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​Prelude

Strange, really, how the smallest of choices create the largest of changes. It can make the difference between a king or a peasant, a good meal or bad, or even the difference between life or death.

Those were my first thoughts as water closed over my head and ropes dug into my flesh. I couldn’t remember if the wave or the rigging had been what had knocked me overboard; though, neither option changed what now was. I fought for the surface.

Salt spray air, half-liquid breath and the ropes were dragging me under again. Too much weight for man or elf to fight against. This time I let them pull me down, tired beyond belief. The days leading up to this moment had been wearying, a storm that had rolled on for so long. For a moment, I just wanted to close my eyes and let the seas take me. For a moment, life was calm, the choice was easy. I would never have to fight again. That moment passed.

Dragons are made of fight.

Heartbeat, slipping from one form to another, wings pushed me up and I broke the surface, gulping air with a snarl.

Not this way.

I refused to let things end this way.

Ropes jerked, cut flesh, tangled and pulled me back. I surged against the waves, trying to break free. The battle was endless.

By the time I felt sand and shoreline beneath my feet, I had lost the ship, lost count of the hours, lost the feeling in every limb and lost every last bit of fight. I returned to human form and lay half in and half out of the water. A change in tides could kill me. I heard the gravel crunch. Friend? Foe? Whichever, my future was now up to fate.
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​Chapter 1 - Bad Manners
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“Lady deAvaric?”

The air inside the palanquin was stuffy and she played with her skirts, alternately smoothing and scrunching the fine fabric in her hands as she ignored the call from the outside. She noted a loose thread and had to hold herself back from picking at the embroidery.

“Lady deAvaric?” A guard she’d long ago forgotten the name of spoke. Forgetting hadn’t been on purpose, but because her fraternization with them had become so limited.

“I do not wish to be here.” The thought barely became a whisper before she sighed and spoke aloud for the ones waiting outside. “I am ready.”

She unfolded herself from the palanquin that felt like a wooden cage as gracefully as possible - she was tall for a woman - and listened to the whispers among the staff scurrying about to move her luggage to their lord’s chambers. Some assumed she couldn’t understand them because she avoided speaking unless necessary. The truth was that her accent left her self-conscious and she already felt awkward enough. The chatter at least kept her distracted from the chill spring breeze. She turned her face towards the sun to soak in the light. If she’d been allowed to have her wings out, she’d have turned her back and let them soak up the light. Another frustration.

Gossip had settled into two camps. Her being a scandalous harlot that had their lord under some thrall was a common one - because it was decided that was the only way such a pale ghost of a woman would ever be considered by him. Amazing how soon some chose to forget. The second group was made of more than a few servants scolding the others that this strange auburn-haired woman was High Lord Bryndagr’s REAL wife and the current Lady Bryndagr was the interloper. Others didn’t correct it directly, but sternly shushed gossip that was insulting to her. Still others listened, some taking in the corrections, others brushed them aside without a second thought. Well, at least gossip was consistent no matter where you were. Truth fought tooth and nail to be heard while the juicy and salacious spread like wildfire.

High Lord Bryndagr finally entered the courtyard, flanked by his two younger brothers. The gossips fell silent, whether in respect or because their lord was handsome was debatable. Sleek black hair, the rare grey eyes - known as Bryndagr grey - and sharp cheekbones. Handsome. Even knowing what she knew, he was still handsome.

A low bow and she was more aware than ever of the spring breeze blowing across her back, drying the sweat from being cooped up in the palanquin. Custom, custom, cursed custom. Customs of his land did not want to let a lady ride a horse all the way here. Dragon custom was to expose the scars to prove the match. Funny how he didn’t seem to feel the same applied to him, but a lord in the Dawnlands couldn’t parade around shirtless in front of his servants.

Introductions, formalities, all the normal necessary irritations commenced and passed in a haze as she held her head high and stared at him. It wasn’t polite. Courtesy dictated a demure maiden with lowered eyes, or at the very least, one that didn’t look on the verge of challenging the master of the house. Her nails dug into her palms even though she was sure she was holding her skirt. She softened for a moment when a small boy was introduced. Nails drew blood from her palms once he was led away. She followed Lord Bryndagr to an inner - far more private - courtyard filled with early spring blooms. It was a beautiful place for a most civil war. They faced each other as the servants withdrew.

The smack of her palm against his face was loud and satisfying, even as she felt the welt rising on her own cheek. He sighed.

“I will remember to stop you from that one day. You hurt yourself more.”

“It would be preferable if you’d remember I don’t want to be here first.”

“Aislinn, please. Can we attempt civility?” He was so calm, composed and even. Why did that always make her feel so much angrier?

“Every year, spring and fall, you call me through this bond. If I ignore, you tug and pull and wheedle until I can’t ignore it anymore. I’m sorry, but it wears away all civility.”

“I miss you.” He took her hand and laid a kiss on her fingertips.

She exhaled and looked away. His eyes were too honest when he voiced those words. She was aware that she hadn’t pulled her hand back.

“Kaienar, I miss you too. A part of me always will miss what was. Always. But I'm only here because I can’t dissolve this bond. Maybe you would keep it no matter what, but I would get rid of it if I could, and you know that. What you are doing is neither right nor fair. ”

“Is it fair for our son to grow up without his mother?”

Space loomed between them now; she had snatched her hand back. That was a low blow, if he was going to take the fight there, she’d meet him.

“Just to remind you, his mother died. That’s what you tell him, that’s what you told the new Lady Bryndagr, at least until you had to explain my reappearance.” She held up her hand to stall explanations, shaking now, “I know, I know. Marriage of politics, not love. I’ve heard it before; I don’t care. It doesn’t change that you have a new wife and replacement mother more palatable to your court for him. Doesn’t make it so I can live peaceably as second wife or first wife or whatever you would install me as. Either way, I wouldn’t be the only wife and we know what that leads to.”

“She is not his mother, he does not accept her as that, and she...” His voice trailed off and Aislinn pushed the red hot jealousy down. Dragon instincts insisted Kaienar was hers and only hers and she hated that feeling. She wanted to hunt this woman down, it was hard to hear him when he spoke again. “We are strong, we can make it work.”

“If we were strong enough to make that work, you’d be strong enough to not call for me.” She stroked a branch laden with cherry blossoms and softened her voice. “Besides, the time for that passed long ago. Our life together was as fleeting as these blossoms. Doesn’t matter what customs say. You gambled my life for your house, you can’t fix it, Kai. You can’t undo what was done and every time you ignore my wishes, you prove you don’t want to.”

“We all make mistakes, Aislinn.”

“Very true. But some of us try to fix them while others layer mistake upon mistake in their pride.” She broke a sprig of cherry blossoms off the tree and watched the petals scatter as she did so. The remaining twig and petals scattered like shattering glass when the sprig hit the ground. She sighed, accepting the inevitable as always. “I’m here, you know you can’t make me peaceable, and I know you will try. Either way, I’m here. And I just wish for this to be over with.”

Kaienar leaned in to kiss her, sighing when she turned her head.

~*~
[image: ]


Aislinn sat in the garden that night as the moon rose, shame and frustration being her only companion. She rolled her head from side to side, trying to release tension. One more night. It hadn’t taken long to see that one night was too short, Kai would attempt to call her back again almost immediately. Two or three nights and she could spend half a year away. A week was useless, as he’d still call again in half a year. There was sound, a sense of a dragon’s aura, a realization she was no longer alone.

“I know you’re there, I can feel you.” She spoke in the tongue of the Dawnlands.

“My apologies, Lady deAvaric.” The boy was endlessly polite and much older than his five years. Tutors and strict etiquette would do that, she supposed.

“There is no need for apologies, little one.” She didn’t bother to tell him to call her anything other than Lady deAvaric, there was no name he could call her that would improve the situation and the child was almost certainly incapable of dropping the honorifics. Besides, she didn’t want to hear him call her by her first name.

She watched as he stood in the shadows at the end of the garden. He was fascinated by her every time she came - she vividly remembered the wide-eyed toddler with his fist shoved in his mouth as he stared at her - but after the first few visits, she’d been forbidden to seek him out. Her heart twisted and her mind whispered treacherous thoughts, urging her to stay here. She knew he was following a half-remembered scent, she could always sense him in the shadows, never quite disobeying his father. Just like his mother. But tonight... no. She let the boy come closer.

“Papa says you knew my mother.”

“I do. Very well.” She doubted he’d see her present tense as anything more than poor language skills.

“Will you tell me about her?”

“No. Your father does not wish it, he has his reasons.” Her heart twisted as his face fell, she softened the blow as delicately as she could. “She and I are very alike though. Keep your eyes open and you may learn something about her.”

“Is that why Papa has you as a mistress?”

“Yeeeees, among other reasons.” She was cringing and trying not to laugh in the same breath. He had her lack of tact.

“What is a mistress? Nurse and tutor say it’s a companion for my father, but I think there must be more because he has lots of companions... and you aren’t really here much to be a companion.” Her son was now standing right in front of her, hands resting on her knees, earlier shyness forgotten.

“A mistress is...” she paused, debating the wisdom of being blunt like her brother, Damian, had always been, then decided she may as well drown in the ocean depths instead of playing in the shallows. She would rather he have something close to right instead of whatever they would fill his head with trying to avoid it. “Well, to be honest, you are too young to be told the whole thing, but a mistress is someone who is physically intimate with his lordship, like a wife, but she does not have the status or station of the wife. I am not currently considered a legitimate lady and if he were to treat me so, it would cause shame and embarrassment to his wife.”

“In-ta-met?” His pronunciation was close enough, she did not correct it. Her pronunciation could be off as well. Besides, it was sweet, and she had a feeling it was not the only word he had questions about. All parents had to feel something like this, but she suspected being raised by her brother and his lack of sugar coating made it worse in ways for her. She paused for a long time while considering the best way to explain.

“Have you ever startled his lordship and his wife in the morning?” She was gambling that he had. They had barely managed to keep him away from her and Kaienar before.

“Oh! Adult play!” Her son indeed had her inappropriate timing.

“Yes.” She tried to keep her face straight. Was that really what Kaienar had called it?

“What’s that like?”

“That’s a lesson for when you are older,” Aislinn said hastily. She had her limits. He must have seen something in her face because he only pouted instead of asking more. She changed topics. “Why are you out so late? I doubt your nurses know of this.”

His guilty face told her all she needed to know. She was struck again in that he did indeed have her eyes, at least in hue. The famed Bryndagr grey had not been able to subdue her stubborn brown, even though other browns had failed through the ages. Kaienar had remarked upon it before, but Aislinn had never fully realized it. The first few times she'd seen Enar there had been too many held back tears, and his eyes were the blue of most children. Once he was old enough for the brown to come through, she’d only been allowed tormenting glimpses. She wished she could run away with the boy, but was too aware that was ill-advised, so she stared at the trees until she could school her expression.

“Why risk it? I’m sure you’ll be punished if caught.” She turned in time to see his face turn white and rushed to reassure him. “Oh, don’t worry. I won’t tell.”

“I want to learn magic.”

“What magic do you seek on such a night?”

“Any kind. Uncle is really, really good at magic, and when he comes home at night, he’ll always have a plant or something to show me and he’ll tell me what it can be used for, even if it’s not somethin I’m sposed to know,” Enar was getting excited and his words were beginning to melt together, “and it’s really, really interesting. Did you know that foxglove...”

She let him babble for a bit, correcting him only when she found it necessary and finding his enthusiasm for the subject enjoyable, even if some of his knowledge was slightly macabre, but then, her education hadn’t been much better. With the content he had learned, he confirmed which uncle was the source: Eingeir. That particular brother of Kai could teach the child far worse things, but so could she. She had a feeling Eingeir’s tutelage was his peculiar way of rebelling. He had disagreed with Kai’s handling of this situation, despite never saying so aloud. At least not to her. His deep loyalty to his brother had a double-edged twist: if Kaienar went against what Eingeir thought he should be, Eingeir would seek to correct the issue, or failing that, he would eternally remind Kaienar that he had failed. Aislinn was pleased someone caused Kaienar some inconvenience. And that someone not aligned with her saw this as wrong.

“You know a lot. Do you know magic?” The boy stared at her, she could see the sudden realization he may have found another source of information spark in his eyes.

“Yes.”

“Can you teach me some?”

“I need to know what you know first. Have you learned of the elements?”

“Yes. There’s light, dark, fire, earth, wet, and air.”

“Very good.” Aislinn let the small slip she was certain of pass, he had the idea of things. “What are they connected by?”

“Spirit.”

“And?” Aislinn had always found Kaienar’s clan to be oddly weak on parts of the basics. They were focused on lineage and dignity and honor through the ages, but always skirted the oddest of things regarding magic. They shied around their long distant origins and never focused on the why of protecting humans specifically, only that it was the duty they were created for.

“Spirits?” Enar grinned, trying to charm his way out of ignorance. She smiled and shook her head at him, removing her necklace as she did so. Two triangles with sides that curved gently inward had been hooked together to form a star. The tips of the lines forming the triangles extended slightly past the corners and between each pair was caught a tiny stone that represented a different element. It was backed with something that looked to be mother-of-pearl, but in reality was a scale from a long forgotten member of her clan. She pointed to the scale.

“All things are interconnected. Light. Dark. Everything. Spirit binds it.” She tapped the scale, “This represents that. And all are made of a variety of these elements, in different balances. There is the minor balance.” She traced delicate lines etched in the scale between pairs of elements. “Light to dark, earth to air, water to fire. The opposites. All contain a grain of their opposite and you would do well to keep that in mind. Then there are the major balances.” She traced the triangles. “Elves tend to light and air. Light. Air. Water. These make up one triangle. There are the stone folk of the mountains that tend to fire and earth.”

“The one of dark, fire, and earth.” He smiled up at her proudly, she couldn’t help but smile.

“Correct. Elves and the mountain folk are made of elements that do not need to fight for balance as they are elements that follow the same path. That’s why they are so long lived. And then there are humans,” she put her arm awkwardly around him as he snuggled into her side. “Humans combine all the elements in one ever shifting mass, which is why dragons came from them.”

“We came from them?” He was trying to sniff surreptitiously now, wanting to know this stranger’s scent.

“Yes. Long, long ago. In days forgotten, we came from them.” She pretended not to notice his actions.

“How’d we do that?”

“It’s said a man prayed to the spirits in the old days when there was more power in the world and elements were raw. He prayed for something to protect against the ravages of the wyverns and from the greatest warriors in the tribes the dragons were created.”

“How do we live so long if humans don’t?” He accepted it with the ease only a child could. She had actually argued with adult dragons on this point. Some believed dragons to be shaped from the raw elements and separate from the humans they were charged to protect, never mind all the connections between the two.

“In very simple terms, the ever shifting balance of the elements works against humans as they have a fixed form. We do not. That ability eases the battle. That is also why all shifters originally come from humans - selkies, the wolves, dragons, all of us.”

“Can I be a selkie when I grow up?”

Aislinn laughed.

“It doesn’t quite work that way.” She fastened the chain around his neck. “This necklace was your mother’s. I want you to have it.”

Enar glowed with delight, but the moment was ruined for Aislinn as the air grew heavy with a familiar presence. It wasn’t long before Kaienar cleared his throat.

“Papa! Look what she gave me! It was Mama’s!”

Kaienar was appropriately appreciative, but firmly ushered Enar out of the courtyard. Aislinn waited in the courtyard. She knew he would hunt her down if she left, so why delay the inevitable?

“We had an agreement.”

“He sought me out. I won’t turn him away if he does that, Kai.” On the inside, she petulantly screamed that their ‘agreement’ was more a dictatorship. Voicing that never helped.

“You bring chaos wherever you practice magic, I’d prefer you not bring him into it.”

“I bring chaos? Why? Because I learned to control my power without being bound to some school or master? Besides, I was not the one that ignored the rules of old magic and nearly caused two deaths. That was you.”

“Your brother-“

“Is not a part of this. None of them. And you know that. Rin and Daren do not practice most magic except in very rare, very controlled, or very desperate instances. As for Damian, his mistakes are in the distant past; that he will be paying for them eternally only makes him more cautious in the now. And you conveniently forget that to become any kind of a master, one must make mistakes. And he is an undisputed master of magecraft. The number of apprentices he turns away for that is astronomical. And whatever they have done is not what I have done.” Her jaw clenched and she looked away. It was so hard to hold back once he decided her family was open to critique. “You have always known who I am. What I am. What. I. Do. I dare say you knew it better than I when we decided to have Enar.” At the last she stared directly into his eyes. He dropped them to the side almost immediately. No matter his words, his entreaties, his explanations, he knew who was wrong in this.

“He will learn limited magic when he is of age, it is not necessary for him.”

“If you truly wished to avoid accidents, you would start him early. The worst accidents always come when someone plays with something they don’t truly understand. Like a half known tale of magic.” She ripped cherry blossoms off a branch, half angry with herself for the destruction of the tree but more angry at this situation. She was trapped like a caged animal and words and petty destruction was her only respite. Even then, she had to keep her voice low; she knew how some of her accusations could play out in Kai’s court. “Maybe you’re afraid his tutors won’t lie? If he seeks out skilled mages... or books... there are far too many paths that might lead him to the truth. And what if he’s a conduit? What then? Do you plan to wish his magic away? Or were you planning on locking your own son up?”

Kaienar growled and swept out of the courtyard. It wasn’t long before her nervous maids appeared, requesting she return to her room. She could see a pair of guards nearby, waiting for the word to move in if she refused the maids’ request. Foolishness. She liked Lily and Rose and had no desire to get those ladies in trouble, even if they did spend hours subtly trying to convince her to forgive Kaienar, or at the least overlook past wrongs.

“No worries, the honored prisoner will return to her cell” She spoke aloud and caught a brief scowl on one of the guards as she passed. She noted his features as he was not familiar to her, she’d need to find out his name later. It was good to keep track of who could understand her, especially if they had not an ounce of loyalty to her.

When she returned, the room was empty. She considered destroying the furnishings to vent her frustrations, but that did little for anyone in the long run. Instead, she leaned against the windowsill and slept, wrapped only in her thick travel cloak. One more day, one more night. She would survive.
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​Chapter 2 - Leavetaking
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Onyx boosted his pack up on his shoulders.

“You know, there are those that have been eyeing you. You could stay, enjoy the season. Get a wife.” Mer was following him as he helped Onyx tidy up his rooms for the season.

“And so could you.” He smiled up at his friend as he finished packing another bag.

“We were talking about you, elder brother.” Mer ruined his use of the honorific by sticking his tongue out. “Besides, your brother misses you as well because he can’t run away or enjoy the season.”

“I thought we were talking about potential wives and Dojaek understands my reasons to leave better than most.” Onyx paused, considering, and then packed a few more whale teeth he’d scavenged from a washed-up carcass. Similar items had proven popular with traders and sailors on his last trip. “Besides, I’m trying to find something for him.”

“I know, but some day you’ll need to stop running. And your family won’t let you keep running forever. You do know this, right?”

Onyx glared at his friend. Mer raised his hands.

“You leave earlier every year. And come back later. Even your rooms get lonely.”

“So does my other house. I have to keep both company. Ah, the difficulties of a double life.” Another smile, this one more forced. Onyx wanted his friend to stop making this trip more difficult. He couldn’t stay here. There was too much weighing on him. Selkie customs, family traditions, old failures, all too much.

“I think I’ll follow in a few weeks.” Mer locked Onyx’s door for him and reached up to tuck the key between roofing tiles. Onyx narrowed his eyes when he realized it was likely slightly out of his reach. He would repay his too-tall friend at a later date.

“Some day you’ll need to stop running. You know that, right?” Onyx tossed his friend’s words back at him as he slung his second bag over his shoulder and wondered if there was anything else he should bring.

“Some day. The bright squids rose from the deep early this year.” Mer was looking down the road towards his home. With his words, Onyx realized why his friend had been especially irritating as winter began to break. They had done the same in the spring Mer’s wife had drowned.

She’d been a beautiful cow, but so delicate. Most of the bulls had been off hunting, working together to herd and capture the early bounty of squid. Nobody was certain if she’d been craving fresh food after a winter of preserved fish or attempting to surprise her husband with his favorite treats when he returned from his hunt, but whatever the reason, the result was the same. Her body snagged in rocks near a well-known clam bed, the changing of the season mixed with the early shift of currents had created dangerous cross-currents.

Onyx had only just begun to prepare for his trek when it happened. That year was to be the first time he made this trip.

He had been the one to recover her from the tangle of rocks she had been caught upon; he was one of very few willing to risk it. Obstacles were less dangerous when a selkie was able to switch between forms as quickly as him and he could not stand and watch his friend’s pain while others held a frantic Mer back from the dangers.

Onyx could never forget the moment he laid her on the beach in front of his friend. To him, he was delivering misery to a good friend. To Mer, after the initial grief, Onyx was a friend of friends he could never quite repay. Onyx had remained weeks longer than he intended for Mer and the tragedy had become a strange and irrevocable bond between them.

Onyx glanced up and realized he was far from the only one remembering that moment. He tossed a pair of cloth-wrapped whale teeth at Mer who jumped in surprise when they smacked him.

“Those should get you some fine Dark Moon wine. It will be good for celebrating your arrival and I don’t have time to make a side trip for it. Bring no less than two bottles.” The quality of the teeth was worth at least four, possibly five with Mer’s haggling abilities.

“I will not forget them, elder brother.” Mer picked up the bundles and nodded his thanks.

Onyx turned towards the road to the sea. Time to leave home for a few months. Maybe this year he would find some of what he’d been seeking.
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​Chapter 3 - Unfond Farewell
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Aislinn sat up in the middle of the night and watched the moonlight play along the floor. She breathed deeply, trying to ignore the silence that always felt louder here. The air was heavy with the scent of flowers, mostly cherry blossoms and early lilacs. She missed the sweet scent of the lilies of the valley that would be blooming at home. The hardy plants she had planted had failed to thrive here, much like her. Kai was asleep on his stomach beside her, she let her fingers trace the pale claw marks trailing down his back.

“Hurt me never again, lest you hurt yourself.” She murmured the half remembered words and rose from the bed. The fine dress could stay on the floor, she’d find another. It was late enough she could eschew custom and return to port on horseback. She could also smell rain in the air, it seemed far away, but she hoped it would break over her on the ride to port. She could use the cleansing sensation it would provide.

Either way, if she left soon, the ship could easily catch the morning tides and be far away by the time the sun reached its peak. Sneaking away burned her pride, even though she was trained to be covert, but singed pride was better than any alternatives available. Her scars tingled as she began to dress; Kaienar was reaching out through their bond.

“I was hoping you would remain asleep.” She spoke without looking back.

“I was hoping you would stay.”

“I know, but I want to catch the tide and the port is a bit of a ride and...” She pulled her shirt over her head. She was babbling. Kaienar had managed to charm her during the day. A book of poetry he’d found and thought she’d enjoy. A gentle sparring match in the inner gardens - their bonds unfortunately kept them from more vigorous practice. He’d done a variety of little things like that; reminding her of old times and making everything harder. She almost felt guilty leaving, but the little voice of truth in the back of her mind would not let her stay. She trailed off for a moment when she realized she’d run out of explanations. “Why am I bothering? We both know why I’m leaving so fast.”

“Polite force of habit?” The slightest smile came to his face as he spoke and her heart twisted for a moment.

“Yes, I am unfailingly polite, High Lord.” She made a mock curtsy in breeches and boots, then found a shirt. He chuckled at her before his expression saddened.

“Our lives are long. Will you ever forgive me?”

“Maybe, but I won’t forget. And I’m not sure you’ll change. And that’s the true problem.” She slung a bag over her shoulders. It contained money and the few items she’d brought with her or bought here for those back home. The lavish trunks that had greeted her with the palanquin would remain. It was a part of this farce. He showered her with gifts, she came here and returned them. She’d keep only a few things; either to placate him or because it was something one of her siblings could use. She wished that in return for the refused gifts she could take back the bits of herself that this arrangement stole. Aislinn straightened her spine. Best not to wish for what could not be. She would leave this place as much herself as she ever was.

Kaienar followed her to the stables, cat quiet, but she felt his grey eyes on her without even looking back. She kept her back to him and saddled a horse in silence. To be fair, he could make leaving a thousand times harder.

He could make her walk or wait for a palanquin or declare the horse stolen and have soldiers go after her. She was one part grateful that he wasn’t and one part angry at her gratitude. The small kindnesses could never make up for him ignoring her will. She led the horse to the outer courtyard, feeling relief - and anger at her relief - when she didn’t hear a second set of hooves. He wasn’t going to attempt to ride with her this time. It made it much harder to board the boat when they rode side by side and conversed. She mounted the horse, back stiff, fighting the urge to turn back.

“Goodbye, Aislinn, my heart.”

“Fare thee well, High Lord Bryndagr. Long may your kingdom last.” She threw out the formal farewell and urged the horse forward as quick as she dared in the moonlight.
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​Chapter 4 - Delays
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Aislinn reached port long before the night reached the grey hours that were neither night nor day. She felt the knots in her spine loosen a slight bit when she recognized the ship she’d arrived on. A few coins to a night hostler to care for the horse until it was picked up by Kai’s people and she bid the animal farewell.

She pulled her scarf up to cover her face as she walked along the docks. Without it, the smell of fish and the heavy tang of blood thick in the air was almost overwhelming. Whaling ships, new to port, was her first guess. Or perhaps a cargo of seals; possibly worse if the port authorities could be bribed enough. Though skin-hunting would be a risky trade here; bringing shifter carcasses through Minado was punishable by a long, slow death as dragons ran this port and had little tolerance for such trade. Perpetrators caught here would be skinned inch by inch or spend a moon cycle locked in cells near the tideline - repeatedly near drowning til the highest tides finally came and finished the job.

She was relieved that the scent died down closer to her vessel. The captain was awake and leaning on the railing, carving a whale’s tooth. He looked up from his scrimshaw as she hailed him.

“I cannot for the life of me figure why they can’t let you stay a few more days once you’ve delivered the diplomatic paperwork and lovely bribes. Very undiplomatic, if you ask me.” His neatly trimmed and curled mustache accentuated his frown.

“I didn’t, Hanjib, but if you knew lords better, you’d want to run as well. Stay too long and you might say something undiplomatic, or worse, become a lord yourself, and then where would we be?” She grinned at him and he shook his head. He’d run this trip enough times to be more than vaguely aware that it was more than the claimed paperwork, but he never asked beyond that. Despite his teasing, they both knew he was happier not knowing. Captain Hanjib Lascore was a professional. Part of why her brothers hired him repeatedly. He had a point though, even with a skilled windworker, it was nearly a month gone with the round trip. “Any word from the twins?”

“Not by glass or wing. No orders or errands, and the way the air is feeling I’ll not be changing my path once we leave port. Leastways, not for them.” He looked to the sky.

“Duly noted. I’ll do my best to stay out of the way once we’ve set sail.”

“You’re useful. I’ve crewman I’d rather stay out of the way more than you.” He delivered this high praise and was back to scrimshaw by lantern.

“Thank you.”

He grunted in response as she passed.

She went to the tiny cabin that was hers on these trips and dropped her bag on the narrow bunk. As far as she was concerned, her cabin was heaven. It was just her in here; no lords, no gossip, no customs to observe. She let her body rest for a moment, inhaling the sweet scent of fresh reeds filling the mattress. Despite the short time in port, they’d managed to freshen her bedding. She realized the room smelled of lilies of the valley as well and turned her head to look at the tiny desk. A sprig of white flowers was in a tiny glass vial with a wax seal on a ribbon around its neck. Two dragons pressed back to back, fierce and ready for enemies from all sides; the deAvaric crest, her crest. She fumbled with the drawer beneath the desk and withdrew a silk and sheepskin wrapped bundle. She unwrapped it carefully, revealing an obsidian mirror.

Aislinn cut her finger on the jagged edges of the mirror and streaked the blood across the surface. As it soaked into the glass, the dark surface turned clear. An image of her brother, Damian, appeared in the glass. He was bent over a book and barely nodded to let her know he was aware of her. She remained silent for a moment while he completed whatever he had been reading. She didn’t question the nearness of the glass to him. Damian was amazingly prescient, it would have been more surprising had no one been waiting.

“Another season completed?”

“Yes, unfortunately it does not look to be the last,” she sighed and worked another kink out of her neck.

“High Lord Bryndagr will someday realize he is no match for your stubbornness. He is not a complete fool.”

“I wish I were stubborn enough to ignore the pull.”

“Even you cannot stop the tides, little one.” As he spoke, he laced his fingers together to rest his chin on and leveled his gaze at the glass.

“I can fight them with my last breath.”

“And likely would. Have you news?”

“My return may be delayed, there is a storm moving in. Thank Daren for me?” She held up the vial with the lily.

“As long as you thank the captain for me. I am certain our dear brother’s request caused no end of difficulties for him.”

“I will, and I’ll also thank him for finding whatever oddities I’m sure you requested.” She smiled what felt like the first real smile in ages. “Have you any orders?”

“I thank the captain for the tasks he completes for me by compensating him generously and sending other patrons his way.” He fixed her with an irritated stare as he said this, then paused for a moment, considering. “And no, no work of note has come since your departure.”

She released the spell after a few more minutes of pleasantries and dozed off, only waking once they were underway. She strolled up top for air. The sky was calm, but oppressive; she could tell it was a false calm.

The promised storm hit mid-afternoon with a sudden fury that was far worse than expected. Driving sheets of rain cut straight to the bone with a soaking chill as waves tossed the ship about like a bit of driftwood and turned the deck sideways and back again. Aislinn was pressed into service when a member of the crew was knocked unconscious after being dashed against the deck. He was fortunate not to be washed overboard, he probably wouldn’t feel fortunate when he woke.

Her first assignment was to right a double foul up - cargo that should not have been secured topside was and it was secured in a manner that wasn’t recommended even for cargo meant to be on deck. Crates and barrels threatened to break loose and break other, more necessary things. Captain Lascore’s earlier comment now seemed less of a compliment to her and more an indictment of some of the newer crew, especially as she knew Hanjib had been driving them all day to prepare the ship for the storm.

There was a pause, merely a moment’s lull in the rain, but it was the only warning she had. Aislinn felt more than heard something off in the creaking of ropes and wood behind her and jerked back, narrowly avoiding the loose boom that hit the crates with the force of a battering ram. Unfortunately, cargo could not jump out of the way as well; crates and barrels tumbled over the railing. Ropes, netting, and chunks of railing whipped about like living things, snagging Aislinn and dragging her down with them. There wasn’t time to untangle herself from her work before she hit the water.

Some part of her registered the shouts when her head broke the surface the first time, but the crewman had to save themselves and their ship. The tangled mass of flotsam wasted no time in pulling her under again. It was hopeless, she wanted to give up, but by sheer instinct, she switched to her dragon form. The snarled mass jerked her back. Wet ropes refused to tear under her claws and instead tore raw patches through scale and skin as she fought with them. Sometimes the bits of cargo would help in her battle for air, other times they rolled over her, pushing her down until her lungs nearly burst.

Afternoon must have passed into endless night, but there was little change in the darkness to her. Muscles screamed with fatigue until she could barely force her limbs to move at all. She was still fully dragon when her feet touched bottom. A brief rush of energy and hope drove her a little further shoreward, but it did not last long. She was further from land than expected and her right hind leg was no longer cooperating. Her body gave out a few feet from a pebbled beach. A wave pushed the flotsam the last few feet and Aislinn was
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