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The tide went out farther that evening than it had all year, and Garrick Thorsen went out after it.

He left the last of the Port Hallow cottages behind at sunset and walked down onto the flats with the brass ship’s lantern swinging unlit from one hand and an oilskin sack across his back. The sand was hard and ribbed and still shining. Beyond it the rocks of the Corrach shore ran out toward the sea in long black spines, slick with weed, and the gulls had given up on the day and gone quiet. Behind him, up the hill, somebody was ringing the chapel bell for the tidewalk. The old women would be setting bowls of fresh water on their doorsteps by now and drawing their shutters closed and latched, the way they had on this night every autumn since anyone could remember.

The spring tide under the harvest moon. The one night of the year, so the stories went, when the sea people came up out of the water on legs and walked the land until dawn. Most of Port Hallow had never seen one. Most of Port Hallow didn’t believe in them past the third cup at the Anchor. Garrick hadn’t believed in them either, not until the summer before last, when the riptide off Skerry Point had taken him.

He thought about that as he climbed, because he always did. He had been diving the wreck of a grain sloop for her brass fittings, alone, which every man in the harbor had told him not to do, and he had come up from his third dive into the wrong water. It had looked calm. It had looked like nothing at all. Then it had him by the legs and was pulling him out past the point at a speed no swimmer could fight, and he had fought it anyway, the way you do, until his arms went to lead and the cold got into his chest and the light above him turned green and far away.

Two pairs of hands had found him in that green. That was what he remembered. Not faces, not clearly. Hands, very strong, under his arms and across his chest, and the long powerful drive of something that swam better than any man ever born, and a voice close against his ear, low and calm, saying a word he hadn’t known. Then the sand of the Lantern Cave under his cheek, and his own coughing, and nothing there at all when he lifted his head but two long wakes going out through the cave mouth into the open sea.

He had gone back the next full moon with a carved whalebone comb he’d bought off a southern trader, because it was the finest thing he owned and he didn’t know what else a man gave to whoever had saved his life. He’d left it on the flat rock above the pool. In the morning it was gone. In its place was a single scallop shell, perfect, the color of a sunset.

He had been going back every full moon since. Sea glass, green and blue and one rare red piece he’d found in the shingle at Dunlarrow. A knife with a horn handle. A brass compass that had been his father’s, which had hurt to give and had felt right anyway. Every time the gift was gone in the morning and something lay in its place: a shell, a twist of strange pale coral, a tooth from some fish he didn’t have a name for. Once, a single long dark hair wound three times around the stem of the coral, and he had stood holding that for a good while without knowing why his chest felt tight.

The way to the Lantern Cave was only open for an hour either side of the lowest water. He knew it the way he knew the knots in a herring net. Over the long spine of Black Rock, down the weeded steps where you could break an ankle if you were careless, along the ledge under the cliff with the sea sucking and grumbling at your left hand, and then the last stretch through the gully, where even on the lowest tide of the year the water came up past a big man’s waist. He stopped at the top of the gully, set down the lantern and stripped off his shirt and boots, left his old canvas trousers on, dark as tar and soaked a thousand times before, since the gully would wet them to the waist whatever he did, and stowed everything that needed to stay dry in the oilskin sack with his wool blanket and his flask.

He was thirty-eight, and he had been a salvage diver and a net-mender for twenty of those years. It showed. He was a big man, broad as a door through the shoulders, with a deep chest and heavy arms and a thick, hard belly, the kind of brawn that came from hauling chain and lifting wreck timber out of the sand, not from vanity. The wind and sun had worked on him every day of his life, so that his fair skin was weathered ruddy across his face and shoulders and paler where his shirt usually sat. He kept his sandy-blond hair short so the sea couldn’t drag it in his eyes, and his blond beard short and close along his jaw. His hands were scarred from twine and hooks and bad iron. He lit the lantern with a flint and a twist of tow, waited for the flame to settle behind the glass, and walked into the sea.

It was cold enough to take his breath. He held the lantern high and the sack higher and waded, the water climbing his thighs, his hips, his belly, and then the cliff opened in front of him like a door and he was through.

The Lantern Cave had gotten its name, he supposed, from men like him carrying lights into it, though nobody in Port Hallow could tell you who had named it first. It was bigger inside than it looked from the sea. The roof went up into the dark in a high, ragged arch of black wet rock, glistening wherever the light touched it. Most of the floor was a long pool, deep and clear and very still, joined to the sea by a channel under the wide mouth of the cave, so that the water rose and fell with the tide but never broke. A few strides out from where the gully water came in, a low, flat-topped rock stood up out of the pool, only a little above the surface, worn smooth by centuries of tides, with the water deep on every side of it but the near one, and a taller stone stood beside it, flat as a shelf on top. At the back of the cave, up a slope of tumbled stone, lay a broad shelf of dry pale sand above the line where even the highest tide stopped. And through the cave mouth, a great round arch of rock twice the height of a barn door, you could see the whole open sea, dark and quiet under the last of the dusk, and the first silver line at the horizon where the moon would come up.

He waded out of the gully into the shallows of the pool, dripping and shivering, and set the lantern in its usual place, on the taller stone beside the low rock, whose flat top might have been put there for the purpose. The warm light spread across the pool and turned the black walls bronze. He dug the flask out of the sack and drank. Then he took the last thing out of the sack, unwrapped it from its scrap of sailcloth, and laid it on the flat rock above the pool where he always left his gifts.

It was a pair of silver rings. He had paid more for them than he liked to think about, from a silversmith in Corrach Town who had looked at him oddly when he’d asked for them to be wide enough for a big man’s thumb. He hadn’t been able to explain why there had to be two. He hadn’t been able to explain it to himself.

He sat down on the low rock with his back to the cave mouth, his legs in the cold water to the shins and his bare feet hanging, the lantern burning on its stone at his left hand, and he waited, and he felt like a fool.

“Two years,” he said aloud, to the pool, after a while. His voice sounded loud in the cave. “Two years I’ve been coming here talking to rocks. My father talked to his boat, you know. The whole village thought he was soft in the head.” He rubbed a hand over his beard. “I don’t even know if you’re real. I don’t know if it was you that brought me in or if I swam in on my own and dreamed the rest. But if it was you, I’d like to say thank you to your faces before I’m too old to climb Black Rock. That’s all. That’s all I came for.”

It was not all he’d come for, and he knew it, and he was glad nobody was there to hear him lie.

The pool moved.

It was only a ripple at first, out in the dark water beyond the lantern light, the kind of thing a fish might make. Then a second ripple came, closer, and something broke the surface very quietly, and then a head and a pair of broad shoulders rose out of the pool and the water poured off them, and Garrick stopped breathing.

The man was enormous. That was the first thing. Even waist-deep in the pool, his head rose nearly level with Garrick’s where Garrick sat on the rock, and he was built on a scale that made Garrick, who was used to being the biggest man in any room in Port Hallow, feel almost slight. His shoulders were immense, his chest deep and heavily slabbed with muscle, his arms thick as Garrick’s thighs, with a low ridge of dark fin running along the back of each forearm. His
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