips together. He said none of the things he wanted to. Instead, he grabbed her face roughly and kissed her forehead, before storming from the barn into the dark.

      She hurried after him, listening and watching Scar who sniffed the wind and scanned the dark yard.

      Alek and Edwin hurried about, fetching the saddles and gear.

      Near the carriage and the door to the house, Lord Ivor planted his feet. Lenny stood with him, but he placed his back to hers, his body pressing against hers. She leaned into the warmth of him while continuing to scan the yard and check Scar for changes in her demeanor.

      “I’m sorry that is how you heard me first say those words,” Lord Ivor spoke softly, though the wind carried his words to Lenny’s ears. “I had hoped we would be in the gardens at the castle, or perhaps my estate in the country. It would be a calm day, not raining hell down on us. The sun would be on the cusp of setting and the warm summer air would gently flicker your hair. We would have known each other an amount of time that would make you more comfortable with me. I would brush the locks from your cheek maybe, keeping my hand there.” His empty hand found hers, soaked with rain but warm. He entangled his fingers in hers and squeezed. “I would kiss you and tell you that I have loved you from the moment I met you.”

      Lenny swallowed hard.

      “And of course you would argue that love at first sight was a lie and it was impossible. And I would kiss you to shut you up,” he said with a smile, Lenny could hear it in his voice. It made her smile too. “And then perhaps, I would ask you to marry me.” He squeezed tighter. “Although you didn't pray for me, Lenny, I have spent my life praying to the gods for you.”

      Her heart leapt, nearly out of her chest.

      But she was too scared to react so she gripped his hand for a moment, her eyes continuing to watch for movement that came a heartbeat later.

      A shadow ran past the left side of the barn.

      Another on the right.

      A third moved under the cover of trees across the yard.

      The yellow eyes glowing in the darkness, giving them away.

      Lenny’s heart began to pound.

      “Ready!” Edwin shouted. Alek climbed onto the carriage to drive the horses.

      Edwin ran for the house.

      Rain beat down on them.

      Wind twisted the world around the farm, moving everything at once, creating chaos.

      Lenny’s trembling hands clung to the dagger, terrified of the death she faced.

      Scar stood next to her, ready for the fight. Teeth bared and hackles up.

      The door to the house opened, Ollie ran for Lenny, taking her other side. He mimicked his sister. Edwin ushered his daughters and the princesses from the house. The girls cried and whimpered as they were rushed to the old closed carriage.

      “Let’s go!” her father shouted as more yellow eyes began to appear at the forest’s edge.

      Lenny gulped as she watched them materialize. There had to be dozens of them. Ivor grabbed her good arm, spinning and flinging her at the carriage. She leapt and grabbed the footman’s post, climbing on and taking the left side.

      “Ollie, Scar!” Hilde shouted from the carriage.

      “Inside!” Lenny yelled at them, pointing with her dagger at the carriage door. The hounds obeyed reluctantly. The door slammed as the reins came down on the horses, and Alek screamed for them to gallop.

      Lord Ivor ran and jumped aboard the carriage as it took off.

      That was the moment the lupine charged, racing from the woods to follow.

      Edwin stood, sword in hand, next to his brother as he drove.

      Lord Ivor guarded the right flank, holding his sword ready too.

      Lenny gripped the dagger, unsure how to fight with it, assuming it would be similar to a sword except the foe would be closer.

      The bumpiness of the ride jostled her about as she clutched the railing of the carriage with one hand and the dagger with the other.

      The yellow eyes got bigger as they drew closer.

      Her breathing grew shallow and her heart felt as if it might burst from her chest.

      A dark shadow shot from the bushes at the same moment a voice whispered inside Lenny, an instinct.

      She leapt from the carriage, ducking and slicing up the middle of the ashen beast’s furry belly, spilling him onto the path.

      “Lenny!” Ivor screamed as the horses’ hooves beat the path, dragging him and the carriage away.

      Lenny stood her ground as the yellow eyes were joined by gnashing mouths and snarling faces.

      She lifted the dagger, challenging them to come at her.

      The first leapt. She spun low and sliced him along the side. The next took her dagger in his throat. She ripped it from his flesh and screamed, charging the pack.

      She spun and sliced as they tried to get past her, but none made it. She moved with precision and knowledge that she drew from somewhere deep inside her.

      She leapt on one, stabbing into his neck, as she used him as launching plank to leap to the next, swinging onto his massive body and slicing his throat.

      They scratched at her and bit but she moved faster than they did, impossibly fast.

      When her feet touched the ground again, the carriage was far enough away that she couldn’t hear it anymore.

      She turned and ran hard, her feet digging into the path and pushing off, driving her forward. A lupine snarled behind her, his footsteps coming hard and fast. She spun, arm out, aware he was leaping, and sliced across his face, separating his jaw from his head. She kicked him in the chest and used his body to drive her forward more. She turned and ran again, her pace gaining on the horses as the carriage came into view.

      They were at the smithy, skidding to the left to get to the hall.

      The rain and wind attempted to push Lenny back, but she leaned into it, forcing herself forward.

      A sound rode the wind near her, a voice. It was the same one she’d heard singing in the water when she found the stone.

      The winds blew harder.

      The rain was blinding.

      But Lenny didn't give up.

      As a lupine tried to jump on her back, she moved to the right, pushing off and leaping back left, landing behind him. She jumped on his back and sliced his throat, stepping on him as he fell, and took off running again.

      The lanterns flickered in the clock tower, beacons calling to her. She mustered strength and energy from somewhere, stealing it from her soul perhaps, as she ran harder and harder, fighting the wind and the lupine that tried to pass her to get to the carriage.

      As lightning began to strike, Lenny saw everything in blue flashes of bright light.

      The carriage veered to the left, passed Main Street, and skidded onto Mason Street, coming to an abrupt stop.

      Lord Ivor jumped from the carriage and ran at her.

      Her father dragged the princesses to the doors of the hall.

      Uncle Alek limped down and ran at Lenny.

      The swords they carried glinted.

      But she wasn't relieved to see them.

      A lupine passed her wide, running on all fours, barreling toward Uncle Alek. Lenny ran harder, but the lupine would beat her.

      As it leapt at her uncle, Ollie jumped from nowhere, grabbing the beast by the throat and bringing him down. He struck Ollie, throwing him off. Ollie cried out when he landed against the building with a thud. Lenny screamed, “No!” She ran at the lupine though her heart desperately wanted her to run for Ollie and save him.

      Screaming with rage, she jumped at the lupine, bringing the blade down. He tried to swat it from her, but she moved it at the last second, bringing the hilt to her stomach and stabbing upward into the middle of his torso.

      He wheezed and she twisted the blade, her face coming down on his wolf muzzle. She stared into his eyes, seeing the life leave in the flashes of lightning. Water and blood dripped from her, landing on him.

      There was silence for a moment.

      But she heard them coming.

      She stood, grabbing the hilt from her uncle’s hand as he stared at her, mouth agape.

      Lenny flexed her hands over the hilts, the dagger in her right and the sword in her left.

      She turned to face the army of yellow eyes still coming. They rushed from the forest as she lifted her blades at the ready.

      Lifting her face to the rain and wind, she screamed and ran at them as the wide berth they had sprinted in funneled into a straight line coming for her.

      As she raged and screamed, lightning struck behind her, as though someone meant to hit her with it, but she moved too quickly.

      Her blades moved as though part of her arms. She ducked and cut and weaved and sliced until all she saw was red rain and dead bodies.

      “Lenny!” Amaya screamed from somewhere in the storm.

      Lenny’s eyes tried to fix on her sister, but the lupine monsters were everywhere.

      “Lenny!” she screamed again, forcing Lenny to turn. Amaya was with Ollie, sobbing over him.

      Lenny’s heart twisted as tears tried to blind her. But the onslaught of death continued to assault her. Lord Ivor fought next to her. She couldn't see him, but she heard him grunting and screaming as she did. Her father too, stabbing and slicing his way through the small army.

      She’d lost her dagger in a body somewhere and was pulling her sword from the lupine’s muzzle she had buried it to the hilt in, when she realized there were no others.

      Lord Ivor was stabbing his sword into the heads of the fallen, a small militia of lupine who had become men again.

      Some Lenny recognized as fishermen from the area, or merchants.

      “What are you doing to them?” Alek asked angrily, rushing over.

      “If they aren’t completely dead, they heal faster than anything you’ve ever seen. They’ll rise again.”

      Lenny spun in a circle, lost in the whirl of the storm and chaos, trying to find where her sister’s voice had come from in the darkness. But she saw the yellow eyes first.

      Everything moved slowly, again illuminated by the flashes of lightning and flickering lanterns that hadn’t been destroyed yet.

      Wilfred appeared. He screamed at Lenny but he made no sound.

      He flickered with the weather ripping around them.

      The hall doors opened, her father stepped from them.

      Lord Ivor stabbed a dead man in the head, making a sharp noise as his sword hit the cobblestone road.

      The yellow eyes lowered, suggesting the lupine was readying to pounce.

      Uncle Alek began to run alongside her, but his limp slowed him down.

      Amaya’s mouth parted to scream.

      Ollie moved his paw, scraping his claws over Amaya’s arm as if pushing her away.

      Lightning flashed again and the lupine jumped from behind Amaya, mouth open, eyes glistening with fire.

      Lenny ran faster but the wind pushed her back.

      Amaya’s pale hair flittered about her, blinding her from what Ollie could see over her shoulder.

      The lupine’s mouth widened as he soared through the air behind her.

      Amaya spun, her hair whipping in her face.

      The jaws bore down on her arm as Lenny reached her, stabbing the sword over her sister’s arm and into the beast’s neck.

      Amaya screamed, Ollie yelped, Uncle Alek shouted, and the lupine roared in pain. It slumped over Amaya but Lenny drove it back, forcing it on its back. She pulled the sword from it and stabbed again and again and again, screaming into the rain and wind that washed her tears.

      When it was dead, she slumped, scared to look behind her. Scared to see the severity of Amaya’s and Ollie’s injuries.

      Tears flooded her face as she heaved and forced herself to spin.

      Wilfred was there, he sat next to Amaya.

      Lord Ivor rushed them, touching Amaya’s bloody arm and shoulder, making her cry out. His eyes were wide and glistening.

      Edwin scooped Amaya up, lifting her and carrying her into the hall.

      Lord Ivor did the same to Ollie.

      Lenny stood, following them inside as Uncle Alek forcibly dragged her.

      Everything sped up, moving faster than Lenny could cope with.

      She was in a daze.

      She had no idea how any of it had happened.

      Her mother’s eyes were wide as they entered the lantern-lit hall.

      She screamed and ran at Amaya, Josu right behind her, and Wen on his heels.

      Hilde found them. Everyone surrounded Amaya, blocking Lenny out. Amaya was sobbing and bleeding, but she was sitting up and cradling the injured shoulder. She would survive, making Lenny’s main worry Ollie. Her gaze stayed with him.

      Uncle Alek and Lenny followed him in Lord Ivor’s arms.

      He gently laid him down on a wooden table. Ollie whimpered and Lenny reached for him, her hands bloody and cut.

      Scar rushed over, panicking and sniffing. She whined and jumped, trying to see better. Lenny sobbed, shaking and trembling as she reached for her beloved and stroked his face. He licked her wounded hands, cleaning them and nuzzling against her.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered to him, “I didn't see in time.”

      “He saved me,” Uncle Alek said with sorrow flooding from him.

      “My brave boy.” Lenny ran her hands down his body, feeling for the wounds. She didn't know what she was doing, but her hands knew the way. Wilfred stood next to her, his eyes on Ollie’s body. As she ran her hand over a hind leg, Wilf grimaced as Ollie whimpered.

      “That’s broken,” Lenny spoke softly.

      James rushed over, kneeling next to Lenny and inspecting Ollie. He lifted his lips and checked his mouth. “No blood, that’s a good sign, Lenny.” He ran his hands over the dog carefully touching and feeling. Ollie whimpered a couple of times. James rested his head against Ollie’s torso in different places, listening with one ear and plugging the other with his fingers. “No rattling. That’s good too.” He stood and patted Ollie gently. “I’d say a couple of bruised ribs and that hind leg isn’t broken. It’s a dislocated hip.”

      “How do you know this?” Uncle Alek asked.

      “I’ve worked in animal husbandry my whole life for extra money, at my aunt’s farm. I’ll get it back in, but he’s not going to like it. Then we have to wrap it so he can’t move it too much. He’ll be a couple of weeks resting it and it should take.”

      “Okay,” Lenny agreed and lowered her face to Ollie’s. Scar licked him and whimpered more. Ollie breathed with a soft whine. “I need you to be a good boy, Ollie, a brave boy. Just one more bit of pain and then it’s fine. It’s all over.”

      Lord Ivor got to his knees next to Lenny and caressed Ollie’s face softly. He rubbed his ears in long strokes and ran his thumbs across Ollie’s eyebrows. The hound closed his eyes, calming as James moved fast, feeling the spot and manipulating it back into place with a horrendous noise. Ollie sprang to life, snarling and trying to bite James, but Lenny wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly.

      “It’s okay, boy. It’s okay.”

      James pulled his damp shirt off, dragging his undershirt off as well. He stood magnificent, naked, and covered in scars Lenny had no idea he had. He passed her the undershirt and pulled on the damp outer one again. When he was dressed, he took the undershirt and used it to make a sling on Ollie. It held his leg in an odd position against Ollie’s body, pulled in and wrapped snuggly.

      “If he can stay off it for a couple of weeks, the area around the joint will heal and he’ll be right as rain. But he needs limited activity,” James said. “Shall we tend to your wounds then?”

      “No, they’re just minor cuts and scratches.” She continued hugging and kissing her dog. “You should see about Amaya’s. The Brothers aren’t here to help.”

      She aided Scar so she could jump up carefully and see Ollie was all right. She licked her brother’s face and whimpered.

      He licked her back and Lenny helped her down from the wooden table.

      Wilfred’s eyebrows knit as he peered over her shoulder to Amaya.

      Lenny noticed Lord Ivor wore the same expression.

      She followed their gaze to Amaya. She was no longer sobbing, just sitting and holding the shoulder as their mother and father fussed over it.

      Gran stood off to the side, next to the queen. They both had the same strange look as Lord Ivor and Wilfred.

      Gran’s eyes met Lenny’s. She realized something was terribly wrong, but she didn't know what.

      She turned to Lord Ivor. “Why are you making that face?”

      He placed a hand on the small of Lenny’s back and led her away from her uncle, James, and Ollie. Scar followed, torn as to which spot to be. Her head twitched back and forth from Ollie to Lenny.

      When they were pressed against the wall and alone, Lord Ivor whispered, “You saw me stab those men who were infected with the lupine disease?”

      “Yes.” Her stomach tensed into a ball.

      “What you didn't see in Pyle was my men stabbing and killing every single person bit by the lupine.”

      “Oh gods,” she muttered in disbelief. “No.”

      “The bite is how the infection is spread. Their disease, their magic, is spread through their blood and spit.” His whisper was filled with dread, “I’m so sorry, Lenny.”

      “Is there a cure?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe she won’t turn.” Lenny couldn't believe she’d fought so hard to get them there and keep them safe, and her sister had ended up bitten anyway.

      “We need to prepare if she does. She won’t recognize any of us the moment the disease takes her.”

      Lenny’s stare stayed on Amaya.

      There had to be something else that could be done.

      Her eyes flickered to Gran. If anyone knew the old lore well enough to find a solution, it was her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean there’s nothing, Gran? It’s Amaya,” Lenny whispered from the corner of the hall and watched her sisters and mother and father.

      “There’s no hope, Lenny,” Gran’s voice cracked.

      “You’re wrong,” Queen Saleen said softly. “There’s one hope.”

      Gran wrinkled her nose. “You can’t be serious.”

      “What?” Lenny asked desperately.

      “Hithu and Isil,” the queen mouthed, her gaze darting to Amaya. “She’s beautiful. A prize. Something the gods care about.”

      “What?” Lenny asked.

      “Take her to the sea and offer her to Hithu and Isil. Their magic can save her from the lupine disease. They will change her to a mermaid and save her.” It was ridiculous but the queen of all Dahleigh sounded perfectly serious.

      “That’s an ancient legend,” Lenny said.

      “You don't believe in it?” Queen Saleen eyed her suspiciously.

      “I don't know. There’s no magic in Dahleigh. What if she just drowns?” It was Lenny’s turn for her voice to crack.

      “Two summer storms in one year is unheard of. The lupine coming back from nowhere. Your ability to fight though you have no training.” The queen took Lenny’s hands in hers and squeezed, her eyes wide and passionate. “You are proof there is magic in Dahleigh. Save your sister.”

      Lenny’s stare flickered to Gran who nodded after a moment.

      Lenny’s heart fluttered in her chest.

      “But—”

      “There’s no time. The change doesn't take long. She will begin sweating and shaking soon. Then it’s too late. They won’t take her.” The queen pointed at Amaya.

      Lenny followed her finger to where Elsie stared at her daughter and the queen. Her eyes were glossy, shining with tears she hadn’t cried. She nodded once at Lenny, her lip quivering.

      It dawned on Lenny her mother understood what was being suggested.

      She understood that Amaya wouldn’t die from these injuries, but she would change. Hilde stared at Amaya, her eyes leaking tears but her face expressionless, reminding Lenny of a doll.

      Lord Ivor’s heartbreak for Lenny and her family was visible with just one glance.

      Lenny scanned the crowd, observing the knowledge lingering there on the faces around her. People whispered and watched Amaya who lay on the table, Wen on one side and Josu on the other.

      “It’s too much, Gran. You can’t ask this of me,” Lenny said.

      “You’re the only chance. If not, she will die by a blade. Is it not worth the try?” her gran asked.

      Lenny thought for a moment. She processed everything as best she could. “I’ll do it,” Lenny whispered.

      The storm raged outside, the wind and rain trying to destroy the small town.

      Lenny walked from her gran and the queen to Lord Ivor. She stared up into his eyes, feeling tears slip from hers and run down her cheeks. “Take care of my dogs if I don't return,” she spoke softly.

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “You’re not. I’m going in a rowboat and I’m taking only Amaya. The storm will tear the boat apart, and if I’m lucky, I will be able to swim to shore. No one else will make that distance.” Lenny’s words were laden with fear and defeat. She had fought so hard and was exhausted, but she had one last thing to do. “Take care of my dogs. I am trusting you with them because I know you will care for them and ensure they’re loved, like Henry. I’m going to the docks to get a boat. Have my father bring Amaya down to me.”

      His eyes glistened and after a moment he nodded. The battalion leader in him realized quickly that going with her would only create a burden. Eventually, the sea would destroy the boat and Lenny would be faced with the choice of saving him or herself. “You remember when I told you to never hold your breath or stay under water that long again?”

      She nodded.

      “Forget what I said. Stay under as long as you need. Just come back to me.”

      She tried to say something but could promise nothing so she pressed her lips together and faked a smile. She turned and walked to her hounds, Scar was now guarding Ollie. She patted them both. “I love you.”

      She didn't say goodbye to anyone.

      Instead, she walked to the entrance, giving her family one last look.

      She opened the door, not bothering with her sword, and stepped into the darkness.

      The torches were gone.

      The lightning had ended.

      The sweet voice that rode the winds was still there, faintly.

      Lenny walked, hugging herself as she passed the naked dead bodies that lined the cobbled streets. She wanted to feel nauseated or guilty or sad, but her already destroyed heart was crumbling.

      The wind tried to direct her or force her away from the water. But she pushed on, wiping her face so she might see.

      She flipped over one of the rowboats that lined the boardwalk and dragged it to the sandy shore. She pushed it out into the choppy waves and held it, standing in the water. The swells weren’t as big here in the protected harbor, but they were big enough that she struggled with holding it in place. The ocean was cold and wild, moving her and the rowboat in all directions as she waited for Amaya.

      Wilfred appeared, his eyes leaking silvery tears that splashed down his cheeks and disappeared into the storm.

      The waves rolled through him and he didn't jostle the way Lenny and the boat did.

      He stared at her as if he wanted to say something, but he didn't. He couldn't.

      A moment later she heard a sound, a woman crying. It was Aunt Mildred. She raced to the shores where Lenny and Wilfred stood. Lenny struggled to keep the boat and its oars with her.

      “You can’t do this! She’ll be fine!” Mildred screamed at her. Elsie chased after Mildred, grabbing her. She held the raging woman in her arms but it didn't stop her mouth. “You are the worst, Lenny. You want your sister to die! You cold-hearted creature. It’s you who should die! You are cursed. And you are the reason they’re all dying. You’re a witch! We’re being punished by the gods because of you. First Wilfred and now Amaya!”

      Lenny flinched but she didn't move. She couldn't.

      Silent tears streamed her cheeks, though the rain and wind tried to carry them away.

      “You will not speak to her that way!” Elsie spun and shoved Mildred, facing her and turning her back to Lenny. “She saved us all. She brought Wilfred home, Alek has seen his ghost. He told me. Wilf is here, my boy found his way home because of Lenny.”

      “Mildred!” Alek shouted, storming with his hobble down to the shore, bracing against the wind.

      “No, you’re to blame too! You coddle her and allow her to do everything, and she’s become a witch under your nose! Are my boys next? Hilde? Do you not hear that foul song on the wind? That’s Lenny’s doing!” Mildred threw her arms into the air. “None of you see it, but if she dies, this ends. I know it in my heart!”

      “Then do it!” Lenny walked to her, ripping open her shirt. “If you think killing me will save Amaya, then do it!” She bared the spot where her heart was for her aunt to stab, though she had no knife.

      “Lenny!” her mother hissed.

      “Lenny,” her uncle spoke with a thick voice. “You’re the only one who can save Amaya.” The belief and confidence in his stare gave Lenny strength. She stumbled back, catching the boat before it was sucked out into the harbor.

      Her father and Hilde came to the boat, Edwin carrying Amaya in his arms. She was moaning and roiling, lost already. “Hurry, Lenny.” He placed Amaya in the rowboat, sniffling. Josu was hot on his heels, his face filled with despair.

      Lenny gave her family one last look, certain she would die. Her eyes flickered to Wilfred. “Will you come too?”

      He climbed into the boat and sat next to Amaya.

      Uncle Alek, the only other one who could see Wilfred, started to cry.

      Lenny fought her tears and nodded at them all as they wept. Hilde’s tears hurt more than most. She was losing a piece of herself.

      Lenny knew this pain.

      She turned and pushed the boat out, swimming behind it when it became too deep, struggling with riding the waves as they tried to push her in all directions. When it was deep enough, she flopped into the boat, landing next to Amaya who was now on the bottom of the rowboat, slumped over. She stared at Lenny with her eyes wide, and Lenny gasped seeing the bloody veins taking over.

      “Hurry, Lenny,” Amaya whispered.

      “Okay.” Lenny sat up, grabbing the oars and locking them into place, and began to row. She grunted and heaved as she fought the waves and wind. And suddenly it became easier.

      She looked behind to find Wen. His face was soaked in tears and water, but he swam with her, pushing the boat as he kicked hard.

      “Go back! You’ll drown!” she shouted.

      “I will stay with her, if you don't mind!” he said, choking on the waves as he swam harder. She couldn't argue, she had to row. It seemed like forever before she got the boat out to the middle of the harbor. The waves were large but the violence of them had changed. Now they pulled and sucked, dragging the boat to the mouth of the harbor with the intention of taking them out to sea.

      Amaya began to shake—her head jerking about as though someone else moved her. Her eyes went to the back of her head, leaving only stark whites. Wilfred gave Lenny a panicked stare.

      “Get in the boat!” she called to Wen.

      He obliged clumsily, flopping into the boat and falling to the floor as she had. He scrambled up, rocking the boat as he dragged Amaya into his arms and sat, holding her against his chest, pinning her to him.

      “It’s bad,” Lenny said, watching her sister struggle to move as Wen held her tightly.

      “She’s changing, they were right. There’s a fever, I can feel it. She’s burning me through her soaking wet dress.”

      “I should’ve been faster. I should’ve seen her.” Lenny started to cry again, realizing Amaya would change and she would have to drown her. They’d brought no weapon aboard. Wilf put his ghostly hand on her shoulder, cooling the spot.

      “Lenny, it’s not your fault. She should have stayed inside like your father told her to. She’s so stubborn.” He wept. “Call to Isil. He will come. I know it!” Wen shouted back over the winds that seemed to have calmed marginally.

      She didn't believe.

      It was the moment of truth and Lenny didn't believe.

      She knew Amaya would become a monster because of infection.

      She turned weakly to the mouth of the harbor, facing away from her sister and Wen. The rain hit like a hundred tiny needles, cold and stinging her soaked face and body.

      She shivered with the next gust of wind that rocked the boat and made her work to stay standing.

      “Lenny, just call!” Wen cried out, his voice sounding a league away.

      She searched the stormy, dark sky for something, anything, a sign.

      Wilfred stood next to her. He slipped his silvery hand into hers, giving her a second chill. She sensed the air move around inside her palm; it was him squeezing. He was telling her to believe. She could feel it. He believed.

      Swallowing the doubt and worry plaguing her, she cleared her throat, giving in to the insane idea of calling to the ancient gods.

      “Isil!” she shouted but it was halfhearted. “Isil! Hithu! I have an offering!”

      “Lenny!” Wen screamed, drawing her gaze back. Amaya shook violently, her head jerking back and forth and white froth building in the crease of her lips. “She’s going to change!”

      She turned back to the ocean and screamed with everything she had in her, “Isil! Hithu! Please! Please don't let her die! Please save her! I will do anything!” She fell to her knees with the knock the next wave gave, sobbing and losing her voice in the emotion, “I will do anything,” she whispered. “I will give my life for hers. Save her!” She slumped and cried, defeated.

      The boat vibrated with the waves and Amaya’s change, and Wen’s sobbing.

      Lenny’s eyes closed as she tilted her face to the sky, desperate for help. “Help us!”

      The rain slowed and the wind stopped.

      Lenny blinked and lowered her gaze, frowning when she saw the wall of wind and storm and chaos pulling away from her.

      She turned in a circle, scanning the water and the cyclone that appeared around them, creating an eye in the storm. It got wider and wider until there was a calm sea around them.

      Lights began to form in the water, blue lights, like the jellyfish. But these were different. They were brighter. They lifted from the water, entering the calm air as globes, orbs of pure bright light.

      The world around them slowed, the waves moved back and forth as if on a repeating loop.

      Somehow, she knew she was frozen in time.

      She glanced back at Wen who was part of the loop. His mouth opened and closed, making the same shapes as he repeated the same words.

      The orbs dripped water, creating an echoing splashing sound.

      Wilfred gave her a look, he too was out of time. “I think the gods are coming, Lenny,” he whispered, and she sobbed her breath as she was able to hear him. He no longer shimmered, and she realized she was the one who appeared shimmery and made of fog.

      She was in his realm.

      The land of the dead.

      The gods had taken her bargain.

      Wilf lifted a hand to her cheek, feeling solid where she felt hollow. “I never think about you,” he said with a teary smirk. “I don't love you with all my heart. And you are the worst sister I ever had.” Words had never been spoken with more love in them. A watery tear slid down his pale cheek. “Tell Bethel I want her to name him after you. Lenny.”

      “Wilfred—”

      “His name will be Lenny, after my sister. The bravest person I ever met.”

      She blinked her tears but they didn't slide down her cheeks. They lifted and floated, becoming like the orbs of light.

      The moment was interrupted by another blue light.

      This one Lenny knew.

      It was the stone, glowing bright blue with its dark smoky insides writhing.

      A pale bluish-colored hand with white claws, long and sharp, lifted the stone from the calm sea.

      Lenny stared at it. This was the bargain.

      A life for the stone.

      She knew the moment she touched it, it would burn her hand, trying to kill her. But she didn't give it a second thought. She reached, tilting the boat a little, and wrapped her hand around the searing gem.

      It burned, white-hot, melting her skin. She tried to hold it back, but she screamed as the pain became too much. Wilf held her tightly, even as she dropped to her knees, her face lifting to the sky as agony poured from her.

      A life for a life.

      This stone would kill her.

      As if her scream triggered it, the cyclone moved toward them, stirring the waters and ripping with the winds.

      It came back fast, the eye closing until it was gone, the boat ripped to shreds, and her body thrown into the air with Wen and Amaya.

      She hit the water, feeling the hard smack of the surface as she landed on her back, but was pulled under by the closing of the wall.

      She sunk, still gripping the bright-blue light in her hands. As the pain subsided, the searing agony of it died off, cooling her wound and healing it. She sank to the depths of the dark sea, lifting her hand to see the stone losing the white heat and glowing with only its pale blue coloring.

      She used it to search, holding it out in front of her as she swam in the choppy waters.

      Pieces of rowboat floated past her. Debris from the storm, but no Amaya, no Wen.

      The blue lights that had floated with her in the air, glowed from the deep water. She swam to the surface, bobbing and jerking in the waves as she took a massive lungful of air and dove below.

      She swam hard for the bottom, the pressure making her head tighten, but she pushed on until she saw feet. Amaya’s and Wen’s. She grabbed a foot, pausing their descent, but they were jerked free, leaving her floating and alone. She surfaced, unsure of what was happening. Was it the gods, was it mermaids, was Amaya going to be changed?

      She bobbed as the storm picked up again. The waves tried to drown her, but she remained, desperate for answers.

      Wilf was suddenly next to her, silvery and ghostly again. His eyes wide and shiny.

      “Is it the gods?”

      He shook his head.

      “The mermaids?”

      He nodded and focused down into the water.

      A bright light shone from the seafloor. It was similar to the gemstone, burning and blinding. It became so bright, Lenny had to look away. She could see it from behind her eyelids. It hurt and she pressed her eyes shut tighter.

      One moment it was there and the next it was gone, and she was in the dark again, fighting the waves with Wilf floating next to her as though he could tread the water too.

      Shapes moved in the water around her. Dark outlines.

      Lenny panicked, certain this was it, the moment she would die.

      The water churned and something grabbed her ankle. Her eyes widened and she gulped the air before being dragged below.

      She screamed her breath out for a moment before closing her mouth and conserving what air she had left. She traveled quickly, unable to see what had her.

      She was jostled to the left and right, being thrown about like a ragdoll in a river.

      When it stopped, the dark shapes were there, in the shadows of the sea. She lifted the stone and it began to glow as if her intent had turned it on.

      The dark outline before her made her jump when the light hit it.

      Amaya stared back, Amaya but not.

      Her eyes were different, wider and greenish. Her silky pale hair was longer, floating around her. Her skin was bluish and shimmering like fish scales. Her legs were gone, replaced by a tail, a beautiful tail.

      She lifted a clawed hand to Lenny’s cheek. Her wide eyes telling Lenny a story, but she didn't know the language.

      Another shape moved in the distance, swimming fast like a shark might. Lenny braced for whatever would hit them, but it stopped just short of Amaya. Wen. He was also altered in the same way Amaya was, and yet he was still Wen. He stared at her with the same devastating love.

      He had sacrificed himself to be with Amaya. Forever.

      Amaya’s eyes flickered to the stone. She scowled as if she knew its secrets and how cursed it was.

      Wilfred appeared and the four of them floated amid the depths, illuminated by the glow of the cursed stone and the silvery light Wilfred was made of.

      Lenny wondered if they would take her too, a life for a life. Would she become a mermaid as well?

      Amaya shook her head as if reading Lenny thoughts.

      Can you hear me? Lenny asked with her mind.

      Amaya nodded.

      I love you so and I’m so sorry, Lenny thought.

      Amaya didn't respond, but her words found their way into Lenny’s mind. I love you, Sister. I will love you always. And if you need me on this journey, I will find you. Cry or bleed into the sea and I will come to you. But now you must go. Save them all, Lenny. It is your destiny.

      Wen nodded as though he heard the thoughts too.

      Lenny’s body screamed for air, but she stayed, lingering to be with them. She couldn't handle another loss, and certainly not two.

      She jerked from the deprivation, spasms attacking her as the life force in her fought to stay alive.

      Wen swam at her, grabbing her arm and speeding her through the waters. She gripped him, thinking one thing on repeat, chanting it as they whirled through the sea, I love you, take care of my sister. I love you, take care of my sister. I love you, take care of my sister—

      She closed her eyes, certain she might never open them again.
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      Pain jolted Lenny to life as she coughed, seemingly trying to rid her body of its lungs. She rolled onto her side, feeling the sand on her cheek. A nose dug into her body, searching her. She jerked and winced as the hound growled and sniffed.

      “Scar,” Lenny groaned in a cracked voice.

      “She’s here! Scar’s found her!” Lord Ivor shouted. He skidded next to her, shooting sand in her face. His hands dug in, scooping under her and lifting her into the air. He pressed her against his chest, kissing the top of her head, squeezing so hard she coughed again, water leaving her lips.

      “Lenny!” her mother shrieked and her father wrenched her from Lord Ivor’s hands. They attacked her before she even got her eyes open.

      When she managed to, they burned. Sand and seawater had overwhelmed her. She felt as though she had woken from a dream, an impossible dream. It was dawn and the sunrise was pale and perfect. The sea was calm as it always was on a summer morning.

      The air smelled of rain and the beach looked like it had suffered the chaos of the night before, driftwood and debris lining the shores of Blockley. She was near Uncle Cyril’s house.

      “Is she all right?” Hilde asked from behind their parents, her face frozen in fear.

      “She’s a fish,” Lenny growled with her raw throat aching. “A mermaid.” Her father set her down but her knees buckled. Her body was done, spent, exhausted.

      Lord Ivor dropped to the ground behind her, holding her to him.

      “And Wen?” Hilde asked softly.

      “Same. Mermaid.” Lenny smiled, then laughed hysterically. She’d never considered a man might become a maid.

      “She’s gone mad,” Mildred muttered as she stared down on Lenny.

      “Wen’s—a—mer—maid!” She laughed and leaned back into Lord Ivor. “He’s a fish.” She shook her head as the laughing became tears and she fell forward, screaming into the sand. The weight of the losses crushed her.

      Hilde rushed to her, falling on Lenny with sobbing and wailing. She gripped her sister, screaming in pain.

      Scar nudged her way in, licking them both, scared of the behavior she was witnessing.

      Her family stepped back, also visibly worried.

      But Lenny couldn't stop herself from crying out.

      “Bravo!” a voice Lenny knew all too well joined the soft morning breeze.

      Lenny lifted her head, stunned when she saw Wen’s mother walking the beach toward them.

      Her fingertips stained black from the pies she’d been making and her eyes wide with passion.

      “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Knightly—”

      “Sorry, for what, my precious?” She cackled and Lenny was confused. Wilfred appeared behind her. He gave Lenny a warning stare. Shaking his head, he pointed at Wen’s mother.

      “Lorna, Wen has—”

      “A sacrifice made. A soul taken. A stone returned. A heart broken. What was once legend comes again,” Lorna Knightly chanted as she walked toward them. Her eyes wild, her hair a mess, and her dress ripped.

      “What?” Edwin asked roughly.

      “She’s gone mad too,” Mildred murmured.

      “Mad?” Lorna laughed. “No. I’m pleased, Lenny. I never imagined when I conjured the storm you would do everything I needed you to.”

      “Conjured?” Lenny whispered.

      “Of course conjured. How else do you get two summer storms in one year?” She laughed and raised her arms. “And you have done it, my dear girl. You have brought him back. Brought back my gifts!” She pointed a finger toward Lenny, shooting lightning from her fingertip and blasting the tree behind them. It cracked in half and the large branches fell next to where Lenny sat.

      “Witch!” Mildred screamed the word for the second time that night.

      “Of course,” Lorna said it like it should have been obvious. She pointed a dark finger at Lenny who flinched, scared of the lightning. “Give me the stone!”

      Lenny’s eyes darted down at her hands. The gemstone was gone. Her hand had nothing but the imprint burned into it, though it didn't hurt anymore.

      “Where is it?” Lorna snapped. “His lordship will want it.”

      “Lordship?” Elsie asked. “Lorna, dear, Wen’s death is obviously hitting you rather hard.”

      “Wen?” His mother cackled harder. “Wen served his purpose. A sacrifice made.” She grinned wide and answers began to form in Lenny’s mind.

      “You made the storm that killed Wilf. A soul taken.”

      “Her fingers,” Uncle Alek muttered. “The same as the body that washed ashore here. The naked girl.”

      “It’s been you all along?” Lenny asked, standing up yet she was exhausted. “You did this to us.” Lenny accused her loudly.

      “I paid my price!” Lorna screamed back, her accent changing to mimic the servants and peasants in Waterly City. “My Wen died to bring him back!”

      “You!” the queen shouted as she ran over, her face stricken with shock. “You are alive?” she whispered.

      Lorna smiled seeing the queen. “Miss me?” she asked wickedly, lifting her hand and pointing a dark fingertip at the queen.

      Lenny’s hand rose at the same time, instinct again controlled her. She pointed her finger, walking to Lorna. “I’ll kill you if you touch her!”

      “Fancy yourself a little witch, my dear?” Lorna mocked her.

      Lenny fired a warning shot from her hand, blue lightning jolting from her and blasting the sand next to Lorna’s feet. She leapt back, laughing but scared. Lenny could hear it in her voice.

      “Well, well.” Lorna giggled and spun, vanishing from the sandy beach.

      Lenny stopped, staring at the place where the sand was burnt. Her fingertip matched it.

      She brought her hand in, staring at the discoloration in her skin.

      “Dark magic leaves a mark,” Queen Saleen whispered and walked to Lenny. “It will heal, so long as you do no harm.”

      Lenny dropped to her knees in the sand, lost in a way she doubted she’d ever come back from. What was this world? What was this reality? It couldn’t be true, it had to be a dream.

      She turned to the sea, certain she was dead at the bottom of it and this was false, a nightmare.

      But Scar nudged her, sniffing her fingertips. She nibbled at the bluish coloring.

      “I knew it,” the queen said as she dropped to her knees too. She turned to Elsie. “Do you remember when you had that dream, you would name the girls Hilde, Amaya, and Ilenia? I knew it then. I knew Ilenia had come to you, bestowing this child on you as a gift to us, from the gods. She would save us from what would come.”

      “What is coming?” Elsie asked as she hurried over.

      “The war,” Queen Saleen said warningly. “We must all go to the city.” Her eyes lingered on Lenny’s face. “You in particular, my dear. There’s a prophecy you must read.”

      “How do you know this?” Elsie stood over her friend, scared.

      “Triplet daughters born as the white winter moon sat high in the sky, to a lady of the lake,” Queen Saleen whispered. “There is much more but I don't recall it all. The brothers will help us. We must go to them, at once.”

      Lenny sat, staring at the town of Blockley, wondering what would become of her and it. In her soul she felt she must venture to the city and to Pappelwhick Island.

      Hilde nestled next to her, leaning on Lenny as Scar was.

      The three of them snuggled into each other.

      Taking a deep breath, Lenny glanced up at the pale blue sky above. The cloud overhead made her smile. She hoped it was a sign from Amaya that all might be well for her sister.

      “It looks like a shark,” Lenny whispered.

      Hilde lifted her gaze and laughed softly though tears ran down her cheeks. “You always see sharks, Lenny.” Her voice cracked.

      The words, although spoken through grief, made it seem as if nothing had changed at all, but that was a lie. Everything had changed. Not a single thing in her life remained untouched by the mysterious darkness that had come the day her brother was lost at sea.

      And Lenny feared—no, she knew—nothing would be the same again.

      Not even Blockley.
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      “Stop trying to itch with it!” Lenny shouted at Ollie as he attempted to move the leg still in the sling as they walked to the docks.

      James reached down and scratched the poor dog. Ollie froze and let James scratch him until his leg stopped shaking. “He’s worn it for four days, that’s a good sign.”

      “You didn't see him trying to bite it off only a minute ago,” Lenny lamented.

      “Take care of yourself and these hounds”—James paused, his eyes flickering to Hilde—“and your sister.”

      “I will,” she promised. “Take care of this town and my family, please.”

      “Of course.” James nodded, offering Ollie one more scratch. “I’m sorry again about Amaya.”

      “Me too,” Lenny said, though she wasn't certain he believed Wen and Amaya had died at sea. Everyone else in town believed it, but James and Master Barnes had both gotten a strangeness in their eyes when they were told.

      The funeral had been huge. Josu was noticeably absent again. Lenny was glad Amaya had Wen with her now. She had clearly misjudged Josu and his feelings for her sister.

      “Ya off then, Lenny?” Master Barnes said as he walked from the shack. Her finger matched his still, just the one finger though.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Well, don't forget these.” He lifted a parcel. “Open it on the ship.”

      “Thank you, both of you,” she said and took the heavy box from him. She stood on her tiptoes and offered Master Barnes a kiss on his weathered and bearded cheek. She did the same to James, trying not to linger or take in too much of the scent that made her head spin. “I will miss you both.” She lifted the box. “And I know what this is, and I am grateful. Ask my father to settle up. I’ll get my uncle to give him what he owes me to cover them.”

      “No.” Master Barnes shook his head as he reached into his pocket to fish out two biscuits for the hounds who had planted their bottoms and waited patiently. “You saved this town, and your sister and Wen. And I suspect your days of saving lives are just starting. This is me doing my part to help,” he said, hinting he knew more than he let on. Which she assumed he did.

      “I will do my best to bring honor to them and you.”

      “You already do.” He smiled, his eyes twinkling. She waved once more and walked to the dock with Scar and Ollie.

      Everyone was waiting for her when she got there.

      Hilde was on board, staring out at the sea, appearing majestic with their mother next to her. The queen waved at the townsfolk who had gathered to watch something they never imagined they might see in all their lives. The princesses were nowhere to be seen.

      Lord Ivor met Lenny on the stairs, taking the parcel from her hands without saying a word.

      “Thank you,” she offered. They’d been awkward in each other’s presence since everything had happened. His confession, her killing dozens of lupine, the magic. All of it no doubt tainting his feelings for her. Which she didn't blame him for. She felt different about herself. Confused about who she was.

      “Behave. No acting like a peasant. Be a lady and don't be a burden to your poor mother,” Her father lectured her as he pulled her in, wrapping her in love and affection. “Whatever this destiny of yours is, if it gets to be too much, come home. I’ll shelter you from this storm, my child.”

      She nodded against him, feeling the sadness of parting from her father deep inside her.

      “I love you, Lenny.” He kissed the top of her head and turned to Lord Ivor. “You take care of her, at all costs. I can’t lose another one.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lord Ivor responded firmly. “With my life, sir.”

      “And that all goes double for me,” Uncle Alek said, joining the embrace. She was squished between the two most important men in her life. A perfect haven where she had once believed nothing bad could possibly happen.

      “Can one of you pay Master Barnes for my sword. He made me one.”

      “Aye, I will,” her father muttered. “Kiss your gran.” He let go of her.

      She stumbled from the warmth of that strong embrace into the frailty of the old woman. “Please take care of the cats. Tubby and Sir Kitty are hearth cats. They don't need to go out much and Amaya loves them more than any of us.”

      “That’s true,” her father agreed with a laugh.

      “I am happy to care for them while you girls are away, Babbysha. And we’ll all wait for your return. I love you, my darling.” Gran hugged her, whispering in her ear, “And whatever this destiny of yours is, don't bring it back here. It’ll kill us all and you’ll be the only one to survive it.”

      “I won’t,” Lenny whispered. The words hurt but she knew the truth in them already.

      “Get this away from your family and keep it away until you kill it. Because whatever it is, only you can destroy it. I have seen this.” Gran kissed her cheek. “Go to Crail. Meet your family.”

      Lenny nodded and kissed her gran once more.

      Uncle Cyril waved from the boardwalk. His creepy smile made Lenny’s skin crawl. But she waved, wondering how he had weathered so many storms with such an evil heart.

      Mildred brushed past Lenny, kissing her husband once and boarding the ship.

      Uncle Alek’s eyes found Lenny’s, offering a solemn stare. “Take no shit off her.”

      Lenny smiled wide.

      She kissed them all once more and boarded the ship with Scar and Ollie on her heels.

      They sniffed the deck, checking every inch of it.

      Lenny stood at the edge. Lord Ivor came and held the box out. “Care to see what they made?”

      “I do.” She took the top off and stared wide-eyed at the matching twin blades, glistening with pale bluish hilts. She’d never seen swords so beautiful.

      “He must have been working night and day these last few days,” Lord Ivor whispered. “These are the finest blades I’ve ever seen.” He looked at Lenny. “This is elven craft, not man’s.”

      They both peered to the left at the smithy and the man who was smashing the hammer down on the steel.

      “There is more to the man than either of us knew.” Lord Ivor was shocked.

      Lenny lifted them out, placing each one in the leather sheath that was carved ornately to match the blades. She put the belt on, positioning the swords on her hips.

      “How does it look?” she asked, surprised but excited by the gift.

      “Perfect.” Lord Ivor grinned, his gaze lingering on her body. “Perhaps now men and monsters who come at you will be prepared for the battle they face.”

      Realizing something, she hurried back to the plank which her father and uncle were taking away so the ship could leave. She stood in the gap, producing one of the blades. “You cannot give Master Barnes money, it will be an insult. No matter the amount you pay, it will not equal this craftsmanship.”

      “Bloody hell!” Her father’s eyes widened. “Take care of those!”

      “I will.” She smiled wide, her gaze drifting to Wilfred who waved. She didn't hide it, she waved back. Nevertheless, her secret was hidden as Bethel was next to him, oblivious of him or the love he now felt for her and their unborn son.

      “I’m naming him Lenny!” Bethel cried out. “I had a dream it’s a boy and I named him Lenny!”

      The ship pushed away from the docks as the words followed Lenny on the breeze.

      She blew Bethel a kiss and waved.

      The ship pulled farther away from the small town but Lenny couldn't stop staring.

      “We’ll be back shortly,” her mother said with a sniffle. She wrapped an arm around Lenny’s shoulders. “My sweet girl. We will be home soon and it will be just as we left it. Nothing changes in Blockley.”

      Lenny closed her eyes and wished it. She made her mother’s words into a chant in her mind and when she opened her eyes, the town was smaller but a bluish-colored dome sparkled as it grew over the whole of Blockley. It was made of light and love, all that Lenny had in her.

      The dark mark on her finger disappeared.

      She smiled and leaned on her mother, confident for the first time in weeks that everything would be okay. She would make it so.
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        This isn’t the story I wish it were.

        It isn’t a love story.

        Please try to see the light in the dark.

        Because it is there, hidden and frightened, always overshadowed.
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      The trees sway, tickling each other with their branches, rustling the leaves like secrets being whispered into the breeze. I am not sure if the wind uses them or they use the wind, but the exchange is mesmerizing. A welcome distraction from my current situation.

      “Are you ready, my lady?”

      A slow smile crosses my lips. She never calls me that unless we are here. Here, the place I used to love coming to see my siblings, is now a place something I want no part of is about to happen. And there are no siblings left.

      Her right eye shines as if any second a rogue tear will slip from it, outing us for the lie we live, pretending happiness when we are in pain.

      She doesn’t wish it either; the day, the future, the lie.

      We had plans—plans to enjoy life free of the burdens of castle and crown.

      We had dreams of fleeing to my uncle’s lands again, the place we were the happiest. We only came here to bury one of my brothers, the second to last of my cursed siblings. We had secured passage and were preparing to leave when my remaining brother died, and my name day was sprung upon us.

      My name day.

      A day that should not have come.

      Not even in the darkest off hells would we have imagined this fate.

      And now the idea of being named sickens me.

      “The dirt on his grave is fresh and black,” I whisper, “they can’t expect me to take the throne so soon. It was to be his. It was always his. It was never mine.”

      Gail, my closest friend and companion, grips my hand as her eyes follow mine out the window, to the mound of dirt in the yard of graves where my kin is placed. My beloved siblings are there. All of them but me. Legend says if you sit on the surrounding rocks, you can hear the cries of my family mixed with the windswept gulls and ravens. But alas, I have yet to hear them. Perhaps they avoid me.

      “They expect you to take your name, Estelle, that is all. Your father would prefer you not to have the throne. He wants you married, so your husband may run the kingdoms. He is not the sort of man to leave a kingdom to a daughter.” Gail scoffs, our feelings for my father matching.

      “Marriage. Has he chosen for me yet?” I ask, hoping she has heard some castle gossip. Certainly the servants would know before I would. My parents have not spoken to me in at least a year’s time. Their recent years have been riddled with deaths, pain, and loss. Deaths they likely wished were mine instead.

      “Yes.” Her tone darkens as I imagine her face does, but I can’t meet her gaze as she speaks the names; my eyes are stuck to my brother’s grave. I wish I could hold his hand, press my lips against his cheek, and tease him like I always did. “The Prince of Seven Rivers, Edmond Lamont, and a prince from the South, Prince Griffin Giovanna. They both arrive tonight for the ceremony.”

      “From the South? Are you certain?”

      “I am.” She swallows what appears to be a lump. “Quite certain. The son of the king of all the South, apart from your uncle’s lands, naturally.”

      “Lucky me.”

      Her grip tightens. “You are lucky. They are handsome and young. Your sister did not fare so well.”

      “Fare well?” I drag my eyes from the graves of my family, desperate to rein in the threatening tears that beg to accompany my wavering voice. “I am the last of seven brothers and sisters. I do not feel lucky. I feel cursed. My sister died in childbirth and five brothers all died in either lonesome misery or my father’s wars. I am the very last child, and my parents’ eyes are heavy with the pain they have suffered, thus I am more akin to the last burden than heir. For I am not my obedient sister nor one of my noble brothers. I am the last and least of their hopes. Once I too am dead, they will be free of the reminder of all they have lost. They would be better off if I ran away. I could fake my death. They would live out their years free of the last of the children, and I would have the life I always wanted. Free from all this.”

      “Don't you dare utter those words.” Her dark eyes sparkle with ferocity and passion. “You are still of the blood, you are still their child, and you are still my queen-to-be. Remember that well.” Her words are bold for a servant but she is not that to me. She is Gail, my friend and handmaiden. She has been with me since she was five and I was three. She is mine, and the only thing or person in the world—and that includes my own heart—who is honest with me at all times. She is the only one who loves me for no reason. The last one. The other six people who loved me that way are gone, lining the yard of graves with all that is left of them, husks and hair. And honestly, they never loved me as well as she does.

      I relent and let her wipe my face free of the remnants of pain that linger in my heart. Pain I will never be free of.

      “Cheer up.” She forces a merry face and winks at me. “The prince from the South is finer than the prince from the North. Perhaps if you smile and nod enough, he will be yours, and your parents will take to their old age gracefully and give you both the kingdom. The throne is yours either way—why not have a handsome man to fill the hours between council and celebrations?”

      She always lightens the mood, but I’m not in the mood for talk of men. “You have a tainted mind. You have since we visited that city in the sands, near my uncle’s palace, where that one particularly handsome man led you out into the gardens they called an oasis.”

      Her eyes widen and her cheeks fill with color, but it’s not embarrassment she feels as she revisits her night with the man she thought I was unaware of. My cheeks blush watching her.

      “If such a man existed here, I would never leave his arms.” She lifts a finger to graze her lower lip. The whole thing is obscene, but I am excited for her. At least she has lived. In our travels I have always been chaperoned and observed. I have yet to know the warmth of a man pressed against me. I have yet to create memories as lewd as the one she is reliving.

      My stomach tightens, making me uncomfortable as she dallies in the memory. I walk to the door, leaving her in her trance of debauchery and sin. The hallway is silent, everything is. No one is eager to have a party for the last of the blood. The least of the blood. No one wants to celebrate my name, not even me.

      If I am able to find a corner to fade into, I will. From there I will plan my silent escape. I will be free of this life. I will live in the forest if I must, as a peasant who survives off the earth and asks for nothing. I would rather a thousand lives of that, than one of forced marriage and a cold wedding bed.

      My shoes click on the stone floors, announcing me before I am ready. The eyes below glance up the stairs to find me, paused and worrisome. The crowd of hundreds is spread across the wide-open gathering room and at least half have noticed me. The smiles are forced. They match my own. We all pretend everything is fine; it will be an entire night of it. And then, once I am married, it will be an entire life of it.

      The crowd moves, adjusting for someone making their way to me. I expect my father but a man comes from behind my so-called friends and family and townsfolk.

      He’s handsome and young, and I have to assume he’s one of the princes. He doesn’t appear to be tainted by the stain of recent pain and death, unlike the rest of the room. He is fresh and revived. But it too could be an act. People like us are skilled at it. The best actors in all the kingdoms do not dwell in the playhouses but rather the castles. The closer I get to him, the more intrigued I become. He is handsome but there is something else to him. Maybe a secret. I want to know it, whatever it is. I want to know him. It’s an odd feeling to be instantly intrigued by a stranger. He doesn’t smile at me as a stranger would; perhaps I have made his acquaintance before.

      My father peers up at me from his goblet. His stare pulls my eyes from the face of the intriguing man coming my way. Unlike the stranger’s, my father’s face is filled with something morbid. I read the thought maybe or silent wish in his gaze. It’s one that he dares not say aloud but it fills his heart. Why her? Why is she the last of the blood? Why not one of my boys?

      His silent questions match my own, though I would never reveal this to him. I would never wish a bad thing upon myself, but why me?

      Why not one of my brothers?

      How is it possible I am the last standing heir of my family?

      Are the gods so cruel?

      My father excuses himself and crosses the room to me, parting the sea of people much smoother than the man almost begging to make my acquaintance. Father clears his throat and holds a hand up when he reaches us. “My daughter, Princess Estelle Dumont, last of the blood and heir to my throne.”

      The man steps toward me as if we are well acquainted. Perhaps we have met and I was young, too young to have paid him much notice. He does look a touch older than I am. He clasps his hands around mine, holding them like they are something breakable. “My princess, I am Prince Edmond Lamont, and I’m honored to make your acquaintance.”

      My wicked brain has a thought, If he’s the less attractive one, the other prince must be perfection.

      “Prince Edmond.” Ignoring my own imaginations, I curtsy and smile. I don’t have to force it as much when I gaze into his dark-blue eyes. He looks like he’s from the North: dark-blond hair, dark-blue eyes, ruggedly handsome, and massive. Other than his size and my pale blonde hair, we could pass for brother and sister. His hands are warm and his smile is mysterious as though he hints of something he cannot say. The way he holds my hand is gentle but firm. If I could judge him by appearance and grip, and even smell, he would be a fair match for me. He is handsome and strong. I nearly laugh at myself assessing him as though he were a cut of meat or a gown requiring inspection though we have yet to speak beyond introductions.

      Whatever it is about him that seems familiar, I enjoy. Which makes him the first thing I have enjoyed since departing the South and my uncle’s home.

      I remind myself I know nothing about him and that to weigh a man properly, you need none of the things I have seen. A fine smile and a twinkle in the eyes are nothing if he is not kind. I must see the way he treats people below him and discover the place at which he stands among his men on the battlefield. Tonight, I will note if his eyes stray to every pretty girl in the room when he is with me. I need to see my reflection in his eyes, like I live there, knowing I have his heart, and he has the heart of my people.

      Because regardless of how much I daydream of running away, these are my people and one day they will be my responsibility. I must choose wisely for us all.

      Tonight, I will watch and begin to weigh and measure him accurately.

      No one else will be looking out for me.

      My father only requires him to be a man and royalty. My sister’s match proved where my father’s interests and care come into play for his daughters. An old man with a cruel hand and a cold heart was whom he saw fit for my sister, Alexandra. The Baron Liard is a horrid man who let her die in her bed after he got his son from her belly. I have heard the whispers of her death, regardless of how he acted devastated by it.

      If I were a man, I would have avenged my sister’s death, but my brothers were at war at the time and my father was overseeing the kingdom. Only my mother and I recognized what had truly happened. Unfortunately, my mother has never been a woman of action nor passions, beyond her wine and her affairs.

      Snapping me back from my regrets, my father’s hearty laugh booms across the room. “You are right at that,” father replies to whatever clever thing the prince said. I smile and take a goblet of wine from the silver tray being offered. I have missed their conversation, and I begin to think I have missed my whole life.

      The wine is spiced, to warm the heart in the cold winters we are accustomed to. In the summer months, we drink it cold but still spiced, different from the South. It’s one of the few things I love about the North.

      A horn sounds making me jump.

      The three years of war my countryside has seen have made us all uneasy at the sound of a horn or bell. It could possibly mean anything from invasion to death.

      Prince Edmond takes my hand again. “You are jittery, my princess.”

      “Not a fan of horns,” I admit and take a sip of wine while watching his eyes. I enjoy the way his gaze stays on mine. Determined to stay focused on assessing him, I force a rude comment from my lips, “There has been an abundance of funerals in our lands, as you well know.”

      “I do. Three of my brothers have joined yours in the world beyond this one. I have but one brother left. Andrew.”

      “Oh.” I try to recover and take his hands as though we are kin. “I am sorry for you and your losses.”

      “And I you for yours. I was there when your last brother fell,” The words are a whisper, hushed even, as if for my ears only.

      “You fought the battles with them?”

      “I did. No lord can ask his people to fight while he hides behind a wall. I was there the entire time.” Again, there is something to his voice, his tone, and even his stare. I admire that he stood with his men on the field. He has crossed off the first item on my list.

      My father takes my hand, turning me to face the man who has caused the horns to blast and people to stare. He deserves every bit of pomp he revels in. The handsome man next to me is paled in comparison to him. But instantly I realize I do not find him intriguing, as I do the other prince. He is impressed by the pomp he is receiving rather than the person he is meeting. Edmond was excited to meet me; this man is excited for me to meet him.

      “Prince Griffin Giovanna,” he speaks to my father, “at your service, Your Highness.” He bows to my father.

      “Thank you, my boy.” My father pats me on the back. “May I present my daughter, Princess Estelle Dumont, heir to my throne and the last of the blood.”

      The prince bows, far deeper than required by his station compared to mine. I curtsy to match, hoping I’m doing his deep bow justice. I don’t want to appear to snub him, which I suspect I will be doing.

      When we stand and face one another, I am entranced.

      “Princess Estelle.” His olive complexion and green eyes suck the proper greeting from my lips. I don’t even smile—I just stare as though I’m gazing at the sea on a fine day. I almost feel the wind in my hair. His eyes own me and my emotions for the briefest of moments. He is truly stunning and even more so up close. I strain to look deeper into his eyes, but I do not see myself in them. He sweeps his hand up quickly, almost snatching mine in his. The grip is firm, but it has an intensity I don’t expect nor appreciate. I nearly gasp but pretend to clear my throat instead.

      “It is lovely to meet you, Your Grace.”

      “Lovely is not the word I would use.” He kisses my hand, leaving his lips there too long. I pull my hand back, freeing it from the heat he has created everywhere.

      “Your Grace, it’s good to see you this far north. It must be a shock to your skin to be so cold in summer,” Prince Edmond mocks him, bringing a slight grin to all our faces, even my father’s.

      “Yes.” Prince Griffin laughs. “You are right. I am delicate, compared to you Northerners. I don’t imagine you enjoy the stifling heat of our summers. Something we find glorious.”

      “Indeed.” Prince Edmond shakes his head. “I find them too close as though I am being smothered and yet left unsatisfied.”

      My father laughs again, slapping him on the back. “You are a funny lad.” He is acting odd. When he catches my puzzled stare, he clears his throat and mutters, “My son Henry was fond of you, very fond.” A comment made for my benefit, no doubt. Henry was my favorite brother.

      Prince Edmond’s face turns crimson. “And I him. He will be missed all the days of my life.”

      Prince Griffin’s lips turn up and everyone is smiling about something I am unaware of.

      “Lovely meeting you both. Excuse me.” I turn and find my way to my friends, my court friends. They are not true friends as Gail is, but the ladies who will be my companions all my life in court, just as they have been for our childhoods. Although, I have been fortunate in avoiding them, constantly being sent on lengthy trips to my uncle’s.

      “Estelle!” The ladies greet me, led by a girl I have never enjoyed, Nicola La Pierre. She is the ringleader of the callous group of them and by far the fakest.

      “Nicola, ladies. How nice to see you all again.” I play my part, though not as well as she does.

      “Come and sit, tell us all about your journeys. You’re away far too much.” She beams at the dig. Everyone knows I was sent away.

      We sit and stare about the room, making annoying small talk.

      Eventually, I give up, no longer adding anything, and they carry on without me, conversing about dresses and the number of people attending. Until a voice catches me off guard, “May I escort you into the garden for a walk?”

      Lifting my gaze, I discover Prince Griffin.

      He offers a hand and a soft smile, threatening to make my heart skip beats. He is too beautiful. I glance at the ladies-in-waiting, contemplating his offer. “I suppose.” Surely, he is better company than they are.

      He takes my hand before I offer it. He takes liberties; I am uncomfortable with that.

      “You are too forward.” I pull my hand back carefully so no one will notice.

      “I am?” he asks with a laugh.

      “Yes. You are. But I think you know that.”

      His green eyes flicker with the lights of the torches that illuminate our way into the yard. They are as intense as the flames we pass. The sun is preparing to set and the sky is colored similarly to the flickering torches. It would be a beautiful sight to behold with someone you loved. “I do know that. But it’s not something women point out when they meet me.”

      “I am your equal. We are both heirs to the lands we live in. Why shouldn’t I speak as such?” It is my way of gaining back what he takes away by being so overwhelming and undeniably more beautiful than I am.

      “That’s fair.” He strolls past another torch, pausing in its light to speak, “You are more beautiful than I was told. As feisty as I was told, but much more beautiful.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek before something snarky can escape my lips. “I have been away from the kingdom for many years. Most people recall me as a small child leaving here. I returned home recently when one of my brothers died. The last of the five of them died this year.”

      “I was aware.” His face changes. “And your poor sister.”

      I nod.

      “I am sorry for your losses.” I don’t know that he is, that he understands what that sort of loss feels like. Perhaps he is saying that because he must—because it is the right thing to say. We are alone in the garden, being kissed by the cool summer breeze and touched by the light of the torches and the sun about to dip behind the mountains. We are having an intimate moment. He must say those things. But I see the lack of understanding in his eyes. He is not like Prince Edmond who senses every loss with me. Edmond is a Northerner as I am. He knows our pain—it is his too.

      This prince is from the South where no war has touched the lands for hundreds of years. They say it is too hot to fight, leaving the people content to be as they are. The same way they say my people stay warm with war. But the truth is that the North splintered a long time ago, whereas the South remained mostly one kingdom.

      Just as I think on his false empathy, his eyes change and his tone grows dark and serious, “I knew your brothers well. They were always brilliant competitors in tournaments, never yielding to me because of my birthright. They had honor.”

      “And yet they died the same as a man with none. The gods never saw fit to spare even one, to spare me the burden of all this.”

      “I dare say your burdens have become the highlight of my summer. What man could refuse such an adventure?”

      “What?” I ask flatly. “Adventure?”

      “Oh, I just mean—” He suddenly seems nervous. “I just mean, we as a couple will be the—start of a new adventure.”

      “Couple?” I step back. “You are too forward. Perhaps we should have chaperones here in the garden.”

      “I’m sorry. I have long awaited this moment.”

      “Long awaited what exactly?” I ask it as a possibility occurs to me. “How long have you known we would meet under intentional circumstances?”

      “Ten summers. When I was fifteen years old, I was told you were one of four possible princesses my parents intended for me to marry. They take great care when making a speculation of this magnitude.”

      “Four?” That stings a bit—one of four. At least he is one of only two princes for me.

      “You understand what it is like for people—royals. A wedding is far more about business than it is pleasure.” He shrugs, an odd gesture for a prince. “My parents had to be cautious. You are never certain how things will turn out. I have learned of your lands and your ways and your people, as well as those of the other three princesses. All the princesses were from the North, therefore it was easy. Your kingdom is the largest by far and holds the most land and the original castle of the victor king, so that was an easy choice for my parents. You have the best chance of uniting the Northern kingdoms. Northerners are volatile people who war regularly. You have usurpers to deal with and bastards making attempts at the throne. My parents believe that by combining our kingdoms, we could reclaim the entire North under one king, and queen. But the worry is always, which king in the North do you lay your allegiance with? Luckily, your father is the first king in a hundred summers who has maintained his rule for more than thirty summers. For my parents that was the safest wager.”

      “Winters.” I almost laugh at him but am wrestling too harshly with the urge to take my shoe off and smack him in the head with it. “More than thirty winters. We don’t count by summers; they are short and tempt you with an ease of life that is not reality.”

      His smile comes back but it grows so wide I am unsure of its nature, if it is amusement at me or with me. “Winter is hard and long. You won’t have to live here, once you are my queen. We will rule from the South and unite the kingdoms, naming a regent for the North to rule as an advisor. You will come and live in the South where life is easy and the summer is long and sweet. I’ve heard you love summers in the South.”

      “Honestly?” I step back again. “Unite the kingdoms? Is my father aware of this?”

      Griffin nods. “Of course. It has been the plan all along to marry us. But much has changed in the last year. When Henry died, making you heir, your father came and renegotiated everything with my father. No one expected you to become the heir, being the last of seven, but you have, and we must accommodate our lives to fit our path.”

      I don’t like him. It is such an instant hatred, I am unsure what to do with it. “I have not agreed to marry you, Your Grace.”

      “I know.” He leans in, whispering, “Can I tell you a secret?” he mocks me.

      I don’t move. I’m terrified I know what this secret is. I am certain in fact.

      “Our fathers have already finalized the arrangement. The whole courtship has been planned and our meeting here was nothing more than an informality. You are to join me on this trip to the South where we will court for the remainder of the summer. We will return here in the spring and marry, so your people feel loyal to me. Our summers will be spent in the North and winters in the South. It is truly the best of both worlds, never enduring the worst of either place. Never too hot or too cold and our armies will be doubled. Together we will put the whole world right. We are the perfect match, really. Not to mention, you are clearly the prettiest of the four princesses.”

      His words chill my heart and I no longer notice the way his mouth moves pleasingly. His green eyes are hardened and his hands frighten me. The intensity in the grip was desperation to make our parents happy. He doesn’t care about me. He doesn’t care about a single thing, beyond being king and bringing about his father’s happiness. I know that burden. My brothers lived that way. They never enjoyed a day of their own happiness.

      “Thank you for that information.” I curtsy deeply again. “It was lovely to meet you, but my ceremony will begin when the moon is high and the light shines into the temple. I must greet everyone before that moment.” I turn and walk back to the stairs. My heart pounds unnaturally. My throat is thick as it attempts to stop my swallowing and labors my breathing.

      When I reach the top stair, dark-blue eyes are there searching for me. He smiles and immediately I feel better. “Your Grace, may I ask you to join me in conversation for a few moments?”

      “Princess Estelle.” Edmond gives me a warm grin. “I would love to. Shall we?” He holds a hand out toward the balcony off to the side of the massive room.

      I nearly lean into him. “What did you mean when you said you were with my brother in the end?”

      His smile shifts into that look, the one from before. “He was betrayed by your father’s men. It was an assassination. He died in his bed, bled to death. You mustn’t reveal to anyone I have told you this. My only reason is so that you may see the danger you are in. I want to help you.”

      A shiver runs across my bare arms. I suspect I have all the pieces of the puzzle, but am unable to see the picture. ”Does anyone else know this?”

      He shakes his head. “I was in your brother’s tent, sleeping under his bed. We had drunk too much. I couldn’t so much as find my sword to defend him. I will wear this shame the remainder of my life. They took his body before anyone might conclude how it had happened.” His cheeks flush as the picture starts to fill in for me. Of course, he and my brother Henry—of course. I always knew that about Henry. He had liked boys since he was a small one. When he was older, he resigned himself to the fact he would have to marry, but he would always love men.

      I watch his face for one more second, wondering if that was what I liked about him, his love of my brother.

      My heart is tight and my mouth dry, but I manage a few words before we must leave this spot, “My father is forcing me to wed Prince Griffin and unite the kingdoms. He doesn’t intend to give you a chance at all.”

      His dark-blue eyes sparkle to life. “Yes, that’s what I’m saying, Princess. Your betrothed murdered your brothers to make you heir. I’m sure of it. The King of the South used your father’s men to betray him and they mean to marry you to him. It’s my duty to warn you, though I fear it will do no good now. Both our armies are weak from the war and our kingdoms couldn’t afford a war with the South. Once you’re married to Prince Griffin, they will take my land and all the other kingdoms.”

      My heart beats harder. “You must help me.”

      “I will find an answer.”

      “We could run.”

      “Run?” His eyes narrow. “What would that do for your people or mine? Seven Rivers may not be a large kingdom, but my people expect me to rule when my father is gone. My brothers are mostly dead as are yours. Andrew and I are all that is left. We cannot run. Leave this with me, I will save you.”

      He has honor. He is a good man.

      I have never been envious of my brother, not for one day, but I do wonder how it would feel to have a man like Edmond love you. I savor one more second of the sense of safety Edmond gives me, before turning and making my way into the hall with my head held high. It is as fake as my smile.

      My chest aches seeing the court of liars before me, but my self-pity is interrupted by my father’s voice booming across the great hall, “The sun is about to set. When the moon rises, the naming ceremony will begin. I welcome you all into my home and to our celebration. Please enjoy the refreshments and the evening as we name our future ruler!”

      Everyone claps and beholds me. Suddenly Griffin is close, radiating in the attention we, as a couple, are receiving.

      If only I had a sword.
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