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Louison left the river for the fourth time of her life on a hot August day. She pulled herself from the waves to the sandy shore alone, with no one to witness the beginning of her journey. Her siblings had broken the ancient traditions by refusing to accompany her to land. They were terrified of what would wait for her there. She didn’t share their worry. Louison knew the world of men well, and she would manage on her own. But then, it wasn’t as if she had much choice.

Far away, beyond the rocks that bordered the little sandy beach, she could see the menacing bell tower of St. Adalbert Sur Mer piercing the sky. The small church’s metal roof gleamed like a lighthouse under the heavy sun, a pinprick of light presiding over a quiet village with a dark secret.

That secret was the reason that Louison was here. Three times over the summer, the naked, lifeless body of one of her siblings had been found in the river. Naked, and cradled in cement. It was a crime that no one could discover, aside from those who lived in the waves. For the St. Lawrence’s clans, this meant war. To steal a pelt was one thing; but to throw the skinned bodies of Selkies back in the water to be found by their families? That was just unimaginably cruel.

Three times already, Louison had been sent to land to investigate the disappearance of a sibling. She was her clan’s emissary, like her mother and grandmother before her. This time, however, the problem at hand was much worse than a missing Selkie, trapped by a human out of cruelty disguised as love. There was no one to save and no sibling to reunite with their family. Louison, for the first time in her life, had to solve a murder.

She was afraid, of course. But she couldn’t let fear take hold of her. The clan’s Matriarch herself had assigned her this mission, and Louison was determined to see it through. She would find out who was responsible for this and drag them into the waves. Sedna could decide their fate.

Taking advantage of the high tide, she slid forward onto the smooth pebbles of the beach. The day was warm, but there was no one in sight. Humans, following strange customs, usually disappeared from the shores towards the end of summer, when their offspring returned to the learning places that they called schools.

Once she’d left the water, the transformation took her. Her body stretched, her almost three hundred pounds of bone and flesh splitting into perfectly plump arms and legs. It was never pleasant, but she endured the shift stoically.

From as far back as their history could recall, the transformation had always been a group ritual. That day, under the uncaring glare of the sun, Louison had only herself. She used her sharp claws to tear at her chest, slashing awkwardly at the fur on her ribs until she could grab a handful and rip it off. The pale, damp skin of her new breasts rose towards the sky as she heaved under the morning light. With salt on her lips and the sun in her eyes, she struggled out of her pelt with as much grace as a salmon stuck in a fishing net. For Louison, every second spent in the open was a second too long. She knew that on this beach, she was a target. Someone could spot her at any moment. Had she had the choice, she would have preferred to land at Selkie’s Cove, a small shallow bay surrounded by rocks a few kilometres from St. Adalbert Sur Mer. She could have hidden in any of the caves dotting the cliffs there, and would have had all the time in the world to shift into human form.

Unfortunately, it was the very place where her sisters had last been seen alive. Selkie’s Cove was definitely somewhere where her investigation would take her, but not before she could put on some clothes and establish her cover in town.

Louison rolled onto her knees and looked around her warily. There was no one in sight. She got her feet under her, her legs trembling with the effort needed to stand after months spent in the river. Louison, unlike other Selkies, practised walking often. She knew what movements to make and how to shift her weight from one foot to the other, even when she was rusty.

It was her mother that had insisted on this training. She used to warn her about growing slow, about spending too long on the beach after leaving the water. It was dangerous. Keeping that danger in mind, Louison picked up her fur pelt and folded it carefully under her arm.

The wind coming from the river made her shiver despite the warmth of the sun on her naked skin. To the east, a line of pebbles separated the beach from the bike path. She started painstakingly walking towards it. Her steps gradually grew more sure on the wet sand and large rocks until she had a decent stride going. At the bend of the path, where the sand gave way to yellowing grass, stood a small wooden structure. It was nothing more than the municipal employee’s shed, and yet Louison knew that she would find what she was looking for inside of it. Old Gustave had worked all his life to keep the beach clean and welcoming. Although it had never been part of his official functions, he had also gotten into the habit of keeping clothes and other useful things inside his shed. Especially after his wedding to the beautiful and tragic Armande.

Louison had liked Armande. Her mother had investigated her disappearance from the clan, once. It was one of the only times when it had had a happy ending for everyone involved. Of course, Armande hadn’t lived long on land. That just wasn’t where their specie thrived. But she had been happy here, and that is what mattered. Gustave had never taken her pelt – nor touched it, as far as she knew.

Few humans respected the Great Taboo. For that, the clan gave him their tentative trust.

The shed wasn’t locked. Louison pushed the door with effort, the old hinges covered by layers of rust and salt. The place was full with tools, machines, and who knew what else, all carefully kept on high metal shelves. In a corner, behind an abandoned lawnmower, was a plastic bin on which someone had painted “lost & found”. Louison had a moment of fondness for Gustave. There were piles of clothes inside, all of them carefully folded and apparently sorted by sizes. A couple of shoes and boots were also lined up under a work bench nearby. Behind the clothes bin was an old metal locker. Upon inspection, a padlock and its key had been left inside.

Louison placed her pelt on the highest shelf with reverence. She hastened to shut the door before she could change her mind. The sharp snap of the padlock locking was at once reassuring and terrifying. She gnashed her teeth and forced herself to walk away from the locker, back towards the bin. She had to find something to wear that would support the cover that she and her siblings had come up with.

August was the perfect month to move into St. Adalbert Sur Mer. Every fall, dozens of students that attended CEGEP in the neighbouring town came here to find cheap apartments. They filled the village with new faces. There wouldn’t be a better moment to slip in unnoticed. Louison, with her large honest eyes and round face, figured that she could pose as a student of marine biology, which would give her the perfect cover to carry out her investigation.

She pulled out a few plaid shirts and some pants from the bin, then chose a sturdy-looking pair of boots. All of the clothes were visibly second-hand, but that would only serve to help sell her “poor student” image. She pushed aside everything that was too brightly coloured or had a different cut than she recognized. Fashion had doubtlessly changed a lot since the last time that she’d come on land, and she hoped that she wasn’t making a mistake with her choices.

She didn’t want to have to come back to the shed to pick something else. Too many Selkies on land made the mistake of visiting the place where they had stashed their pelts too often. It wasn’t subtle, and increased the chances that someone would follow them there. Better not to take that risk.

Lastly, Louison went to the work bench and started to check the drawers. She hoped that Gustave’s generosity would have extended to leaving her some money, just enough so that she could find a place to sleep while on land. With a serial killer on the loose, the last thing she wanted was to have to return to the river every night and risk being noticed.

Fortunately, the park ranger was a generous man. A few bills had been slipped under a flower pot, as well as the flyer for the local youth hostel. She bit her lip, trying to think of the best way to show her gratefulness to the old man. Louison picked a pair of scissors from the tools on a shelf nearby and cut a lock of her dark hair, which she tucked under the flower pot where the money had been. He would know what it meant; the clan now owned him a debt.

And the clan took its debts very seriously.

***

The youth hostel was an old building squeezed between a pharmacy and the post office on Main Street. The church was just a couple of houses further up the street, it’s bell tower looming menacingly over the village. Well, menacingly for Louison. Her clan had once been chased out of Scotland by men brandishing crosses. The Selkies had come to America on large sail boats to seek refuge along with hundreds of humans, years ago. It was there, in this new river with tasteless brown water, that her people had found their adoptive goddess. Sedna had been kind with the Selkies that had chosen to settle here, but was this new life worth the sacrifice of their old one? Of centuries of their culture? Of legends and stories, brave heroes and great tragedies followed by even greater blessings? The New World had given them safe, stable lives. But Louison knew that the time of Selkies was passed. She had grown up surrounded by great stories, but everything contained in these stories was unreachable to her now.

Louison chased these thoughts from her mind and entered the building that would house her for the next few weeks – or at least until the money generously lent by Gustave ran out. The hostel was built in length, with a dozen rooms upstairs and more in the basement. The ground floor was occupied by a cafeteria and a recreation area. The lobby was decorated in the same style that was in vogue the last time that Louison had come to land, but dirtier and more faded. A plastic plant and an old bulletin board framed the door. In a corner, a couple of chairs and sofas surrounded a TV, and she could see a reception desk at the far end of the room.

After having walked in the bright sun outside, this room seemed terribly dark to her, and she was disoriented for a few moments. That didn’t happen in the river, where the changes in the light were always soft and gradual. The human world was full of sudden and irritating things; from gusts of wind to small rocks in your shoes to the glare of the sun, and she was starting to get pissed off. Louison shook herself. The day had been long. She just needed sleep.

She walked closer to the desk where a young employee was currently engaged with two clients.

Their voices piqued her curiosity. One of them was a tall woman with long, gorgeous silver hair and a regal air. She had a typically British accent, with syllables like warm honey. Each of her words was precise, as if she had learned French at a prestigious university and was only now using it on common people. Her sentences had an undeniable musicality. Large white feathers dangled from her ears and danced around her cheeks as she talked. She tilted her head and laughed at a joke from her companion, and the earrings came down to caress the skin of her neck. Something in Louison’s stomach started to tingle, as if someone had poured a bucket of tiny little fishes inside her guts.

The second person was a handsome man in a leather jacket. He ran a hand through his fluffy brown hair and waved the other one in the air as he talked. He was almost as tall as Louison, with a square jaw and the voice of a French navy captain. It sounded as deep as the reef, with a clearer diction than the mumbled Québécois that Louison had gotten used to, these last few decades.

Words poured from both of their mouths like fine wine, reminding her of the voice of her mother and grandmother when they talked about the Old World. Even the young woman behind the desk seemed entranced by what they had to say. Louison stepped closer, as if carried by the tide, seized by their waves, and had to take a moment to pull herself together. It was hardly the time to fall under the charm of strangers. She had a mission to see through.

She walked to the bulletin board, letting her attention slide over the notices there until the strangers finally left. She told herself that maybe she could find a clue for her case in the Post-it notes and printed flyers, but despite all of her efforts, her focus was still on the strangers as they left the building. The man’s gaze swept the room and he flexed his large shoulders before departing, as if he was anxious about something. A ray of sun shone on the woman’s hair as she followed him out, turning silver into gold. Briefly, Louison felt as if she ought to trail them.

With a sigh, she shook her head and walked up to the counter.

“Hi!” greeted the employee. “What can I do for you today?”

“I would like a room please. Which one is the less, huh… expensive?”

The girl grimaced in understanding and flicked open the binder in front of her. She riffled through the plastic pages.

“I’ll tell you right away. You just got here?”

“Yes. I’m taking a sabbatical to visit the province,” said Louison, hoping that her cover so carefully built would hold up. It wasn’t like her people came to the land of humans often, and almost never for tourism.

The girl looked up in surprise, and Louison felt a flash of panic.

“And what are you gonna visit in St. Adalbert Sur Mer? The festival?”

“The… I’m doing ecotourism,” she said quickly. Her hands were shaking. “I want to see the seals.”

“Oh!” The girl nodded as if it cleared up everything. “Seals! Yeah, we have those. Probably the only thing we have! I mean, aside from the festival I guess, but who the hell cares about jazz except old people and hipsters, am I right? Anyway, if you come back tomorrow morning, my dad’s gonna be at the counter. He can tell you the best spots for sightseeing. I don’t really know anything about that sort of thing. Oh, there we go.”

She turned her binder around to show Louison the price list.

“So we have the single or double room for 60 bucks the night, or a bed in an eight-person dorm for 28. If you become a member of the Canadian Youth Hostels Network for 35 bucks, then it becomes 54 for a room or 24 for a bed. I guess it depends on how many nights you want to stay here.”

“Not long enough for the membership to be useful,” answered Louison, who didn’t even know what a Youth Hostel Network was.

Did all of the hostel owners in Québec know each other? It seemed improbable.

“I will take the bed in the dorm. And I’ll pay by the day, I haven’t really decided how long I’ll be here yet.”

The concept of sharing a room with seven strangers was horrifying, but it was true that Louison didn’t know how long her investigation would last – or if she would be able to secure more money. It was better if she spent as little as possible. She would have to stay vigilant, and make sure to look and sound like a human all the time. Letting her temporary roommates see anything amiss was out of the question. She clenched her hands in her pockets, acutely aware of her claws and the extra skin between her fingers that reached her first knuckle. That was all so annoying. The last time that she had been on land, she had returned to the river every night to sleep. It had all been so much easier.

The employee tapped cheerfully on the buttons of her cash register. “Alright! For the first night, that will be 32.96 with taxes. Credit or debit?”

“Huh,” said Louison, pulling a 50-dollar bill from her pocket. “Money?”

The girl took her bill and gave back some change and the key to a dorm on the first floor. Louison examined the coins in her hand.

“Oh, you gave me a five cent instead of four coins,” she said.

The girl stared at her with a weird look on her face, then snapped her fingers. “You’re an American! Oh, that’s where your accent is from. We don’t have one-cent coins anymore here in Canada. We got rid of them, figured they were pretty useless.”

Louison blinked. She had an accent? The money had changed? She looked down at her hand again, then forced a smile. “Right, I see. Thanks.”

Money had changed. Seriously? She shoved the coins into her pocket and scampered off towards the stairs. Only her first day, and she had already made an error that could have blown her cover. That was a pretty bad start to this whole thing.

***

Louison climbed the stairs that the young woman had pointed to. She was still shaken by their conversation. It wasn’t that dramatic, in the end, that the money had changed. But it had taken her by surprise, and she didn’t like that. In order to complete this job, she had to be steady.

Her mother and herself had often told the Matriarch that the Selkies needed to be more aware of what was happening in the human world. For one, it made their work easier. But it was also a question of safety for the clan. How could they know if they were about to be discovered, if they didn’t keep an open ear to the progress of the two-legged? Sometimes, they could count on some of their own living on land to bring back news, as it had once been the case with Armande. But the beautiful and tragic Armande was long deceased, and there had been no one to succeed her. The clans were too afraid of humans to trust Gustave. They didn’t even know how much of her true nature his wife had shared with him.

A long time ago, back when they lived in Scotland, the Selkies had had regular contact with other shifters, or even humans that didn’t fear the supernatural, like witches or druids. But they had lost these friends during the migration. Louison didn’t even know if these ancient allies still existed. They too must have been chased out by missionaries. No one, as far as she knew, had been spared.

She was so preoccupied that she almost walked right past her dormitory door without seeing it. She turned around and finally entered the room that would be her base of operation for the next few days. The space in itself could have been large, if it hadn’t been filled with eight bunk beds and dressers that had seen better days. Louison let out a sigh of relief when she noticed that she was the first one there.

She almost threw herself at the furthest bed from the door, the one near the window. She could see the river from this window, and it helped to calm some of the anxiety that she’d carried at the idea of being so far from water for so long. For the first time in her life, she would sleep miles from the beach, and surrounded by humans. Away from her own people, and more importantly, away from her pelt. She really didn’t know how Selkies like Armande could do this sort of thing regularly, let alone end up liking it. Didn’t they hear the sea singing in their ears? Didn’t they crave the waves and tides? Just the thought of living this type of life, a human life, filled Louison with horror.

Fortunately for her, the beds had curtains that she could pull and tie together. During the night, at least, no one would see her.

Voices and laughter sounded from outside of the room, and Louison hurried to climb on top of her chosen bunk and tug the curtains closed. The space it created was tiny, just large enough to sit on the mattress, but in these circumstances it would do just fine. She didn’t want to interact with humans in the same space that she would be expected to sleep. If she had to question them for her investigation, she’d do it somewhere less intimate.

A few people entered the room. At least three or four, judging by the noise. When they saw that one of the bed’s curtains were already pulled despite the early hour, they quieted down to a series of considerate whispers. They put their things in the drawers and then left quickly, exchanging suggestions back and forth for restaurants they could visit for supper. As soon as they had shut the door behind them, Louison set to removing her boots and coat before slipping under the covers. She wasn’t hungry, and planned to get up early the next morning.

The weight of the task before her was starting to dawn on her, and she felt immensely tired all of a sudden.
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Louison had forgotten how loud humans could be. She had managed to avoid the seven other people sharing her dorm, but she hadn’t been spared their noises. Mouth breathing and snoring had filled all of the hours of the night. One of them even mumbled in their sleep, alternating between half-sentences that made no sense at all and the name of other people moaned like a plea.

It went without saying that she’d barely slept at all. But then again, not all of the blame could be placed on her loud roommates. From experience, the first night on a mission was always the worst. She wouldn’t have been able to truly relax even if she had been alone in the most luxurious of hotel beds. She was used to sleeping in water, floating with only her head above the waves. Or in a large pile with her siblings on a sunlit beach, the wind sweet with the perfume of seaweed and the river nearby. Not in places like this, where the bedsheets were rough, the snoring was attacking her ears, and the very smell of the room was unbearable. How could humans stand to live in between four walls, where the air stayed stale, and without a breeze to soothe them and cleanse their breath? It was beyond her understanding.

Come morning, she wiggled into her clothes awkwardly before opening the curtains around her bed. Once ready, she hurried to leave the room, trying to avoid her roommates’ eyes. She knew that she would have to be nice and friendly during her stay on land for the good of her investigation, but she drew a line at doing it on an empty stomach.

Fortunately, breakfast was one of the perks offered by the youth hostel. It wasn’t anything complicated. The food area was split in two parts; one was free and the other had extras that you had to pay for. Of course, everything good was on the paying side. She looked at the buffet table with envy. Her carnivorous instincts drooled at the sight of sausages, ham and bacon in their hot plates. Sadly, she knew that she had to save her cents (or not, as cents apparently didn’t exist anymore. She had to save her five cents). With a sigh, Louison took a plate and went towards the bread and cereals that seemed to be all that she would be allowed this morning.

She picked up a piece of whole bread with some tongs, glared at the poster that insisted “only one toast per person” and put it on a small grill. There was a selection of spreads in a basket nearby. She didn’t like jam (too sweet) or peanut butter, so she resigned herself to the idea that she would only be eating regular butter that morning. The carnivorous animal within her would just have to deal. She tried not to think of what she wouldn’t give to have a nice, big salmon for breakfast.

A sharp, bell-like laughter pulled her attention once more towards the meat buffet. Both of the strangers from the day before were there, filling their plates with gusto. The man with the French accent was piling fruits in a bowl, next to a large stack of toasts that more than broke the “one per person” rule. The lady, for her part, was hesitating between the sausages and the bacon, silver tongs raised in the air like a raptor ready to swoop down on its victim. She finally chose the bacon. Large slices of meat, glistening with fat and salt, went into her plate alongside eggs and pretty golden potato cubes. The aroma of this beautiful meal spread across the room to Louison, quickly joined by the far less pleasant smell of her bread burning. She hurriedly pulled her toast from the fire and dropped it, alone and sad, in the middle of her plate. She grabbed a handful of butter cups and turned away from the enticing sight of the buffet so she could find a table.

The youth hostel’s dining room was fairly small. It was painted in a dirty shade of burgundy, with a white moulding about elbow high and an ancient wallpaper that covered the bottom half of the walls. The pattern of said wallpaper was hard to make out among the stains and general yellowing of everything. Maybe it was fruits. Or flowers. In any case, the dozens of small tables had a ceramic top that matched the faded colours of the wallpaper, and the orange plastic chairs had seen better days.

Most of the seats were filled with half-awake humans clutching coffee mugs as if their lives depended on it. Louison hurried to claim one of the few remaining empty tables. The last thing she wanted to do this morning was to talk to people before being ready. She still had to work on her alibi, and she’d planned to eavesdrop on the surrounding conversations a bit before starting her investigation. She wanted to make sure not to use words or expressions that were too out-of-date. After all, it had been a good twenty years since she had last been on land. She couldn’t allow a repeat of the “one cent” incident.

Louison was just finishing up her toast – which hadn’t taken her very long, given that it was only one small miserable piece of bread – when she felt all of her hair stand on end. She looked over her shoulder to see that the two strangers were approaching her table. They were done filling their plates with mountains of delicious meat and were heading right towards her. Before she could say anything, or grab her stuff to leave, the woman smiled at her. It was such a radiant, beautiful smile that she felt her heart shudder in her chest.

“Hello! May we sit here with you?”

Without waiting for her answer, the two charming strangers
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