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      Rowena aspires to innovation.

      

      As a portal keeper, she's learned how to grow and shape doors that let the people of Albion step from one place to another. Now, she wants to do something that's not been possible for centuries, crafting portals that cross open water. She has more than a few tricks up her sleeve that might make it possible.

      

      Thom has a problem.

      

      Something has gone wrong in the Orkney waters. The winter storms aren't fading, the currents are stronger than ever, and his Gran's had a vision. Following her instructions, he finds Rowena, a woman whose background utterly confuses him. He's a selkie. He knows the water and its dangers. The land is another problem entirely.

      

      Thom isn't sure how Rowena can help him, even though she quickly forms a plan. Finding mysterious stones glinting like diamonds is only the first step. No plan ever lasts for long, and when they stumble across a house on the northern coast of Scotland with a tall yew hedge that absolutely shouldn't be there, they have to investigate. It's the only hope for figuring out what's disturbing the waters of the Pentland Firth and all who live there.

      

      Join Rowena and Thom for adventures all through the ocean! Unknown Depths is full of the magical ecology of Orkney, what happens when magic is bottled up for too long, and what freedom and hope feel like. Set in 1949, it explores the northern coast of Scotland and Orkney, along with the finfolk and several other legends.
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      My newsletter is the best way to hear all about what I’m up to - new books, sales, and many fun and fascinating historical notes. You can find additional information about related books on my website at celialake.com  and details about people, places, magic, and more on my wiki at celialake.com/wiki.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          MAY 6TH 1949, NEAR STORNOWAY IN THE HEBRIDES

        

      

    

    
      “So, explain to me again what it is you’re trying to do.”

      Rowena was leaning with her back against the cliff, looking out toward the ocean. As Isla spoke, she turned her head to look at her friend.  She and Isla were high up on the beach, well back from the water, in the cove east of Stornoway that Isla’s family preferred. Isla’s baby, not yet six months old, was tucked up beside them in a basket. They’d not had a chance to catch up since Rowena had arrived yesterday.

      And today, well, Rowena had been busy from sunrise to nearly sunset, making the most of the light for the first round of evaluation she’d wanted to do. The chill of the air and the water hadn’t bothered her while she was swimming, of course. In that mode, she was designed for it. In a little while there’d be fish cooked on the bonfire to eat, and music and stories to fill the evening. For perhaps half an hour, they had time to be quiet.

      Isla had a right to know the details. Of course, Rowena had already shared them with the selkie clan elders— Isla’s grandmother, the current matriarch, and with Hendry, her older brother. Isla knew the outline. But Isla had been busy with her daughter when they’d been doing some of the initial planning over the winter, and had missed those conversations.

      “You know there’s been no portal on the Hebrides since the Fatae one at Craig Hasten failed in 1812.” Rowena began with the basics.

      “And that one wasn’t exactly convenient for most things.” Isla’s tone was tart. “Being on the west coast, needing a boat of some kind if you can’t swim, and well, not exactly welcoming land. You’ve kept saying you needed to understand more to explain it. You’re near enough at the end of your apprenticeship. A long one.” Isla disapproved of the length, but well, Isla had opinions. It was one of the many reasons Rowena liked her company.

      “That is because it’s one part complicated magic, one part complicated history, and at least three parts that no one— no one human of Albion, anyway— is entirely sure about.” Rowena leaned her head back again.

      “The way you’re specific about it.” Isla tilted her head. “You’re human. You’re not even distant selkie-kin, are you?”

      “Absolutely not on Papa’s side.” They had genealogies going back to the Romans, near enough, and it had been easy enough to check that against the selkie clan lines. “And we’re fairly sure not on Mama’s, given that grey seals don’t range at all near Calcutta.” Mama’s parents had emigrated from there separately, falling in love in London. Mama had been an orphan by the time she was eight, but she’d managed to reconnect with her people in Calcutta.

      It was a bit tricky since Mama had magic. The way Albion fenced that around meant no one had been able to ask straight out about magic in her family. On the other hand, Papa and Mama were both quite good at looking for subtle cues. It didn’t mean certainty. But Rowena was reasonably confident, within the family tolerances for confidence, that selkies were not, in fact, in her family. Not least because there weren’t seals anywhere near Calcutta.

      Isla, on the other hand, came from a long line of selkie-kin. Her skin had come down to her from a great-aunt when Isla had turned twelve. Her brother’s skin had been their father’s. He’d died of illness when Isla was just a baby herself, not much older than her daughter. The brothers and sisters between them worked on and near the water in various ways.

      Two of her sisters travelled on the ships that criss-crossed the Atlantic, passing news and navigating the needs of the pelagic merfolk. And, when they could pass the information on usefully, alerting the captains to possible trouble. The brothers were fishermen, mostly. Rowena was an eldest daughter. Isla was the youngest. There were different pressures and expectations for them, even before getting into Rowena’s family.

      That was the place to begin this. “The problem with finishing my apprenticeship is making sure people know I’ve earned it. That it’s not because of who Papa is, or what. Or Mama. It depends where we’re talking about.”

      Isla grimaced. “Spare me that.” She had little patience for the posh families, the ones in Albion’s Gold Book. Rowena had an exemption because she was practical and put in the hard work, and could catch a fish as well as any of the selkies by now. Papa had earned one by coordinating a response to what could have been a horrible and utterly tragic problem during the war. He wasn’t a guest-friend to the Frasers like she was, but they wouldn’t turn him away unheard, either.

      “Anyway. Everyone agrees I’m basically done with my apprenticeship. But everyone also agrees it would be an awful lot easier if I could come up with some substantial new idea that improved things. I’ve put in my time tending to a range of portals that got shaken loose during the Blitz and other bombing. Not that all of them are mended, but I’ve done my part. The rest of it is steady work needed, more than anything, and I’ll share in that, but there’s less immediate demand.” She was younger and stronger. She had not had her vitality damaged in the war or before it. And Mama had trained her well, how to know her limits and make the most of her strength, both.

      “So that explains your mother, I suppose. Being also a portal keeper and your apprentice mistress.” It got Isla wrinkling her nose again. “Your father, because he’s⁠—”

      “Because Papa is on the Council. And everyone looks at what he does particularly closely, good and ill.” Papa had been on the Council eight and a half years now, long enough that it should feel like a known thing. On the other hand, Papa adored inventing new magic. He certainly didn’t see being part of a decidedly arcane group of people that had existed for four and a half centuries as a reason to change. “It’d be easier if I could do something visible, that was a demonstration. Mama came up with that new method of creating a temporary portal much more quickly, after all. Everyone expects me to be innovative, given both Mama and Papa.”

      “But portals haven’t changed all that much since the Pact. I remember that much from school, even if it wasn’t anything I focused on. Seeing as they’re not a part of my regular daily life.” That one came out teasing. “The Hebrides being islands and all.”

      “That is the problem, yes. The Fatae could and did make portals that crossed substantial bodies of water. When they taught the first Portal Keepers in the 1480s, none of them could manage it. And by the time it was clear they weren’t going to, the Fatae had retreated. It wasn’t a thing that could be negotiated for directly. It’s not something the Cousins can do, either. Or at least, there hasn’t been an acknowledged Cousin in the Portal Keepers.”

      “Huh.” Isla tilted her head. “Had you mentioned that before?”

      “Papa has a theory about it. He got onto it after things in 1942 on a night he couldn’t sleep. Lillias and the others on the mainland can’t find a good argument against it. Basically, the way humans make portals is one flow of water, and the way the Fatae do is different. Trying to mix them just gets you an odd sort of whirlpool, not a stable place to grow a door. A Cousin who firmly committed to the work early enough might learn it. But none of them actually have that we know about.” She shrugged. “The records aren’t all that complete about backgrounds, though, not if you go back a century or three.”

      “This is why you need a proper oral family history and clan storytellers,” Isla said. She was right, of course, as far as it went. But it didn’t take into account how far from their families Mama’s parents had been, and how much shared knowledge had been lost there. “Didn’t you say once that your mother had a theory?”

      “There are more orphans in the Portal Keepers than you’d expect by sheer statistics. Not everyone, of course, but maybe one in twenty? Mama thinks that maybe it has to do with forming connections with the land or the rivers or the stone when the family’s not there, the same way. Obviously, it’s not that predictive, seeing as how Mama and Papa and Grandmama and Grandpapa on Papa’s side are all well and strong and also right at home.”

      Isla snorted. “Well, that’s where you understand how our clans work, at least enough not to be rude. People in and out, different things they’re doing, different skills. For posh sorts, you’re all hard workers.” She gestured, “Even your little sister, mind, for all she’s still at Schola.”

      “Avigail keeps busy enough for all of us, thank you. Don’t encourage her with ideas; she doesn’t need them.” Avigail was in her fourth year at school, firmly on track to go join Papa as one of Albion’s Penelopes once she was done the summer after this. She’d be well occupied taking on all sorts of odd magical problems in need of a solution or some untangling.

      Rowena was glad someone would, because their brother Anthony had gone into the Guard like Grandpapa. It suited him well. The two of them going their own ways meant Rowena felt less guilty about following Mama. She felt almost selfish about it, as if she’d got a magnificent gift.

      Though being a Portal Keeper started with a knack for it, before the training. People could train a lot of skills. But being able to hear or feel or understand what made a portal work or work better wasn’t a skill anyone could just learn. That doorway had to be reached first, before training could do any good. That brought her back to the actual question. “Anyway. Having an advantage with water as I do, I started wondering if there was a way to establish a portal over water.”

      “Rather a long distance.” Isla gestured with one hand. “Thirty-five miles to the Cousins at Polbain across open water. It seems an enormous leap.”

      Rowena shrugged. “I know you all. That makes part of it easier, knowing the land and the ocean and the space. People have tried over shorter distances. There was a family who got people to make one on the Isles of Scilly after the Great War. That’s twenty-two miles or so, and of course the geology’s rather different, and that matters. Shallower waters, too.” Rowena was certain that the fact that there was near enough a land bridge made more of a difference than people had realised. “It worked for a bit, but it kept failing, and it gave up entirely in 1927. It never had terribly much traffic, though, just one household.”

      “How’d they get that done?” Isla tilted her head again. “Money?”

      “Money.” Rowena had read all those records, and it hadn’t ended well for the older generation, though she’d gathered the sons were both doing well now. “The Portal Keepers then were glad to make the experiment, in case it actually did work. But parts of it were rushed, and of course they wanted the portal in a specific place. Here, I need to explore more. That’s part of what I was doing today.”

      “All right. You talked it through with the family. I know that. What can I do to help?” Right then, her daughter made a burbling noise. “That involves talking, not going anywhere. Being more attached to the land than usual for a bit.” Isla’s husband did his part, but he had his own fishing to be doing, and also couldn’t actually feed the baby.

      Rowena considered. “Well. The connections with your family are already a help. What I want to start with is getting a sense of the flow of magic near here. Around to the north, at least, maybe the western coast for a bit. And then I’d do some preliminary work at some possible sites to see if establishing a portal makes sense. I’m not entirely certain how that works on an island. That may be one of the innovations required.”

      Isla snorted, comfortable with Rowena encompassing a large unknown so easily.

      Rowena went on. “Then, well, that is where the magic happens, method currently unspecified. Figure out how to connect whatever is here to two other portals within a couple of hundred miles. That one is easier, especially if Lillias and the others permit me to use Polbain. It doesn’t require direct access. Just knowing it enough to make the connection. Triangulation. I probably don’t need to actually have the portal fully established to finish my apprenticeship. Growing a portal takes years, after all. But if I had a detailed plan, working through the possible problems and solutions, that would be a fine thing.”

      “Mmm. Which other one, then? Thurso?” Isla shifted her daughter slightly.

      “I know Thurso. Though it’s also on the new side, and I need to figure out how that changes things.” Isla made a questioning noise. Rowena said, “1920, part of the expansions they were aiming at for better access in Scotland after the Naples Scourge, to get Healers and help. But only two of those portals got made.”

      “Seems a lot of work to not see it through,” Isla said.

      Rowena shrugged. “Not always the best choices, Mama has a rant. Anyway. I also know a lot about the Glencoe portal, which was the other.” That had been how Mama and Papa had met, and Mama paid it particular attention still. “Though that’s inland and in the Highlands, and again, geology and age are considerations.”

      “You and your geology. But you might be right that being coastal might help. Coasts are different. Liminal. Like seals.” Isla waved a hand down at the beach before lifting her daughter into her lap again.
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          THAT EVENING, MAY 6TH

        

      

    

    
      Rowena snorted. “Well. You and your philosophy.” It was an old and comfortable argument. Isla naturally enjoyed having one. She felt opinions were a way to show respect and attention to what was going on around. Rowena had grown up amongst a household of people who debated nearly every topic they could, given time and appropriate combinations. Even Mama, who was even-tempered.

      But Mama had been taken into a Jewish household in her second year at Schola. As she pointed out, Judaism was centred around the customs of having particular kinds of arguments about details sometimes. Even though that wasn’t Mama’s faith or practice, the amiable argument parts had certainly stuck.

      It had made coming to Scotland comfortable. The Frasers and their kin weren’t shy about opinions. Once they’d become more comfortable with Rowena, and how she’d take various points, they included her. The first time that had really happened, her second summer visit with them, she’d been delighted for days.

      That was the thing about being on the land, at home. There were expectations about how she did things, tiny judgements made in society based on how she dressed and spoke and who she spoke with. The war, for all its horror and destruction, had made some of that easier. She helped fix portals. Everything else didn’t matter much now.

      But there was still pressure on her to look at marrying and to settle down. Not from her parents, bless them, nor from Grandmama or Grandpapa. Everyone wished her happiness, including the various adoptive aunts and uncles the family had accumulated. But whenever she was out in public, at some necessary social event, it was there, like a shifting fault in the world. Tremors might happen at any time, or a storm, blowing up into something major before she could react properly. Whatever properly looked like.

      Being here, well. Those things didn’t matter. They cared about whether she did her share of catching fish, or attended to whatever other tasks she took on. The world changed around them, and that mattered, but it didn’t matter as much as it did in most places. That gave her a thought, though.

      “Thinking about it. Coasts are old, aren’t they? They change slowly, perhaps more slowly than most places. I’m going to have to think about that now.”

      “Sometimes they change rapidly. Don’t get too set in that. Dunwich, or any of the other coastal towns taken by a storm.” Isla snorted, but then added, “But you’re right. It’s mostly slower. Especially underwater. All right. Back to your portals. Why you, then?”

      “Partly, well. Mama’s the one who worked out the refinement, and I know more about it than anyone else except her. Obviously, she’s also going to be helpful to me and not selfish with the information or the ideas that didn’t work out, or whatever.” Rowena didn’t talk about where it had been used. That was still something of a secret.

      Getting at least some people out to safety from near the German border had, Mama said, been terrifying and entirely worth doing. It had taken her more than a month and several large favours to get home after Germany had invaded France and Belgium and the Netherlands. She weighed her words. “Being able to do the swimming, we think might make a difference. Being able to follow a ley or something of the kind through the water.”

      Isla was about to ask something else when her husband came back, holding out his arms for the baby. “Food’s ready. Evening, Rowena.” Wat was a good man, and more importantly, he was excellent to Isla. He’d come from a selkie clan who lived on the western coast, on the Atlantic side near Sollas. That was how the selkie clans found husbands and wives most of the time.

      The legends about men stealing sealskins were true, Isla had said, but infrequent. That’s why the stories stuck, because they were unusual. Wat offered Isla a hand up, and the three of them went down toward the bonfire.

      The other benefit of the longstanding selkie spaces was that magic made things rather more pleasant. This beach was tucked away in a cove that was difficult to access— or at least appeared to be. It had illusion work to keep things hidden, and charms to keep the temperature more comfortable. It was in the mid-forties right now, and Rowena definitely wanted her shawl, but she did not quite need a cloak or blanket yet. At least not with the charms helping the bonfire warm a larger radius than it otherwise might and her own natural insulation.

      Several of the older women were handing out plates and mugs of the home-brewed beer that mostly went around in the evenings. There’d be pots of tea in the cottages nearby, but eating on the beach proper involved beer. Fish, potatoes, nothing remotely fancy. But it was plentiful. It did not run headlong into rationing. And most joyfully, it felt bountiful. Rowena remembered what it was like when food didn’t have all those limits, and maybe one day they’d be back there again.

      For now, it was pleasant to be in good company. A fair number of the older children were still running around and playing tag, slipping a little on the sand and rocks of the beach. The conversation was mostly about the fishing, both in boats and with teeth, as was common for them. Everyone was hopeful for a better spring and summer, that the gardens and harvests of the land would settle down, and that the fish would be plentiful.

      Rowena almost missed the shift in the water, about ten feet out, but then Papa’s training came into play. She focused immediately, whistling once in the pattern that meant there was something unexpected nearby in the water. Near all the men turned toward the water, and a fair few of the women.

      The break in the smoothness of the water moved closer to where the waves were breaking. The shadows gave way to the shape of a seal. Not just any seal, but a well-formed one, a good three yards long, in the prime of health. Most of the folks watching relaxed, going back to what they were doing, with a few keeping a wary eye on the seal.

      The seal had the prominent Roman nose of any grey seal, the way the males looked elegant and noble, even while slightly ridiculous on land. In the water, he’d be a powerful swimmer, fit to match Hendry or Wat or the other adults their age. Surpass them, possibly. He had that sort of look to him, of competence and efficient motion. In someone human, she’d have known him for a skilled duellist.

      Once the waves retreated, there was the shift she’d suspected would happen. A moment later, there was a man standing there, barefoot in the wet sand. He took three steps forward, far enough to keep the bottoms of his trousers from getting immediately soaked, and then bowed. His selkie skin hung as a cloak, fastened around broad shoulders, and she could see he had shoes slung over his shoulder under the cloak, dangling from laces or twine.

      He was, to be fair, as handsome on two feet as he had been with flippers and fur. His nose had some of that same shape, which suggested he came from a particularly long line of selkie-kin. The man was close enough to the light of the fire for Rowena to see that he had dark hair and dark eyes. It was harder to tell about the rest of his colouring, especially this early in the spring. He didn't seem to have anything with him other than shoes strung by laces, hung over his shoulder. He got a signal from one of the grandmothers and came forward politely.

      “Good evening, grandmother. Good evening to the Frasers and their kin. I am Thom of An Caol Arcach, son of Effie, daughter of Jonet.” He— Thom— followed that with a bow, a formal gesture of submission. Rowena took a second to place the Scottish Gaelic. That was the Pentland Firth, at the northern tip between mainland Scotland and Orkney. Thurso, or at least that was the nearest portal. Of course, that was the first thing she thought of. She’d not met any of the Orkney selkies before, nor heard a mention, other than their existence, and she suddenly wondered why that was.

      “We know of your grandmother.” That was Eden. “Give us a moment. Let us get Hilda to come and speak with you. You are here with purpose?”

      Thom nodded once, and he seemed willing enough to wait patiently. One of the younger women went off at a brisk walk— not a run— toward the nearest cottage, a quarter mile or so. Everyone else waited. That meant Thom was not known well enough to be offered the sort of hospitality Rowena was enjoying. If he’d been injured or in need, they’d have offered him food and something to drink. But if he were here with a particular goal, that would wait until the proper person could welcome him.

      Within five minutes, Hilda came down. She was Hendry and Isla’s grandmother by blood, but she was also the matriarch of this particular clan, their Seanmhair. She walked with a cane now, and she had passed her skin down to a great-granddaughter last year. Rowena had watched the shifts that made, without being able to ask. Hilda was still in charge of the clan, as much as anyone was in charge of extremely stubborn Scottish selkies. But it must also have hurt to give up the water.

      She was in no hurry, pausing to say a word, sentence, or paragraph to people as she came through. The other women near the fire made space for her, and she regally took her place at the centre of the circle. “Come closer, young man.”

      “Grandmother.” They were speaking in English, which Rowena suspected was because English was the language they had in common. She’d picked up enough Scottish Gaelic from the Frasers by now to follow conversations, though she was still not entirely confident in her own fluency speaking. She sounded like an eight-year-old with a limited vocabulary right now. Rowena had lost ground during the war, not speaking it often enough.

      But in Orkney, they’d speak Scots, an entirely different situation. She was fairly sure at least two of her aunts and uncles would be glad to provide a philological diagram at some point when she remembered to ask.

      The man repeated his lineage. “I am Thom of An Caol Arcach, son of Effie, daughter of Jonet.”

      “A good evening to you, Thom. I am Hilda of Stornoway, daughter of Fenella, daughter of Annis. You have come a long way, and on some purpose?”

      “Yes, grandmother.” He cleared his throat. “Grandmother Jonet bid me come. She understands that there is a guest-friend of your clan who might be of help to us.”

      Rowena had been well-trained by Papa and by Uncle Magni not to move or shift. Anyone with good eyes— and that included any selkie— would spot movement like that, even in shadow. Fortunately, much of her was under the folds of her shawl.

      “And what sort of help would you be needing to come to us?” There was an edge there. The selkies were fiercely territorial, but they did not, on average, get into other disagreements with each other. For one thing, sensible choices in partnerships meant there was a certain amount of intermarriage.

      And for another, while seals could in fact be quite violent when it came to battles for supremacy, the selkies mostly preferred to spend their efforts elsewhere. But that question, it had a note to it that suggested that there was some reason she hadn’t heard about the Orkney selkie clans. Rowena suspected that there was some problem, two generations ago, maybe three, that had meant these two clans had not been in close contact.

      It was not a personal matter between Hilda and Jonet. That would have sounded different. While Rowena’s instincts for that sort of thing had been trained into her by Grandmama and the sort of fussy groups like the Albion Inheritance, parts of it transferred to selkies entirely smoothly. She had to bite the inside of her cheek for a moment to avoid giggling at the faces the women of that elite organisation would make at being compared to pragmatic, earthy, working-class selkies. The distance was, however, perhaps something about a sister or an aunt. Hilda’s voice— and Thom’s awareness, the way his chin had ducked— suggested a thread like that.

      Thom must have known they’d ask, but he did not rush into an answer. When he spoke again, his words were measured out. “Gran believes that there is something amiss in the Firth. The currents are stronger than usual. The storms and waters are more unpredictable. Her scrying and her other skills brought clarity on only one point. That there was someone known to you who could be a help to us.”

      “Mmm,” Hilda inclined her head. “And what would you have to offer in exchange? None here has the leisure to go traipsing off to Orkney. We’ve all got our things to be doing and our own nets to tend.”

      This time, it was harder for Rowena to keep still. She had known that the Frasers had welcomed her. After all, they’d formally named her guest-friend her second summer. They’d apparently only waited that long to make certain she could do her share of the fishing and the various protections the clan maintained near their particular places. Certainly, she had come to love Isla and Hendry and their cousins and siblings as if they’d been her own cousins. But this was naming her as one of them, in the ways that mattered, to an outsider.

      She held still. Until and unless Hilda called her forward, that was what needed to happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          THAT EVENING AND THE NEXT MORNING

        

      

    

    
      Thom took a deep breath. He had a mission, a well-defined one that Gran had given him. It had been hard to swim here, not knowing what he’d find. The specific thing he had to do hadn’t seemed too bad. He could swim, he could talk, he could ask about a person.

      But all through the swim, he’d been thinking about the larger picture. It was impossible, what he was trying to do, worse than trying to find every mine still lurking in the ocean, waiting to destroy more lives and hopes. If Thom couldn’t find help, it would be another thing killing his tiny and splintered clan. There’d be no hope. There was probably no hope anyway, not unless he found someone willing to marry him, willing to live in Orkney, away from everything and everyone they knew. The clan would die out.

      He’d kept swimming, despite the dismal thoughts, because he had a task. But once he’d arrived, it turned out to be harder still to take the first steps up onto the shore. Everywhere he looked, there were reminders of how badly off he and his people were.

      There were so many of the Frasers and their kin here. More than he could count in the flickers from the bonfire, elders and adults and people his age, coming into their full strength, along with children playing and babes in arms. It had been forever, it felt like, since he’d seen this many selkies and selkie-kin together in one place. His clan had scattered since the Great War, and it looked nothing like this, even when a handful or two got together.

      It made him feel entirely exposed, like when he’d been out on minesweeper boats during the war, knowing that there were U-Boats in the water, but never where. And of course, he was here alone because there’d been no one to come with him. The rest of his clan were older, they couldn’t be gone for several days at a go without a great deal of planning. And a fair number of them would have found the swim more taxing, over a hundred miles through difficult currents and stormy seas.

      He burned to get on with something, anything, that might help. He couldn’t. He had to be patient. He’d learned patience during the war, and since. And he’d known it would go like this. Not exactly like this, but that there would be some request, a necessary trade. Their clan and the Frasers weren’t allies. Mostly, they ignored each other, and that was fine for everyone.

      But Gran had said he had to come here. That he should offer anything remotely reasonable, the problem was that big. He swallowed, then said, “It’s a hard thing to lay out, not knowing about your guest-friend or his talents.” There was a tiny ripple from their Seanmhair, and Thom coughed. “Or her talents.” It got an equally small nod of acknowledgement. “And Gran’s worried, but I don’t know the actual size of the help needed. That’s where we’ve a need to start.”

      Their Seanmhair nodded once. “You’re here on the strength of your Gran’s Sight. Whatever form it took.” Thom nodded once. The older woman went on. “Well, it’s good to know your clan respects the traditions, as ours does.” She then pitched her voice to carry deliberately. “Rowena, dear, would you join us?”

      From behind the fire, where he couldn’t see properly, Thom heard the sound of someone standing up, the little rustle of stones moving under bare feet. Rowena was not a name he knew among the Frasers, and usually he at least knew the names of other selkies and their kin. The family lines mattered. How else could they be passed down properly? Rowena wasn’t a particularly Scottish name, either. Or at least it wasn’t until Sir Walter Scott, if Thom remembered right. Strange currents.

      Then the woman came around the fire, where he could get a better look at her, and Thom was sure she wasn’t blood kin to the Frasers and their clan. She had long dark hair, but hers was straight and thick, in a braid down her back as thick as her wrist. Not that her wrists were all that bulky. Her skin was far darker than any of the clan, not dark brown, but more than a fisherman browned by summer sun. Smooth skin, and he suspected smooth hands, not a fisherman’s wife, either.

      It felt like it had been forever since he’d been looking at a woman, selkie or kin, around his age. Stepping out of the water and seeing the clan as a whole had been one kind of pain, but now there was some part of him, a part he didn’t want to acknowledge, that had all the primal thoughts of a seal contemplating a mate. He did his best to force that down and away, because it was absolutely no help here. No matter how lonely he might be, no matter how worried about whether his clan would survive, it was not the time or place to think things like that about a stranger.

      Whoever she was, she was dressed plainly, like the rest of the Frasers, in a dress of indigo-dyed blue that made it clear she had a fine shape under it, the same sort of curves as selkie women. She was barefoot— he could feel how the charms here kept the sand comfortable to walk on— and a shawl around her shoulders that looked hand-knit.

      Hilda of Stornoway nodded at the woman pleasantly. Rowena. “This is our guest-friend and clanswoman.” Then, abruptly, she said. “I am tired. Hendry, find somewhere to put Thom up for the night. We shall speak more in the morning. Rain’s coming in.”

      Thom sucked in a breath. Not that he particularly wanted to swim back to Orkney tonight, even with pauses to sleep on the way, but he didn’t enjoy waiting on anything like an answer. A woman’s name, her presence, those weren’t any information at all. On the other hand, he certainly wasn’t going to argue. He was on their bit of coast. He needed their help, whatever form that was going to take. He spread his hands. “As you wish, Grandmother.”

      “Just so. Rowena, walk me back to my cottage?” Before Thom could say anything further, a young man was at Thom’s side. Hendry, they were near enough the same age, though Hendry had filled out since Thom had last seen him before the war during one of the rare times representatives from multiple clans had met up at Forvie.

      “Come along. We’ve a spare bed in ours, no need to be uncomfortable.” As if Thom would actually be comfortable here. He was not in his own waters or on his own land, and that mattered. But he followed along, taking the plate of food he’d been handed, and a fork to eat it with.

      They went in a different direction from the women, a path that wound up along to the top of the cliff. By the time they’d reached the top, Thom was breathing a bit hard and Hendry wasn’t at all. The cottage itself was well-kept. Gran would approve. A woman with a babe on her hip greeted Hendry with a kiss on the cheek and a murmured question. Thom stood awkwardly, waiting for the explanation.

      He didn’t hear it, but it went well enough, since the woman said, “I’m Etta. I’ll make up the spare bed. It’s to the side, here.” There was a little room added on, narrow. Meant for a visitor, or maybe when the children got older, one or two of them.

      Hendry nodded after his wife and then gestured at the table. “Sit. Beer? Eat your meal. Wouldn’t do to waste, and you had a long swim.” None of them would turn down food freely offered. They were far too used to hunting their own to do that. As Thom sat, Hendry pulled out a loaf of bread, covered against the damp, and cut a hunk off for Thom, then another for himself, adding a smear of butter. They must be doing decently well. Even though butter hadn’t been rationed for a while now, it wasn’t necessarily easy to come by, not for selkie clans.

      Thom kept his attention on the food until he’d finished most of it. Then he looked up. “If I ask you a question, you won’t answer, will you?”

      “Mmm. Not much, certainly.” Hendry leaned back. He looked comfortable where he was. “But ask and see how far you get.”

      “Rowena. Guest-friend, not blood-kin. Not selkie-kin?” Thom figured he’d start there.

      “Clan friend now, you heard Gran.” Then Hendry relented and added, “She knows my sister from Schola. I’ve known her since then, going on a decade. She’s lent a hand now and again with things.”

      It was more than Thom had expected, and he didn’t press his luck beyond asking, “And she might be able to help?”

      “Might.” Hendry was laconic, but that was fair. Thom would do the same if it were flipped around. “Depends if she thinks she can. You ask in the morning. Honesty’s best, even about the parts that don’t make sense to you.” That was certainly cryptic. Then Etta came in. There was a bit of fuss about getting the babe to sleep, and the babe’s older brother needed a story read to him, and afterwards the ordinary tasks of a household that’d be up early in the morning for the fishing.

      It had been a while since Thom had been in a home like this, with young ones. He ate his food and let them get on with it, but it made him wonder what it had been like for Gran, when there’d been more selkies near.

      It took him a bit to check his sealskin and to fold it back up into the strap as he preferred to wear it. But tending it made him feel better. And here, at least, he’d be safe with it. No worries about someone taking it.

      Once Thom lay down in bed, he couldn’t sleep. There were the small sounds of the household, and after half an hour, louder ones of a complaining baby. Baby had a right to be loud. That was the way of babies. It kept Thom thinking, though, and that was going to be a problem.

      Rowena, whoever she was, wherever she came from, was young. Not fresh out of school, admittedly. But twenty-three, maybe twenty-five. Old enough to be married with little ones, though he didn’t think she was. She didn’t carry herself like a woman who’d had children. There’d been no hint of a name or a place, and that nagged at him like a change in the current.

      But she’d also come forward immediately at Hilda’s call. No hesitation, no questions. That at least suggested she had a proper respect for the clan customs. Or a sensible deference to an older woman who could still tear a younger into shreds with words, if not so easily with teeth anymore.

      Eventually, he must have fallen asleep, because he woke the next morning to the sound of people moving about in the main room. He dressed, ran his fingers through his hair for want of a comb, and pulled himself together. Hendry and Etta were agreeable but not at all informative, just making sure he had food and tea and not too many questions from the little ones.

      The fishermen had already gone out by the time they got back to the beach, which meant there were fewer people there watching Thom. Hendry nodded at them, then led Thom along the beach, back toward the cottage Hilda had come from and gone to last night. It was well-kept, freshly whitewashed, and Thom could feel the magic coiled around it and through it. Hendry knocked, waited to be told to come in, and entered, holding the door.

      Hilda was settled in what was near enough her throne, enough like Gran’s to make Thom startle slightly. It wasn’t just the fact that the chair was obviously hers and only hers, but the way she sat in it. Back ramrod straight, feet on the floor, a bit of knitting in her lap, needles clicking away. Rowena was in a chair at the side. Hendry closed the door, offered a round of tea, and then was obviously going to stay. Just the four of them, then.

      “Ma’am.” Thom would not be rude. Hilda nodded at him once, and he sat, then took the tea when Hendry handed him a mug. After a moment, he hesitated, but risked a comment. “Rowena, good morning.”

      She smiled pleasantly, as if she were used to people making awkward greetings in the morning. Hilda waited until Hendry had sat down, then launched into the questioning Thom had been expecting. “Tell us, young man, what you know about the problem, and what your grandmother thinks might be needed.”

      Thom took a sip of his tea, then tried to figure out how to put it best. “There are traditions in the waters of the Pentland Firth. Particularly strong currents there, long known to be dangerous to all sorts of ships. Each spring, the Sea Mither battles it out with the Nuckelavee, and makes him bide, and brings us a pleasant summer. Round about the autumn, she grows tired, and he gets restless, and the storms come in.” He knew they didn’t have that sort of tradition here, not like that. Storm kelpies, yes, but the Nuckelavee was a monster all his own, said to be a demon from the lowest depths.

      “And this year?” Hilda prodded him.

      “This year, we’re worried the Sea Mither’s struggling. We’re not sure why. Gran tried scrying on that, and got nothing other than flecks of light, she said. Something reflecting where it shouldn’t. Under the water.” He added that clarification mostly for Rowena. She was sitting with her hands in her lap, head slightly tilted. “There’s something wrong, but we can’t tell what or why or what would fix it.”

      Now Rowena lifted her chin slightly, and Hilda nodded to her, as if yielding the floor. “Are you familiar with those waters directly, or are you from further north?” The question startled him, and she added, “Your accent, in part.”

      Thom grunted. “Good ear, if that’s what you’re catching.” Especially speaking English. “Nearer the Scapa Flow is where I grew up.” He had to think about the larger question. “And I’m based there now, more or less. Minesweeping, still, when that happens. Fishing otherwise. Storms mean we can’t go out.”

      “So it’s your livelihood as people on land think of it, as well as the rest.” Rowena’s voice was crisp. The posh sort of crisp, and that was even more of a mystery how she was comfortable here. Comfortable in half a dozen senses, not just the comfort in the family, but in a house like this. A voice like that wouldn’t sleep on these beds or eat fish off a tin plate on the beach. And someone like that, she wouldn’t care about helping him or his clan. He had plenty of evidence on that one. After all, no one else had. But somehow, despite all that, she was here. “Have you been underwater, the places you’re not sure about?”

      “A bit. Not enough. Not been able to get someone else to go with me, and it’s a hard search to do on your own. Risky, too.” It wasn’t just the currents. He was more certain of those. But there were killer whales come down there, sometimes. There were dangers from fishermen who didn’t know better. And the sea certainly had her own ideas about what would happen, even beyond the seasonal battle.

      “I’m sure you’ve reason for not taking it to someone in Albion.” Definitely posh, the sort of woman who assumed that the people all the way south in Trellech would understand the Firth or the ocean. Or, well, Scotland in all its forms and islands.

      “You think they’d listen to us?” Something in his tone made both Hilda and Hendry snort in unison. Then he shrugged. “Not likely to when all I can bring them is stories and fancies and Gran’s scrying.”

      “Some of them would listen.” Rowena said it with confidence, then softened it a hair. “Though I admit, you’d have to find the right people, and that can be a bit of a trick if you don’t know their usual fishing grounds. As it were.”

      Thom shrugged. He would not argue about it, but he knew he was right. He then swallowed and said, “Gran sent me here. Is there someone who can help?”

      “Oh, I’ve half a dozen ideas. It’ll be up to two dozen or so if you give me ten minutes.”

      “You?” Thom leaned forward, the sort of nose-forward aggression of a seal defending his territory.

      Rowena seemed to find it amusing. “Grandmother Hilda, may I take Thom down to the beach and explain a few things?”

      Hilda chortled. “Oh, yes. Hendry, your arm, please?”

      Before Thom could think to raise an objection, there was a procession, Rowena out in front and walking with complete confidence down the rocky path. Thom trailed behind, with Hendry and Hilda behind him. He’d completely missed something, and he did not know what.
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      Thom felt like he was a child on leading strings, trailing along behind the adults. Rowena was like a goat, sure-footed, even on some of the bits of the path where Thom was taking it carefully. Once she was down at the beach, she took her shoes off, lifted each foot to remove the sock and put it inside the shoe. Then, without looking behind her, paying no attention to her audience at all, she walked out towards the water. She climbed with three big steps onto one of the large rocks jutting out of the water.

      Thom felt someone should stop this. Hendry and Hilda had come up beside him, standing by the shoes, and Thom blinked. “She— shouldn’t— um?”

      “No one stops that woman going where she chooses. You mind that.” Hilda still sounded as if she were laughing. Rowena picked her way from stone to stone in a chain that brought her out a good ten feet into the water.

      This time of day, he wasn’t sure how deep the water was. He didn’t know the tides here well enough. She stood there for one perfect pause, like a statue carved out of painted stone, the skirt of her dress and her braid flowing behind her from the breeze.

      Rowena brought her arms over her head, pointed, but it was dangerous. Surely she knew that. Too dangerous to dive.

      Before the thought had even formed properly in his head, she leapt into the air, but what flowed into the waves didn’t have arms, didn’t have legs. Instead, there was smooth grey fur, flippers. A seal. Thom was gaping, his mouth open, like he was five and had never seen anything in the world. He blinked at Hilda and Hendry, who were both amused.

      Hendry held out his hand. “Go on then. We’ll watch your shoes.”

      Well. All right. Thom toed off his own shoes, leaving his socks tucked into them as Rowena had. He did not dive. Thom needed longer to shift. He’d not risk breaking his neck if he judged the timing wrong. Instead, he walked up to the waves lapping on the beach, then pulled the sealskin around him, more metaphorically than physically. His was bound up into a strap across his shoulder and his belt, though he could unfold it when that was proper, like he had last night. He felt the magic fall around him like a cloak, and then he was on his stomach, pushing off into the water.

      Rowena had paused, far enough out that she was floating, her head just above the water. He pushed toward her, with great powerful movements of his hind flippers, as he got a sense for the water today. She waited until he was halfway to her, and then took off, darting into deeper water. Thom took a deep breath, and when she dived, he followed her.

      Underwater, fully underwater, she was quick. Not just that, but efficient in a way seals were and weren’t. Every movement counted with her. The angles of her flippers were precise with no shift wasted. It was as if she were mapping the world around her as she went, adjusting to make the best use of the current and whatever else might be of use. And if she’d moulted her fur this spring, it was well over. She was a smooth, dappled silver, perfect as untouched velvet.

      As a seal, she was smaller than the selkies. A true grey seal, then. Selkies were larger, the women and the men, in their seal forms. She was the size of a selkie who was ten or twelve or fifteen and new to their skin, maybe, instead of an adult woman.

      But she used that, every bit. She was vastly more agile than he was, darting and twisting whenever he got close. She’d end up in an entirely other direction, all done with a flick of a front flipper, a push from her hind, and a twist of her head to cut through the water in some new arc. Rowena was, he thought, like some yacht, small and nimble, where he was a great battleship, strong but slow to change course. Though thinking her weak was stupid. Whatever she was, it wasn’t that.

      Certainly, she led him a merry chase. They ranged around the bay, her choices pushing him to keep up with her. Time was always different in the water, but he thought it had been perhaps half an hour when she circled back to shore. She’d made her point, or at least enough of it. Thom had an absurd number of questions now, and no hope of answers.

      Once they were back at the shore, Thom lingered in the water. He watched her shift smoothly back from sitting on the rocky beach into a woman, her heels leaving marks as she walked back. Hendry handed her a shawl and her shoes. She bent slightly, putting on her socks and shoes as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world. He could have sworn that no part of her was even damp, as if she’d just had a pleasant stroll in the most artificially kept garden.

      Thom took a breath, then brought himself upright on two feet again. He followed her footsteps up to where Hilda and Hendry had found seats, then bowed slightly. It wasn’t a thing he did generally, but it felt right somehow. “Rowena.”

      She turned back to him, arching one eyebrow. “Yes?” Other people, other women, would have made a comment, prodded at his assumptions. She just waited, though she stepped backwards, ready to take her own seat.

      Thom swallowed his pride, hard as that was. He had a duty here, and Gran had made that clear. After pointing out that he was level-headed, the most sensible of all his cousins. “Please continue the necessary explanation when you’re ready? I have more to learn.”

      That, something in that, surprised her. For just an instant, both eyes widened. “Mmm.” That was a contented sound. “You’re not asking me how.”

      He spread out his hands. “Magic. If you want to tell me, I’m interested. Intrigued. It explains some of why you’re welcome here.” Then he bent to fix his own shoes and to give himself a moment without feeling like a schoolboy under a teacher’s stare. When he stood up straight again, he cleared his throat. “Would you prefer to talk here, or somewhere else? Grandmother Hilda?”

      “Ah, if we return to the cottage, Hendry can put the kettle on. And I believe I’ve some oatcakes left.” It meant another small procession, this time with Hilda at the head, Hendry offering a steadying arm, and leaving Rowena and Thom to sort themselves out. He made another little bow, because ladies first seemed safest. Also, he had questions, watching her walk, about how her gait and her swimming were the same and different.

      He managed to hold his questions until they were all seated again. Hendry had offered around mugs of tea and set a plate of oatcakes where everyone could reach them. Grandmother Hilda had picked up her knitting again, and Thom found the click of the needles reassuring. It also suggested that she was not terribly worried about how this conversation might go, though she certainly cared a lot more about her people than about Thom.
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