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​CHAPTER ONE​
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THERE WERE A LOT OF things Aven didn't know about living on land. He knew that. He accepted that, just as he accepted the fact that he knew so little about living on land that what he did know was dwarfed by the many, many things that he didn't know. Not to mention the things that he didn’t know that he didn't know. Ignorance was annoying. 

There was, however, one thing that he could have done without learning.

Falling off a horse hurts!

He sprawled in the dusty road, glaring up at the horse that seemed to be studying him with placid confusion. The horse was a mare, Memfis had told him, and docile enough for a novice rider. Her name was Cloud, and she stood over Aven, as if to ask, “What are you doing down there? I thought we were past that.”

“Aven?” Owyn had turned his horse and came back down the road. “Are you all right? What happened?”

Aven slowly got to his feet, grumbling. “I’m fine. Just bruised, I think.” He caught Cloud’s dangling reins. She snorted and rubbed her nose against his sleeve, and he scratched the star on her forehead. “I’ll be sore later, but it’s not the first time.”

Owyn didn’t look convinced. “You haven’t fallen off in days. Are you sure you’re all right?”

Memfis joined them, leading Aria’s horse and their packhorse. He drew his big horse up next to Cloud, studied Aven, then said, “You fell asleep, didn’t you?”

Aven looked down as his face warmed. That was exactly what had happened. “I think so,” he answered.

Memfis nodded. “You’ve been looking a little drawn since we moved out of the trees and we had to put the hammock away. Still having trouble sleeping on the ground?”

“It was fine the first two nights,” Aven said. “Last night, though?” He shrugged. “Not sure why—” His voice trailed off as Aria circled low and landed on the road nearby.

“Why did you stop?” she asked as she joined them, tossing her dark braids back over her shoulder. “Is something wrong?”

“Aven just learned it takes skill to sleep on a horse,” Memfis answered. “He’s not broken.” He looked around. “Did you see anything?”

Aria shook her head. “We’re still not being followed. Nor do I see any structure that’s not a ruin.”

Memfis swore softly. They’d been on the road ten days, and their supplies were starting to run low. “I had no idea things were this bad outside Forge,” he said. He gestured widely, taking in the brown and barren fields around them. “The last time I rode this way at this time of year, this was farmland. These fields were ready for the harvest.”

“When was that?” Owyn asked. “Because there have been food shortages in Forge since I was still on the streets.”

Memfis grumbled, then nodded. “Point made. It’s been too long. But you’d think that this sort of thing would be more widely known—”

“It is,” Owyn interrupted. “When you have to make the choice about paying for a roof over your head, or paying for a meal? It’s known. Food prices have been going up and up for a long time now. Best meal I ever had was the first one under your roof, Mem. When you’ve always had coin, you don’t notice as much how expensive things are getting. Especially when it creeps up a little at a time.”

Memfis’ frown deepened. “I thought I was paying better attention than that. I thought I was keeping an eye on things.”

“In Forge, you were,” Aria said. “But if, as you said, all of the news wasn’t getting to Forge? What would you have done differently?”

Memfis nodded. “That doesn’t change the fact that I should have paid better attention.” He looked around. “I’ve been keeping my head down, waiting for you all. But that means I haven’t seen what’s been happening outside my own walls.”

“We’ll be all right, Mem,” Owyn said. “How much further to the healing center?”

Memfis looked up at the sky, then down the road. He shook his head. “Three, maybe four days. But we’re low on supplies. That dead village we rode through two days ago was supposed to be where we resupplied.”

“Can we hunt?” Aven asked. “Aria, have you seen any game at all?”

“I’ve seen very little game from up high, but I was paying more attention to looking for hunters,” Aria answered. “Regardless, if there’s nothing for game to eat, there’s no game for us to eat.” 

Memfis frowned. He looked around. Then he nodded. “Aven, mount up. I know where we’ll spend the night tonight. It’s a bit out of the way, but it’ll be safe and we’ll be able to hunt.”

“It’s still early, though,” Owyn protested. “We got a lot of ground to cover.”

“We’re stopping early,” Memfis said, in a voice that brooked no argument. “And we need to figure out what our next step will be. I’ve been running on faulty information. We need to rethink. I need to rethink. No. No, I need to think, and properly plan, and that was never something I was any good at. Aria, ride with us a little.”

Aria nodded. She went to Aven’s side and slipped her arm around his waist. “Are you sure you’re all right?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” Aven answered, putting his arm around her and pulling her close. “Just tired. And now a little sore.”

“We need to get you used to sleeping on the ground,” Owyn said. “We can’t always use the hammock. You want to ride with me a bit? You can nap, and I can keep you from falling again.”

“I appreciate it, but I’m awake now,” Aven answered. He sighed and shook his head, reaching for his water skin. The warm, salty water tasted good, and he drank deeply before sealing the bottle and slinging it from his saddle. “All right. Let’s go.”

Aria kissed his cheek, then went and mounted her own horse. Aven smothered a yawn and hauled himself back into Cloud’s saddle.

“Where are we going?” he called.

“Someplace where you might just be able to get a full night’s sleep,” Memfis answered. He led them down the road, then onto what looked to be a rarely used trail that branched off from the northern road, veering west. Owyn guided his horse alongside Cloud, riding knee to knee with Aven.

“You’re sure—”

“I’m fine, Mouse,” Aven said with a laugh. “A little bruised is all.”

“You can fix that, though,” Owyn said. “Right?”

“No,” Aven answered. “Have to let it heal on its own.”

“What?” Aria brought her horse up on his other side. “Why? Why should you be uncomfortable?”

“Because healers can’t work on themselves,” Aven answered. “I’m not entirely sure what would happen. I asked my father once, and all he said was ‘Don’t even think of it.’ He called it Healer Rule One. So I’m guessing it’s bad.”

Owyn grimaced. “That could get ugly, couldn’t it?” he asked. “Healing power gone very, very wrong?”

“What was it you said, back in Forge? Six heads and no ears?” Aven grinned. “I don’t think it would be that bad, but I’m guessing that the wounds wouldn’t heal right. So I’ll be purple from my hip to my shoulder for a few days. I’ve had worse.”

“I like purple,” Aria said, softly enough that Aven wasn’t sure anyone but him heard it. 

Until Owyn snorted and added, “Me, too.”

Aven looked at Aria, at her small smile and high color. Then he glanced at Owyn, who was grinning. No, no, the other man wasn’t grinning. He was leering. 

Well, they had been on the road for ten days, traveling constantly, and had no privacy to speak of. Aven snickered and shook his head.

“You both can take a nice, close look later,” he said. Aria giggled, which started Aven and Owyn both laughing. Memfis glanced back at them, shook his head, and kept riding.

***
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THE TRAIL LED NORTH and west, and gradually down, and long before they could see it, Aven could smell salt water. 

“Memfis, are we camping tonight near the sea?” he called.

“You’ll see,” Memfis called back. “The trail is going to get steep. Go slow, and single file, and let your horse pick her footing.”

Aven frowned, looking at Owyn. “Do you know where we’re going?”

“Not a clue,” Owyn answered. “I’ve never been more than a mile outside Forge before. This is all new to me, too. When we get onto the trail, lean back. It’ll help. And let the reins go loose. Cloud and Star will follow Memfis and Dasher.”

It did help, but Aven still felt as if his horse was going to slip and tumble all the way down the steep high-walled trail. It turned sharply, then turned again. “Owyn?”

“It’s all right,” Owyn called from behind and above him. He was at the rear of the line, following Aria.  “It’s a switchback. Keeps it from being too steep. The trail to the coal yards is like this. Worse, because you have to do that one with a cart.”

“I do not want to do something like this in a cart,” Aria called out. “Or on a horse. There is a reason I have wings.”

“It’s not bad,” Owyn said. “Just let Star and Cloud do the work.” 

Aven clung to his saddle-horn and tried to trust that Cloud wasn’t going to fall, but it was hard. He thought about closing his eyes and waiting for it to be over, but decided that, if he was going to fall to a certain death, he wanted to be able to see it. Another sharp turn led to another trail that seemed to turn almost immediately, as Memfis vanished from view. Then Cloud took the turn, and Aven saw the sea for the first time since he and Aria arrived in Forge.

The trail opened out into a cove — seaside plants gave way to a white sand beach. Small waves kissed the shore with the crash and hiss that was almost as welcome to Aven as his parents’ voices would have been. He tore his gaze from the water to see that Memfis had dismounted, and was leading Dasher over. He took hold of Cloud’s bridle and grinned up at Aven.

“Were you waiting for an invitation?” he asked. Aven gaped at him, then looked back at the water.

“I can swim?” he asked. “I can change?”

“Go on. Just bring something up to eat.” 

Aven swung down from his saddle and started toward the water. It felt strange to be walking on sand and not feeling it, so he stopped and tugged his boots off, leaving them where they fell. He stopped at the high water line in the sand, and started to unbuckle the harness that held his swords. 

“Are you not going to wait for us?” Aria called. Aven turned and saw her and Owyn coming toward him.

“Are you going to swim?” Aven asked. He laid his swords down on the sand, then took off his carry-bag and his vest. “Owyn, do you want me to teach you?”

“Nah, you go ahead and hunt. I’ll watch,” Owyn said. “Memfis is going to take care of the horses, so someone has to stay on watch. That’ll be me.”

Aria laughed. “But what will you be watching? The trail, or us?”

“I never said I was going to watch the trail,” Owyn answered, and Aven laughed. 

“Aven, go on,” Aria said. “Go be in the deep.”

“Don’t leave the cove!” Memfis shouted. “Not unless you have to in order to hunt!”

“I’ll need something to hunt with,” Aven said, stopping as he was about to strip off his trousers.  “Aria, may I borrow one of your javelins? It’s close enough to my fishing spear.”

“Of course!” Aria ran up the beach to where Memfis was taking the tack off their horses. She came back carrying one of the short javelins that Memfis had given her. They were one of the weapons of choice of the Air tribe, and Aria had shown herself to be skilled with them when there was still game that they could hunt. Aven folded his trousers and laid them aside, then accepted both the javelin and a kiss from Aria. 

“Do I get one, too?” Owyn asked. Aven grinned. He leaned down and kissed Owyn, then turned and headed out into the water.

***
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OWYN WATCHED AS AVEN dove in and vanished. The sight made him slightly nauseous, but he wasn’t going to show it. Not in front of Aria. He turned back to her and blinked — she had reached up to unfasten the buttons across her shoulders.

“Want help?” he offered. “And you’re going into the water?”

“It’s the closest thing to a bath we have,” she answered. She knelt in the sand so that he could more easily reach; once the panel was unfastened, she took off the wrapped jacket and bent to take off her boots. “And to tell the truth, I miss swimming with him. He’s beautiful in his sea form, Owyn.”

“Will I be able to see it?” Owyn asked. “From here?”

“You could come closer to the water,” Aria said. “Or... those rocks, over there? Let’s go there. You can stay on the rocks and watch from there. You’ll be able to see more.  I will swim, then I will join you on the rocks. And when he comes up, it will be a good place for Aven to change.”

Owyn looked where she was pointing. The rocks looked as if they’d tumbled from the top of the high cliffs that curved around one side of the cove, and formed a jagged platform that extended out into the water. It looked solid enough. He didn’t need to go far. And the water certainly couldn’t be that deep — the end of the rockfall wasn’t that far from shore....

“All right,” he said slowly. “That doesn’t look too bad.” 

Aria kissed his cheek and waded out into the water. Once she was facing away from him, Owyn took a deep breath and rubbed his hands on his thighs — his palms were sweat-sodden. He swallowed, then headed for the rocks.

It wasn’t as bad as he’d feared. The rocks were close enough to the shore that walking on them wasn’t much different from walking on some of the areas of cracked and broken pavement in the poorer areas of Forge. As he got farther out, he could almost imagine he was climbing over rocks at the coal fields. Almost. There wasn’t a cold water spray from waves crashing on the rocks at the coal fields. He tried not to think about it, looking at where Aria was splashing in the water. She’d combed out her long braids, and her wet hair clung to her skin. There was water dripping from her feathers.

“Can you fly with wet wings?” he called.

“Not well, but I should not need to,” she called back. “And I will come up there and sun them dry.” She smiled up at him. “I will not stay in the water too long. It’s cold. You can tell that it’s late in the year and winter is coming. In the mountains, it would be snowing already. Does it snow here?”

“Snow? Only once in a while. Not often.  Mostly it rains here in the winter. It doesn’t get cold enough to snow. What we do get probably isn’t anything like what you get in the mountains.” Owyn said. He moved to the center of one of the large rocks and crouched on his heels. “It’s nice and warm up here on the rocks. Shouldn’t take you long to get warm and dry. How long will he be out there, do you think?”

Aria dunked herself under the water, then swam toward the rocks and climbed up onto them. “As long as it takes for him to catch something,” she offered. “Although I think we may have a hard time getting him to come out of the water. I can fly whenever I wish. He can only be his true self in the deep.” She stretched out on her stomach next to Owyn, spreading her wings wide and pillowing her head on her arms. “The days we were out on the canoe, between when we left the island and when we first saw Mannon’s ships, those were good days. He taught me to swim, and we played in the water. Aven taught me to clean fish, and to eat oysters from the shell. His family treated me as if I were one of their own, and we were happy. Since we reached Forge, there’s been a tension to him, like a bowstring pulled too tight. I worry that he might snap. This will help.” She looked up at him and smiled. “You help.”

“Do I?” Owyn murmured. 

“You share the weight. It will be easier, when we find the others, I think.” Aria closed her eyes and sighed. “The sun feels good.”

Owyn looked at her, admiring the lines of her, the curve of her back down to her waist, and the sweet, soft flare of her hips to her arse. She’d told both Aven and him that she wouldn’t have sex with either of them until she was sure that she would not come away pregnant. He admired her restraint — he didn’t think he’d have been able to say no. Not when faced with two people who both adored him and who were willing to do whatever it took to make him happy.  He closed his eyes, remembering the big bed back in Meris’ house, being in Aven’s arms, with Aria touching them both. He’d stopped them then, before they’d gone too far, because he wasn’t sure that his need was his own, or the remnants of the drugs he’d been fed. Now he regretted it. 

He heard Aria gasp, and looked up in time to see the long, sinuous form arch out of the water. Aven’s tail gleamed in the sun, looking like molten silver as he dove back down into the water. Aria burst out laughing.

“Did you see him?” she asked. “Isn’t he beautiful?”

“Yeah,” Owyn breathed, and shifted, trying to ease the ache in his groin.

He was definitely regretting stopping now. 
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​CHAPTER TWO
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AVEN REAPPEARED, AND swam toward the shore. Owyn hadn’t noticed Memfis standing near the edge, not until his adopted father waded into the water and took a long string of fish and the javelin from Aven. He waved one hand toward the rocks; Aven smiled. He waved, then disappeared. Owyn leaned forward, seeing a flash of silver in the water. Then Aven surfaced at the base of the rocks. He pulled himself up out of the water, onto the lowest of the tumbled rocks. Then he made a face.

“Oh,” Aria laughed. “He can’t get up here. We should go down.”

“Down?” Owyn echoed. “Down, closer to the water, down?” He swallowed. “I...”

“Owyn, what’s wrong?” Aria rested her hand on his shoulder. “You’ve gone pale.”

“I... don’t like the water, is all,” he said, trying to control the shaking in his voice. “I’ll wait here.”

Aria touched his cheek and looked into his eyes. Without turning, she raised her voice, “We’ll wait for you here, Aven.”

Owyn looked away, and saw Aven’s eyes had widened. “You’ve gone and worried him,” he said softly. 

“That’s only fair,” Aria answered. “You’ve worried me.”

Owyn looked back at her. “Because I don’t like water?”

“You were fine in the baths,” Aria said. “But you do not swim, and you will not go near the sea. You’re frightened, and we can both see it.”

“It’s... it’s nothing,” Owyn stammered. He shook his head, pulling away from Aria and getting up. “It’s really nothing. I’m going back to shore—”

“Stay.”

The word was croaked, the voice unrecognizable. Owyn saw Aven frowning at him. He pointed at Owyn, then at the rock. Then he raised his brows. The message was clear; Owyn stuck his tongue out at Aven and sat down, then laughed when Aven nodded.

“He can’t talk yet, right?” he asked Aria. When she nodded, he frowned, thinking about his reading. “The Waterborn, they can’t talk when they’re changed. That’s the trade-off, the books say. They go underwater, they give up their voices. So how do they communicate underwater? What do they do?”

“You’ll have to ask him,” Aria said. “I never asked.” She pressed against his side, sliding one arm around his back. “It will be a few minutes before he has changed enough to climb up. Relax. No one is asking you to go into the water. You’re safe here with me.” She rested her head on his shoulder, her wet hair making his shirt damp. He hesitated for a moment, then put his arm around her and pulled her closer. 

“You’re cold,” he said. “You should put something on.”

“This isn’t cold to me,” Aria replied. “And if I went to put something on, then I would leave you alone. That is something I am not willing to do. I can wait.”

Owyn smiled, looking over at Aven. The silver and pearl scales were fading back to olive skin, but his legs hadn’t separated yet. All at once, Owyn understood Aven’s discomfort about wearing trousers.

“We need to get him back into a kilt as soon as we can,” he said softly. “Trousers aren’t fair to him.”

“Once we reach the healing center, perhaps he will be able to wear what he wishes,” Aria murmured. “It should be safe enough. Do you smell something?”

Owyn nodded, looking back toward shore. There was a fire burning, and Memfis was doing... something. “Looks like Mem is cook tonight.”

“Memfis is a good cook,” Aria said. “Aven, can you speak yet?’

“Almost,” Aven answered, his voice sounding almost normal. “I’ll climb up in a minute.”

“What did you bring up?”

“I’m not sure,” Aven admitted. “They’re not fish I’m familiar with. They look like moon-fish, but they’re not the same color.”

“They smell good, whatever they are,” Owyn said. He looked down at Aven, cocking his head to the side. “What does it feel like?”

Aven looked puzzled. He looked down at his legs, then back up at Owyn. “Normal?”

Owyn grinned. “Right. Stupid question.”

“Not a stupid question, Mouse,” Aven corrected. “I just can’t answer it. I don’t have anything to compare it to.” He said up and ran his hands down his legs, rotating his ankles. “I have feet again,” he said, and got up. He climbed up the rocks and sat down on Owyn’s other side, pressing against him. He leaned down and kissed Owyn, then stretched across and kissed Aria. “Now, explain. You looked a lot like you did in your grandmother’s garden, when Fandor showed up.”

“I wasn’t that bad!” Owyn protested. He scowled down at his hands, then sighed. “What do you know about being a Smoke Dancer?”

“Nothing,” Aven replied immediately. “You don’t talk about it. None of you talk about it. All I really know is you do something with smoke blades.”

Owyn snorted. “I’ll show you. Later. And... Aria, did Mem tell you about the waking vision yet?”

Aria nodded, her expression somber. “He explained.”

Owyn looked back out at the water. “The waking vision... I had mine about a month after Mem took me in. Woke up screaming, which was impressive, because I was convinced I couldn’t breathe.” He forced his gaze from the sea and turned to look at Aven. There was deep concern in the Waterborn’s hazel eyes. “The first vision that a Smoke Dancer has is how they are going to die.”

Aven blinked, and his jaw dropped. He looked horrified. “You... that’s horrible!”

“It’s the trade-off,” Owyn said. “You trade your voice for your tail, and you can heal anyone but yourself. That’s the price of the gift. The price of visions is knowing when your end is coming.” He nodded toward the sea. “That’s my end. I drown. Someday. Dunno when. There wasn’t much in the way of time hints. Just... water. Lots and lots of salt water. I mean, I could taste it.” He closed his eyes, remembering being unable to move, the weight on his chest, struggling to breathe...

Abruptly, he was being lifted to his feet. He jerked, staring at Aven. He hadn’t felt Aven move. 

“What?”

“We’re going to shore,” Aven said. “And I won’t ask you again about teaching you to swim.” He looked past Owyn. “Take his other arm?”

Owyn snorted, trying to pull his arm away from Aven. “I don’t need to be carried. I can walk!” he protested. Aven ignored him. So did Aria, taking his other arm, and they escorted him off the rocks and away from the water. Memfis stood by the fire, watching them. 

“Something I should know about?” he asked as they came closer. 

Owyn finally managed to pull his arms free. He glared up at Aven, who just grinned at him. Then he turned back to Memfis. “I told them about my waking vision.”

“Oh,” Memfis breathed. “I see. You know, it might not be a bad idea to let Aven teach you to swim. I’d like to put that particular vision off as long as possible.”

Owyn looked back at Aven, who shook his head. “I said I wasn’t going to ask you again,” he said. “And I’m not. If you ask me, though, I won’t say no.”

“I’m not going to ask,” Owyn said. He shuddered. “I’m just not going anywhere near the water. It’s not like I have to go out on a boat or anything, right?”  Aven nodded and walked away, heading down the beach toward the pile of his clothes. Owyn frowned. “He’s not angry at me, is he?”

“No,” Aria answered. “I think he’s more worried for you. I think Memfis is right. But it has to be your decision.” She sighed and rested her cheek on his shoulder. “He is a good teacher.”

“I said no,” Owyn answered. For a long moment, the only sounds were the waves and the crackling of the fire. Then Aven came back up the beach. He had put on his trousers, but was carrying everything else. 

“Owyn, I was curious,” he said. “When you used the whip chain to fight Fandor, some of the movements looked very similar to how I use my hook swords.”

Owyn blinked. “Really?”

Aven nodded. “Would you show me? And your smoke blades? My mother told me that she was learning to dance with the smoke blades, and she was teaching Milon to use hook swords.”

Owyn nodded, started to turn to where their packs were stacked, then turned back. “Mem, is that all right? I can show him?”

“There are no rules against it,” Memfis answered. “And he’s right. Milon was teaching Aleia. So go ahead.” He looked around. “Aria, put some clothes on and help me? Or do you want to see more about the smoke blades?”

“I should learn more about Smoke Dancing,” Aria said. 

“But you should still put some clothes on,” Owyn called as he went to the packs and picked up his blades. When he turned back, Aria was looking quizzically at him. He grinned. “You’re distracting.”

She laughed, and went to collect her clothes. As she dressed, Aven looked around.

“The sand between the tide line and the water will probably be the best place to do this,” he suggested. “The wet sand is more compact, better for your footing.”

Owyn looked down the beach and nodded. The space of dark, wet sand was wide, and fairly level. And at worst, he’d get his ankles wet. “All right,” he agreed. “I’ll show you. Then you can show me.”

To his surprise, Aven snickered. “I thought we already did ‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,’” he said, and Aria giggled.

“That’s later,” Owyn answered. Aven grinned.

“You said you can fight with these?” Aria said as they walked down to the darker sands.

“I haven’t yet, but yeah,” Owyn answered. “They’re deceptive. By the time your brain registers where the blade is, it’s not there anymore. I’ll show you. Aven, take Trinket?”

Aven took the fire mouse from Owyn, and he and Aria both sat on the soft, dry sand on the far side of the border of dried seaweed that marked the tide line. Owyn tugged off his boots and walked further down to the wet sand, feeling the cold water between his toes. As Aven had said, it was better footing than the dry sand and he nodded slowly to himself as he started to spin his left-hand blade. He was far enough from the water’s edge that he could ignore it.

“Will it be anything like the whip chain?” Aven asked. “Will they disappear as you move?”

“No,” Owyn answered. “Just watch.” He took a deep breath through his nose, blowing it out his mouth. He did it again. Then he started to move, flowing into the smoke dance. The slow, graceful movements always reminded him of molten rock, or liquid metal as it was poured into a mold, and they did something for Owyn that nothing else ever could. They quieted his ever-racing thoughts, until all that was left in his mind was stillness. Nothing else that he’d ever tried had ever done that. Not strong alcohol, or narcotics, or sleep, or even sex. It was only when he was dancing, either in practice or seeking visions in the vents, that his mind quieted, that the constant chatter of his thoughts finally ceased. The better, Memfis had told him, for the visions to flow.

But the visions had never taken him outside the vents. So when one washed over him, he was completely unprepared, and fell into it completely.

***
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AVEN WAS WATCHING CLOSELY, comparing Owyn’s movements to his own when he danced the hook blades. Admiring the play of muscles in Owyn’s back and chest and arms, and the simple, fluid grace with which he moved. So he saw the moment where Owyn stopped dancing and started falling, and scrambled to his feet. 

“Memfis!” he shouted, and dashed to where Owyn had landed. He had dropped like a discarded doll, and lay sprawled on the wet sand, his smoke blades lying on either side of him. Aven reached for him, only to jump at Memfis’ shout.

“Don’t touch him!” Memfis ran up to them. “He’s caught a vision. He’ll come out of it in a minute. Just leave him.”

“Caught a vision?” Aven repeated. “Don’t you need smoke for that?”

Memfis took a deep breath and picked up the smoke blades. “Not always. Being in the vents helps — the smoke makes the visions stronger. But stronger Smoke Dancers just need the dance.  I don’t need to be in the vents. Neither did Milon. And Aria’s never been in the vents, either.”

“Then why did Owyn offer to dance for us,” Aria asked. “If it would take him like this?” She knelt in the sand next to Owyn, her hands clasped in her lap. To keep herself from touching him, Aven realized. 

“Owyn’s never had a vision outside the vents before,” Memfis answered. “He may not have realized that he was strong enough to do it. I certainly didn’t realize it, and he’s danced outside the vents for me ever since he started learning.” He frowned. “Something has changed.”

“What?” Aven asked. He looked up at Memfis, then back down at Owyn. “No, I know.”

“Us?” Aria asked. Aven nodded. 

“He changed because of us,” Aven agreed. “Because of you.” He smiled. “We both did.”

“You pushed him to be the man he needed to be, back in the Heart of the Tribe,” Memfis said. He crouched down to sit on his heels. “He’d never have faced down Fandor before. This is one serious vision. They’re not usually this long. Aria, Owyn should have packed a bag. Did you see it? Blue, with a book and a box in it?”

“I think so, yes,” Aria answered. “Is it important?”

“He’ll want it when he wakes up,” Memfis said. As if on cue, Owyn groaned and shifted. Then gasped and scrambled up to his hands and knees. 

“It’s all right, Mouse,” Memfis said softly. “You’re safe.”

“And wet,” Owyn sputtered. “Safe and wet!” He looked around. “My book. I need my book—”

“I’ll go and get it—” Aria started. Owyn shook his head.

“No. It’ll get wet.” He staggered to his feet and stumbled up the beach, seeming to ignore all of them.

“He’s fine,” Memfis said softly. “He needs to get the vision down before he loses it. That’s what the book is.” He gestured, and they followed Owyn back up the beach to the fire. Owyn had dug out his book and the box, and hunched over the book, doing something that Aven couldn’t see. Aven glanced at Memfis, who shook his head and gestured toward the fire.

“Check me on this fish,” he said. “You’re probably better at cooking fish than I am.”

“What did you do?” Aven asked. He handed Trinket to Aria, and crouched next to the cooking pot. “It smells good.”

“Just a basic stew. We don’t have much. I threw the last of the root vegetables, and some of the barley.”

“It should be fine,” Aven said. He picked up a cloth and tugged the pot away from the fire. “Fish doesn’t need much cooking, though. So we can just keep it warm until we’re ready to eat.” He turned so that he could watch Owyn, who was still hunched over his book. Aria sat next to him, cradling Trinket in her hands and watching Owyn work. No one said anything until Owyn raised his head, setting down what turned out to be a stick of charcoal and shaking his hand.

“You’re all staring,” he said. “I... how badly did I scare you all?”

“About twice as badly as you scared yourself?” Memfis suggested. Owyn grimaced.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know that would happen. It’s never happened before.” He looked up at Memfis. “Guess that means I’m a real Smoke Dancer now?”

“You were a real Smoke Dancer before,” Memfis corrected. “Now, what did you see?”

Owyn sat up and handed the book to Memfis. “I don’t know. I have no idea who this is, but he’s important. Really important.”

Memfis frowned slightly as he studied the book. Aria passed Trinket to Owyn, then got up and moved to Memfis’ side. 

“He’s very beautiful,” she murmured. “And you don’t know who this is?”

“Never seen him before,” Owyn answered. “Trust me, I’d remember him.”

Aven licked his lips, suddenly certain that he knew who Owyn had seen. He got up and moved to stand with Memfis, looking at the book. 

“That’s Del,” he said. “I thought it might be, when Aria said he was beautiful.”

“Del?” Memfis repeated. “Mannon’s Del?”

“The one who freed you?” Aria added. Aven nodded. 

“That’s him.” He studied the sketch. “Owyn, you’re very good.”

“Thank you. And what do you mean, Mannon’s Del? Who is he?” Owyn got up. “Can we eat, and you’ll explain? I’m hungry.”

“You need to eat, to get yourself all the way back in this world. Aven, would you serve?” Memfis asked. Aven nodded and went back to the cooking pot. 

“What does that mean?” Aria asked. “Eating to get himself back?”

“After being caught in a vision, a seer needs something to help them settle back into their skin. To bring their minds back to the here and now, as opposed to being off someplace else.” Memfis took a bowl from Aven and passed it to Owyn. “Eating, and focusing on eating, brings their attention to the food and the taste, and brings them out of the dreamspace. So after a Smoke Dancer comes down from a vision, it’s important for them to eat something. And they’re usually ravenous. After that, they’ll usually sleep.”

“So it acts as an anchor?” Aven asked.

“Exactly,” Memfis agreed.

“What happens if they don’t eat?” Aria asked, taking her bowl from Aven. 

Memfis frowned. “This is advanced for you, Aria. But the meat of the matter is that a seer needs that anchor, or they’ll get lost in the dreams. Start seeing things that aren’t there. Smoke Dancers are very careful about that, because it’s happened. There are warning stories about Smoke Dancers who lost their way back to the waking world. They don’t tend to survive long after.”

Memfis’ explanation was met with silence. Aven served Memfis, then himself. He sat with the bowl in his lap, collecting his thoughts so he could answer Owyn’s question. 

“Remember I told you that they took me to Fandor’s house, to give to Mannon?” he asked finally.

Owyn nodded, swallowing a mouthful. “Yeah. You said you got away. You never said how.”

“How was Del,” Aven answered. “Del is Mannon’s slave. He freed me and helped me to escape. He wouldn’t come with me, though. I don’t understand why.”

“Because he knows better,” Owyn said, and took another bite “Runaway slaves don’t end up with happy endings.”

“It’s one of the reasons I made sure that Owyn’s adoption and manumission papers were filed before we left Forge,” Memfis added. 

Aven picked up a stick and poked an ember back into the fire. “He’s one of us. I’m pretty sure of that. I knew him the same way I knew you and Aria. And he’s mute.”

“A Companion?” Owyn asked. When Aven nodded, he whistled. “That’s going to be interesting. And not in a fun way.”

“We’ll find him,” Aria said. “And once I see him, I’ll know if you are right. Then we’ll do what we must.”
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​CHAPTER THREE​
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THEY FINISHED EATING, and sat around the fire. Owyn set Trinket down so that she could play in the embers, and had picked his book and charcoal back up. He seemed very focused on what he was doing, but kept glancing up. At Aria, Aven realized, and wondered if Owyn was sketching her, and if he’d share the drawing when he was finished. 

“Memfis, you said we needed to discuss our plans,” Aria said. “We need supplies?”

“I can bring up more fish,” Aven offered. “It’s not hard to dry it.”

“It’s not just food,” Memfis said. “Aven, how are you doing on salt?”

Aven frowned and reached over to pick up his carry-bag. He pulled out the jar of salt that Memfis had given to him back in Forge, pulling out the cork. There wasn’t much left. “I’ll need to refill it,” he said. “I can refill my waterskin here, though.”

“And have it last the three days it will take for us to get to the healing center?” Memfis shook his head. “We’re almost out of food. But we are out of salt. We need to change plans. The only problem is, I’m not sure what we need to change them to.” He sighed. “Planning was never something I was good at. That was your mother’s role, Aven. I never needed to plan. I’m a Smoke Dancer. We see what we need to know.”

“And if you don’t see it, you don’t know.” Owyn pointed his charcoal at Memfis. “And look at how that’s turned out.”

“You sound like Meris,” Memfis grumbled. “She always told me I was being arrogant, and that it would come around and burn me. She was right.”

“Didn’t you tell me once that Granna is always right? And didn’t she give you a map?” Owyn asked. “I thought she said there was one, right before we left. Isn’t it in the packs?”

“A map?” Memfis looked startled. “I never looked. I used to know this road like the back of my hand.” He sighed. “There’s no fool like an old fool, hm? Go look, Mouse.”

Owyn closed his book and put it down, getting up and going to the pile of packs. He started rooting through them, and Memfis sighed again.

“We used to ride this way, Milon and I. He didn’t like traveling between Forge and the palace by ship. He wanted to be on the road, so we’d ride. That’s how I knew this cove was here. We used to camp here.” He gestured off toward the curve of the cove. “There’s a little tidal pool, over that way, just around those rocks. Or there was. If it’s still there, it’ll be a place where you can sleep, Aven.”

Aven nodded. “I’ll go take a look when we’re done here. It sounds like we need to find someone to trade with?”

“We need a town, or a village. Even a farmhouse might have something we can use,” Memfis picked up a piece of driftwood and started breaking it into pieces. “Did you find a map, Owyn?”

“Yeah,” Owyn answered. He came back and sat down, spreading the scroll out on the sand. Curious, Aven moved over to sit with him, watching as Owyn traced a line on the map with one finger. “That village you said we were going to stop and resupply? It hasn’t been gone long. It’s still on this map.”

“Is there another off the main road?” Memfis asked. Owyn frowned. He ran his finger away from the line — Aven assumed that had been the road — and tapped a spot near the coast. 

“We’re here, I think,” he said. “Which means... yeah. There’s something here. Off a side branch, and if you stayed to the main road, you’d never know it was there. If it’s still there, we can reach it tomorrow. Maybe... late afternoon?” He looked up at Aven. “What do you think?”

“I think I don’t know maps like this,” Aven admitted. “This sort of chart isn’t anything I’ve learned about. A static map like this wouldn’t mean much out on the deep. Aria? Do you know maps?”

Aria came over and sat down on Owyn’s other side. “Yes and no,” she said, tucking her hair back and leaning over the map. “We use maps like this, but they’re also different, because we travel by air.”

Owyn nodded slowly. “Right. What do you need with roads? Mem, it looks like the village is most of a day’s ride, if I’m reading this right. And it’s well out of the way.”

“But we’ll be able to resupply,” Memfis said. “All right. We’ll set out in the morning. Aven, you’ll fill your waterskin here?”

“And bring up some more fish,” Aven added. “I can set it up to cook in the coals overnight. Then we can eat well before we leave.”

Memfis nodded. “Then we have a plan. Or something very similar to one. Aria, let’s start your lessons.”

“If you’re going to teach, then we’ll only be a distraction,” Owyn said. He rolled up the map and got to his feet. “Aven, want to go take a look at that pool?”

Aven got up. “If it won’t bother you.”

“It’s not the deep water, so I should be good,” Owyn said. He glanced down the beach at the shoreline. “And you can tell me how you navigate, if you don’t have a map.”

***
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ARIA WATCHED AS OWYN and Aven walked away from the fire. 

“We need to be sure that Aven understands what Smoke Dancing is about,” she said. “He didn’t know about the waking dream.”

“Which isn’t surprising,” Memfis said. “It’s part of the arcana of the Smoke Dancer, and not something we talk about to people who aren’t in training. Aven’s father is half-Fire, and he never knew. Not until we told him. It’s not something that Smoke Dancers want known.”

“But if I cannot trust my Companions, there is no one I can trust in the world,” Aria countered. Memfis smiled.

“Truth. All right. You can explain whatever you like to him, and I’ll answer his questions. Just be sure that he understands that this knowledge is not to be shared outside your circle. Now, let’s start with teaching you how to clear your mind. Find a comfortable spot to sit.” He shifted, folding his legs in front of him, and waited until Aria was settled. “Clearing your mind is harder than it sounds. There’s almost always something, some distraction, that keeps your mind from ever being truly still. The sound of the water, perhaps. Or an itch where you can’t scratch it. But the mind must be clear in order for you to catch visions.”

“You make visions sound as if they’re butterflies,” Aria said.

Memfis grinned. “That’s actually very close to what I was taught, back when I was younger than you. My first teacher taught me that visions are always there. We just can’t see them because we’re too distracted. But if we quiet the mind, we become the net. He called it the web, though. I think he was thinking more of spiders than of butterflies.”

“I’d rather think of butterflies,” Aria said. “I don’t care for spiders.”

“You’re not supposed to be thinking,” Memfis said. “Close your eyes. You’re seeking stillness.”

Aria frowned. “How will I know when I find it?”

“You’ll know.” Memfis closed his eyes for a moment, settling himself more comfortably. Then he opened his eyes again. Aria’s eyes were closed, but she was frowning slightly. She tipped her head to one side, then to the other. Her frown deepened. Her fingers flexed where they rested on her legs, and her foot twitched. Her wings flared, then folded against her back again. The frown changed to a scowl, and her chin tucked down to her chest as her shoulders crept up toward her ears.

“If you keep on like that, you’ll end up with a headache,” Memfis said mildly. Aria’s eyes opened. 

“It’s harder than I thought it would be.”

“It’s the hardest part. But once you master it, everything else falls into place.” Memfis shifted, rolling his shoulders and hearing them pop. “Some people have their waking vision and never manage stillness. They go their whole lives only seeing the first vision.”

“I didn’t think it would be so hard,” Aria grumbled. “But everything was so loud and distracting! The water, the wind, and the fire. I couldn’t not hear them! And everything itched, all at once. Even my own heartbeat was annoying!”

“What about your breathing?” Memfis asked. 

“My... my breathing?” Aria repeated. “I... I don’t know. Why?”

“Because breathing is the key. Did you notice, just before Owyn started to dance, he took three deep breaths?”

Aria frowned again, looking thoughtful. “I believe I did. Is that important?”

“It’s the key,” Memfis answered. He shifted, flowed up onto his feet, and held his hand out to Aria. “Stand up. It’s easier to show you when you’re standing.”

Aria took his hand and got to her feet. He nodded and moved to her side, looking her up and down. 

“You have good posture,” he said. “Take a deep breath.” When she did, he nodded again. “All right. Close your eyes. I want you to take another deep breath, but through your nose. I want you to picture the air filling your whole body, out to your fingertips and down to your toes.”

She looked sidelong at him. “That’s silly.”

“That’s the first step,” Memfis corrected. “Learning to breathe. Once you learn this, we move on to the next step.”

“And what is that?”

“Learning to listen, and not to hear.” Memfis grinned at the look on her face, mingled shock and exasperation. “It’ll make sense later. Now, breathe!”

***
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“WHAT DO YOU WANT TO know about navigation?” Aven asked as he and Owyn reached the edge of the cove. “Because I’m not sure how much I’m supposed to share outside the tribe.”

“How do you do it out in the water, without a map?” Owyn asked.

“I look up,” Aven answered. He tipped his head back. “The stars show me. In the Water tribe, every star has a name, and it has a place. The stars move, but in regular cycles. Once you know the cycles, you can tell what time it is by how far a certain star is from the horizon. And you know where in the sky that star is supposed to be. That gives you a direction.”

“And the angle changes depending on where you’re located?” Owyn asked slowly. “We did stars, Mem and me. He showed me, taught me some names. Told me some stories that went with the patterns. Bedtime stories.”

Aven chuckled. “I’d like to hear them. I wonder if they’re the same stories we tell?”

“We’ll compare them,” Owyn said. He looked up. “How does it work in the daytime? No stars.”

“Winds,” Aven answered. “And swell. And the angle of the sun, depending on the time of year.”

“Wait, back up. Swell?” 

Aven considered, trying to think of how to explain it to someone who’d never been on the deep water. “The waves. They change depending on how close to land you are, and how strong the wind.”

Owyn frowned, turning to look out at the sea. After a moment, his eyes widened. “They’re constant, aren’t they? The waves out in the deep water? There’s nothing to block the wind, so the waves are the same.”

“And the wind blows in a straight line,” Aven added. “So if you follow the swell, you know you’re going straight.”

“So when you combine the swell and the angles of the sun or the stars, you know exactly where you are,” Owyn said. He shook his head and laughed. “That’s fantastic!”

“It’s not quite that simple. There’s more to it than that, more things you need to be able to recognize. And none of that matters if you don’t know how to control a canoe.” Aven held his hand out. “My mother is a navigator. She was tested by the mothers of our tribe when she was younger than me. She proved she knew how to find her way, so she has tattoos on the back of her hand.” He traced where they would be on his own hand. “They mark star positions at the solstices, primary winds, and the major current that our family canoes sail. It’s a high honor to wear them.”

Owyn’s eyes were wide as saucers. “Tattoos? And... wait, you don’t have any. I know. I’ve seen every bit of you.”

Aven grinned. “If I ever go back, we’ll see if my grandmother bends enough. I should have at least two by now. My family mark and my hunter mark. And, if I passed the tests, my navigator marks.”

Owyn stepped back, cocking his head to the side. He looked Aven up and down, then shook his head. “Nope. I can’t see it. I can’t see you with ink in your skin. And what do you mean, if? Once we’re done here, we’re all supposed to go back to our tribes, one per season. So you’ll go out on the deep—”

“And then the question rises — will my grandmother finally accept the Mudborn?” Aven asked. He shrugged. “I’ll never have so much as a line on my skin until she recognizes me as family. Which she’s said she’ll never do.” He started walking again, passing around the rocks. “When I told Aria, I thought she was going to take off and fly right to my grandmother’s canoe and challenge her.”

“She’d do it, too,” Owyn said as he caught up with Aven. “For you, she’d challenge the Mother Her own self.”

Aven glanced sidelong at Owyn. “She’d do it for you, too.”

Owyn nodded. He fell quiet as they moved out of sight of the fire. “I can do it,” he finally said.

Aven stopped and looked at him. “Do... what? Challenge my grandmother?”

“Not that, no,” Owyn laughed. “Not unless she comes to me. No, I could tattoo you. I know how.”

Aven’s jaw dropped. He stared at Owyn for a moment. “I... no. No, I can’t let you do that. But I thank you for making the offer. It wouldn’t be the same.” He swallowed, remembering something. “Aria made the same offer, you know.”

“For probably the same reason,” Owyn said. “Because this is something that is important to you. It would make you really happy to be really part of your family, and the tattoos would show it. And... well, we can still do it.”

“How?”

Owyn smiled and took Aven’s hand. “We can have our own tattoo. We could make it a new tradition for the Heir and the Companions from here on out.”

“That’s very sweet of you, Mouse, but it’s not the same.” Aven squeezed his fingers, kicking flotsam out from under his feet. Driftwood, seaweed, and broken shells littered the sand, far more than he’d seen on the beach.  He looked around, then searched the rock walls. There was seaweed lodged in the rocks near shoulder-height. He let go of Owyn’s hand and went to pull it down. “Look at this. This cavern flooded. Probably with that last big storm.”

“The one about two months ago?” Owyn whistled. “And it still looks like this? The beach didn’t look like this.”

“It’s rained since. So it all washed back off the beach, or was collected by anyone else who came through here. This spot is sheltered and high,” Aven said. “It would be a safe place to weather a regular storm. Not that last one.”

“Yeah,” Owyn agreed. “That was really bad.” He crouched. “The driftwood is dry. We can bring it out for the fire.”

Aven nodded. He could see the pool Memfis had mentioned, the rocks around the edges littered with more driftwood and dried seaweed. The water in here must have been very high, to push trash that far back.  He could see now that Memfis had been wrong. This wasn’t a tidal pool. Not this far away from the water’s edge, and with no channel to the sea. There was a crevice, he assumed. Something that would have caught the water and held it between storms, and kept level with runoff from rain.  The air back here smelled sour, and the water in the pool here was probably foul — not good for sleeping at all. He stooped, picked up a piece of dry driftwood, moving closer to the edge of the pool. Something white gleamed in a pile of seaweed. A shell, he assumed, until he took another step and the shape of the pile resolved itself into a configuration that he recognized. He stopped and dropped the driftwood.

“Aven?” Owyn joined him. “What is it? Wait. Is that—?”

“Go get Memfis,” Aven said softly. 

***
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MEMFIS SIGHED AND RUBBED his forehead. Aria was trying. He could tell that she was trying. But she wasn’t making the connection between her breathing and the flow that was necessary to reach stillness. Or maybe he was just not explaining it properly.

“You had all your visions on the wing?” he asked as he sat back down in the sand, facing a very tired and very frustrated Aria. “When you fly, what do you think of?”

Aria closed her eyes. She’d have frowned, but she was already frowning. “Flying,” she answered, her voice curt. “You do not think of anything else when you fly.”

“Really?” Memfis smiled. “So, you focus on... what? I don’t have wings. Explain to me what goes into flying?”

Aria licked her lips and the frown faded from her face. “I... I don’t know if I can,” she said slowly. “It is just as Aven said to us. Owyn asked him what the change felt like. He said it was normal. Flying is normal. It is... flying. When I am in the air, there is the wind, and my wings. And I do think, but not really, if that makes sense. There is only the wind and the wings. I...” Her expression brightened. “That’s what you’re trying to get me to do now!” she laughed. “You’re trying to get me to fly without flying!”

Memfis grinned. “Looks like it. I knew it would be interesting teaching you. I didn’t realize how interesting it would be. All right—” He stopped, lurching to his feet as he saw Owyn running toward them across the sand. Aria turned, and scrambled up, wings flared.

“What is it?” she called. “What’s wrong? Where is Aven?”

Owyn skidded to a stop, spraying sand over Memfis’ feet. “He’s by the pool,” he gasped, panting. “He said you need to come. There’s a body in there.”
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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AVEN CROUCHED NEXT to the body, using a long stick as a probe. He could hear the others coming up behind him, but didn’t turn.

“He’s been dead quite a while,” he said. “He was dead before he hit the water, though. He must have washed up when this cove flooded in the last big storm, and he’s been here ever since.”

“So, at least two months dead?” Memfis said, his voice coming from directly over Aven’s head. “How can you tell he was dead before he was in the water?”

“He’s Water. He has gills. And he has legs,” Aven answered. He turned his head and looked up. “He didn’t change. Which meant that he couldn’t change when he was in the water. His legs, though. I’ve never seen damage like that. I don’t know what would cause it.” He looked past Memfis to Aria and Owyn. “The visible bone is because of the state of decay, and because the birds and crabs have been picking at him.”

“You know, I enjoyed dinner the first time around,” Owyn said. “I’d like to not have a second go at it. Could you not go any further with that?”

“Do you know him?” Aria asked, resting her hand on Owyn’s shoulder. Aven shook his head. 

“There’s enough of his family tattoo that I can tell which canoe he’s from, but...”  he glanced at Owyn. “But there’s not enough of his face left for me to tell if I knew him. Sorry, Owyn,” he added as Owyn turned a distinct shade of green. “Whoever he was,” Aven continued. “He was from Tersera's canoe.” He pointed with his stick. “That’s their family tattoo. That canoe stayed a lot closer to land than my grandmother liked. We didn’t have much contact with them outside of the annual celebrations.” 

Memfis crouched next to Aven, his head cocked to the side as he studied the body. “I see what you meant about the bone. What was different about the leg damage?”

“The skin isn’t broken, but his bones... they’re broken in ways I’ve never seen before. His hips are completely torn apart. If he’d lived, he’d never have walked again.”  Or changed. He didn’t say it. Couldn’t say it. Just thinking it made him want to scream. 

“What do we do with him?” Owyn asked. “Do we have enough wood for a pyre?”

“No,” Aven said. He stood up and dusted his hands off on his trousers, turned to face them. “I’ll take him out deep, anchor the body to the bottom. That’s our way. We came from the deep, we go back to the deep.”

Aria nodded. “What can we do to help you? Do we have time to do what needs to be done, and do it properly?”

Aven bit his lip and looked back. “I... there are songs, an honor chant... but I can’t do them. I don’t have the status to do them. I imagine his canoe did them already, though. If someone doesn’t come back, after a few weeks, they’re called missing. After a few months, you know they’ve gone back to the deep.”

“So if the rites haven’t been done yet, they’ll be done soon?” Owyn asked. “Good. That’s good. He shouldn’t go nameless back to the Mother.”

Aven frowned. “Go... what?”

“Fire traditions,” Memfis said. “We can discuss it later. For now, it’s getting late, and we have work to do. Aven, what do you need?”

Aven folded his arms over his chest, tucking his chin down as he thought. “Rope,” he said slowly. “If we have it. The seaweed on the shore is too dry to use, and we don’t have time for me to dive for fresh. And... I don’t think we have a blanket we can spare, do we?”

“How about an old cloak?” Memfis asked. “Mine is threadbare. I’m always meaning to replace it, and never getting to it.”

“It’ll be cold soon,” Owyn protested. 

“And we’ll be at the healing center in a few days. I can replace it there.” Memfis looked at Aven. “Well?”

Aven nodded. “It should work. I’ll need it, so I can get him ready.” He looked back over his shoulder at the body. Getting it out of the spot where it was wedged wasn’t a job he could do alone. “I hate to ask—”

“I... I’ll help,” Owyn stammered. He stepped forward. “I—”

“Go fetch the cloak and the rope,” Memfis interrupted, his voice gentle. “Then you and Aria go back to the fire. Mouse, you can explain a bit of your training to Aria while I help Aven.”

To Aven’s eyes, Owyn looked torn. On the one hand, he did seem to want to help. On the other, he looked almost ridiculously relieved that he wouldn’t have to; he nodded and took Aria’s arm, then practically sprinted away, disappearing behind the rocks. Aven grinned and shook his head, then turned back to the body.

“Memfis, I really don’t know what could do that,” he said. “Whatever it is, it scares the piss out of me.”

Memfis moved past Aven, going closer to the body, studying it for a long moment. “Whatever happened, if he’d survived it would have crippled him in both forms, wouldn’t it?”

Aven swallowed around a boulder in his throat. “I think so, yes.”

“Poor bastard was lucky to die, then,” Memfis murmured. “All right. How do we do this?”

Aven took a long breath. “We put the cloak down. We get him out of there, which will be the hard part. We bundle him up in the cloak, tie it closed, and tie a tow-rope to it. Then we take it to the water and I take it from there. I’ll probably be a few hours, at least, to get him out to the deep water and do what needs to be done.”

Memfis nodded. “You do what’s needful for him, and don’t worry about the rest. We’ll take care of what needs to be done above the waves.”

***
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ARIA BROUGHT THE ROPE and the cloak, claiming a kiss from Aven before leaving him and Memfis to their grisly work. The body was badly decomposed, and Aven was certain that by the time it was secured, hidden away in the folds of Memfis’ old cloak, that both he and Memfis were as green as Owyn had been. 

“That was... something I never want to do again,” Memfis murmured. “To the water’s edge?”

Aven nodded, not trusting his voice. He moved around to one end of the bundle and crouched, looking up at Memfis. The older man went to the other end of the bundle and stooped. Together, they lifted the heavy, ungainly package of rope-tied red wool, and slowly carried it out of the cavern and down to the water’s edge. They set it down, and Aven stepped back onto dry sand to take off his trousers.

“I’ll take them.”

Aven jumped, turning to see Owyn had come up behind him. “You didn’t need—”

“I need to not be so squeamish,” Owyn interrupted. “Barring that, I can at least keep your clothes dry until you get back
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