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To Colin, for asking me to tell you a story.
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Part I: The Lighthouses of Ys

I still feel a twinge of guilt whenever I hear Queen Dahud being blamed for the flooding of our beloved city Ys. While her actions may have led to disaster, it was not her hand that opened the floodgates of Ys. It was mine. I still wake from sleep in a cold sweat, the roar of the waves bashing the seawall ringing in my ears, the moon shining slickly on the teuthes’ monstrous bodies as they precipitate themselves over the seawall with tentacles the size of tree trunks. And in my dream, a tidal wave of water slams through the open floodgates and I am flung into the icy depths where the many arms of the teuthes wait. 

But I’m getting ahead of myself. My role in Ys’s fall started months before, when I began questioning the two-hundred-year-old legend of the partnership between Ys’s founder, Queen Ahès, and a korrigez. In the story, Ahès, first saw the lithe, luminous being swimming in the Bay of Ouessant – the korrigez’s smooth skin and long hair gleaming silver, and the moon shimmering on their scales as they dived back under the waves. Ahès was transfixed. And so followed the foundations of a great love, a twinned city, and betrayal. 

Because I had taken the plunge that Queen Ahès had refused and lived as a korrigez in their coral city far below the sea’s surface, I thought that my story’s ending would be different from hers. But a tale of love between a human and korrigez started Ys, so it’s fitting that another one would end it.





Chapter 1

I barely slept the night before my audience with Queen Dahud of Ys. My eldest brother, Erwan, had insisted he take my shift at our lighthouse’s spyglass. I knew he had done so as a favour to me, so that I could be well rested for my big day, but it had only added fuel to my sleepless musings. I had started taking shifts alone when I was thirteen and now, ten years later, I still found searching the moonlit sea immensely satisfying. When I sat in front of the spyglass all alone at the top of our lighthouse, my mind became blank as I focused on the task of scanning the waves for monstrous teuthes surging towards the city of Ys or attacking whatever ship was foolhardy enough to sail under a bright moon. The night passes quickly in such labour. But instead of a night of watchful concentration, I had endless minutes to agonise over why I had accepted the audience with the queen in the first place.

It’s much too late for that now, I thought as I glanced up from my porcelain cup of thick hot chocolate to the apple-green and cream walls of the ornate room the aide had led Papa and me to when we first entered the queen’s palace. We were to wait here until the queen was ready to see me.

Her portrait hung at the centre of the opposite wall. I studied it now. In the portrait, Dahud looked down on the viewer in a stern and commanding way. The portrait was from her coronation, six years ago, when she was about my age. She was a striking woman, blonde, with a straight nose and an upper lip with a strong cupid’s bow. Her features were well proportioned but not that interesting, save for her eyes, which were an alluring and unusual lilac shade. Beautiful, I said to myself, but in the way a marble statue is beautiful.



For all the honour to meet the queen, the figurehead, the ruler of Ys – I was not sure how I felt about actually meeting her, the person. I always harboured a low resentment bordering on enmity towards her because of my mother’s family history with the Crown. Mama said she was fine with me accepting the audience, that it would not do to appear rebellious, but there were moments when I caught a pained look on her face when the topic of the queen came up, and I wished that I had turned the summons down after all.

Then, there were the rumours of the queen’s powers, spoken in half-whispers by the sailors who crowded the taverns in Ys’s harbour. That morning, before my parents and I had rowed from our island to the city, Glennan, my brother Erwan’s bride of three months, had asked me if I was scared to meet Queen Dahud. 

Glennan came from a superstitious family that took the tales about the sorceress queens of Ys more seriously than my family did. Legend told that the founder of Ys, Queen Ahès, was given a gift of magic by her korrigez lover. Some said the mythical half-human, half-fish creature that sailors called siren but known locally to Yssians as korrigez had blessed the waters around Ys with fish and oysters. Others said that the korrigez cast a curse onto Ys after being spurned by Ahès, causing the city and the Bay of Ouessant to be plagued by teuthes nightly when the moon shone bright, yet we stubbornly cling to the city two hundred years later.

It would have taken a marlin gaff to peel me off the barnacle-studded rocks of our island Tour-Gouel where our lighthouse stood – I never wanted to live anywhere else. 

I loved our lighthouse, how it stood tall against the crashing waves, and I loved feeling filled with purpose when watching the sea spread out before me from the tower’s eye. I loved the clever elegance of the lighthouse’s lens, which turned moonlight – the very thing that attracted a teuthis to the surface – into a concentrated beam that drove it back under the waves. 

Our lighthouse of Tour-Gouel was one of twelve in the ring of lighthouses that surrounded the large, rocky peninsula on which Ys was built. Yssians blanched at the thought of being outside the relative safety of the city’s thick white seawall, further out into the Bay of Ouessant than they already were on the rock of Ys. But here’s the truth: the teuthis is a cephalopod-like creature, the size of a small ship, its twelve tentacles are stronger than a giant’s legs and festooned with suckers the size of portholes – one could easily climb Ys’s seawall if it broke through the ring of lighthouses that protects the city. Without the lighthouses, the people of Ys were no safer inside the seawall than on our small island of Tour-Gouel. They had the advantage of a few minutes, that is all – and they relied on us for safety. 

Papa, also looking at the queen’s portrait, said, ‘I never thought I’d get a chance to come to the palace again.’ He smiled at me over his own cup of chocolate. ‘We’re so proud of you, Nolwenn. My youngest child, twenty-three years old and being honoured by the queen.’

I shrugged. ‘Stumbling upon seasilk is not heroic.’

I couldn’t keep the bitterness from my voice. The other big reason why I had been reluctant to accept the queen’s invitation was that I had been invited for something I had done completely by accident, for an act that would normally take great courage, skill, and endless wells of tenacity. Raw seasilk does not usually wash up on shore where I found it; it is something that one needs to dive for. A gleaner needs to know which underwater rocks it might cling to; they must practise holding their breath and steel themself against the cold, all for the slim chance of reward every hundred dives. But somehow, I had come upon huge troves of seasilk on shore, not once, but twice, and each find was large enough to stuff a clamming basket to the brim. I was being honoured for the glory of falling over my two feet and noticing that I had tripped over something more precious than gold. 

Papa frowned and reached for the trolley cart upon which was perched a tiered porcelain tower bursting with tiny cakes, dainty syrup-coated cookies, and mini tarts heaped with raspberries. ‘Your finds are important. Moonlight is not the lighthouse keeper’s only weapon against the teuthes. You know very well I would have perished halfway through my rescue of the shipwreck on Little Bé without the seasilk whip.’

I nodded but didn’t say anything. Papa took my lack of response as encouragement, ‘The tide was already coming in and those nine shipwrecked souls were exhausted beyond the point of hope. It made getting them into the boat a lot harder, and that’s why I forgot to look for teuthes. Your granny – the head lighthouse keeper at the time – saved us. She was watching from Tour-Gouel, had spied the water roiling about six hundred feet from the boat, and had already focused the moonbeam onto it with the lighthouse’s lens. But instead of being stunned by the moonbeam, the teuthis swam towards Little Bé. I had never seen a teuthis up close like that before, nor have I since – its round, silvery eyes,’ he picked up the bone-white porcelain serving platter off the cart to demonstrate the size, ‘set in that enormous, smooth, black bulbous head. I even spotted its open maw, a gaping round hole, the moonlight glinting off its needle-like teeth, and then its huge tentacles churning the water as it approached – I thought we were doomed to feed the fish.’

Papa continued after taking another sip of chocolate. ‘But I had one more weapon in my arsenal: the seasilk whip.’ I leaned closer despite having heard the story many, many times. ‘I had unwrapped the whip not a moment too soon. One of the teuthis’ tentacles shot out and let me tell you, I thought my heart would burst out of my chest. I acted purely on instinct and flicked the whip. Somehow, I aimed true, and the enormous tentacle immediately pulled back, the seasilk leaving a silvery gash on the teuthis’ flesh. And then, just like that, it was gone; the whole giant mass of it retreated under the waves in an instant.’

He shivered, his gaze towards his cup but not really seeing it. ‘Without the Crown gifting us seasilk, I would not have lived to row those poor souls back to the lighthouse. Moonlight is a lighthouse keeper’s primary weapon against teuthes, but seasilk is our last resort. Never forget that.’

I didn’t argue. I just thought how I’d much rather be honoured for using seasilk than finding it. Such a strange substance – no one knew exactly what it was, but when it was spun from raw, coppery fibres into a smooth, golden thread, its touch became repellent to teuthes. And its teuthis-harming properties were why the Crown valued seasilk greatly and guarded their small stocks of the powerful material as well as the secret of how it was spun.

The door opened and I almost spat out a mouthful of hot chocolate all over my new dress. 

I heard, ‘Mademoiselle Nolwenn Tour-Gouel,’ called from the doorway. My cup clattered from my fingers onto the saucer. Papa looked at me with concern, but I rose to my feet and turned to the door. A short woman wearing the green and gold colours of the queen’s livery nodded to me. 

‘Follow me, please. The queen will see you now.’ My father began to get up as well and the woman said, ‘Just the mademoiselle. Please, make yourself comfortable and mademoiselle will be returned to you after her audience with the queen.’

Papa sat back down slowly, a small frown creasing his brow. His audience with the queen hadn’t been private, if I remembered his story correctly. Still, he smiled and waved me away, ‘Take your time.’ A large twinge of excitement and curiosity wormed its way through my nervousness. Why would the queen want to see me alone? 







Chapter 2

Even though the queen had asked to see only me, I did not expect her to be truly alone, devoid of the cloud of courtiers, servants, and messengers that I imagined constantly orbited her. On the short walk up an ornately carved wooden staircase, down a hallway with walls covered in gold and blue striped silk, I had ample time to imagine Dahud, seventh queen of Ys, seated with close advisors, perhaps hearing a summary of the number of ships that entered the harbour and the cargo they carried. 

But when I entered the queen’s library, I saw no one besides a female guard in the corner and a woman sitting at a desk facing a large window. The queen was writing, her hand skating quickly across the page. She set her pen down, turned, and rose almost immediately, a warm smile on her face. I sank into a deep and wobbly curtsy. 

‘Mademoiselle Tour-Gouel,’ she said familiarly, ‘Up, up, let me look at you.’ 

When I straightened, the queen stood in front of me, studyi­ng my appearance. I knew what she must see. My skin and hair were several shades darker than my father’s and most other Yssians. An hour ago, when I stood before the palace gates, the guards had exchanged a look of disbelief when I presented my invitation. How could lighthouse keeping, a profession that was only entrusted to true Yssians, be held by someone who looked like a foreigner? 

On most days, I was happy to have skin that the sun turned brown instead of red, like Papa. But today, my deep-set brown eyes, hooked nose, and curly, glossy black hair, which I had received from Mama, courtesy of her own mother, had made the guards doubt my position. If the queen had similar thoughts, she hid them well.

As the queen studied me, I studied her back. She looked so young. I knew she had recently celebrated her thirtieth birthday, but she could have been my age. I thought about her portrait in the waiting room. While the painter had rendered the shape of her features, they had not captured anything of her vitality: how her lips curved upwards, her lilac eyes sparkled, and warmth and charm radiated from every invisible pore on her porcelain-clear skin. The queen took my right hand in both of hers and shook it firmly.

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mademoiselle Tour-Gouel. I must thank you for what you have done for Ys. Finding so much raw seasilk – it’s a great blessing. You have given my divers a run for their luck. I do believe that you are the most successful of them all by far.’

‘Your majesty,’ I sputtered, finally finding my tongue, ‘I am both flattered and surprised. Any success I have had is an accident. I just happened upon the seasilk.’

‘Accidents happen for a reason.’ The queen smiled at me. ‘You must be a good lighthouse keeper. It takes a person with a keen sense of observation to find so much seasilk, even if you just happen upon it.’

I blushed. Being the object of her steadfast lilac-eyed gaze flustered me. ‘I’m just doing my duty.’

I did not want to like Dahud. For all that we were sworn to protect Ys on her behalf, I resented her because of what her grandmother had done to my family years ago. My great-­grandmother, the family’s chief spinner at the time, was thrown into prison after my great-uncle stole a vast load of spun seasilk, never to be seen again. It was a horrible indignity – my ­mother’s family had been one of the very few granted the privilege of a seasilk-spinning license. Queen Devi, the fifth queen of Ys, had decided the entire family would pay for my great-uncle’s crime and took away their license. Our family suffered terribly from the loss of status and my mother, a child at the time, had not been allowed to touch seasilk since, though it had been her dream to be the family’s chief spinner one day. Even more than the death of my great-grandmother, I was rankled by the injustice of Queen Devi’s decree on my mother’s behalf. 

But I warmed to Devi’s grand-daughter despite myself. Her gaze still fastened on me, she tilted her head as though she was trying to figure me out. ‘You love the city?’

‘Yes,’ I said without hesitation, picturing craggy Ys from afar, but what made the emotion rise in my heart was not its gleaming white walls, but the thought of walking around the market with my brother Bleizig and niece Elara. 

Dahud smiled. ‘Then you and I have something in common. I love this city, though more than that – I love its people. Sometimes I wonder . . .’ she hesitated, glancing at me as though only remembering then that she had an audience. I was amazed – I had not expected to find the queen to be so . . . well . . . human. ‘I wonder whether the teuthes are also part of what makes us who we are.’ She smiled wryly. ‘But then I remember that it is not our fight against the teuthes that unites us, it’s knowing that even though the sand and rocks may change under the relentless waves, it remains Ys. It remains home. I feel as though I would do anything to protect it.’

‘Another thing we have in common,’ I said. It was only after I had said it that I feared it may have been impertinent. But the queen responded with a little chuckle.

‘I’m glad to hear it. May I call you Nolwenn?’

‘Yes,’ I said, even though the idea made me feel a bit uncomfortable – as though her use of my first name shortened the distance between us – but I was also pleased that she had asked me. Her smile widened. It made me want to look away and I felt the back of my neck redden. But I kept looking into her strange lilac-coloured eyes, thinking, oh no, oh absolutely not. While one part of my mind willed myself not to blush at the Queen of Ys, another part noted that the queen seemed to be leaning toward me. 

I tore myself away from her gaze and looked around the library instead, giving my skin a moment to cool. It was a beautiful space: dark wood panelling in between the wall-to-wall shelves, plush burgundy carpets covering the floor, and the ceiling painted with seabirds wheeling among clouds. In the corner, on a table by the window, stood what looked like a miniature model of Ys and the surrounding geography. I itched to take a closer look. 

Dahud noticed me peering around. ‘What do you think of my library?’

‘I love it,’ I said, deliberately avoiding her eyes and craning my neck for a closer look at the painted seabirds, then the walls of books.

‘Are you a great reader, Nolwenn?’ the queen asked. 

‘Some,’ I said. ‘Tour-Gouel has a large collection. I like reading the ones about the stars and navigation and the history of the lighthouses.’

That was an utter lie. I only consulted the almanacs when I needed moon charts. My true passion for reading started and ended with serials printed on cheap paper. The high point of my week was my Tuesday visit to booksellers, when I would grab the latest instalment. I devoured them in one sitting and, when I reached the end, I would go back to the beginning and read them again, more slowly, to actually savour the details. My current passion was Leylou Among the Korrigez. Even though Erwan pronounced it complete dross, he still knew what Leylou’s latest adventures were because Mama and I told him in great detail whether he wanted to hear it or not.

My true literary tastes must not have aligned with those of the queen, for Dahud’s eyes lit up when I mentioned history. She said, ‘I may have something you would like,’ and she reached for a pile of leather-bound tomes on her desk. There was a loud clatter. A painting that had been propped up on the desk behind the volumes had fallen. 

‘Oh,’ the queen cried out, lifting the painting by its gilt frame. ‘It wasn’t hurt, thank goodness.’ The painting was small, about two handspans wide, and she held it at an angle so that I couldn’t see it. She glanced sideways at me. ‘Actually, you might find this even more interesting than the book.’ She side-stepped closer, angling the painting towards me and our elbows brushed. I froze, keeping my arm very still. All my awareness seemed to focus onto that point of contact. Dahud did not pull away. She said, ‘The finished version is in the library, this one’s only a study. But I prefer this version, the colours are simpler and there’s more movement in the figures.’

The painting was of a woman standing on a rocky shore at night, brandishing a staff. She looked very much like the current queen, but with a face that had the icy beauty and non-­specificity of a profile etched onto a coin. The biggest source of light was the stone at the top of the woman’s staff, which unrealistically outcompeted the full moon. A large wave crashed on the rocks at her feet and the ensuing spray seemed to curve away from the jewel, almost as though the staff was repelling it.

‘It’s about the founding of Ys,’ Dahud said. ‘That, obviously, is my ancestral foremother. And there,’ she pointed in the centre towards the bottom of the painting, ‘Is the korrigez.’

I had glossed over it, but yes, at the bottom right of the painting, head and shoulders bobbing out of the water, was a korrigez. The mythical being faced away from the viewer and towards the queen, their head tilted to the side so that their cheekbone and chin were visible. The queen did not return the korrigez’s gaze. Since the korrigez was half-submerged, there was no hint, not even the glint of a scaley tail, of its fantastical and watery nature, except that their skin seemed translucent, almost like it was made of water. 

I let the silence grow until she said, ‘No teuthes in this painting. She was lucky, the founding queen of Ys.’ Queen Dahud continued, looking at the painting, her elbow still grazing my arm, ‘The legend in my family is that one day, the korrigez will return during our greatest hour of need.’ She sighed. ‘I’ve wondered whether I will be the queen to see it come to pass.’

I craned my neck to take a closer look at the painting. ‘That would make disaster almost worth it – to see the korrigez.’

She dropped her arm, and I keenly felt the loss of contact, a ridiculous thing to miss. Then she turned her piercing lilac eyes towards me and I forgot about everything else. ‘Nolwenn, I believe I can trust you. Not only based on our conversation, but also because your past actions have proven you to be dependable and honest. People sometimes try to ferret away raw seasilk, even though they don’t really know its true value.’ Dahud frowned. ‘To control it and make sure it does not leave Ys and flow to our neighbours, who have no more use for it than as an exotic bauble, it is essential that the secret of how it is spun – how it is turned from its unattractive state into something so powerful and perhaps, unfortunately, so desirable by those who would love nothing more than to string it with pearls – stays within Ys. So that we can use it for its most noble purpose: protecting our city from teuthes. If that secret is compromised, our neighbours may try to start a trade that will threaten our meagre stocks. And we can’t have that.’

My heart beat faster and my ears began to burn. 

She leaned in closer. ‘I know you must think it was very harsh of my predecessor to punish your family after your great-uncle disappeared with spun seasilk. But my grandmother needed to deter others who wished to do the same. I find it very honourable of you to have declared all your finds without succumbing to the temptation of holding a minute portion of the seasilk back. You have trusted me to take care of the seasilk, to use it to protect Ys, and now, I would like to trust you in return.’

I tried hard to keep a calm countenance, but my heart was racing. Before I had left for the palace that morning, Mama had warned me to be careful with the queen. I recalled her warning now: sorceress or not, a queen of Ys holds the city in the palm of her hand. Somehow, whether through sorcery or spying, Queen Devi had known that my great-uncle had stolen the seasilk, and it had only taken her an instant to revoke the family right to spin and imprison my great-grandmother.

Dahud may say that it was honourable for me to have given over my entire find, but the truth was, it was common sense. No one steals seasilk out of Ys without the queen finding out about it.



It was as though I had dunked my head in seawater. I may have forgotten the queen’s power due to her charm and approachability – or perhaps because of the way that I imagined she looked at me – but I remembered the danger of my situation now. The queen was not a safe person to let my guard down around. She could have thrown me into prison if she had found out that I had kept some of the raw seasilk and no one would question her. I wondered if she could see that my animal instinct told me to flee.

But she said, ‘Nolwenn, Ys needs your help.’







Chapter 3

I was unable to conceal confusion and surprise from the queen. ‘What? Why?’

‘My astronomers have told me that they needed to correct previous calculations for the black tide’s projection – it will be the highest one in a century, and substantially so.’

‘Your majesty,’ I said, ‘We know this, we’re preparing for it.’ Superstitions accompanied the black tide. There were stories of other things rising with the water – schools of strange fish with eyes peppering their gelatinous bodies, giant seaweeds with pulsing green fruit – and warnings that a full moon on a black tide would instil teuthes with a bloodlust like no other. ‘The black tide is dangerous, yes, but lighthouse keepers maintain careful records. It’s true that there are more sightings of teuthes during the night of the black tide than the rest of the year, but it’s nothing we’re not prepared for.’

The queen walked over to the model of Ys on the table by the window. I followed her, eager to take a closer look. It was a beautiful thing, carved out of wood and walrus ivory. So many details on the miniature buildings, the palace no taller than the nail of my pinky. But even more lovely was the curve of the bay, the water a delicate pane of rippled blue glass, cut to fit around the seawall and the islands. It clearly showed how Ys was situated on a peninsula that pushed out into the bay with only a skinny thread of sand connecting it to the mainland, the twelve lighthouses making an almost perfect ring around the city a mile out. My gaze was naturally drawn to Tour-Gouel, the fifth island counting from due South, and I marvelled at the tiny, perfect details – the cut of the lighthouse windows, the viewing platform that wrapped around the eye at the top. 



The model did not show the cloud of boats and ships of all different sizes and provenances, ever-present during daylight hours, queueing in front of Ys’s floodgates when the tide was low, waiting their turn to enter the safety of Ys’s harbour, the only safe harbour in the Bay of Ouessant thanks to the lighthouses and the seawall. A sailing vessel could circumvent the bay but escaping the strong tides that pulled ships in and out of the bay’s mouth would add many days to a voyage. Since crossing the bay took more than one period of daylight, the nightly threat of teuthes meant to cross the bay, one had to make a stop in Ys. And because of this, Ys had become the trade hub of the coast, where ships laden with delicacies from half a continent away stopped to unload and left days later with gold, stockfish, dried oysters, and other delicacies that were prized back in their homelands. Ys did not tax the goods themselves, only time spent in the harbour, and because of the volume of ships passing through, Ys grew as fat and rich as the pearl oysters thriving at the base of the seawall.

The queen’s hand curved around the model’s base and her finger pressed into it. I heard a click and, to my amazement, the blue pane of glass representing the water started to rise, little by little. ‘If Ys’s astronomers are correct, the natural progression of the spring tides will be greater than they have been for a hundred years – something to do with the alignment of the moon and the sun. I have been given a tidal height range of the coming black tide and it’s alarming.’

Dahud looked at me, her gaze cool but intense. ‘A very high black tide will increase our vulnerability to teuthes. I don’t need to remind you that even letting one of those monsters past the ring of lighthouses into the inner bay is dangerous.’ She measured the model’s distance between the Ys’s seawall and the ring of lighthouses with her thumb and forefinger. ‘Eight minutes. Once a teuthis crosses through the ring of lighthouses, all we have is eight minutes, perhaps ten at most. The worst breach during my reign occurred five years ago, not even a year after my coronation. You’ll remember that, of course?’



I nodded but did not meet her eyes. Teuthes usually come to the surface at least a mile outside the ring of lighthouses. The seafloor rises from the depths at that point, creating a shelf about half a mile deep, which Papa says prevents the teuthes from surfacing inside the ring of lighthouses. Five years ago, the teuthis that had slipped through had surfaced in the Northeast. It was impossible to spot from Tour-Gouel, which faced West-­Northwest, but I still felt the failure. 

The queen pointed at the Northeastern tower of the seawall. ‘The squadron of guards posted there, as is protocol, noticed the teuthis before it was upon the seawall. They were well trained and got in formation with seasilk whips in record time. But what truly saved us, was the neap tide.’ She pressed the button on the side of the model and the water lowered, exposing more of the seawall. ‘Though the monster had gripped the wall with its enormous arms, it had difficulty lifting itself out of the water. Because the water was so low. And the seasilk whips were enough to drive it back.’

She pressed the button to raise the water’s surface again, so that it bridged more than half the distance between the neap tideline and the top of the seawall. ‘This is how high the black tide normally comes.’ I looked at Tour-Gouel. Only a thin grey line of rocks was still visible at the base of the lighthouse. That seemed in keeping with past experience. 

‘By my astronomers’ most gracious calculations,’ she raised the water level even higher, ‘this year, the black tide will bring the waves within a few feet of the top of the seawall. And on the upper end of their calculations . . .’ She pressed the button again. I stared at the model. The water’s surface was almost level with the top of the seawall. And what of the swells, the waves, the wind? 

I couldn’t help but glance at the miniature Tour-Gouel. Because of the way the model was carved, it couldn’t show the tide engulfing our island, but the pane of water was higher than the base of the lighthouse. I imagined the reality of the situation, the waves battering our white walls, the debris carried by the swells. My heartbeat quickened. If there was a storm . . . I could almost hear the water crashing into the windows and seeping through the floors. I looked back and met the queen’s gaze. It was steady, cool. She knew she did not need to explain the implications to me, the knowledge thrummed between us, unsaid. I feared what she was revealing to me, yes, but part of me was thrilled she was taking me to into her confidences.

‘The lighthouse keepers are Ys’s first defence against the teuthes. My engineers are doing what they can to fortify the seawalls. We will do what we can for the lighthouses as well, but I fear that given the time constraints – the black tide is only seven months away! – we may not be able to do enough to keep the lighthouses from flooding.’ I examined Tour-Gouel again and the pane of blue glass standing above the lighthouse’s foundations. ‘Given the threat of the teuthes, we would have to evacuate the lighthouses. And with that would go Ys’s most important defence. Without the lighthouses, all we have is the seawall.’

‘But add the teuthes to the disaster and . . .’ The queen stared at the model, then reached down and broke a piece of the outer seawall off. 

I couldn’t help but squeak in protest. She looked at me. She did not need to speak; she had made her point. My mind pictured the teuthes’ tentacles suckering onto the seawall, squeezing until the stone cracked and a mountain of water burst through the remains of the wall The teuthes overcoming the city – monstrous cephalopods as big as a brigantine crawling over the walls on their suckered tentacles, their mouths open revealing a triple row of concentric, needle-sharp teeth. People running in confusion, nowhere to go. There was no way everyone would reach the narrow walkway in time. 

Ys would be destroyed. I stared at the miniature Tour-Gouel, palms itching, tears pricking the corner of my eyes. ‘Nolwenn,’ the queen said. She leaned close to me, her lilac eyes full of concern and empathy. Her hand moved towards mine, almost as though she had the urge to reach over and squeeze my own hand. ‘I understand how you feel. But all hope is not lost.’ The corners of the queen’s mouth lifted. ‘I’m going to tell you something that few people know. It was my mother who had the idea, the vision. Imagine, she told me, a great boom chain hanging from the outer seawall, a braid of seasilk woven through it. Imagine the teuthes approaching and attempting to cling to the seawall, only to be repelled by the seasilk. Imagine, our city safe from them, finally!’ The queen’s eyes shone with fervour. 

I had to admit, it was compelling, but very ambitious. Seasilk was extremely rare as evidenced by my being called to the palace for a find that filled two clamming baskets. 

‘You doubt me,’ the queen said.

‘No!’ I hadn’t realised my thoughts had been so clear from my expression. ‘It’s not that. It’s just . . .’ I fumbled for the words that would convey my admiration for her ambition mixed with my natural practical scepticism. ‘It’s a lot of seasilk.’

The queen’s smile widened. ‘It is indeed. But we have already begun.’ She turned and fished something out from one of the chests behind her. It was a square mesh of spun seasilk.

The material was a rich, coppery gold and shimmered with a strange, almost blue, glow that reminded me of the milky blue light that sometimes sparkled in the night when algae and other miniscule sea creatures were abundant. I peered into the chest at the impossible piles of folded threads. ‘Are these all seasilk nets?’

‘Not nets,’ the queen said. ‘Armour. You know how a teuthis reacts when it touches seasilk. It retracts, just as a child would when touching a hot coal. We will drape the seawall in seasilk-covered chains, and these will protect Ys from teuthes breaching the walls during the black tide. The tidal height may cause some flooding in Ys and the islands and lighthouses this year, but if we survive the teuthes, it’s nothing we can’t repair. Imagine, the city, truly safe at last.’

I couldn’t believe the scale of it. It must have taken decades for divers to glean and years of effort to spin. Then her words sunk in. I thought of what it would mean to know that the people of Ys-proper were safe. Bleizig and his husband and little Elara. My friend Gwenn. I felt a warm blaze of longing in my chest as I imagined what it would mean, for them to live without fear.

‘That would be a miracle indeed,’ I said.

‘A miracle that I need your help in achieving. And we are so close, Nolwenn, but not close enough.’ She pointed back to the model. ‘Right now, we have enough seasilk to cover perhaps three quarters of the seawall. But there can be no gaps. My divers are slow. I need ones like you, who can find seasilk so effectively.’

‘What? I – But your majesty,’ I sputtered, panic closing my throat. ‘I am a lighthouse keeper. I believe that my efforts can best be applied in protecting Ys by doing my job.’

‘As opposed to doing as your queen asks?’ A small frown appeared between Queen Dahud’s eyes. She paused, her chin tilted to the side. ‘I am not conscribing you to glean for the rest of your life. The black tide comes in seven months. You will glean seasilk for me until then.’ She paused. ‘If you and the rest of my gleaners find enough, I could spare some nets to protect the lighthouses.’

I paused for a moment, considering the implications. If we were ordered to evacuate the lighthouse, we would leave both Ys and Tour-Gouel defenceless against the teuthes. I thought of ships torn apart in the bay, the wooden flotsam sometimes piling onto Tour-Gouel’s rocks. Yes, the lighthouse was made of stone, but I could imagine a teuthis being flung against its walls during the black tide, the monster’s suckers finding cracks between the mortar. Protecting the lighthouse with seasilk might also mean that we wouldn’t necessarily need to evacuate – the lighthouse could stand tall against the ocean alone – and we could do our duty in safeguarding Ys. Everyone would win. 

It took me a moment to answer. ‘Your majesty,’ I said finally. ‘Having the lighthouses protected by your nets would be in Ys’s best interests. But I can do nothing to ensure that I will find anything. I rather feel that your faith in me is misplaced.’



‘Nolwenn,’ she leaned in closer and I could smell something warm and sweet: vanilla. ‘Please rest assured that it is not misplaced. All my faith requires is that you bring back what you find. If you say you find nothing, I’ll believe you.’ She straightened. ‘Now. I have also decided that I will reinstate your family’s right to spin seasilk. If your mother wishes, she can return to my workshop to spin. Goodness knows we need all the help we can get.’

My mouth fell open. What? Just like that, we could spin seasilk again? When I brought my first clamming basket of seasilk home, I had felt shy about showing Mama, and my reticence had been right. My heart had ached at how she had crossed her arms and turned halfway from the basket, pained but still drawn to it. And now, in just one breath, like an afterthought, the queen could take that away, as though all of Mama’s suffering could be erased with one stroke of a pen? 

Dahud sobered and seemed to understand what I was thinking. ‘A queen of Ys makes many decrees and I am not aware of every single decision my predecessors have made. I did not know that my grandmother had taken the right to spin seasilk away from your family until recently. I maintain that it is important for the queens of Ys to be strict with the handling of seasilk. My grandmother had already shown leniency in only revoking your family’s license and imprisoning your great-grandmother. However, given that I am not the same queen who made the decision and, taking into account your family’s service to Ys in the years since, as well as our urgent need for seasilk, I believe it is appropriate for me to undo that decree.’

I gaped again for a moment before remembering my manners. ‘Thank you, your majesty.’ But at the back of my mind, a question niggled: had we petitioned the queen to reinstate our family’s seasilk-spinning license, would she have done so if she did not need my services now?

She unhooked a bracelet from her wrist, motioned me to hold out my arm, and fastened the bracelet around it. For a moment, she encircled my wrist with her long fingers, and the touch sent a bolt of heat through my skin. Her gaze fastened onto mine and my breath hitched. She knew – she had to be aware of what her touch was doing to me, and yet that did not make the space between us any less charged. She held onto my wrist for a beat, until finally, she dropped my wrist. 

It would be so easy to take a step forward and crush my lips against hers. Wrap my hands in that silky, wheat-blonde hair. Snap out of it! I raised my arm to admire the bracelet and gasped. It was a slim, elaborate braid of pure spun seasilk. A feeling of power surged through me. A priceless gift. The queen was showing her faith in me. 

She took a step towards me. ‘Will you do what you can to keep our city safe?’ The Queen asked. I could only nod. The unfamiliar weight of the seasilk bracelet was a whisper against my skin, reminding me of the ghost of her touch. Even though seasilk was priceless – it could not be traded or purchased, only gifted by the Crown – it felt as if I had just been bought.







Chapter 4

The queen herself walked me back to the room where Papa waited. I had a moment to admire how she took the time to speak to my father. She heaped him with praise for raising a fine daughter and seeing his chest swell with pride lifted the weight that had settled on my shoulders a tiny bit. 

I could barely wait to tell Mama and the rest of the family that I had won spinning back for us. Not that I would be benefitting from its return. My place was in the lighthouse, not in whatever secret chamber at the palace the queen had designated the workshop for spinning seasilk. But then you could see her again, came an unbidden thought. What was the matter with me? The queen was magnetic, yes, but she was the sovereign of the city, completely out of reach. 

She turned to me before we left. ‘Goodbye, Nolwenn Tour-Gouel. I hope to hear of your progress soon. Either way, we will meet again, when I tour the lighthouses before the black tide.’

I caught my father raising his eyebrows. This was the first either of us had heard of the queen’s tour of the lighthouses. She smiled slightly. ‘Until next time. Good luck.’

Papa and I walked down the hill from the palace and I could see the entire harbour behind the seawall crowded with ships of all sizes. My eyes turned South where the rest of the city obscured the narrow walkway to the mainland, rarely used except by adventure seekers and tourists. When first building Ys, Queen Ahès had made the small spit of rocks that connected Ys to the mainland into an aqueduct, and over the years the city’s engineers had raised a walkway over the aqueduct with a rail that kept was clear of the seawater by a series of pumps. In theory, it provided a way to leave Ys without touching the water. Except at the highest tides. 

The awareness of the number of people behind Ys’s walls hit me. Everywhere I looked, there were people. They pushed past us in endless rivers. They spilled out of doorways. They bottled up squares. All these people – the walkway would never move them out of the city fast enough. My chest squeezed. I imagined my brother Bleizig being swept up and swallowed by the crowds, little Elara shrieking in fear and disappearing into a swirl of colourful skirts and running feet. I had the overwhelming urge to flee now, to grab my family and tug them into a boat bound outside the bay while we still could. 

Deep breaths, I told myself. There was no need to panic. The black tide was in seven months: there was time enough to evacuate if the queen commanded it. And if I did find enough seasilk to make the queen’s ambitious goals come true, then I would be the one to truly safeguard our home. And there was nothing Erwan or Glennan could do to compete with that.

Papa was steps ahead of me, a tower of pastries and other gifts stacked in his arms, so high that even a cat would be wary of jumping off it. ‘I see you came out of your meeting empty-handed,’ Papa said. My hand went to my wrist where my new seasilk bracelet grazed my skin under my sleeve. I couldn’t see his face behind the boxes, but I could hear the smile in his voice.

‘Papa, let me help.’

He chuckled and shook his head. ‘You’ll ruin my balance. So, what did she say? You were locked away together for so long. Wait, don’t start. We are almost at Bleizig’s.’

We arrived at Bleiz’s door. My mother appeared in the doorway and engulfed me in a hug. ‘Nor,’ she said while squeezing the breath out of me. ‘Oh, I’m so glad you’re back, I was starting to worry. You’re all right?’ She disengaged our hug to look at me.

‘Of course!’

Mama’s shoulders relaxed. ‘Come in, you must tell us everything.’



She let me go long enough for me to greet Bleizig. Bleizig was the middle sibling, only a year older than me, and though he had been gone from the lighthouse for five years, I still missed him terribly. He had been my erstwhile companion in play and exploration when we were children, roping me into daylong campaigns to build dams and castles out of pebbles, which would inevitably be destroyed by the incoming tide. But that never stopped him from trying again the following day. 

My brother had a twinkle in his eye and hugged me briefly saying, ‘Norig, our perfect courtier. The queen didn’t invite you to stay for breakfast then?’

‘Is that the usual protocol? I must have done something horribly wrong.’ Try all I might, but I couldn’t keep a flush from my face. I just hoped Bleiz didn’t notice. I busied myself with taking my coat off. 

Bleizig’s husband, Alban, called from the doorway, ‘Count yourself lucky. I hear she likes her eggs terribly overcooked.’ Alban kept a neat beard and favoured purple waistcoats, the opposite of my permanently dishevelled brother. He was also an engineer and had been Bleizig’s supervisor when they met. 

Everyone adored Alban. He was the type to make you feel like you were the centre of his attention. Being able to visit them was the biggest reason for accompanying Mama to get the weekly supplies. That and getting my hands on the latest adventures of Leylou. 

Elara ran into the room. The girl was six years old, a product of Alban’s earlier marriage. I did not know all the details, but from what Bleiz had said, Alban’s wife had left one day, almost without any warning. It must have been awful. I was so happy they had both found Bleiz. Bleizig’s adoption of Elara had become official earlier this year. It still was strange to think of Bleiz as a father, but he had taken to it immediately. 

Elara demanded a piggy-back ride from her grandfather, but seeing as he was still unloading his pastries, a ride from auntie would have to do. I swung the small girl around and she squealed in delight. 



Bleiz said, ‘Auntie Norig went to go visit the queen, isn’t that right?’

‘It is, and we came back with dessert.’ I frowned in mock concern. ‘I just don’t know if there will be enough. Your fathers are so hungry.’

Elara squirmed. ‘Let me see!’

We opened the boxes of pastries and admired them. Elara reached for a chocolate-covered marzipan bonbon. Bleiz asked, ‘So, what did the queen want?’

‘Besides gifting us half a patisserie? She wished to thank me for finding so much seasilk.’ I paused. The queen had said nothing about not telling my family about the black tide predictions. Besides, as lighthouse keepers, she was bound to tell us soon anyway, so we could prepare. ‘She said that the black tide would be a lot higher this year than usual. We may have to evacuate.’

Papa said firmly, ‘We will be prepared.’

‘But—’

‘And how did she thank you?’ Bleiz asked. I looked over at him as he pointed with his chin at Elara who was calmly eating another marzipan bonbon. I took the hint and reached over for one of the chocolate éclairs. There would be plenty of time to explain exactly how much of a threat the black tide would be.

I ran my fingers through my hair, so that my sleeve fell, showing my new bracelet. Bleiz whistled. ‘That’s a pretty bauble. May I have it?’

I laughed. ‘No. The queen gave it to me, thank you very much.’

Bleiz shrugged, lifting my arm up and turning it so the bracelet caught the light better. 

‘Oh, darling,’ Alban said, ‘You don’t want something the queen gave to someone else. It angers her when her gifts are not appreciated.’

‘Really?’ I leaned forward, trying not to appear too eager. Being one of the head engineers on the tidal works had meant that he had spent a lot of time at the palace. What’s more, people loved talking to him, and Alban received reams of courtly and political gossip. 



But before he could elaborate, Mama interrupted. ‘So, that’s it? You bring the queen a clam sack of raw seasilk and all she gives you is a thread in return? Let me see.’ Mama inspected the bracelet with her fingers. She pursed her lips. ‘The workmanship could be better.’

‘But Mama,’ I said, suddenly very excited about my news, ‘That’s not all she gave me. She said she’d reinstate our family’s spinning license. We can spin seasilk again!’

My mother’s eyes widened as large as saucers and her mouth fell open. ‘What? Really? But why?’ Mama frowned. ‘She’d reinstate it just like that?’ She folded her arms. ‘And she expects all is forgiven and to have our gratitude?’

Bleiz came over and gave Mama a hug. ‘You don’t need to do anything. Just because the queen reinstated the license doesn’t mean that you have to spin for her.’

‘No, but . . .’ Mama bit her lip. ‘It just all seems too easy.’

‘I know what you mean,’ I said, joining the hug. Mama still held herself stiffly. I felt muddled by my audience with Dahud. Had she taken me into her confidences only so that I would trust her and do as she pleased? And yet, I thought of the fervour that came over her when she talked of Ys and protecting it. She loved the city. Of that, I was sure. And I also recollected the way her gaze had turned warm and liquid when she leaned closer to me. I had not imagined the pull between us, that I also knew for certain. 

Mama frowned, still silent for a few moments. Then she sighed. ‘What’s done is done. It is churlish to stay mad at someone just for the sake of a grudge. And if she wished to reward you in this way, well . . .’

‘She said she didn’t know about the decree, not until she prepared for our meeting.’ 

Mama snorted in response. ‘It’s her job to know things.’ But her shoulders softened a little and her frown eased. ‘Whatever her excuse, she has seen fit to use the situation in a way that suits her and us. Fine then. I suppose I could spend some time in the spinning workshop. And what about you?’ She tilted her chin, looking at me. ‘Would you like to learn how to spin, perhaps?’



I tried not to show that I had taken her question like a punch to the gut. It was tradition that the place of first lighthouse keeper passed to the eldest, and that meant Erwan. I knew very well that I should have felt secure in my place as the second lighthouse-keeper-to-be, a partner to my brother – equal in everything but name. But Glennan had changed my outlook, rendering my nebulous insecurities into a solid, suffocating mass. 

I liked my new sister-in-law, but there could be no denying that she was taking enthusiastic interest in her husband’s job – and why wouldn’t she? I was afraid her interest would turn into something more, and soon she would want to take on more and more – pushing me out entirely. And I also couldn’t help imagining that very soon, there would be little Erwans and Glennans running about the lighthouse, making it all so much more crowded. Perhaps they would realise that they needed space more than they needed me. 

‘No,’ I said in what I hoped was a normal tone. ‘I’m needed at the lighthouse.’ And I had a brilliant idea, ‘Maybe you can ask Glennan—’

‘Glennan?’ Mama exclaimed.

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘Tailoring is not so different from spinning, is it?’

‘True,’ Mama said, ‘But it could be a chance for you, a different trade—’

‘I have a trade,’ I said loudly. All eyes in the room fixed on me. I took a deep breath. ‘And besides. The queen wants me to find more seasilk, so I can’t do that if I’m spending two days a week at the palace.’

‘Oh,’ Mama said. Her frown had returned. ‘Does she now. I see.’

I was glad that the case was closed so easily. ‘And in the meantime, you can ask Glennan to go with you. She already knows how to spin wool, so it shouldn’t be hard for her to learn seasilk spinning. Or perhaps you would like to learn, Elara, hmm? Do you want to spin the ocean into gold?’

‘No,’ Alban said, immediately and firmly before Elara could say anything. He softened his response with a smile. ‘She is too young. She would have to get better at spinning sheep’s wool first, wouldn’t you, Elarig?’ He picked Elara up and hugged her. ‘Unfortunately, she only has me for a teacher and I am quite a poor spinner.’

‘I can teach Elara,’ Mama said. ‘Then maybe in a year or so she could see if she would enjoy spinning seasilk. Such a craft is best learnt while young.’

Alban nodded but his hold around Elara was still very tight. It made me feel uneasy. And I wondered what it was about spinning seasilk – or the proximity to the queen – that Alban was so wary of.

Later, between Papa putting Elara to sleep and Alban entertaining Mama with some bit of gossip from the palace, Bleizig asked if I wanted to see his latest project. I did, if only to get some fresh air. We walked a few minutes and by the time Bleiz had finished complaining about one of his colleagues, whose strength of vision did not justify the depth of his pomposity, we had reached the stairs to the seawall. Huffing up the steps did not cut into the stream of Bleiz’s chatter about why the minute change to a lever in the sluice gates mattered so much.

I said, ‘So what you’re saying is that it will now have slightly thicker levers?’

Bleiz sighed. ‘It’s not just slightly thicker levers. If it goes well, we won’t have to repair them again for another fifteen years. And it will help set the foundations if we need to build up the seawall more. Though we really shouldn’t need to. Thicker, more strategic walls are better than higher walls—’

I groaned. Bleiz’s constant stream of ideas of how best to armour Ys against the tides was not one I had patience for at the moment. Bleiz rolled his eyes at me. ‘So,’ he said, mercifully changing the subject, ‘what did you really think of the queen?’

I shrugged, leaned over the thick stone wall and looked out at the grey water. ‘She was . . . not what I expected.’

‘How so?’

It was hard to put her magnetism into words. ‘Well, first of all, she wasn’t surrounded by a million courtiers and advisers, bowing and scraping to her.’



‘No? Who else was there?’

‘There was a guard. But she was stationed by the door and couldn’t really see us I don’t think.’

‘It was just you with the queen, alone?’

My skin prickled as I relived the moment in the library, both of us bent over that painting of Queen Ahès and the korrigez, our elbows touching, and the realisation of just how out of the ordinary the meeting had been washed over me. 

‘It was so strange,’ I said, frowning. ‘She asked me to glean more seasilk. Her plan is to have enough to drape over the seawall and keep teuthes from attacking Ys that way. But she’s going to need a lot more gleaners if she’s only got until the black tide.’

‘So that’s her plan? Hmm. It’s daring, I’ll give her that.’ A note of admiration entered his voice. He paused, looking out at the waves. ‘I have heard that she is recruiting more. She’s temporarily increased the reward for finding seasilk. Alban told me that five bodies were recovered from the rocks last week. People are trying to dive for seasilk when they don’t really know how.’

I shivered. ‘That’s awful.’ And I wondered how Dahud felt about their deaths.

Bleiz frowned. ‘She’s certainly not personally recruiting gleaners, at least, not that I know of. And that’s all she wanted?’

I shifted uncomfortably. ‘I think so.’

‘You think so?’ Bleiz repeated incredulously, peering at me. ‘How did she convince you to keep gleaning seasilk?’

‘My duty to protect Ys isn’t enough? And the threat of the black tide?’

‘Hmm, yes that would do it. I can’t believe she told you about that, that kind of information could cause a panic riot. Seems strange that she would tell you so much. She didn’t ensorcell you, did she?’

I thought of that feeling of connection between us, how her lilac eyes held me, how our elbows had touched and stayed there. ‘I don’t think so?’

‘You don’t think so?’ His joking tone turned serious. ‘What do you mean?’



‘Nothing! Of course she didn’t ensorcell me.’ I hesitated. ‘She did flirt with me though.’

‘What? You’re kidding. Are you sure?’

I thought about how her fingers had lingered on my skin when she put the seasilk bracelet around my wrist. ‘I’m sure.’

I couldn’t see Bleiz’s expression well, but I was sure his eyebrows were furrowed. ‘And you liked it.’ It wasn’t a question.

‘I guess. Wouldn’t you feel flattered if the queen flirted with you?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Definitely.’

Bleiz shrugged. ‘You ought to be careful. Alban says she’s not above using her charm to get what she wants.’

I shrugged back. ‘If all she wants is some seasilk, she’s wasting her charms on me.’

Bleiz waggled his eyebrows at me suggestively. ‘Maybe that’s not all that she wants.’ I felt my face grow warm and looked away. ‘Oh,’ Bleiz poked me in the ribs, ‘Wait, you like her?’

‘No,’ I said unconvincingly. I elbowed him back. 

‘Wow,’ he said. ‘You know, we’ve all been waiting to see who you’d fall for after you messed things up with Gwenn.’ I rolled my eyes, but that didn’t stop him. ‘And I thought that your wandering sailor Maric was the epitome of a safe crush. But the queen? Now that’s going for unattainable at a whole new level.’ I shoved Bleiz with my shoulder, still not looking at him. Of course, Bleiz would remember the sailor’s name long after I did my best to forget. 

‘You think I’m so transparent,’ I said. My mind turned to the hours I had spent loudly pining for Gwenn after we had spent a torrid summer together as teenagers. Gwenn, whose parents kept the lighthouse at Tour-Maren, had been my first crush and I had loved her with an intensity that can only come from a fifteen-year-old’s pure and stupid heart. When the romance fizzled out, we found that we had not broken things between us enough that we
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