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Plumes of sweetness touched the air.

Something was different tonight.

The scent of the sea rolled around him, bracing. It ran its briny fingers through the breeze, as if seeking out this other, foreign, floral waft... gone in an instant. 

The sea: it was his anchor. Elgart, bearded, tapping his pipe against the edge of the stern, was a dealer in the Known. Solid objects, cargo that could be weighed in the hands, that had a measurable mass and a practical use. 

He sniffed, turning his weathered blue eyes to the fading horizon. Gone were the days when traders of the Unknown were permitted on these shores: elusive wooden boxes containing things which couldn’t truly be boxed. Wishes, dream-casts, bad memories to be thrown overboard in the distant Ocean of Forgetfulness, under an overcast sky so the stars wouldn’t see. The ship gypsies—the shipsies—who were rumoured to still dabble in these trades, making dark deals to glitter their palms with gold; they were gone from this now-respectable port. The managers knew Elgart well enough to leave him to his own devices on a Tuesday night, recognising he was already home on his modest schooner, had nowhere to go back to. He’d keep an eye open for any illegal or Unknown goings-on.

Elgart’s sneer flashed white in the moon-haze. Tonight, he was the illegal activity.

Footsteps and low voices. He tensed, glad he hadn’t thought to light his lantern yet, until he caught the silhouettes of two people, heads huddled close together. Just a couple strolling past. His hand rose to tip his cap at them as they passed, but they were too engrossed in each other to notice the likes of him. Since leaving his normal life behind—a wife, a half-shipsie, never satisfied with anything he brought home, and a son, grown up now, old enough to not need him around—Elgart had begun to feel increasingly invisible.

Like his secret. 

Behind him, ropes dabbed the water. Out there, not far behind his low schooner and tethered tightly, was his other vessel, the Midnight. Only when the moon rose to its highest point—not long now—the ship would creak and sway into view. The perfect vessel for trade in the Unknown. Something that could hide from real life, even better than he did.

*
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The woman had come by the Swinging Lantern tavern yesterday, wrapped almost head to ankle in an indigo cloak, only her nose and mouth sticking out. Even in the smoke-fog, her figure struck Elgart as being strange enough—too strange, for him to be seen talking to without pricking suspicion. Why couldn’t these Unknown traders learn to dress normally, for Pete’s sake? He gritted his teeth under his thick moustache and strode past her, his eyes cast elsewhere, and gave a low flick of his fingers that only she would notice. True, if she followed him straight away it might be obvious, except that all the locals were busy laughing at each other’s jokes, and misty-eyed with beer and rum. Better just to get her out of there before anyone had a chance to really look at her. 

As Elgart stepped outside and turned left, the punters’ beer-slurred voices gave him a jump, they were so close through the open window.

“Like a tiny stone it was—and it was a kraken’s egg!”

“Naah! That was just your wife’s heart, that was. Cold and hard.”

“Oi, watch it!”

Elgart rolled his eyes and kept going. But like any other captain worth their salt, he kept his boat swept clear of loose stones, not because they might turn out to be a kraken’s egg when they touched the water (how ridiculous!) but in case an Unknown trader, having certain beliefs, came on to inspect before a deal. No point making the customer uncomfortable. Same reason Elgart never set sail on a Friday nor whistled on his boat, although he stopped short of getting the anchor tattoo so beloved of sailors in these parts. 

There was something about the sea that stirred superstition in even the hardiest of folk. It was best to fall in step with the locals, if you didn’t want to stand out.

Left again, up the side of the building. As the voices faded into the night, it occurred to Elgart that the only sound besides the distant rush of the sea was his own boots crunching on the gravel. He began to doubt his little customer had got the message, but didn’t dare turn until he was under the sheltered darkness of the trees—where only a trader well-versed in the secrets of the Unknown would be sure to trace his outline away from the pub’s homely lights.

Finally, by the ancient oak, he turned—and jolted back a step. 

“What the—”

The figure stood less than an arm’s length away. She must have tailed him like a shadow all the way. Not a she: the cloak thrown back, Elgart stared into the pointed face of a male elf.

For a few seconds measured in heart beats, they stood in silence. Perhaps the creature was giving Elgart the necessary grace for his human eyes to adjust. The quiet glow the elf now emitted was a mere shimmer, a silver sparkle, like a handful of distant starlight cast over his skin; or pushing up from under it.

Elgart took a breath to speak, but the soft earth scents of the woodland floor crept into his lungs, touched with a floral perfume, and a pang of déjà vu. A strange yearning swept over him. So far from home, or so it felt. Without the nod and sway of the sea under his boots, he felt unsteady.

The scented cloud dispersed, and the elf’s sharp features clarified as his skin flickered more brightly with silver pinpricks.

Elgart’s head began to whir. This elf. What was he doing here, so far from sacred land?

The creature spoke. “I need a lift. Tomorrow night.”

A lift? Elgart frowned. He wasn’t used to company on his schooner—and definitely not his Midnight. It was impossible, surely, but suspicion rose, a spike in his chest, that the elf knew about his invisible secret. “There’s not much space on my schooner once I’ve filled her up. What cargo have you got? I’ve already got several orders on the go...”

“I understand you have a ship that belongs to the sea.” Spoken so lightly, and directly.

Elgart tensed, but he neither affirmed nor denied it. So: the elf knew about the Midnight. But maybe it couldn’t be helped. Elves knew about all manner of magical things; that was their business, their way. It was also their way to speak about almost everything as if it were a part of everything else, tied together by some mystical connection.

Not his problem.

“Huh. You might say all ships belong to the sea...” Elgart trailed off. The elf had bent down to unlace his boots, wincing slightly, and set them aside.

“What’s with the boots?” said Elgart.

“These... footwear. I wear them to blend in. But I cannot listen properly, with these human things covering my feet. They disconnect me from the earth.”

“You listen with your feet?” Elgart bit back a chuckle. 

But the elf’s cheekbones seemed to sharpen as he retorted. “The ways of elves are no business of yours, human.”

Elgart folded his arms across his chest, sucking in a breath. It was reassuring to know how strong he must look to this waif of a creature with its delicate, star-pricked skin.

“I might say the same thing about elves poking their noses into my business. So, I’m curious now. What is this ‘lift’ you want from me so badly, that you come to find me in the Swinging Lantern—in this... You call this a disguise?” 

Elgart spread his hand to the indigo cloak, and the boots on the ground, his cheeks warming as his irritation flared. “And how much are you prepared to pay me, considering you’ve already thrown insults into the deal, as well?”

The elf bristled, his skin flashing as if in annoyance. Elgart just stopped himself from flinching, though he couldn’t help but blink fast at that white light, before he noticed the elf’s shoulders had slumped in resignation.

“I will speak the truth. I am sick, according to the laws of our culture. I fell in love with a human woman. She enjoyed my company for a while, but then...” He shook his head, glancing at Elgart’s unfolding arms, then away, his cheeks flushed an ordinary pink. He looked almost human.

Elgart swallowed his shock at this sudden candidness. “There was... someone else?”

The elf nodded. “I was made to stay here by my kind, to carry out menial tasks. It is a deep disgrace to do what I did. But that time is over now.” His arms dangled helplessly at his sides, palms spread open. “I must make my way back. I must return to our island of starlight, where I can drink from pocket leaves once more, and recover completely from what should never have happened.”

Elgart had no idea what ‘pocket leaves’ were, but he was actually beginning to sympathise with this creature. His woman left him for another man? He knew how that felt. That is, he’d long suspected his wife’s straying attentions, though he’d never been able to prove it. He’d got out before he could know for sure. The distrust that had grown between them was enough, an insurmountable wall.

And here they both stood, elf and human, exiled from their previous lives. Although to be fair, Elgart had more dignity, in making his own choice to start afresh.

The elf cut across his thoughts. “The way to the island is secret and I can only get there by a magical vessel. I must therefore ask that I steer the ship without you seeing where she goes.”

It was a few long beats before understanding stirred in Elgart’s mind, turning like a clock’s hand. “You want me to hide below deck, on my own ship, while you take the helm?” The idea of it snaked inside his gut. And yet, what was the real risk, exactly?

The elf’s skin flashed with anxiety, his voice rising. “The island is sacred and the way cannot be revealed to any non-elf. It is a law I cannot break, punishable by death. I am tethered by the magic and the laws of our people...”

“Yes, yes.” Elgart swatted this away; he’d heard all this ‘tethering’ stuff before. There was a repetitive motto about magic’s promise ‘binding with its binds’, something like that. Shipsies liked to stitch it into pretty handkerchiefs—both a warning and a joke, since they could bend and reshape the laws of elvish magic however they liked—allegedly. Either way, Elgart didn’t need to hear the well-worn phrase again.

“How much, then, for this special favour? Hiding out on my own ship? Lending you the helm? Shall we say, ten gold pieces?”

The elf narrowed his eyes. “I have no money, though I carry some items of high magical value. If you lend me your ship for one night—staying on the lower deck for the journey there and back—I’ll send a wind that will push her home—I will lend you one of three items. Your chosen item will find its way back to me within seven days, when I call it, but that’s long enough for its gift to imbue and leave a long-term effect on you.

“Your choices: a belt buckle that will give you faith.” The elf parted his cloak on one side and spread a glowing palm to the silver
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