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      For Eleanor Shae, my favorite niece.

      I love you!
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            A Prayer in the Storm

          

          LYNNETTE

        

      

    

    
      The first lesson I learned at the Convent was the importance of prayer.

      The Sisters of Saer taught that the Water Folk carried our prayers through the water and brought them deep beneath the ocean to the golden throne of the God of the Waves. I’d often imagine that I was one of the Water Folk, a beautiful creature both human and fish, with a bright, silvery-scaled tail of my own. I’d dive deeper and deeper until I found the God of the Waves myself to ask the questions lingering in my heart.

      “Mother Toya says you speak softly,” I whispered, kneeling on the floor in front of the altar. “I’m trying very hard to listen, but sometimes, I wish you would talk back more.”

      Sitting behind the large water basin and the altar was an enormous statute of the God of the Waves himself. Made of luminous green quartz, the statue reached to the top of the domed ceiling of the Temple. During the day, the small cutout above his head would allow the sunlight in. Tonight, it let in the rain. The water ran down over the long beard on his quiet face, drenching his robes of intricately carved seaweed and netting. The dark tendrils in the quartz resembled the ocean floor, giving definition and shadow to his form. He sat with his hands outstretched in front of him, the only welcoming gesture from an otherwise-intimidating figure.

      “Everyone keeps telling me that I’m here for a reason,” I said. “Mother Toya says that I am here to learn and grow. Sister Yvanna says it is to make her hair turn gray. My brother said…” I swallowed hard. “He said that I should stay put.”

      I jumped as a loud clap of thunder shook the Temple, causing the water in the altar to ripple.

      This was the third night of endless and terrifying storms. The waves crashed upon the beach with loud, angry roars while the lightning struck the cliffside over and over. The last two nights, I had hidden in my bed as best I could by curling up into a tight ball beneath my blankets and pillows.

      Before, my brother, Samson, would have come. Steady and sure, he would have scooped me up in his arms and sat with me at the foot of my bed. He’d wrap more blankets around me before pulling me close enough so that he could rest his chin on top of my head. He’d whisper memories and stories to me, his voice quiet yet comforting.

      He was so determined that neither of us would forget our time before the Convent that I didn’t dare tell him how quickly I had. My memories were hazy, distorted like distant reflections upon the water. There was a man whose soft beard smelled like cloves. I remembered the sound of gentle singing while a woman’s warm hands brushed through my hair. Home wasn’t that distant city, but a feeling, a deep-rooted knowledge that I was safe and belonged. It was the Convent of Saer and the comfort of being at my older brother’s side.

      The strongest memories always cut through this calm as forcefully as a crumbling cliff, toppling into the raging sea below. Images of thick smoke, the sound of people screaming, and a cold, deep terror while being surrounded by roaring flames.

      I shook myself from those memories, pressing them back into my imaginary locked box where I kept my other uncomfortable feelings. It was a helpful method, all tucked away and sealed with the first promise the Sisters of Saer had made to me when we’d arrived.

      The Convent of Saer was a safe place. No harm would come to me here. It was the same promise that Samson used to whisper, over and over, until the storms finally passed.

      He’d sworn to me that he wouldn’t leave me, that no matter what happened, he wouldn’t go back to Cliffside. It was the only promise he’d ever broken. But it was the most important one.

      “I want him back,” I said. “Please.” I’d whispered this same prayer for over a year now, but the God of the Waves had remained as silent as the stone visage in front of me.

      Lightning cracked overhead, illuminating the God of the Waves for a brief moment before the Temple fell into darkness once more.

      My hands clenched the fabric of my habit in front of me. “I’m scared.”

      It felt wrong to admit it, like it was a secret that was too dangerous to share. Most days, I could ignore it. You could hide a lot with a smile. The Sisters of Saer, lovely and caring as they were, asked a lot of questions.

      “How are you feeling today?”

      “Can I help you?”

      “You’re not alone, Lynnette. We’re here for you. What do you need?”

      Despite their good intentions, every inquiry stung, and for months, I found myself at a loss for an answer that would suit them until I found the magic phrase that did.

      “I’m fine.”

      I hunkered down like a hermit crab, gathering up my smile and a constant chorus of “I’m fine” like a new shell to protect me. I ate my food even when it tasted like ashes on my lips. I did my chores, quick to wipe away the tears that came when I thought about who should have been helping me with them.

      Eventually, it appeared that I fooled them. They stopped asking questions. Instead, they would smile in return, say kind words like “I’m glad,” and that would be it. It was a strange rush of power, and in time, I even managed to convince myself I was fine.

      But today, when the storms in my heart were as loud as the ones outside, I felt my loneliness stronger than ever.

      I reached out with one hand, tracing over the smooth lettering carved onto the altar.

      Depths. Change. Balance.

      There were three words, three tenets, for the Convent of Saer. The familiarity was soothing, easing the coils of fear from my heart so that I could speak again.

      “If you—” I took a deep breath. “If you can’t bring him back, could I have a friend instead? Someone my age to play with and talk to. I’ve asked a couple of times now, and I was wondering if you could do that for me? I promise that I’ll pray more regularly!” I held my hands up and out to the God of the Waves. “I can bring you more seashells! And I’ll stop digging holes in the gardens so that the Sisters don’t fall into them. I can do all sorts of things!”

      I reached towards the basin, gently gathering some of the water in my hands and holding it close. My whispers rippled across the water like small waves. With a deep breath and every ounce of sincerity that I had in my heart, I prayed, “Please bring me a friend.”

      I let the water trickle between my fingers back into the altar. With every lingering drop, my heart settled.

      The Temple lay still as the echoes of thunder began to fade into softer rain. The tension faded from my shoulders, and slowly, ever so slowly, my eyes drooped shut.

      I woke up to a bright sunrise and the watchful gaze of the God of the Waves still above me.
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            Breakfast and Treasure

          

          LYNNETTE

        

      

    

    
      Stiff from my night on the stone floor, I sat at my own little table, picking blearily at the fresh bread in front of me.

      “Salt and shore! I thought those storms would never let up!”

      My ears perked up. Breakfast in the Dining Hall was usually quiet. Most Sisters weren’t allowed to speak beyond a necessary whisper at this hour, as it was traditionally one of the meals set aside for little to no conversation. Instead, the Sisters were asked to contemplate, meditate, and prepare for their day ahead. That other Sisters besides myself broke the rules was very intriguing.

      The conversation floated over from across the room, where a group of Sisters, each dressed in the colorful habits that denoted their Order, were sitting. The Olive-Green, Yellow, and Coral Sisters huddled together with their backs to me. Tucking the bread into my habit sleeve, I glanced back and forth to make sure no one was watching before slipping underneath the long cedar tables. The Sisters didn’t notice me as I crawled towards them, safely hidden by the linen tablecloths. I sat directly underneath their table to listen.

      “Isn’t it unusual for the storms to come so close to the feast day?” asked the Yellow Sister, Vivienne. The bright color was reserved for the newest initiates of the Convent.

      “Not unless the Water Folk had their hand in it. It’s been nearly a decade since the last wreck,” replied the Coral Sister, Fatima, sipping her tea. There were only a handful of women who wore the pink robes. It was a newer order, barely four years old, and specifically tasked with the protection of the Convent. There was a light thud on the table above as she set her cup back down. “There will be much to do.”

      The Olive-Green Sister’s hands plucked at a loose thread of her habit, wrapping it nervously around her dye-stained fingertips. “Is that why we’re going out to the beach today?”

      The most common color, the Olive-Green did most everything around the Convent, from working with the dyed silks to gardening and cooking. She always smelled a little funny, but Sister Thea made the most beautiful colors of dye.

      “The God of the Waves brings things to our shores during storms such as these,” explained Sister Fatima. “It has been some time, but perhaps there is something we needed. The Blue Sisters will search for survivors, while the Olive-Green will gather up any supplies and salvage.”

      I dodged out of the way as the Coral Sister’s foot nudged Sister Vivienne’s underneath the table.

      “This is your first salvage, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. When was the last wreck?” asked the Yellow Sister.

      “Before the war,” murmured Sister Fatima. “Those ships brought with them a number of people, more so than the island had seen in a long time.”

      Sister Vivienne’s feet turned inward as she cringed. “Weren’t they the ones who⁠—”

      “Yes,” Sister Fatima interjected. “They tried to take Cliffside for themselves. But they did not succeed.”

      “The sea vows two things,” Sister Thea quietly chanted. “The greatest good or the most harm.”

      “You’ve heard what the Scouts say when they visit,” continued Sister Fatima. “The other kingdoms across the sea are at war with one another or soon will be. It’s only a matter of time before it reaches our shores.”

      “Do you think they’ll send soldiers? To the Convent?”

      “Doubtful. The Great King is slow to declare war. Besides, we don’t even know where this ship came from.”

      “Good morning, Sisters,” an elderly woman’s voice called.

      Sister Fatima’s knee hit the table with a loud thud as the women jumped in their seats.

      “Beloved Mother,” Sister Thea said. “We were only…”

      The voice interrupted with, “Gossiping. I am aware.”

      There was a long, awkward silence. I could feel the reprimanding glare even from beneath the table. “I do not appreciate anyone spreading fear and uncertainty among my Convent,” she said. “When there is information that is worth sharing, I will share it. Until then, I suggest you dedicate your anxious thoughts to prayer instead of rumors.”

      “Yes, Beloved Mother,” replied the humbled sisters.

      “Now, then, where is Lynnette?”

      I froze at the sound of my name. It was time to leave.

      I slowly rose to a crouch. The bread, long forgotten in my sleeve, tumbled to the floor and rolled out from underneath the table. The linen tablecloth fluttered up, revealing the Coral Sister’s angry face.

      With a squeak, I ran out from underneath the table and away from the Dining Hall before anyone could catch me.
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        * * *

      

      The rising sun shone overhead, filtering through the wisps of clouds in shades of red and orange as they floated down from the mountains into the secluded cove. The Convent of Saer was a large monastery made of aged gray-and-white stone and lay nestled against the surrounding cliffs. The bell tower was the tallest steeple, while two other spire towers stood beside it like tiers on a crown. The Sisters dotted the shore, a colorful display of dyed habits of yellow, green, blue, and dots of coral pink as they combed the sand. I ran between them, my own white habit a bright beacon in the kaleidoscope of color, towards the water’s edge.

      I loved the smell of the sea and the gentle rush of the waves on the sands. I took off my sandals, placing them a safe distance away before wading into the water. It was pleasantly cool, balanced by the heat from the sun-soaked sand while the blue sky stretched out clear as crystal above. I watched as the waves tugged the sand from underneath me, my feet sinking lower and lower into the earth.

      The Sisters in the Dining Hall were right. The sea had brought a number of new and wondrous things.

      The most noticeable were the large beams of cedar wood. They lay jutting up from the sand like the teeth of some great sea beast, waiting for prey. But what might have once been an impressive ship’s masts were now reduced to splinters. Some were as large as spears with jagged edges, each covered with tattered fragments of rope and strips of sailcloth.

      The Olive-Green Sisters instructed the hesitant Yellow in gathering rope, while a trio of Blue Sisters waded into the water. I held my own breath as I watched them slip beneath the surface. When I couldn’t hold on to it any longer, they still had not returned. I waited a second time, this time breathing out with relief when they reemerged.

      “Do you see anyone?” called a Coral Sister named Asli, cupping her hands around her mouth so that her words could reach them.

      “None,” they shouted back before disappearing below once more.

      “Perhaps that is a blessing, then,” murmured the Coral Sister before continuing on her way.

      An excited shout went up from Sister Mariel at the water’s edge. The blue-robed woman waved over three more Sisters as she dragged a large chest up out of the water. Caught up in the excitement, I ran over to them.

      “It’s still sealed!” said the Sisters. “It’s heavy!”

      “What is it? What is it?” I asked, pushing past them.

      The chest cracked open, revealing hundreds of shining gold coins. On top rested a short spear decorated with sea creatures along the hilt and tipped with an aquamarine blade. There were silver bowls, jeweled bracelets, and even a circlet made from delicate gold leaves.

      “It is a gift from the Water Folk,” said Sister Mariel reverently. “The Great King will be pleased.”

      “What ship would have carried such riches?” asked an Olive-Green Sister.

      “The same ship carrying someone of great importance, I’d imagine,” said Sister Mariel. She closed the lid of the chest. “Come, we must take this inside!”

      I had started to follow them when the sunlight hit something in the sand. It was a gold coin, just like the ones found inside the chest. There was an engraving on one side, featuring two crossed swords sitting on a laurel wreath. The coin fit neatly into my palm with a comforting weight. I had started to put it away into my pocket when I noticed another glint further off.

      Without a word to a single Sister, I left behind my sandals, eagerly following the trail of coins.

      I took my time, my twin black braids bouncing against my back as I skipped along. Every few steps, I stopped, stooping down to brush away the soft white sand to reveal the coins underneath. Sometimes, I would find a shell, so I took those too. I had many seashells, but that didn’t stop me from collecting more. I gathered shell and coin up in the bottom of my white habit, holding it like a makeshift sack in front of me as I made my way out of sight from the Sisters and towards the more secluded area of the cove.

      The trail of coins continued where the mountains reached the shoreline, dropping away into dramatic cliffs that served as natural walls to the rest of the cove. The stretch of sand grew thinner here, leaving the last scattered few coins easier to find. The wind blew, whistling against the rocks and drawing my attention up towards the horizon.

      There, at the edge of the water, a body lay slumped in the surf.
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            The Boy on the Beach

          

          LYNNETTE

        

      

    

    
      The coins and shells scattered back into the sand as I ran towards him.

      The boy, and it was just a boy, was less than extraordinary. His face lay barely above the water as the morning tide tugged at his tattered clothing. His dark hair was soaked and plastered to his head with crusts of sea salt.

      The Blue Sisters had said to look for survivors, but I wasn’t yet sure if he counted.

      I grabbed the boy by the scruff of his shirt, dragging him farther up the beach and out of the waves. He was heavier than he looked. The sand clung to his legs, gathering more weight until I could no longer move him. With a final heave, I collapsed next to him in the sand.

      Could he be one of the Water Folk? He didn’t have a silver tail, but his skin did look a little green. Carefully, I poked at the tears in his shirt but found no gills on his sides or neck. Surely, the Water Folk, being so close to the fish of the sea, would have gills. Next, I pressed my head against his chest, listening. There was a steady—but disappointingly human—heartbeat fluttering within.

      With my ear still on his chest, the boy let out a loud gasp. I leapt away as he curled onto his side, coughing and vomiting seawater. I’d never seen so much water come from another person’s lungs. At least that was interesting.

      When his stomach was finally empty, the boy began to moan. His throat was so parched and raw from sea water, that his voice reminded me of a frog.

      With the Sisters still far away, I patted him on the cheek to see if his eyes would open. “Hello? Are you from the ship?”

      He quieted, but his chest still rose and fell. It seemed unlikely that this small boy would be the only one left from such a giant vessel. I hopped to my feet, shadowing my eyes and looking back out towards the waves.

      Dark tangles like graceful fingers flowed towards the shore, but the bulk of it did not move. As if sensing my curiosity, what I thought had been a sea plant rose out of the water, in between waves. A pale face with deep-sea-green eyes blinked at me.

      My mouth fell open. At that moment, the bells from the Convent began to toll out across the cove.

      Bong. Bong. Bong.

      The Water Girl vanished beneath the waves.

      “Wait! Come back!” I shouted, running back into the water. But it was no use. The sea plant, or rather, the girl’s long hair slipped beneath the waves without a sound.

      I wanted to swim after the Water Girl, but the boy groaned again on the sand, curling up in pain.

      “Stay here,” I said. “I’ll go get help.”

      With a burst of speed, I ran back to the Convent.

      The beach was strangely empty when I arrived, the echoes of the bells fading as the last Sisters began to disappear behind the Convent’s walls. The six Coral Sisters dotted the entrance, beckoning everyone inside with their newfound goods.

      Breathing heavily, I ran in between them, shouting. “I found someone! I found someone on the beach!”

      A firm hand grappled the back of my robes, jolting me to a halt. Sister Yvanna’s enormous caterpillar eyebrows glowered down at me beneath her headdress. The tall, often-frowning woman was the leader of the Coral Sisters. The color would have been prettier on any other Sister save Yvanna. Her pale face flushed when she grew angry, which was, in fact, quite often. “Lynnette, where did you go?”

      “There’s a boy on the beach.” I tried to shake her off. “I found some coins, so I followed them, and then, I found him stuck in the water!”

      Sister Yvanna ignored me, motioning with her other hand towards the rest of the Coral Sisters. “Is that everyone?”

      “Yes, Sister.”

      “Good. Gather your weapons. We’ll patrol the beach while there is still light left.”

      “Why weren’t you with the rest of the group?” scolded Sister Yvanna, her attention back on me. “You know you’re not supposed to wander off. Didn’t you hear the warning bells?”

      “They scared off the Water Maid,” I said, stamping my foot on the ground. “She was watching me as I helped the boy. I told him I would be back. If you come with me, we can help him!”

      The Sister’s frown ran deeper than the ocean’s trenches. “You will not be going anywhere except inside.” She grabbed my arm and began pulling me forward.

      Sister Yvanna couldn’t hurt me, and she knew it. My brother would never allow it. Even so, she dragged me towards the door. I dug in my heels, creating furrows in the sand, but the Coral Sister’s grip was strong. I couldn’t break it no matter how hard I fought back. The other Sisters filtered in around us, some of them shaking their heads while others held in their laughter.

      But the hand of the Water Folk still moved that day.

      “Sister Yvanna,” the quiet-but-still-reprimanding voice from breakfast called from the doorway. “What are you doing with Lynnette?” An elderly woman dressed in deep-blue robes of layered netting stepped forward, tucking her hands into her long sleeves.

      Sister Yvanna snapped to attention, releasing me in order to respectfully fold her hands in front of her. “Beloved Mother Toya,” she said, bowing her head. “I was bringing her inside for safekeeping.”

      I started to protest but stopped as Mother Toya raised her hand. “Everyone else is inside, then?” she asked.

      “Yes, Beloved Mother. She is the last. She abandoned the rest of the group and is refusing to obey.”

      Mother Toya pressed her lips together. “Is this true, my child?”

      I rubbed at my bruised arm. “No.”

      Mother Toya commanded respect. Even so, her brown face was gentle, lined with wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. She was a kind woman, eager to smile, and she always took time to listen to even the smallest of novices. I adored her. Carefully, I told her about the boy I’d found on the beach and the Water Girl I had seen.

      “This is a curious tale, little Lynnette,” she said when I had finished. “Come.” She took my hand. “Lead me to this boy you’ve found.”

      Sister Yvanna’s mouth dropped open like a fish. “But, Beloved Mother, it isn’t safe! We’ve identified the ship, or the remains of it. The wreck was a war vessel, meant for transporting a large amount of military. If there are any survivors, they will be armed. This could be a trap.”

      “Then we will need the protection of the Coral Sisters all the more,” she said, beckoning to a few of the others. “It is worth investigating, and if what Lynnette says is true, we have little time to do so.”

      Sister Yvanna took a sharp breath inward through her nose but didn’t argue further.

      Pleased with my victory, I led Mother Toya and the Sisters back to the beach. “There!” I pointed to him, still curled up in the sand. “See? It’s a boy!”

      I’d never seen the Sisters run so quickly. They ran past Mother Toya and me, descending upon the boy like a flock of bright-colored gulls, calling out to one another.

      “Is he breathing?”

      “He is. God of the Waves be praised!”

      “Careful! Is he the only one?”

      “There will be time for that later. We must get him to the Convent, and quickly.”

      Mother Toya patted me on the shoulder. “Well done, child.”
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            Ocean’s Gifts

          

          LYNNETTE

        

      

    

    
      It was a strange procession that marched back into the Convent. Sister Yvanna led the front, barking out orders to the rest of the women, who scurried to obey. Mother Toya and two Olive-Green Sisters carried the boy back to the Convent walls. Then there was me, the white-robed novice, trailing behind.

      When we reached the doors, a flutter of Blue Sisters, healers and the oldest of the Order, ran to meet us. Mother Toya gently placed the boy in the soft linen stretcher that they carried, stroking his damp hair from his face.

      “There now,” she murmured. “You’re safe.”

      The boy moaned again, urging Mother Toya and the Blue Sisters to retreat towards the infirmary.

      I headed after them, jerking to a halt as the collar of my habit was caught again.

      “Let them be,” warned Sister Yvanna. “They have much work to do, and you will only get in the way.”

      “I was the one who found him,” I reminded her.

      Sister Yvanna let me go but nudged me towards the main hall. “Yes, you were right. But it is time for your chores now. There will be time to gloat later.”

      I found myself at the center of attention for the rest of the day. There weren’t any other girls my age at the Convent, but a handful of the younger women in their bright-yellow habits pestered me with questions. Whispers roamed from the herb gardens to the dye rooms and even out towards the hidden tidepools near the base of the mountains. By the end of the day, the whole Convent buzzed like a hive of inquisitive bees at the new castaway. Much to Sister Yvanna’s annoyance, my chores were left by the wayside, as I was too busy describing my discovery and the mystery of the nearly drowned boy.

      There were still no answers by the time the sun began its descent and the Sisters were summoned into the Temple for evening prayers.

      The large stone room lay quiet, the silence broken by the shuffling of feet, the crackling of the torches, and the ever-present trickle of water at the front of the room. On the farthest wall was a thin but constant waterfall. It flowed down the walls from the top of the domed ceiling, fed by a stream in the mountains. The water gathered in a large round stone basin at the base of the altar. The long and wide table made of dark cedar wood was covered in elaborate carvings of waves and shells. The top was dusted with sea salt, dried kelp, and the ashes of the morning incense.

      Mother Toya arrived, as calm as ever as she stepped towards the front. She raised her hands, waiting for the last sisters to arrive and settle inside the Temple, falling into the indentations of smooth stone left by centuries of worshippers.

      Once all of the Sisters were inside, the heavy wooden doors closed behind them, sounding like a distant rumble of thunder. From the back, a procession of six Blue Sisters stepped forward on either side of the room. In their hands, they held large beeswax candles. One by one, they would light the lanterns on the ground underneath the water-filled crystal troughs that lined the room. The candlelight caught the reflections of the water, cascading the waves of light over the walls so that the entire Temple looked as though it lay under the sea.

      The Sisters all bowed their heads as they sang. Their voices were beautiful, echoing throughout the marble chamber. Mother Toya paced up and down in front of the altar, holding a burning censer made from a large conch shell. After a few paces, she set it down on the altar, where the smoke continued to curl upwards towards the ceiling to waft about the God of the Waves’ face.

      It was hard to focus. My mind kept wandering back to the Water Girl, my prayer from this morning and the sudden, swift appearance of a boy close to my own age.

      This was your doing, wasn’t it? Did you bring the boy to be my friend? If you really answer prayers that quickly, why did you ignore my request for Samson to return?

      Mother Toya led us in prayers and song, as she always did, without any indication that things had changed. Some of the Sisters had been expecting to hear news about the boy or an explanation as to the hasty retreat behind the walls, but they were left disappointed. The ocean’s tides never faltered. The Sisters of Saer would do the same.

      After the evening prayers were finished and the last echoes of song had faded from the Temple, I was sent off to bed.

      But I had never been a good novice.

      Most of the Sisters slept in a large dormitory, but Samson and I had been given small private rooms. I waited for the Sisters’ steps to fade before I leapt out of my bed. Carefully shutting the door behind me, I slipped into the halls, my bare feet padding silently across the stone floor.

      As I drew closer to the infirmary, I hid in the shadows from two Sisters. One of them held a small meal on a tray, taking it with her inside, while the other kept walking down the hall.

      I took a breath, preparing to run into the room, when I heard a soft laugh from behind me.

      “Lynnette, my dear,” said Mother Toya, keeping her hand on my shoulder even as I nearly jumped out of my skin. “You should be in bed.”

      “I…I , um—I was going to…”

      Mother Toya gave a tired and crooked smile. “Come. You may see him.”

      The infirmary was a wide yet cozy room filled with two rows of beds, each of them with different-colored and patchwork blankets, glowing softly beneath the moonlight like stained glass. It was empty save for a small, golden halo of torchlight in the back of the room where the plump, blue-robed Sister Nimue sat guard.

      “Is he all right?” I asked, wandering over to the bedside. The boy lay still, looking peaceful for the first time since I’d fished him out. His brine-soaked clothes were discarded, and he wore the white linen garments of a novice. His hair had been washed and lay dry in a cloud of sun-kissed chestnut curls.

      Sister Nimue gave up her seat to Mother Toya. The elderly woman sat down gratefully next to the boy. “He will be now that you’ve found him.”

      “Where did he come from?”

      “We have a guess,” Mother Toya replied. “But I do not know for certain if it is true.” She glanced over her shoulder. “We must send word to Cliffside. First thing tomorrow morning if we can, Sister. The Great King should know of the shipwreck.”

      Sister Nimue bowed. “Yes, Beloved Mother.”

      My heart skipped in my chest. “Will the king come here? To the Convent?”

      “Anything is possible,” said Mother Toya. She turned away from the boy and took both of my hands in hers. “You said that you saw a Water Maid?”

      I nodded, grateful for the distraction. “She was just offshore. She was staring at me.”

      “Did you speak to her?”

      I shook my head. “She swam away before I could.”

      “These are strange times,” said Mother Toya thoughtfully. “We will have to watch and wait.”

      “Wait for what?”

      She smiled. “For whatever else the sea may bring.”
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      The boy was drowning.

      Down, down, down he sank beneath the ocean waves.

      Lightning cracked overhead, its harsh and sudden light illuminating more shapes in the water around him. The surface of the water began to break in small pieces, signaling heavy rain on the surface. The rope around his torso dug into his ribs, forcing the last remaining bubbles from his lungs to slip between his lips in a silent plea.

      He didn’t want to die.

      With a loud shout, the boy sat up. No longer muffled by the endless ocean depths or his dreams, his screams were loud, and his lungs were full of glorious fresh air.

      Louder voices reached him as a sea of hands rushed forward. There was an older woman who look liked a plump bluebird, chirping anxiously with fluttering hands. The second woman had a fierce face and a strong grip upon his arms. They spoke to him, their voices rushing past with unfamiliar words.

      Instinct took over as he wrestled to get away. “Let me go!”

      With a practiced ease, the fierce woman snatched his flailing hands from the air and crossed them over his own chest. She held on but never spoke, as if she were simply waiting for the inevitable surrender.

      He’d been captured. He must have been. But where were the soldiers? Was this a cell? His eyes darted about the room, quickly taking in the stone walls in the low light.

      The captain of the ship had told them they were sailing into unknown waters. He’d warned him over and over that dangerous people would live beyond the realm of civilization. Yet the only dangerous woman here was wearing pink.

      He had been told how to behave if this were to happen. He was certain of it. But all his careful training was gone, replaced by his heart pounding loudly in his ears.

      He was in a bed. The resistance he’d felt in the dream was merely a tangle of silken sheets. His chest and throat hurt, but perhaps he’d been screaming far longer than he had in the dream. With each and every breath, filling his lungs with the scent of lavender and sea salt, his immediate terror subsided. The air kept coming, and the water was far away.

      A third woman approached. Older than the others, she radiated calmness in a similar way to the soft glow of the lantern light. Carefully, she reached out her hand, palm upwards towards him.

      She spoke softly, using words and sounds that the boy didn’t understand. She waited then tried another.

      When he didn’t respond, the older woman’s shoulders fell, crestfallen.

      “This will be more difficult if he cannot understand,” said the woman holding him.

      The boy straightened up. His own heartbeat wasn’t as loud now, and the words slowly took shape in his mind. “I…I understand.”

      The words felt heavy on his tongue. His tutor, Castor, had taught him
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