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Queen of the Ocean

   Frances Carter stood at the water's edge, the dark wool of
her cloak melting into the night. The tide had not come in yet,
though its distant warning whispered in her ears. It would come,
soon, chasing her farther up the frigid sand. She glanced once over
her shoulder at the gentle slope of dune, the dry prickles of dead
grass sticking straight up like sparse hairs on an old man's
head.

   Nothing moved. Frances clutched the edges of her cloak in
her gloved hand, winding the fabric over her bare fingers. There
were no lights approaching, no lanterns, no footsteps or hoofbeats.
The quiet had begun to settle, louder than the crash and the
frenzied, frantic voices that faded away to nothing. She knew better
than to hope Father and Ewan had decided to let this wreck
be.

   Moonlight shone down on the water, illuminating the small
specks of white that rolled ever forward. Liquid fingers grasped for
purchase on the sand, bringing with them an offering of wet green
weed. Frances felt a small tug in her heart at the sight of that. The
seaweed had been a favorite toy when they had been children. She
closed her eyes for a moment, remembering how she had once run
down the beach with bare feet, Mateo behind her, great necklaces of
seaweed strung down to her hem.

   "I am the queen of the ocean," she whispered into the night
air, and stretched out a hand to the ghost of her phantom playmate.
Ashamed, she drew her hand back, curling her fingers into her palm
until her nails bit into the skin. She looked about, her heart
fluttering. There was no use in playing, and Mateo would never run
with her again.

   Even the gulls that had accompanied her once on her royal
processions had left. Still, there was no time, no room for such
nonsense when more important matters were at hand. It was the
waiting that was the worst part of it, this time spent in dark and
silence. When Mateo was there, it had been almost bearable, as they
clung to each other, making up stories of grand adventures to cover
the fearsome reality. He was her rock, her lifeline, and the sea took
him like it took everything else.

   With a quiet sigh that ruffled the edge of her draped hood,
Frances lifted her skirts and navigated a path to the bottom of the
dune. She chided herself even as her hand smoothed the place
where she would sit and wait.

   Dusting sand from her skirt was an odd thing to do. Sand
was nothing but dust. It was impossible to wipe a thing from itself.
That was one of the facts of life. It was part of nature, of God's
design. Still, the gesture had come naturally, though a frozen dune
could not be farther removed from the embroidered cushion she
had left behind.

   Even so, it would serve her purpose. She settled onto the
ground, taking care to keep a good measure of cloak and skirt and
petticoat beneath her. She drew her knees to her chest and arranged
the rest of her clothes about her like a tent. From instinct, her
shoulders hunched, her chin tucked. It was warmer that way, and
she could still see the water.

   It rolled and lapped at the shore. Sometimes, it left
nothing. Sometimes it brought the seaweed, wet and slick and
dotted with fat pods of seed. Other things came once in a while;
driftwood and starfish and other bits of debris that held her interest
for mere seconds before she was reminded of her true purpose.

   Once it had brought a Spanish sailor who married the
innkeeper's daughter and made a black-eyed boy who thought
Frances set the moon in the sky. It took both father and son away
sixteen summers later, when the Spaniard could take the cold of
England no longer, and took his wife and child home.

   The sea was a harsh mistress, her father had told her, and a
fickle one. The gifts one tide brought in might be snatched away by
another. Frances had thought she understood what he meant then.
It had prompted her to haunt the beach for days, hoarding the
treasures the ocean had only meant to lend. Only later did she
know, when Mateo was big enough to wade out with the men to
make their fearsome harvest. When he did not come back, no
matter how long she sat and watched and waited, then she knew.
The tide could take more than things away with it. It could take
love.

   She still kept a small wooden box under her bed, filled with
things from her hoarding days; the storeroom of the queen of the
ocean. Gifts Mateo had brought her, things she had found but not
had time to give him yet.

   The ocean needed no queen, nor king, but she and Mateo
had crowned each other, and formed a world of their own in the
caves and the waves. The sea did what it would, how it would.
Frances envied it that. There was no one to tell the wide, wild ocean
where it might go, or when it might come out or in. None but God
could tell the waves to break over the rocks, swelling and spilling
blue and green before foaming white If the tide came at appointed
times, it was because that was what it pleased. There was no other
reason.

   She tasted cold and salt from the sea air on her tongue. Her
stomach rumbled at the smell of cooking fish that tried to summon
her home. She set her jaw firm, she would be strong. Aye, resolute
and courageous; that was not so hard a thing to bear.

   How many had done this before her? Burrowed into the
sand to watch and to wait? Everyone and forever, of course. It had
always, always been like this. To think otherwise was beyond
her.

   Frances came to her feet, and shook the sand from her
cloak. She tilted her head for a better look, and brushed away the
long brown tendrils that obscured her vision. Aye, there it was, the
first of it. Half of a glass bottle rolled out onto the wet sand. Green
or brown, perhaps, it had a long and slender neck that belled into a
rounder shape, laced with jagged edges. She would leave it there.
Broken, it was of no use to anyone, though she recalled having one
like it in her treasure box.

   Frances tugged her skirts up and moved forward. There
were pieces of cloth that she could see now. Whether as clothes or
as rags, they would be good for something. Wooden boxes of
various sizes bobbed and pitched in the water as though they had
not yet decided it was time to come ashore.

   It was too easy to keep moving. Was this how things had
always been? Had this always been the natural thing to do, or had
some ancestor once made this macabre harvest with tearing eyes and
heavy steps?

   Frances felt a chill creep slowly and certainly up her back,
cutting through wool and muslin, skin and bone. Had it been
equally easy, then, when her mother had kept on walking? Had
there been no hesitation as she bypassed crates of oranges and
Spanish wine to walk out, out, out until the waters closed over her
head?

   There was no answer for that, just as there was no answer
for the next question that followed. Could Frances be certain that
she would never walk out that far herself? Was it indeed a greater
wrong than preying on the dead of the sea? They would not mind,
her father told her, and tonight, she could understand. This was
what it was like to be dead inside.

   In the distance, the sparks of torches inched closer. This
was the last of the quiet. Her father, her brothers, and worst of all
Ewan, the man they'd chosen for her, would come down and comb
water and sand for whatever the sea would yield. As the torches
crested the hill, Frances clapped her hands over her ears and ran for
the caves. At least there, she could find respite a while longer.

   "I don't mind that you don't love me." The echo of
Ewan's last words to her before the alarm sounded beat against
Frances' skull. "Spells things out quite clearly, as a matter of fact. Very
practical." He'd finished off his pronouncement with a swig of
smuggled sherry and leered at her with flat gray eyes. As though she
were one more bit of salvage that floated onto his shore, and fell
under his jurisdiction. It might not matter to him, but it did to her.
With tonight's activity, he would not notice she was gone.

   A week from now, his words would be true enough, once
the vows were spoken, and he'd had his pale, clammy hands over
every inch of her. Frances shuddered at the thought of Ewan
touching her and quickened her pace toward the sanctuary of the
caves. Memories of Mateo would meet here there, and they would
keep her alive, through the night, and the years to follow. Ewan
would hold her and claim her, and she would pretend he was
Mateo. A sort of madness, but it would get her through. She kept
her sights on the ground in front of her, away from the water and
what even now the tide began to bring in, a silent prayer in her
heart.

* * * *

   Mateo Sandoval blinked the grit from his eyes and struggled
to sit. The darkness swirled around him, and his sodden clothing,
stiff with salt, felt like he had been frozen in garments made of ice.
A sharp pain in his midsection prevented further movement, so he
put his head between his knees and sent a prayer of thanks to the
God that had not forgotten him after all. There was no doubt.
Despite the storm and the sea and more troubles than he cared to
count, he'd made it back to Cornwall. If there was any justice in the
world, to Lizard Point and to Frances as well.

   Was she still here? The question nagged at him, and the
only answer he could cling to gave him no comfort at all. Timothy
Carter would never let his daughter go anywhere else. Never let her
have anything other than what they could scrounge from the
misfortune of others. He could not let that happen, even if it were
the death of him. She was the Queen of the Ocean and deserved her
due. Hadn't she been every inch a queen draped in her watery
splendor, with seed pods and shells for diamonds and pearls? There
was no woman to compare with Frances Carter all the world over,
and he had seen enough to know. It was worth the risk.

   "Frances." He let her name fill his mouth, wash out the
brackish taste of the water and the lack of food. "Frances." She
belonged there, not in her father's hovel, not on the beaches, but in
his arms as she'd lived in his heart these many years.

   A woman's stifled cry brought him to full consciousness.
She stood in the mouth of the cave, shawl about her shoulders and
a fist in front of her mouth. The hood of her cloak obscured her
features, but Mateo found his eyes drawn to the white of her hand.
She could be Frances' age. It had been too long.

   Mateo held both hands out wide. "I mean no harm."

   Her hand did not move. "You are a ghost. A spirit. I am
dreaming you."

   "No. Only a man, hopefully more flesh than blood."
Though he had his doubts, there was at least enough still in his
body to allow him to stand. "Can you get food, water? I
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