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Prologue
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The moment Nara Millard blinked into the brilliant light beneath the fire tree, she missed Haven. No matter that she knew it was coming, it was harder to leave him each time.

The sound of the crackling flames, the sweet smell of smoke that never reached her, and the bright orange light invaded her every moment. Every moment filled with memories and longing for Haven.

The sharp claws that had taken her life this time had already faded to memory. The brilliant green grass that stretched beyond the fire tree’s light seemed less appealing each time she rested on it. Would there ever be a chance for them to be here together?

Haven Ellery was a handsome man; he had been the moment she’d laid eyes on him. Strong and safe, and yet soft. Nara smiled at the memory. That such a broad, muscled man, with his rusted armour and the biggest sword she had seen in her life, could be soft. And yet she had known he was safe the moment she had met his deep blue eyes. When those eyes looked at her, the whole world no longer mattered—not what her father wanted from her, not anyone else’s expectations. He would be her Haven. And he had died proving it.

Her fingers reached automatically for the pouch that no longer hung at her belt. It could not follow her here. She would have to wait until she returned to the world to hold her mother’s jade stones again. If she had the stones with her, she might have a better understanding as to how long that would be.

Nara ran her hand over the fine pale dress, rubbing the thin material between her fingers. Each time she returned to the fire tree, she found herself in something different. She remembered the thick and heavy material of her mother’s dress, the one she had worn when she had first met Haven. A dress she had worn only once.

Each time she had returned to the world since, she had been dressed very differently—but then, monster hunting required clothing more sensible than dresses. Breeches, a billowing shirt, a leather waistcoat or heavy outer coat depending on the world they found themselves in. The world she found herself in. Sometimes she had to find him, sometimes he had to find her, and sometimes they arrived together.

Nara had no idea how long she would wait beneath the fire tree for her next life. No idea how long she would be without her Haven, how long before she could hold him again.

It was lonely, and each time she worried that she would not make it back to him, would never find him or see him again. And yet, she had. Over and over again. Only to lose him in some way and then, however quickly, return to wait beneath the fire tree again.
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Chapter 1
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Haven Ellery was tired. Many lifetimes ago, he had been a captain in a lord’s private army. Now, he had ever felt so old. Battle worn and weary, he was tired of fighting on his own. Not that he longed for Lord Orman and the army he had once led. If that was indeed what he had done.

He had tried to follow in his father’s footsteps, although why that had been his goal was uncertain. His father had hardly been present for much of his childhood, and then died, leaving behind only a large sword. As a boy, Ellery had looked at it in awe; as he grew, so did the determination to wield it.

Somewhere in those early years, he had promised his mother he would do his best to be strong. He took his father’s place where they thought he belonged, worked hard, and did his duty. He had done so much for Lord Orman, had never questioned what he was asked to do or what the lord might need of him, or why. His role was to sort out the mess, whether it was a mess Lord Orman wanted cleared or a mess he had created, Ellery was never sure, nor did he ask.

There were enough rumours surrounding the lord and the soldiers he commanded. Ellery had referred to him as the old man. For he was rumoured to be old, yet he did not look nearly as old as the stories told. And there were many stories. Of young wives lost—brutalised—nearby landowners disappeared, and opposing lords defeated.

But that was long ago, and as much as Ellery could have forgotten about his time with the lord, it had directly led him to where he was now. Alone, dragging his father’s sword through the pouring rain, the sharp point drawing a line behind him in the mud. It was heavy, heavier than it had been for some time.

Nara’s narrow sword, golden and bright when he polished it each evening, settled in the sheath across his back. When he sheathed his father’s sword, they nestled there together. He had carried the narrow sword for some time, but he needed his father’s sword now.

The rain pushed his hair down over his eyes and ran into his damp beard. He was drenched through. Trying to ignore the water blurring his vision, he pushed open the worn wooden gate and stepped over the threshold into a bigger property than he’d expected.

Several bodies were strewn across the courtyard, and for an instant he wondered what it might be like to live in such a place. He shook the idea away as he focused on the woman in white walking towards him. Somewhere in the distance, almost lost to the rain, came a scream. The woman’s long, dark hair hung down and across her face, although she did not appear as wet as she should in the heavy rain.

She stepped forward, appearing to walk through the bodies rather than trip over them. Ellery lifted his sword. His arm ached, but he stretched the weapon out to point towards the woman, who disappeared moments before she reached where the tip of the sword now hung in the air.

The rain pressed down on him, loud against the rooves of the buildings on either side of the large courtyard. He thought he could hear someone crying, but it might have been the sound of the rain playing tricks on him.

Ellery brushed at his face ineffectually, trying to clear his vision as another figure staggered towards him. She was dressed similarly to the apparition he had just seen—long, white, simple dress, or nightgown perhaps—only she was just as wet as he was and he thought she was no threat. He had been wrong once or twice before and paid the price for that.

This woman did not appear to be looking at him. He took her arm, which felt solid enough, and directed her across the courtyard towards the overhang of the building. It was harder to direct her than he had expected. The heavy rain was slowly filling the courtyard and rising around his boots, and she pulled against him.

The woman grunted as she slipped down the wall, but she was out of the rain. She curled in on herself as he turned his attention back to the courtyard. The rain appeared to have increased in intensity and then, just as quickly as it had started, it slowed enough that he could see each individual water droplet. The figure appeared again, and for a moment he thought it the woman he had just redirected, but he glanced quickly over his shoulder to find her still curled on the ground.

Her nightwear was the same, long, dark, dripping-wet hair obscured her face although the shape of her figure was clearly visible through the soaked white material. Ellery could not quite focus on her, as though she was not truly there, but beneath the clinging material she was not quite human. Water spirits rarely were what they had been in their previous lives.

He had returned as he had left the world. The weight of the sword in his hand pulled at his shoulder, threatening to drag him with it to the gravelly pond growing at his feet.

Sucking in a deep breath, Ellery swung his sword through the woman standing before him. It would have cleaved any living creature in two, but instead she disappeared as though becoming the water falling too slowly around them. He swung again, despite there being nothing there.

The sound of the rain had changed, and the whimpering had stopped. It was as though the water still hit the ground with the same force, the same fat drops disappearing into the pool forming across the courtyard, and yet it was something different. As though he could hear something between the falling drops.

He longed for Nara in that moment, which stretched on forever—in the years since he had seen her, held her—as though it had been a hundred years. And yet he could see her, taste her last kiss, feel the warmth of her as though his cold, wet hands rested against her skin.

It had been so cold that last time, so very cold, and yet now, soaked by the relentless rain and standing in the open air, he was sure he should feel colder, just as chilled as he had been that night he’d lost her. And yet he was not, not in the same way. As he glanced about for the whimpering woman he was certain had been there before, he realised he wasn’t shivering at all.

Ellery stepped up to the nearest body and, nudging it with his foot, rolled it to the side. There was a gaping wound in the man’s chest, as though someone or something had dug through it and pulled his heart out. Despite the pink water around him, it had happened some time ago. There was no colour left in his features at all, as though the water had drawn out whatever life might have been visible.

Wading through the deepening water, Ellery found the next body to be a young man. Whether they were related, Ellery could not guess. Squatting to study his features, there was no likeness between them other than their grey, pale faces. The man was lying face down, although his head was turned to the side, something of surprise on what remained of his face.

Ellery stood slowly. If not for the fact he was in a desert village, far from any ocean, he would have thought it a Mer attack. He had seen the very same wounds before. Only it was not possible. Another spectre appeared, the rain falling faster and heavier as it moved towards him. The overwhelming sound of the rain on the rooves and the growing pond that had been the courtyard made it hard to hear if there was anything else around. The spectre reached for him, but again disappeared before her hand touched him. Over the sound of the rain, Ellery was certain he could hear whimpering again.

Moving carefully back towards the gate, step by step, Ellery watched the water and hoped he had been wrong about the kind of creature that might have done this. He squatted down over the third body. This one’s clothes appeared more expensive, newer than the others, although maybe it was as simple as he had not lain in the rain for as long. He appeared less grey, although just as dead, and he also had a large hole in the centre of his chest.

Ellery straightened, glanced around, and—without hesitation and despite the world not being as clear as it could be around him—he marched across the courtyard. His feet steady, the water sploshing around him, he leapt up the few steps into the dwelling. It appeared as though it had been empty for years. It was cold, or at least he was, and a thick layer of dust covered everything. There was no sign of boot prints other than his own. Whoever these men were, they had not been inside.

“Hello?” he called. “Is there anyone here?”

He had met a few men in the village when he first arrived, standing around the stalls they were selling at in the centre of the village, although he had not seen it since. They had provided shelter and yet warned him of the rain, to not go out in the rain. The reason had not been clear. He had waited then, for the reason he had come all this way; it had returned with the rain, pulling him and his sword through the growing mud and ice-cold water to find this.

Although what this was, he could not be sure. Spectres possibly, but the injuries indicated a creature who could not possibly live in this world, even with the heavy rain. Ellery stood in the doorway and turned back to the courtyard as the rain continued to pelt down. It was not a natural rain—he had understood that the moment it first fell.

He had not seen anything else, not a sign of anything to be wary of. And yet, in the quiet of the village, he had the oddest feeling, the sense that things were not as they should be. Perhaps the men he had not seen again had a better understanding than he’d given them credit for. They may even have been protecting the creatures from him. Although he doubted that they supported the creatures, maybe they had acted from fear and offered him as another sacrifice.

That would never work the way they hoped. As far as these creatures were concerned, whatever they might be, Ellery was already dead—a creature of sorts himself, if for no other reason than how his life had ended. All of his lives. The difference was that he was willing to take the creatures on, destroy those taking what they should not rather than feeding on the fears or flesh of those around him.

He wondered if Nara had the same feeling. It was not something he had voiced with her, that he feared they were just the same as the creatures they hunted down and destroyed. She had never suggested such a thing. It was simply who they were. Driven to find the creatures, destroy them. In all the lifetimes they had lived, they were yet to come close to any ideas of how to end it, and they could only speculate on what had started it.

Ellery stood in the doorway of the large house with his sword tight in his hand, the sword on his back weighing him down even more than it usually did. The home must have belonged to someone important, or the houses of this village were deceptive and were all larger than he had thought given the tall walls and impressive gates that lined the road.

He had to admit that the village was larger than he had expected before he walked along the main street. There were no fields surrounding it as there had been with similar villages he had come across in this part of the world. The tall wall that surrounded the village and each dwelling separated them from each other and the rest of the world.

The rain continued to pour down, the sound on the roof deafening. The courtyard was becoming a deep pool of water, the bodies submerged even more than they had been. Ellery wondered then at the lack of water, other than the rain.

No river ran through or near the village, no rivulet, and although he was sure the people needed water, he had not noticed a communal well either. He was so tired. He wanted to sit here, rest against the doorway and see if he could work out what was going on. But he knew there was no time for that. He never had the time to consider the ways of the world, the reason behind anything, other than when he travelled between hunts. Once one monster was dead, the pull of the next drew him on. Never resting, never taking the time to learn why his life was as it was, why their lives could never be like anyone else’s.

A dead garden bordered the courtyard, although that did not give him any clues as to what was occurring here. The spectres or ghosts, or whatever they might be, came with the rain. Water ghosts usually haunted those around the water they had drowned in. Ellery sat down slowly, leaning on the door frame as he had so desperately wanted to do. Perhaps this was the end for him. He could rest for a time, allow them to take him. They would still be here when he or Nara returned.

Ellery had spent his lives helping those who never asked for it. Longing for a woman he was never allowed to hold for as long as he wanted. He looked across the courtyard, half expecting her to be walking towards him in the rain, but there was nothing there.

The rain filling the courtyard continued to grow deeper. Ellery thought the water should run somewhere, and yet it did not. To his left was the wall to the property. The gate he had entered had still stood ajar when he’d walked through and come across the first body not far inside the gate. The other two were further inside but did not face the dwelling.

Using the door frame and the sword as leverage, Ellery climbed back to his feet. There was a doorway opposite him, to another smaller building or dwelling.

To the right, between the two bodies at the far end of the courtyard, which seemed to stretch beyond him oddly now, was a garden with tall bare trees. Perhaps the rain was lessening, although the world still felt blurry. He rubbed his fingers across his eyes. Some spindly shrubs filled the space beneath the trees, but he could not see beyond them. He wondered if it was just the far wall of the property or something else.

He walked back out into the rain and, instantly, what had seemed so clear appeared less so. He made his way directly across the courtyard, sloshing through the water, which was deeper and harder to move through. He glanced back at the gate and the lip he had stepped over. If the gate were closed, might this whole place fill with water? Might it anyway?

The rain beat against him. He was soaked through, but the droplets were icy like needles and as heavy as though someone were pouring pebbles from the sky. Water also hit the wall bearing the door he was headed for, the overhanging roofline doing nothing to protect it. He pushed through the door and closed it behind him. Other than the flame of a candle, there was no light. No windows, although he doubted they would allow much light to enter. Despite the day, the heavy clouds and constant rain made the world outside dark and grey.

The candle itself, despite the flame, gave off no light. As Ellery focused on it, he could hear the whimpering again. He wondered where the woman might have gone. She could have fled through the open gate, ran into the village or a neighbouring property for help.

For a moment, he was tempted to leave this place and knock on other gates to see who might be living in this village. Perhaps those he had found and talked to when he first arrived were the spectres, the ghosts of those long gone, and this was the reality of the village.

The whimpering continued. Instead of searching out the reason behind the noise, Ellery backed up to the door and out into the rain. He turned and headed straight to the garden to the side of the courtyard. The trees felt real enough beneath his fingers when he reached them. The dried remains of the shrubs were heavy with water and pulled at his clothes as he tried to move past them. Something grabbed at his arm, something sharp and tight. Not a bush or twig. But as he glanced about, he could not see anything or anyone.

He was standing in a strip of worn earth, as though someone or something had paced back and forth in this spot, looking at a mark along the wall before him. Three deep marks. Deep enough to see the brick through the render, but not deep enough to cut into the brick. He put his fingers to the marks, feeling nothing but the wet stone. He had no idea if they had been made at the same time, but he could imagine some creature pacing and running claws along the wall. He looked back at the deep scratches in his arm.

The rain did not appear as heavy here. He looked up at the sky, his hand to the wall, the rain on his face. It did not sting like he expected and was not nearly as cold as it had been. As he turned from the wall, he noticed the circular opening of a well in the corner. It was made of old rough stones, and he pulled quickly at the wooden lid to find nothing but black beyond.

“Hey there!” he called, his voice echoing away. He glanced about in the dim light for something to drop down it, to get an idea of its depth and whether there was any water at the bottom.

A stone caught his eye, small and smooth. It reminded him of Nara’s stones, although hers were a dull, deep green and this was glossy black. Ellery was tempted to put it in his pocket and keep it for her rather than throw it away.

Although he felt the pull of danger again, he fought against it. Slipping the stone into his pocket, Ellery smiled at the idea of what Nara would think of it—likely that he was silly to collect it for her. He had never done such a thing in the past, but he felt calmer with the stone in his pocket. He looked about for something else and quickly found a large rock, flat and muddy and the size of his hand. It came away from the wet ground easily, and he dropped it into the well.

It knocked against the sides, the sound echoing up to him, and then came a distant thud. Not a splash. Was the well empty? What he thought were water spirits had to come from somewhere, and maybe he was looking for water in all the wrong places. Or maybe they had drowned in this very well and, now that it was empty, they had come forth to seek their revenge.

Leaning over the well, his hands on the rough stone as he stared into the dark, Ellery wondered whether he would find the peace he searched for if he were to find the water. Or would he end up like these spirits, lost and searching for something he would never find?

A scream drew his attention, the same high-pitched sound he had heard before. He wondered if it was just to draw him in rather than an actual cry for help. Like the whimpering and the women who had felt so solid beneath his touch.

He turned from the well and straightened, feeling the weight of the world on his shoulders and his lower back. He made his way back towards the courtyard, the rain not quite as heavy until he reached the edge of the garden, which did not try to stop him this time. He ran a hand over the scratches on his arm, stinging in the wet.

In the middle of the courtyard was a child. Dressed in a nightgown like the women had been, as though called from their beds, she was not wet. Not an inch of her, despite her standing nearly knee deep in the flooded courtyard. She reached out a hand to Ellery and, as he stepped closer, she was gone.

When he turned towards the second doorway he had entered, it was open, the candle still burning inside the dark room. Although he knew it was a bad idea, he walked inside, and as the door closed behind him, his concerns confirmed. His hand moved over the pocket in his breeches, and he doubted he would ever find warmth and dry clothes again. His hand closed over the firm, small rock in his pocket, and he was tempted to pull it out. Nara found comfort that way; perhaps the same would work for him, because he had no idea what he was dealing with here or how he could end it.

The sound of whimpering again drew his attention, and he allowed his hand to fall away from his pocket. He realised that he had sheathed his sword. Had he done that at the well? Was he so ready to die that he did not need to carry it?

He walked towards the candle and, leaning forward, blew out the flame. He had lost his mind, he thought, straightening, that he was tempting fate. Testing fate. If he was ready to die, he did not need the sword, and he did not need to fear whatever might be hiding in the dark. And yet, something had scratched his arm. Something had tried to stop him. It was not as though he had not been injured in his years alone.

The whimpering started again, and the candle flared to life, lighting the room where it had not before. He saw then the woman making the noise. She was not dressed in white but rather a dark, heavy coat. She appeared to be just as wet as he was, although that might have been the dark colouring she was wearing. She did have the same long hair that covered most of her face. She glanced up as the candle flared, the hair falling back, and he realised she was just a woman, not a spectre or whatever the other women might have been.

He stepped forward and squatted down before her. She sniffed and ran the back of her hand across her wet face, although it did little to dry her.

“How long have you been here?” he asked, trying to keep his voice low and friendly.

She shook her head.

“You don’t know, or you cannot tell me?”

“Don’t... know,” she rasped, as though she had not had anything to drink in a very long time.

He was tempted to reach out into the rain and see if he could capture some of it for her, but he doubted it was a good idea. There might be something to it. He’d had a waterskin at some point, he thought, patting at his belt. He was not sure where it was now.

Had he truly given up? Was he wanting the fates, as they were, to end this? Had he not wanted that for a long time? Since that last time he had held Nara in his arms, watched the fates take her away—her last breath, her last words. She had said she would be back, and yet he was still waiting, still looking for the embers that had been her life floating on the wind.

A hand closed around his arm, and he flinched. It was a desperate hold but not sharp like the one in the garden.

“Hurt,” she whispered.

He nodded, although he was not sure what she could see in the dim light. “I’ll find you some water,” he said.

“No,” she wheezed.

“You need water,” he said.

“No,” she repeated, only she sounded disappointed by the idea. He fully understood the feeling.

“We need to leave.”

She did not move or speak, and her hand found his arm again. It stung, but he did not shrug her off.

He wanted to leave this place, although he knew he could not. Not until he had dealt with the creatures pulling at him to remain in the village. He had no idea how to do that, nor whether he had the strength.
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Haven Ellery wanted to be anywhere but where he was. No. That was not quite true; he knew exactly where he wanted to be and with whom. Right at this moment, that was not an option. He needed to remain here until he found the answer to whatever was in the rain.

He pushed open the door as the woman in black coughed, and he wondered at the candle. The odd flame, which had not lit any of the room the last time he had been in here, now cast a dull glow over the small space. The fireplace was empty and cold, the room bare but for a low table and the candle. Ellery wondered what the building had been used for, or who had lived here and when they had left. He glanced out into the courtyard, the bodies of the men still lying where he'd found them, the water growing deeper around them.

“Has it done that before?” he asked. When there was no response, he turned back to the woman huddled on the floor by the wall. She was not the woman he had found outside, he was reasonably confident, but whether she was connected to them or not he could not be sure.

He walked back into the room, reluctant to allow the door to close against the unnatural rain. Being alone in the dark with this woman seemed like a far more dangerous idea. Taking a deep breath, Ellery squatted down before her and put his hands on her arms. He had thought her shivering in the cold, but when he rested his hands on her, she was not. She was cool to the touch but not cold, and she was dry despite the continued rain.

“Tell me about the rain,” he said.

She shook her head. He wondered if she too was an illusion, despite how solid she appeared to be. Another woman had appeared that way, although wet, and a child had appeared dry. They were all women, and the dead were all men.

“Do you live here?” Ellery asked, trying to keep his voice low and not sound as demanding as he wanted to.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“In this room?”

“I lived...” She coughed again, and he waited for some response, but she appeared to have run out of voice.

Ellery was certain she needed water, but he had no idea how long she had lived without it. If she had been in this room for some time, she likely hadn’t eaten in just as long. “Who else lives here?”

“No,” she wheezed.

“No one lives here?”

She shook her head and tried to pull back from him, but she had no strength to do so.

“Who did live here?” he asked.

She shook her head again. Without giving her warning, Ellery scooped her up in his arms. She hit against his chest, but she lacked the strength to do any damage. Her dress was thin, and her body felt odd beneath it, as though it was stiff. He wondered if that was due to her being inside for so long, or if it was something else.

He carried her out into the rain. Despite her obvious fear, and her body thrashing as best it could in its weakened state, she relaxed a little once the water touched her skin. Her head leaned back, the water running over her face, and she licked at her lips. What felt stiff in his arms slackened and became softer, and for a moment he thought she might disappear altogether.

Her sharp claws suddenly reached for his chest, an almighty growl closing around him. He dropped the woman in his arms and covered his ears. She stood easily before him, her hair wet and covering her face. The dark dress clung to her body, and she splashed in the deepening water as she took a step closer and rested her hand on his chest. Long claws stroked carefully across the leather, but she was not the threat he had thought her. The hand slipped away, and he lowered his hands to his side as she looked from his chest to his face.

“You are not what I need,” she said, the frightened dry voice replaced with a smooth, deep sound that was something like a song.

“And what is that?” he asked, his eyes flitting between her disappointed face and the bodies now barely visible in the deepening water.

“Sustenance. Nothing could be sustained by you.” The singing quality of her voice was lost to a hissing sound.

He drew his sword then, reaching back and drawing it easily from his sheath. She glanced up at his arm but shook her head slowly, a small smile lifting the corners of her mouth.

“That will do you no good. No man can stop us.”

“I am not just any man.”

“No,” she agreed, looking again at his chest, “you are not. But I do not fear you.”

“You must stop what you are taking from this village.”

She laughed then, stepping back from him, the water moving in silent ripples around her. He noticed then that it had stopped raining. Her voice echoed around the courtyard, only it bounced back at him as something very different.

“They took from us,” another voice said, and he glanced to the side. A woman in white, drenched through and yet very similar to the woman before him. She had made no sound in the water. Her long, wet dark hair had been pulled back to reveal a pale face, her lips blue from the cold. And yet she appeared very much like the woman before him, as though they might be sisters.

“They are cruel to us,” another said, and he turned to a third woman on the other side, dressed in white. This one might have been huddled against the building when he arrived, and she appeared identical to the other in white.

“We will have revenge,” a young voice said, and Ellery turned to the child behind him. Dry and yet not. The water lapped around her calves, her hair wayward and damp. She held her finger out to him.

“I am not from the village,” he said.

“It does not matter,” one of the women said, but he was not sure which.

“We cannot take from him,” the first, the one in black, told the others.

“But he is so much more than all of them,” the child said.

Was he? Ellery knew he was more than them and yet the same in many ways. He had lived so many lifetimes, but he would never be able to rest. He wondered then if this was his chance, and his hand fell to the pocket with the stone. She was not here. He was alone. If he died here now, perhaps he could find her in a place that was not filled with monsters and the threat of loss.

He was ready to die. He was ready to put down his sword and see if he could find Nara before she found him. And yet his hand would not release the sword. He had tried before to destroy the spectres. They were more solid now, although standing in the water he was sure that they had all the power.

It was in that moment that he saw what he had only thought he’d seen before. Silence overwhelmed the courtyard as he glanced between the three women and hoped the child might remain behind him. The women’s wet, clinging material showed the unnatural shapes beneath. Fins. Along the legs of each to the side of him, he could make out fins.

He looked up at the woman before him. She smiled, a smile that made his skin crawl, and he stepped back. The water sloshing loudly around him drew his attention back to the world.

“Did you live here?” he asked.

“We have always lived here,” one of them said—not the woman before them, but he watched her. She was different to the others and yet just the same.

“There is no water,” he said.

“There is always water,” she whispered, holding out her hand. The rain started again, slowly loosing large water droplets on his shoulders, running down his arm and along his sword.

“You make the rain.”

“You knew that to be the case before you came here. You know what we are.”

“Mer,” he whispered, the word pushing at him as the water lapped against his legs, deeper still. He looked to the gate, open to the outside world, and yet the water grew higher than it should without running through it. “Where are we?” he asked.

“Far from where you think you are.”

“And yet not,” he replied, pushing his sword into the water. It hit the gravel at his feet. He tapped it again, the water moving in waves as he did so, and the woman before him scowled.

“You cannot get rid of us so easily,” the child taunted. He felt clawed fingers against his back, but if they pierced the leather, they did not pierce the skin. Although he knew they could. Someone, one of them, had scratched him in the garden.

“You are trapped here,” he said, looking at the gate. Were they trying to find a way for the water to move through it?

Even if they could not take from him what they needed, they could hurt him. They knew that. The one before him watched his sword.

“I am not what you think I am,” he said.

“You are not a man that we have seen before,” she replied. “You are not as strong as you think you are. You are not as strong as you need to be if you are to end us.”

Ellery moved the blade through the water, creating a wave that pushed out towards them. The little one behind him leapt onto his back, her sharp claws reaching around him for his chest. He lifted the sword from the water and took off the head of the woman to his right just as she swiped out at him in return. He had half expected her to become a spectre again, that he would have no impact, but she dropped into the water and disappeared. He had no idea if he had succeeded or if it was all an illusion. The child continued to claw at him, ripping his shirt, scratching his skin, and he growled in pain.

Swinging his sword around again, he sliced into the stomach of the woman in black. She looked at him as though she did not believe he had the power to do anything, then watched as the contents of her belly slid down and into the water. She fell to the side, also disappearing below the surface.

The rain had stopped, and the clouds above him were clearing. The child was screaming as she desperately clawed at him. The other woman looked around the water, large tears running down her face as her hair dried and her dress grew darker. She pulled at the child as he swept around with the sword, catching her arm. She cried out, but the child had released her grip.

There was one last slash towards his face with a clawed hand that he couldn’t recognise, and then he was standing alone in the receding water. The sword was heavy in his hand. He had no idea if he had managed to end them or if this was just the beginning.

The blood was warm against his cold skin, despite the sunshine starting to peek through the clouds. He reached up to sheathe the sword, groaning at the gashes across his torso. He wasn’t sure how deep, but they burned as he moved. At what point had the Mer managed to get her claws in? He’d had experience with Mer who were poisonous, but he struggled to remember what they looked like now. More fish like, he was sure, and it had been closer to the ocean.

He dabbed at his face with the heel of his hand as he looked over his shabby appearance. He would need new clothing. He needed a lot of things. His hand fell to where his pocket had been and found the material loose and the stone gone. An odd fear took hold of him. His heart pounding as he dropped to his knees, the water still a good foot deep, and felt about the murky water.

There was no sign of the bodies he thought had been close, and there was no sign to his desperately searching fingers of the two Mer he had just cut down. Something moved against his arm, but he continued searching, feeling about, although his fingers were going numb from the cold. He stopped. Leaning on his hands in the cold, muddy water, not even his face reflected in the surface. A drop of blood caused ripples in the water, followed all too quickly by another.

He could relax his arms and sink into the cold embrace of the water, and he would become just another body in the courtyard. As another crimson drop disturbed the surface, he shifted his hand forward and felt the smooth surface of the small pebble. He sat down then, soaked to the skin and starting to shiver, and lifted it out into the sunshine. So black, so shiny.

The water lapping against his side stung, as did his face and arm. Ellery expected he was likely covered in scratches of differing severity. He had been hurt far worse in the past and survived. He just wasn’t as keen to survive this time, and he was tired of wanting this all to end, of looking for a reason. Tired of all of it.

He climbed awkwardly to his feet, staggering a little, the water loud around him. The world was quiet, not even a sound from the village, and he wondered if the whole place had been some illusion to lure in whatever it was the Mer needed. He sighed, running his hand through his wet hair, making no difference to how it hung in his eyes. His beard was heavy with water and blood from the gash on his face. Or gashes. Not that he wanted to look, but they would need to be treated in some way. He was not keen to try any other gate to see what might be lurking behind it.

As he reached the gate, that he was certain had been open, he found it was now firmly closed. Pulling it open, the water that had hovered above the threshold flowed out across the street. Another sound, another reason to think he was alone. He dragged himself over the low step and into the mud beyond, the water draining away quickly. He should look behind him, he thought as he
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