
  
    [image: The Dark Carnival Boxed Set]
  


  
    
      The Dark Carnival Boxed Set

      BOOKS 1-3

    

    
      
        TRUDI JAYE

      

    

    
      WWW.TRUDIJAYEWRITES.COM

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        
          The First Ever Wish

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

      
        
          If Magic Were Wishes

        

        
          
            Shhh… Can you keep a secret?

          

          
            Dedication

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          
            Chapter 61

          

          
            Chapter 62

          

          
            Chapter 63

          

          
            Chapter 64

          

          
            Chapter 65

          

        

      

      
        
          The Gift

        

        
          
            Dedication

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          
            Chapter 61

          

          
            Chapter 62

          

          
            Chapter 63

          

          
            Chapter 64

          

          
            Chapter 65

          

          
            Chapter 66

          

          
            Chapter 67

          

          
            Chapter 68

          

          
            Chapter 69

          

          
            Chapter 70

          

          
            Chapter 71

          

          
            Chapter 72

          

          
            Chapter 73

          

          
            Chapter 74

          

          
            Chapter 75

          

          
            Chapter 76

          

          
            Chapter 77

          

          
            Chapter 78

          

          
            Chapter 79

          

          
            Chapter 80

          

          
            Chapter 81

          

          
            Chapter 82

          

          
            Chapter 83

          

          
            Chapter 84

          

          
            Chapter 85

          

          
            Chapter 86

          

          
            Chapter 87

          

          
            Chapter 88

          

          
            Chapter 89

          

          
            Chapter 90

          

          
            Chapter 91

          

          
            Chapter 92

          

          
            Chapter 93

          

          
            Chapter 94

          

        

      

      
        
          Magic For Lost Souls

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            A Note From Trudi Jaye

          

        

      

      
        
          High Flyer

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          
            Chapter 61

          

          
            Excerpt of Hidden Magic, Book 4 in the Dark Carnival series

          

          
            Shhh… Can you keep a secret?

          

          
            Other books by Trudi Jaye

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      The Dark Carnival Boxed Set 1-3 is published by Star Media Ltd

      Published  28 July 2024 by Star Media Ltd

      Copyright © Star Media Ltd, 2024

      Cover: PCTC Design

      

      All rights reserved. The Dark Carnival Boxed Set 1-3 is a work of fiction. Names, places and incidents, except those clearly in the public domain, are products of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, names, places or incidents is purely coincidental. No part of this publication may be reproduced, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or otherwise, without written permission from the author.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi! This is Trudi Jaye.

      I’m so excited for you to read the first three books in my Dark Carnival series! In fact, I’m so enthusiastic about it, I’ve included a couple of extra stories in this boxed set, just for you. :)

      The first story is called The First Ever Wish and it’s the origin story of the carnival, telling the dark and stormy story of where it all began.

      The other bonus story is the novella Magic For Lost Souls, which is set between The Gift and High Flyer. It features one of my favorite characters, Tilly, who was only supposed to be a side character, but demanded her very own story…

      

      I hope you enjoy spending time in the Jolly-Knight Carnival, it’s a place where magic happens, and the glitter is real!
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        The good ship Winifred

        Just off the Virginia coastline, 1715

      

      

      

      

      Constance clung to the ship’s rigging, her hands frozen and bloodied. The wind had long since pulled her hair out of its tight bun; it hung in a long dripping tangle down her back. The rain pounded at her from above, leaving her clothes heavy and wet.

      The sea clawed at the ship, trying to drag them into its depths. It was like a great angry beast fighting their every move over its back. She shivered. She couldn’t swim, so she’d go down faster than anyone else, a tasty morsel for the beast’s belly.

      Darkness lay heavy over the ship, only the shouts of the crew let her know others were still nearby. Every so often she would catch a glimpse of an eerie glowing circle through the clouds. The lunar eclipse had stolen even the small amount of light they might have expected from the moon during the storm.

      Under her feet, the ship rocked over the waves like a bull off to the spring markets. Her foot slipped and she clutched at the ropes, holding on with all her remaining strength. It wasn’t going to be long before her hands slipped completely off the straining ropes. A terrified wail worked its way up her throat, but Constance refused to give in to the weakness. She swallowed it down and glared out at the storm surrounding her.

      Lightning flashed through the sky and Constance jerked, her foot sliding out once more. Her heart pounded in her chest and her breath became ragged. She had thought she was too tired to be startled, but the lightning’s burst of power frightened her even now, as she prepared for her death aboard this God-forsaken ship.

      A massive wave pelted sea water over the ship, shoving the vessel even further to one side. Constance gasped as the cold water soaked into her long skirts and stole away the last of her body warmth. For a moment it seemed like her legs might give out from under her, and she held herself tight to the ropes. She longed for the relative calm and the reeking stench of the below-decks berth she’d been cursing for the last six weeks.

      The crammed ship and lack of good food and water had meant it was an uncertain journey over the sea from England. Death and disease had been their constant companion. But none of them had expected a storm this big—especially so close to America they could actually see land.

      A massive tree of lightning flashed again. This time she steeled herself, and was able to catch a glimpse of the rich folk fighting for a place on the last of the three ship’s tenders not far from where she was hiding.

      “I demand you let me onto that boat immediately. Do you know who I am?”

      She heard the voice even through the storm. In the burst of brightness from the lightning she glimpsed a tall man in what had once been fine garb looking down his nose at a sailor helping people onto the small boat. The gentleman was barely keeping his feet, and he clung to the rail, but he still managed to convey his sense of self-importance.

      The burly sailor looked at the man like he was insane.

      Darkness descended again, and Constance heard another voice call out.

      “Ho there. If he is to be given special treatment, I shall have it also.” The voice was young and pompous. Lightning flashed, and a young man with a gold braided jacket and fancy pantaloons became visible as he poked his trout-face at the crew member. His hair was plastered down onto his face, and he had a wild look in his fishy eyes.

      Constance grimaced. The rain made them look ridiculous, but they didn’t seem to see it. This wretched storm had equalized them all.

      “Sirs, stay in line. There’s room for everyone.” The sailor barely looked at the men before the darkness returned. He’d been not-so-gently pushing a gently-bred lady into the boat. At least it was women and children first, even if it was the just the gentry.

      She huddled further back into her corner. Some of the more fortunate below-decks folk—those with more money and influence than Constance possessed—had made it onto the two earlier tenders along with the toffs. But there was no way she would have that privilege. Not unless she could figure out a way to sneak on the boat.

      Rain covered her face, and she wiped the moisture away. Closing her eyes, Constance tried to pretend she was somewhere else. The rocking of the boat was the gentle rocking of her mother’s arms, and she was wet because she’d just stepped out of a warm bath. She tried not to let the tears burning at her throat spill out.

      If she hadn’t crossed Larkin, she wouldn’t be here. It was her own stupid fault. Anger stirred in her chest. She’d been soft, helping that kid. It had seemed the only choice at the time, but she should have known better than to piss off the crime lord. Now she was paying for it with her life. She bit at her nail, chewing on the quick. If only she’d stayed to face him. She glanced up at the violent sky overhead. At least she would have had more of a chance against him than this raging beast.

      Lightning hit the sky again. It was like the moment a match was lit, that quick flick of heat and power, but on a massive scale. This time thunder followed, rolling over the night sky, rumbling like a set of drums. It drowned out the arguments, and for a moment time held still. Constance paused in her breathing, waiting for something to happen. But the thunder simply ended, and the toffs continued struggling and fighting to get onto the lifeboats.

      Just as another fork of lightning spread across the sky, a shaggy head appeared over the top of every else, and Constance’s breath hitched.

      Sunrise Jolly.

      She’d thought he would be on one of the other small boats already in the water. He’d been below-decks with the rest of them, but he could charm the elbow off a donkey. She’d seen him at it, convincing a sailor to give him extra dried fruit for the kids, or lend him a game. She wondered if he was as good at getting a pretty girl to give him a kiss.

      She frowned into the stormy darkness. Probably.

      There was no way Sunrise Jolly could be as generous as he appeared. He must have a fault. Handsome and charming men were always terrible womanisers. She tightened her lips. It was galling to admit she found him so attractive, just like all the other eligble women below-decks. She’d thought she’d long ago learned how to avoid being conned.

      Lightning lit up his blond head as he strode across the deck toward her, his eyes searching the shadows. She bit her lip. What was he looking for?

      Something about Sunrise Jolly had pulled at her ever since she’d first glimpsed him leading his troupe up the gangplank of the ship, smiling and joking with the sailors as they passed by. He’d had a small carpet bag in his hand, and a lute slung over his broad shoulders. She’d been hiding among the big oak barrels sitting on deck, waiting to be loaded below. She’d paid for her berth, but until the ship sailed, she’d been hiding out from Larkin. His tentacles reached everywhere across London; it was entirely possible he’d find her even after she’d boarded the ship.

      It all seemed so long ago now. So unimportant.

      Constance clenched her fists. She wished Larkin had come for her. Then she wouldn’t be stuck in this nightmare of wind and rain.

      The ship shuddered again and she lost her footing. Her stiff, frozen fingers were ripped from the ropes that had kept her safe. She slammed down onto the wooden boards and the force of it knocked the wind out of her lungs. As she gasped for breath, her body slid wildly along the slippery deck. Desperately, blindly, Constance grabbed for something to halt her fall, but her cold hands couldn’t find purchase.

      She was almost to the edge of the ship, certain she was about to meet her fate in the thrashing waters below, when a pair of strong hands grabbed her from behind and pulled her back against a muscled chest.

      “Hold tight, Constance. It’s not our turn to die just yet,” a deep voice whispered in her ear.

      Constance shuddered, not entirely in reaction to being saved at last minute. Despite everything, his arms around her waist and his warm breath on her neck affected her in ways she didn’t quite understand. “I thought you’d be on one of the first boats, Sunny,” she said, an angry sneer in her voice. Damned if she would be another of his flirts, even now.

      “You’re welcome, Constance,” he said grimly. But he kept her crushed tightly against his body, his face warm against her neck, like he knew she didn’t really mean it.

      She touched his forearm, lightly, just to make sure he was real. His arms tightened on her fractionally, and then he released her, tucking her back into a spot on the deck that was somewhat sheltered.

      “Stay here,” he said gruffly. “I’ll return for you.” Rain dripped down his face, plastering his curly hair to his head.

      Constance tried not to whimper when the words registered. He was leaving her again. “Where are you going?” she asked, searching his golden brown eyes for a hint that he really cared what happened to her.

      “To arrange our transportation.” He waited a heartbeat. “Will you wait?”

      She hesitated, then nodded, her eyes never leaving his face. She would wait for him, no question.
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      Sunrise strode off into the night, as if there wasn’t a storm raging around them, and the boat wasn’t tipping and rolling like it was a dying fish in the bottom of a fisherman’s boat.

      Constance forced herself to take deep breaths, to calm down. Would he really be back? Probably not, sneered a small voice somewhere deep inside. It came from the hardened part of her that had spent the last ten years eking out a living on the streets, doing whatever it took to stay alive.

      Shaking her head, Constance forced her way through her fear. Would Sunrise leave her here? She pictured his open, smiling face. No, he wouldn’t. Not if he could help it.

      They’d spoken many times on their journey, mostly late at night when everyone else was asleep, and the murky blackness of below-decks had kept her awake. In whispered tones, he’d told her silly stories of the traveling circus life, and she’d swapped tales of living on the streets of London. Nothing serious. Nothing to warrant the way she wanted to have him whisper sweet nothings in her ear or run his hands along her body.

      Peering around the corner of her hidey-hole, she wondered where Sunrise had gone. What kind of transportation could he possibly have in mind?

      The gentry she’d been watching were almost all loaded up. A lantern had been successfully lit by one of the sailors, and it swung unsteadily in the wind and rain on a pole attached to the bow of the small boat. If she was going to find a way onto the boat, this was it. She had to do it now. She tensed as if to move. But something held her back.

      I’ll return for you…

      “Sir. Your turn. On you get.” A sailor shouted over the roar of the waves at the man with the big nose, and both men climbed unsteadily onto the rocking boat. Another sailor worked the winch that lowered the boat into the water, and they were gone, consumed by the storm raging around them. There were no more boats.

      Fear crept over her body, so blinding she couldn’t breathe. She’d lost her opportunity. She was going to die alone in the darkness, wind and rain beating at her body until she submitted to its will. The storm would pummel the very life out of her; chew her up and spit her out into the waiting sea.

      All because she decided to trust some man she barely knew.

      Black spots appeared in her vision, and Constance’s head started spinning. Her fingers loosened their tight hold on the rope beside her. This was it, she was going to die. The beast had won. She squinted, staring into the distance, trying to catch a glimpse of the survivors, the ones who were going to make it out of this storm. Desperately she wished she was on the boat, that she was one of them, that life had treated her differently. A rasping sob escaped her lips.

      Far from the ship, the massive waves were thrashing the small boat stuffed with people, and the tiny lantern glowed like a beacon, allowing her to see the white faces of those on board. They were in for a tempestuous journey before they made it to safety, but she would have swapped with any one of them in a heartbeat.

      She swallowed, glancing around. The ship seemed deserted now, a ghost of its former glory as it was drawn ever-closer to the belly of the beast. The rain hammered at her side and another flash of lightning made her body jerk tiredly. She closed her eyes, and watched the dancing light behind them. Would Sunrise really come back for her? Or should she jump into the ocean? A shudder rocked the ship, and she flinched, a small noise escaping out her mouth.

      “Oy. Constance.” She opened her eyes. A small boy had appeared at her side, looking at her expectantly.

      Jimmy, Sunrise’s faithful shadow.

      Like Sunrise, he didn’t seem to notice the tossing of the ship. She swallowed and nodded.

      “Sunrise says you gotta come with me. You’re on the boat wiv us.”

      “What boat?”

      “The otha’ side. The first mate, he said the captain’s tender was too smashed up, but Sunrise, he din’t take that as an answer. He fixed it up for us when he first heard the crew talkin’ ‘bout the storm. But you gotta come now.”

      Constance hesitated. Would she be better to stay with the ship, try her luck with the gods of the deep from here? A broken boat didn’t sound promising.

      Lightning flashed, followed by the straining groan of breaking wood as one of the three masts came crashing down, hitting the cabin beside them. Constance covered her face with her arms as splinters from the massive pole pelted down on them. The ship was coming apart.

      The young boy crouched next to her. “You gotta come now,” he insisted, his hand dragging at her arm. “I aint waitin’ for ya.” He turned and raced along the deck, disappearing around a corner.

      Constance levered herself up against the side of the cabin. What other option did she have? Where else did she think she was going to go?

      “Wait for me,” she called out before stumbling after the nimble-footed young boy across the middle of the ship. She turned the corner, and was immediately forced back by the thrust of gale-force winds. Sleet beat at her skin, and she held up her hand to protect her face.

      The decking under her tilted to one side as another massive wave grasped the ship. Constance grabbed for something to keep her in place and a sob broke free as she missed the rope she’d been aiming for. She slid toward the side of the ship, clawing at the deck. Her fingers caught on a thick rope, and she managed to hold herself in place, one leg dangling overboard. Knees bent, she crawled until she was away from the gaping hole on the side of the ship. She pulled herself upright, clinging to the rigging with all her might. Her water-logged skirts clung to her legs, doubling her weight.

      She lifted her face and glared up at the dark sky, pushing back her shoulders. Damned if she was going to die like this. The same instinct that had found her a last-minute berth on this worthless ship made her thumb her nose at the storm. She would go down fighting.

      Clinging to the railing, she crawled in the direction Jimmy had run. A roaring sound made her turn her head. An enormous wave the size of a house surged over the ship towards her, and she screamed.

      Her voice was lost in the roar of the ocean, and Constance did the only thing she could. She ran for the tender.

      As the ship tipped to one side, she started sliding, and grabbed the nearest object to her, winding her arms through a thick piece of rigging. Maybe the sea would leave her be. Maybe it would go after some more succulent morsel. She squeezed her eyes shut, praying to the gods of the deep.

      Salty sea water surrounded her, devouring her body whole, pushing at her from every angle. Her heavy skirts dragged her down, following the current of the surging wave. She clung to the rigging with all her might, her arms and legs wrapped around the ropes. Constance couldn’t breathe, submerged as she was in the sea’s surging waters, and the pain in her chest built until she didn’t think she could hold her breath any longer.

      She would have to inhale the water around her, becoming another victim of the deep blue sea.

      Just as she opened her mouth in a desperate attempt to gasp for a breath she knew wouldn’t come, the wave was gone. It disappeared over the other side of the ship, leaving destruction in its wake. The ship tipped back upright and, still panting, Constance thumped her feet back on the deck, using the sagging rope to gain her balance. Her entire body felt like it had been through a butter churn; she could no longer feel her hands.

      She looked down the ship through bleary eyes. Was the captain’s tender still there? What about Jimmy? And Sunrise? Her heart skipped a beat. What if he had been in the small boat? He could be dead already.

      She crawled to the side of the ship, peering over the edge, and holding tight to the rail. The small boat was still there, tethered tight to the side of the ship near the railing. Lightning blazed across the sky. In the sudden light, she could see the boat had strange additions to it; four large oak barrels attached to the sides, and additional ropes and timber tied together near the back. The giant hole in the side had been hastily patched up using wood and rusty nails. There was no one on it, but down below in the angry sea, she caught a glimpse of heads bobbing in the rough seas.

      “Help us launch the boat, Constance. We must save them.” Sunrise spoke urgently from behind her, and she turned. His familiar face was focused on untying the boat from its stays, and he barely looked at her. There were three other men; one large and solid holding a glowing lantern, another tall and thin, and the third holding his large arm around a woman with two young children, a boy and a girl, their clothes drenched and bedraggled. Constance recognised them all from their cramped lodgings below-decks.

      “Constance, hurry. They won’t last out there for long.” Sunrise’s voice was impatient.

      Constance was jolted out of her trance, and moved to the rope Sunrise was pointing at.

      “Undo it, and throw it into the bow of the boat. Then help Therese and the children on board.” He gestured to the woman and her children. “We must be fast.”

      Constance followed his lead without hesitation. She had seen Jimmy’s small dark head way out in the water.

      She practically dragged the woman and her two children onto the boat and, at last minute, another man and woman rounded the corner of the big ship. The woman had blood from a gash on her forehead running down her face onto her elegant dress, and her long blonde hair hung limply around her shoulders. The man had a distinguished silver stripe at the front of his hair, and a matching embroidered jacket and vest. He had his arm around the woman’s waist, unsteadily leading her to the boat.

      “Hamiltyn. You made it,” said Sunrise with a pleased glance at the newcomers. “I couldn’t find you in the chaos.”

      “It was touch and go, Sunrise. But yes, we’re here.” The man’s cultured voice was strong even over the noise of the storm. “Would someone be so kind as to assist my wife?”

      Constance nodded and gathered the injured woman into the boat, while Hamiltyn helped Sunrise and the other men with the final preparations. Lightning flashed overhead, and the wind howled in protest.

      “Constance, take the lantern from Mac,” ordered Sunrise, as he coiled the last of the rope and threw it into the boat.

      Holding out her hand, Constance took the lantern from the large muscled man with an impressive handlebar moustache, and hooked it to the pole at the end of the boat, where it gave off an unsteady flickering light.

      The men clambered into the boat, making it rock unsteadily. Constance clutched at the side of the tender, trying not to imagine being tipped into the sea.

      “Will it hold, Mac?” asked Sunrise, glancing around their makeshift vessel.

      “It better,” said the large man in a gruff Scottish accent as he turned to prepare the rope and pulley system that would lower them to the water. Constance glanced anxiously at the ship next to them. The chances of their tiny boat being beaten against the side suddenly seemed quite high.

      The boat rocked sharply, and Constance held her breath, but the men winched them quickly down the short distance to the water. They landed with a heavy thump and the little boy cried out, clinging to Constance’s dress. She ran her hands over his hair, and shushed him, trying to give comfort she wasn’t sure she possessed.

      The oak barrels steadied the small boat once they hit the stormy seas, and the timber at the back turned out to be another small vessel for survivors.

      If there were any more.

      Once they were on the sea, the storm was louder, more violent. Constance’s heart lurched in her chest with every jerky movement of their tiny boat. The rain belted them, and everyone clung to the sides.

      Everyone except Sunrise.

      He crouched at the bow, searching the waves for the people they’d lost overboard. “Over there!” he yelled, pointing. “He’s over there.”
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      Now they were off the boat, the sky seemed lighter.

      The eclipse of the moon was also moving slowly off to one side, its lopsided circular glow visible in a gap between the clouds. Its eerie gleam gave off enough light to allow Constance to see a tiny head bobbing in the sea. Jimmy. He wasn’t far.

      Sunrise leaped to the middle of the boat, grabbed the oars, and pulled them through the waves. His well-built arms bulged as he fought the storm, but he didn’t give in. Constance moved to the side of the boat, not wanting to let the boy out of her sight. He was swimming towards them, small wavering strokes that made it clear he wasn’t an expert. Constance tried not to gasp as a wave took him out of their line of sight. A moment later he was back in view.

      As Jimmy came closer, she leaned out, her hand trying to grasp his. He was so close, she could see the whites of his wide, fearful eyes. Just as her hand touched his, a wave hit them and he swallowed another mouthful of salty water, coughing as it went down the wrong way.

      He slid out from her reach.

      She leaned out even further, desperate to save him. Two large hands clamped down on her waist and Constance flinched, instinctively trying to twist out of the unexpected grip. She glanced behind her and realized it was Sunrise, crouched directly behind her, his face grim. Two of the other men were at the oars.

      Constance turned back and leaned out as far as her body would take her without being dumped into the sea. She was strong and fit, but even aside from that, she knew Sunrise would keep her safe. Her hand found purchase, gripping the cold arm of the scrappy young boy. She grabbed him with both hands and dragged him toward her.

      When he was up against the side, Sunrise leaned around her and pulled the boy onto the boat. Jimmy landed coughing and spluttering in the middle.

      “Jimmy.” Sunrise handed the boy his jacket. “Put this around you.”

      Jimmy didn’t say a word, just took the jacket and wrapped it around his freezing body. Constance sat next to him, taking his hands in hers, and rubbing them quickly over his skin. He was shivering with cold.

      Constance turned back to the surging sea around them, looking for more of the heads she’d seen in the waters. “Over there,” she shouted, pointing to a couple clutching at a piece of timber.

      Slowly the men turned the tiny boat around and moved toward the floating survivors. It was a man and a woman, their pale faces reflecting the glowing circle of the eclipsed moon.

      It seemed to take forever, but eventually they made it alongside.

      “Oh thank you, thank you,” said the woman, her voice shaking. “Tis a miracle.”

      Sunrise helped her crawl onto the makeshift vessel tied to the back of their boat, and then pulled the man on after her. Once on board, they clung to each other, still gasping from their rescue. The woman’s long red hair lay tangled down her back, and a tattoo of a dragon wound its way down her bare arm.

      “The storm is blowing us back out to sea!” a voice called out over the noise of the waves, raw with panic. Therese was pointing behind them.

      Constance glanced up. She was right. The ship was on the wrong side of their boat—the land should have been right there in front of them, and it wasn’t.

      One of the women wailed, her voice following the highs and lows of the waves around them. Constance couldn’t breathe. This was it. They were all going to die out here in the middle of this God-forsaken sea. They couldn’t win against the monsters of the deep. They were too small and fragile compared to the wrath of the sea gods.

      Constance wrapped her arms around Jimmy’s shoulders, holding the young boy close, and trying not to release the large sobs that were clawing their way up her throat.

      “We gonna die?” Jimmy whispered in her ear.

      Heart in her throat, Constance shook her head. “Not yet, Jimmy. Sunrise’ll figure a way out of this.” Thinking of Sunrise, Constance looked up, her eye catching his straight away.

      He was watching her, in that way he had. When everything else around them seemed busy, moving, distracting, his eyes could look straight at her and everything went still. She took a breath. And another. Maybe he really could save them.

      And then it all came back, the storm, the rain, the wind, the waves. The screams, the fear in the eyes of the children. Constance couldn’t think of anything else to do, so she prayed to the gods all around them; to the beast that lived in the sea, to the gods that traveled on the wind and the storm, to the Christian God above. She prayed to every last god she could think of who might give them their lives on this dark night.

      “Don’t take us, we’re no use. A ragtag bunch, that’s us, isn’t it Jimmy,” she whispered. “Leave us be on this boat, we’re good folk.”

      She hugged Jimmy tighter to her chest as a wave rocked the tiny boat. She could hear someone screaming, and the boat tipped to one side, almost capsizing. The oak barrels were the only thing that kept them afloat. As Constance watched helplessly, the woman with the wound on her forehead on the other side of the boat tumbled out into the water. She leaned forward, knowing she wasn’t going to be able to reach her, but needing to try.

      A strong hand grabbed the woman’s arm just as she was about to be swallowed by the sea. Sunrise. Always there when people needed him. He adjusted his grip, and a white-faced Hamiltyn helped him drag his now-unconscious wife back into the boat. They huddled in the middle of the boat, Hamiltyn holding his wife tight, whispering in her ear.

      Sunrise heaved a breath and looked around. “Hold on tight. Don’t let go. If we are to survive this, we must take care of each other.” His voice boomed over the noise of the storm.

      “We’re going to die,” mumbled Therese, sitting next to Constance. “What does it matter if we hold on? We’re going to die.”

      Constance shook her head, turning to face Therese, Jimmy still clutched to her side. “We do everything we can to survive, right up to the end. Fortune favors the brave,” she said fiercely.

      “What’s the use?” Tears were streaming down the woman’s already wet face. She was shaking and rubbing her hands up and down the arms of her children. The little girl whimpered and looked up at her mother.

      “I’ve been in worse scrapes than this,” said Constance, gathering her courage. “The only way to survive is to believe we will. We must stay strong. You never know what the gods will send us.”

      “The young woman is right. We should pray,” said Therese’s husband, his generous chin nodding. “God might yet save us.”

      Constance glanced at him, startled. She’d not meant they should all pray exactly, although that’s just what she had been doing. She’d long ago given up on the God the churches talked about. She’d seen too much on the streets and working for Larkin. Instead she’d started talking to her own gods, the everyday ones she could feel around her.

      But everyone else was nodding, agreeing with the man who’d made the suggestion. And it didn’t seem like such a terrible idea, not with the wind blowing and the wind crashing around them. They could use whatever help they could get. But she would be praying to her own gods. Perhaps the beast at the bottom of the sea, the creature who was playing with them like they were debris in the surf.

      “Our father, who art in heaven...” the voice droned on, and the men and women and children around her bowed their heads. Constance watched them all, until her eyes fell on Sunrise. He was staring back at her, his expression grim. She could almost see the storm reflected in his eyes, and wondered why. She frowned at him, and for a moment forgot where she was, in her annoyance at his apparent disapproval. She hadn’t done anything.

      “Praying will not help us. It will be our wits and our strength of character that will get us out of this alive,” he said, loud enough to be heard by everyone on the boat. “Open your damn eyes and help me look for more people in the water. I know there are more people out here.”

      Ah. He thought she was encouraging them in their helpless praying. She shrugged. She happened to believe that those who wanted their God could have him. Another large wave rocked their boat, as if the temperamental beast below disagreed with her statement. She squeezed her eyes shut, and held on to Jimmy and the side of the boat, her mind stilling down to one thought. You don’t want us, sea beast. Take those tasty toffs on the other boats. We’re just ordinary folk.

      She felt someone sit down on her other side, and didn’t need to open her eyes to know who it was. His body warmed hers, without touching, even on this terrible boat. She opened her eyes.

      “You’re not praying too, are you?” he said roughly.

      She shook her head. “Not to anyone sensible.”

      A thunderous smashing sound vibrated through the air. They both turned, and saw the ship give in to the pressure of the sea. It was ripping apart, the final center mast snapping and falling, while half the ship was sucked into the sea.

      Constance held her breath. The water was devouring their ship and their belongings. Everything she owned was on that boat. She touched her hand to the silver heart-shaped locket at her throat. Almost everything. If they were to survive, what would she do? No money, no clothes, no nothing. Would facing Larkin really have been worse?

      “I need you to keep your eyes open, and be on the lookout for more people. There might have been some remaining on the ship.”

      Constance flicked her gaze back to Sunrise, and nodded. She was a good lookout, it was one of the reasons Larkin had picked her out of the gutter. She could spot things a mile off like they were close up. It had taken her many years to understand that not everyone saw things as she did.

      “Can we save them, though? Once I see them?”

      Her voice had been quiet, but Sunrise nodded, like he’d heard her easily. “We will try. We are not lost yet. There will be other beaches where we can land this boat. And by going out to sea we will be going further away from the storm, which will help us.”

      Jimmy squirmed where he was still sitting encased in Constance’s arms.

      “I can help, too,” he said. “I’m not afraid of the storm.”

      Constance blinked at his words. If he could be brave, then so could she.

      Sunrise handed Jimmy a small bucket. “I need you to bail.”

      Jimmy nodded, his sharp eyes going to the water that was starting to fill the bottom of their boat. He crawled to the middle and started his assigned task without another word.

      Constance began searching the dark waters around them, trying to sort out the pieces of ship from the people. In the distance she caught sight of another of the tenders heading towards land. It seemed tantalisingly close to shore, and in that moment Constance desperately wished she’d found a way onto the small vessel as she’d planned. She should at least have tried.

      Instead she was heading further out to sea on a boat that would probably sink before making land, and all those stupid toffs were about to land on shore, their fancy clothes wet and their pride damaged, but otherwise alive.

      A movement in the corner of her eyes made her glance to the left. A hand waved, a body clung to debris from the ship. “Sunrise! Over there!”

      Sunrise turned, and squinted. “You sure?” he said.

      “Yes. We have to get them. Two people, over there.”

      He shrugged his powerful shoulders, and crawled over to the oars. “I’m going to row us over there. We have room for more.”

      “But that’s further away from the shore! You’re going to kill us!” said Therese, her eyes wide with fear.

      “We must do what we can. We cannot ignore them now Constance has seen them.”
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      Sunrise began pushing the oars through water, at first seeming to have no purchase. Then another of the men, and another, moved to help him. Soon there were two men on each oar, pulling hard, battling the storm and moving with excruciating slowness through the water to where Constance had seen the waving hand.

      She watched the figures in the water, willing them to survive. We’re coming. Don’t die now. You can hold on. Sea beast, can’t you see how much they want to live? Don’t take them now, give them a chance to do something great.

      Closer and closer, until she saw it was two men. Constance recognised them. Two small, neat men who had shared their accommodation below-decks. They had kept to themselves and had spoken in thick accents. Brothers, if she was right. They didn’t look so well-groomed now.

      One of the men on board the boat held out his hands as they came close, and gripped the arm of the first man. “Merci, merci,” he gasped as they pulled him onto the boat.

      He landed heavily in the middle. The boat tipped dangerously and Therese screamed. Water slapped against the oak barrels and the lifeboat righted itself.

      “My brother!” yelled the man, scrambling to the side of the boat, and causing them to sway in the waves.

      “Hold him steady,” Sunrise ordered. He leaned over the side of the boat and grabbed the arm of the second man, pulling him into the boat like he was a child.

      Constance kept searching the cluttered waters near the ship, hoping to find another person who had made it off alive. She heard rather than saw the high pitched cry of an animal. “Over there,” she shouted, pointing toward a barrel floating precariously in the sea. On it was the ship’s cat, a striped moggy, and a bedraggled-looking woman clutching the barrel with white fingers.

      “It is too close to the ship! We cannot risk it,” said Mac.

      Constance shook her head. “We can save them. We must.” She turned to Sunrise, her eyes beseeching. “You promised.”

      He looked at her, and then over at the woman and cat. He sighed, and then without warning, dove into the water. The boat rocked and Constance gasped, one hand going to her mouth. She hadn’t meant for him to risk his own life in the rough seas around them.

      But Sunrise was a strong, powerful swimmer, and as they watched he made steady progress to the cat and the woman. When he arrived, he spoke quietly to the woman, who nodded tiredly. Sunrise grabbed a rope attached to the barrel and pulled it behind him, using strong strokes to cut through the turbulent water. The woman kicked with all her might, pushing them even faster.

      It seemed to take forever, but eventually they arrived back at the boat. Sunrise helped the woman and the cat to climb onto the makeshift boards tied to the back of the boat with the other couple, and then tied her barrel to the vessel, making it slightly more sturdy. The woman sat in the centre of their makeshift boat, the cat clutched to her chest.

      Then the men helped Sunrise climb back into the main boat. Several people glared at Constance, and she tried not to notice their looks, keeping her gaze focused on Sunrise. He was drenched, his skin pale and his hair plastered to his head, but she had never seen anyone more magnificent in all her life.

      Constance looked away, trying to maintain her equilibrium. It was always like this around Sunrise.

      Through the crash of waves and the pelting rain, the unmistakeable sound of yet more wood shattering distracted them all. Turning toward the source—closer to shore and further north than their position—Constance saw a boat broken against a row of black rocks that had appeared up out of the sea like giant gaping teeth. It was the boat she had glimpsed earlier. She heard screaming as survivors desperately clutched at the rocks, trying to find purchase. Another enormous wave crashed down and the screams were abruptly cut off. When the wave washed back from the rocks, no one remained.

      Everyone in the boat was silent. Unmoving.

      “Do you think—” began Constance, before cutting herself off.

      No. They didn’t survive.

      She felt sick, wondering if the fish-faced man was on that boat. What about the tall man who’d demanded to get on?

      “We should row,” said Sunrise into the silence. Even the storm had settled for a moment, as if it understood it had just won a round.

      “Where? Where do we row to?” asked the tall, thin man. One elegant eyebrow raised up over his dark brown eyes.

      “There must be a reef back there,” said Mac. “That’s what they hit.”

      Sunrise nodded. “We avoid the shore. We row south, find another bay along the coast. There must be one somewhere,” he said.

      The men nodded, their faces grim, and began to pull the oars. Constance wished she could take part, anything to distract herself from the dreadful fear that was clamoring inside her chest. The cold rain assailed them and their tiny boat rocked unsteadily as the waves dragged at them. The makeshift raft attached to the back kept knocking into the tender, making both vessels tilt disconcertingly.

      What were they to a power like the ocean? The sea-beast was laughing at them, amused they thought they could win against his fury.

      With no other way to help, Constance searched the waters around them, her eyes narrowed against the elements, trying to track another arm, to see a head bobbing through the water around them. There was nothing but debris. Her gaze returned to the reef in the distance. Was that a body she could see lying against the black rocks? She blinked and shook her head. Even if it was, there was nothing they could do for anyone on that boat. They had to look outward, towards the ocean. Maybe they could outrun the storm, and outlast it. Sunrise was right. That was how they would survive. Through the strength of their character and their determination to beat the odds.

      She took a breath and followed her own thoughts, looking toward the ocean, away from the land that until a few minutes ago had seemed to offer safety.

      Another loud crash rent the air. Constance turned but immediately regretted it. A second lifeboat had been dumped over the same black rocks. People leaped out into the sea, and were immediately slammed back against the gaping reef by the merciless waves.

      Constance shuddered.

      The blonde woman next to Constance slumped onto her arm, then slid onto the floor of the boat. She’d fainted. Constance briefly considered trying to revive her. But perhaps being unconscious was the best option. No need to see death so close, not if you could avoid it. She helped Hamiltyn pull his wife up into his arms, but neither of them suggested attempting to bring her back to consciousness.

      When the third boat smashed against the rocks, no one turned. They all looked steadfastly towards the ocean, the men swapping around to take turns at rowing.

      “Are we moving, Constance?” asked Jimmy quietly.

      She squinted through the rain, trying to find some kind of land feature to mark against. “I think so, Jimmy.” We need to go further. Sea beast, you’ve let us live this long. Push us further, faster. You don’t need to add us to your kingdom.

      A particularly large wave broke over the boat, and Constance gasped through a mouthful of cold salty water. Coughing, tears ran down her face as she pulled in another breath against the salty taste of seawater.

      “It’s working. We’re heading out to sea, away from the storm,” said Therese, clutching at her children. The hope in her voice was painful to hear.

      For a long time there was no talking. Everyone in the boat concentrated all their attention on moving away from the burial ground of their ship, and the sharp black rocks that had claimed the lives of everyone else. Through a gap in the clouds, Constance could see the eclipse of the moon above their heads. The glowing circle of light was slightly thicker on one side.

      A giant tree of lightning ignited the sky with electricity, making Constance jump. It lit the faces of everyone around her, making them into tortured masks of their real selves.

      A young girl screamed.

      The choppy seas seemed to rumble and vibrate with the thunder that rolled across the sky in the wake of the lightning.

      “That was close,” said Sunrise, his eyes gazing overhead. Lightning flicked down into the water again, around the debris from the ship, this time so close it made the hair on Constance’s arm stand up. She brushed the hairs down again, and sniffed the air. The lightning must have hit some debris; she could smell wood burning.

      Thunder rolled across the sky seconds later and to Constance it sounded like the angry complaints of a dormant beast. She closed her eyes. Don’t you dare take us yet. You got all those others, but don’t you dare take us. We survived the sinking of our ship, sea-beast. We deserve something for that.

      Just as Constance opened her eyes, the world exploded. Light was everywhere she looked, buzzing with energy. A blinding flash went through her, burning off the hair on her body, and making her shake. Water surged up to consume them all as the boat disintegrated around them. Then the world went black.

      “The lightning hit the boat. Hold onto anything you can.” Sunrise’s voice was as strong as ever in the darkness, and Constance grasped a section of timber from the boat, just as he said. Half her body was in the water, and she was blind from the flash of light. A small set of hands gripped the wood next to hers, and she grabbed one hand tight. Constance clung desperately to her last chance at survival with all her strength.

      “I’m scared.” It was Jimmy. “I can’t see.”

      “Just hold on. That’s all we can do. Just hold on, and pray to the gods.” Constance kept her voice calm, but her heart was beating like she’d just run a mile.

      The lightning forked out across the sky again. Constance flinched and her frozen fingers slid down the wooden section they were clinging to. Desperately she scratched at the wood, gathering splinters under her nails, but it wasn’t enough. She slid down into the freezing sea.

      Constance kicked, and held her arms wide, trying to keep her head above the water. The heavy material of her skirts dragged her down as if she had lead weights attached to her dress. Her breath came in gasps, and her body was numb. She looked around, trying to find Jimmy, but he was gone. The rain pounded into her face, and waves dumped water over her head. The sea was was intent on claiming her in its cold embrace, and there was nothing Constance could do.

      She looked up one last time and saw the glowing outline of the moon between the clouds, like a halo on an angel. It was beautiful. She sighed, closed her eyes, and her head slipped below the water.

      The noise of the storm disappeared, and her world became silent. The water enclosed her, holding her tight and consuming her entire body. By instinct, she held her breath, but she knew this was it. Her skirts pulled her mercilessly down toward the sea-beast.

      It felt warm, nothing like the cold of the above-water, and bubbles tickled against the skin of her face. The noise and chaos of the storm were a distant memory. Constance smiled.

      It even seemed lighter, as if the sea were providing its own light.

      “Constance. Open your eyes,” said a voice that sounded like the swish of waves over a deserted beach.

      She blinked open her eyes in surprise.

      When the bubbles cleared, she saw before her the most beautiful—and most terrifying—creature she had ever seen in her life. A woman floated in the water, glowing with the greens and blues of the sea, her eyes all-black emotionless orbs and her skin the color of an oyster pearl. She wore a multi-colored dress of various shapes and colors of seaweed and shells, sea anemones and coral all woven together. Tiny orange and gold fish whirled in continuous circles around her neck, wrists and ankles in a strange glittering parody of jewelry. Her long, blue-black hair drifted out around her head, and she wore a crown of coral and spiked shells. Sea horses swam gently around her, occasionally slipping in to kiss her on the cheek.

      Beside the woman, holding long three-pronged spears, were two mermaids, their long hair floating in the sea, their breasts free to the world, and their fluorescent blue and green tails holding them steady in the ocean’s currents. They glared at Constance with matching petulant expressions in their bright blue eyes. A third mermaid swam toward her, holding a small bundle in her hands. Jimmy. His body was still, and his eyes were closed in an eternal sleep.

      “You are a fighter, Constance. I admire that,” said the woman. She didn’t move her mouth, simply smiled.

      Her eyes seemed to glitter in the undersea world.
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      Constance stared.

      She didn’t understand why she wasn’t dead yet. She glanced down at her hands, holding them out in front of her as if they could tell her something more. Perhaps she was? Perhaps this was the last dream of a drowning woman who had succumbed to the ocean.

      “You called to the gods of the deep. The eclipse, joined as it is with the storm, has gathered immense power in this place tonight.” The woman glanced up as if considering the surface high above them. “Your prayers were heard deep in the darkest places of the ocean. I have been woken from my sleep.”

      Constance stared around her. She was floating in the sea in front of the woman. “Is this a dream?” she said before she could think. She held her hand over her mouth. She must be dead. There was no way she could speak and breathe underwater.

      The woman shook her head, making tiny blue and silver fish rush in and out of her floating hair. They looked like sparkling jewels. “It takes an unusual confluence of events to draw a sea goddess from her abode. Some might be afraid to do so. But you, Constance, I think you are brave. Even if you had known what you were doing, you would have done it anyway.”

      She gestured at the mermaid holding Jimmy. The mermaid swam gracefully forward, the same sulky expression on her face as the other two. But she gently laid Jimmy’s still body in Constance’s arms. Constance gazed down at his face, wishing things could be different. That he could have had a long, full life.

      “Things can be different, Constance. You had the power within you to draw me from my sleep. You asked that I leave you be, and take only the others. This I have done.”

      “I didn’t ask you to take the others,” whispered Constance, a vision of the boats smashing against the rocks in her head. Bubbles rose out of her mouth.

      The woman smiled, showing pointed teeth identical to the black rocks that had taken the other boats. “Ah, but you did. You prayed for it with every fiber of your being as you sat on your puny little boat. I have simply done what you asked.” Her eyes glowed ominously in the water, as if daring Constance to refute her words.

      “But all those people…” Constance stared helplessly at the goddess before her.

      The sea goddess waved her hand dismissively. “The storm was fated to take you all. Only your intervention has the potential to save the lives on your boat. But there is a price. Are you willing to pay my price?” Her voice hardened.

      Constance swallowed over the lump in her throat and glanced down at Jimmy. “You can bring Jimmy back?” she asked.

      “If you wish it, I can bring the boy back to life.”

      “Anything. I would do anything to bring Jimmy back,” whispered Constance.

      “You will all belong to me, until you have paid your debt.” The sea-goddess’s voice rose higher, and her eyes glowed red. “Every single man, woman and child. Is that clear?”

      Constance nodded, swallowing hard. Jimmy’s body felt cold and bony against her side.

      “There are rules you must obey. You cannot break them.”

      “What kind of rules?”

      “If you agree to my proposal, you must convince your group to stay together, Constance. Because if any try to leave before your debt is paid, you will all die the death you were meant to have here.”

      Constance shivered. “And how would we repay our debt?”

      “You will gather blessings for me. Provide Gifts to your fellow man, so that I may reap the reward.” The goddess smiled, her sharp teeth glinting.

      “How do we do that?” Constance frowned. “What kind of gifts?”

      What did that even mean?

      “I will tell you. But first there are other rules you must⁠—”

      A large shape came surging through the water toward them and Constance screamed, thinking it was some new creature of the deep. But it was Sunrise, his face a mask of determination, and his eyes glued on Constance. He grabbed her around the waist and dragged her and Jimmy toward the surface.

      At first Constance fought him, desperate to ask more questions of the goddess, to seal the pact. For Jimmy’s sake she needed to make the agreement. But his arms were like steel, and she had to keep hold of Jimmy with at least one hand.

      I accept the pact! I accept! She said the words inside her head, desperately trying to finish what had been started. She looked back to where the goddess had floated in the sea, but the light was dimmed and the woman and her attendants were gone.

      She pounded Sunrise’s arms, trying to make him look at her, to understand they needed to go back. But he ignored her and kept swimming steadfastly toward the surface.

      Eventually Constance stopped struggling against him.

      They burst out onto the surface of the water, and Constance took a gasping breath, not entirely convinced she wasn’t dead.

      Sunrise held her against his chest, keeping them both at the surface by floating on his back. She felt his slow heartbeat against her skin, and clutched Jimmy’s cold unmoving body to her chest.

      “She said…” Constance whispered. “She said she’d save him.”

      “Save who, Constance? Jimmy? No one can save him now,” Sunrise’s voice was bleak.

      “She said she could do it.” Tears leaked out. “But I didn’t make the pact in time.”

      When her breathing and her heartbeat calmed, she managed to look around. The storm was dimming, the clouds breaking up, and the rain easing back. In the distance she saw a shaft of sunlight as a new day started to break over the water.

      The light hit the side of Jimmy’s unmoving blue-tinged face. The goddess hadn’t saved him after all. Sunrise’s interruption had ruined everything.

      Or perhaps it had all just been a drowning-induced dream? She closed her eyes, trying not to let despair overwhelm her.

      Sunrise tightened his arms around her. “We’re alive,” he said, as if they weren’t floating in freezing sea water, far from shore. “That’s all that matters.”

      Constance opened her eyes. “She said she’d save him,” she whispered again.

      “Here,” said Sunrise, ignoring her words. He had let one arm go to grab something beside him in the water. “Hold onto this. It’ll help keep us afloat.” He pushed a broken section of boat toward Constance, his desolate gaze on Jimmy’s body.

      She nodded. Slinging one arm over the timber, she concentrated on keeping hold of Jimmy’s small body with the other. Sunrise had interrupted the sea goddess’s blessing, but damned if she was going to let his body sink back into the sea. She tightened her arm on the small boy.

      “Hey,” Jimmy said, his small bony body suddenly squirming in her grip. “Watch it, Constance.”

      Constance recoiled in shock, letting go of Jimmy and their wooden raft at the same time. She slipped back under the water, gulping in sea water and struggling against the downward pull of the current. Strong hands grabbed her yet again, dragging her back up alongside Jimmy, who was now clutching the partial section of boat Sunrise had found.

      Spluttering out sea water, she clung to the timber. “You’re alive,” she said. She turned to Sunrise. “He’s alive.”

      “‘Course I am,” scoffed Jimmy. “I’m not scared of a stupid storm.” His eyes were dark and ominous, and reflected the dawn sky.

      Beside her, Sunrise was frozen in shock, his eyes wide. “What happened when you were under the water, Constance?” he asked quietly. “Who said they would save him?”

      Relief flooded her body. “I don’t know who she was. A sea-goddess,” said Constance. “She said she could save Jimmy. I just had to agree…” Was this really the work of the sea-goddess? Or just part of the power the sea goddess had said was gathered in this place? Whatever it was, she was thankful. Tears leaked out, only to be whipped away by the wind.

      “What did you agree to?” Sunrise’s voice was soft.

      “Anything,” said Constance, a hint of defiance in her voice. “I said I would do anything she wanted me to, if she would save Jimmy.” Constance clasped the young boy in a tight hug, not wanting to look at Sunrise and see the censure she could hear in his voice. Jimmy was back, that was all that mattered. He was just a kid, he didn’t deserve to die. She felt rather than heard the echo of a satisfied laugh deep down below.

      A wave splashed over them, and Constance looked around, trying to find a landmark. The waves had diminished, and in the distance she saw a white shoreline. Her heart leaped, and she looked again. Yes, definitely a white sandy beach, and not the same one that had hidden a reef for the other survivors. “Over there,” she said breathlessly, pointing toward the shore.

      Sunrise nodded, despite the shadows in his eyes. “We just need to make it to the breakers. They’ll push us to shore after that,” he said moving between them, and starting to kick them all towards the shore.

      “We need to kick as well,” said Constance to Jimmy. “We do our share.” They were both shivering. If nothing else, the movement would keep them warm.

      Constance focused on the strip of white she could see in the distance, and tried to kick, but her heavy skirts made it almost impossible. After a moment’s hesitation, she reached one hand down to the clasp on the back of her skirt, and undid it. Turning and twisting her hips, she managed to slip it off, feeling the material glide down her legs and into the water. Her long cotton underwear couldn’t keep the cold from biting her skin, but at least she wouldn’t be dragged under by the sheer weight of her clothing.

      Constance kicked her legs, lighter now. Their movement toward the shore was slow and cumbersome, despite Sunrise’s assistance. It would take everything they had to make it to shore. She wouldn’t put it past the goddess to save Jimmy, only to drown them all as they tried to make it to shore.

      Constance’s breath came in uneven gasps as the cold water seeped into her body. They were getting closer, but lethargy was crawling into every part of her body. All she wanted was to sleep. It was just too hard to fight any more.

      The cold of the sea started to seem like a comforting blanket. One of her hands slipped from their piece of wood, and she dipped into the water. The cold hugged her like a warm coat and she sighed out a long breath. Bubbles stroked her face, like the soothing hand of a mother.

      Strong hands came roughly around her body and dragged her back up onto their wooden lifesaver.

      “Don’t you dare give up on me, Constance. You keep kicking, or there will be trouble,” Sunrise growled in her ear.

      Constance let out a hiccupy sob. “I’m so tired, Sunny. I don’t think I can make it. Leave me here, take Jimmy to shore.”
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      “We’re almost there,” said Sunrise, his voice barely above a whisper. “You can make it. You have to make it. For me.” His breath was warm on her frozen cheek.

      She stilled at his words, looking up into his eyes. They were dark and intense, the message in them sending warmth through her bones.

      Constance took another breath.

      She started kicking again. She didn’t know how long it would last, and feared it might not be long at all. But he’d asked her to do it for him, and she couldn’t let him down. Not without a fight.

      She focused all her thoughts into her body; to holding the float and to kicking her legs. One up, one down. As simple as that. The waves might fight against her, the cold might drag on her, but she could still kick and that was all that mattered.

      Kick. Goddess. Kick. You can’t let us die now. Kick. I’ll keep my promise. Kick. Now you keep yours. Kick. You owe us. Kick. You’re joined to us now. Kick.

      Constance knew she wasn’t making sense, but it didn’t matter. If she was going to go down, she was going to do everything she could think of to fight before she did.

      She was so focused she didn’t realize when her feet hit sand. It seemed like another obstacle sent to test her and she cried out in anguish against the sea goddess.

      “Calm yourself, Constance. You’re safe. You made it.” Sunrise gasped in a breath beside her, and Jimmy collapsed onto the sand just ahead of her.

      “Wha’?” Constance croaked the word out through cracked lips.

      Sunrise dragged her up the beach and out of the water, until she was lying on hard sand. The wind whipped around them, and rain threw itself at her body, but she was out of the water.

      Constance wanted to hug the earth to her and never leave this spot. The relief was like a river flowing through her body, making her limp.

      Sunrise kept his arms securely around her. She snuggled into his warmth, not sure if it was because she needed it for survival, or because she couldn’t imagine a life without this man.

      “I have to go back. I have to help them.” Sunrise whispered in her ear. She could hear his reluctance, but also his determination. A red glow marked the beginning of the sun’s path up over the water, and the storm had slowed to a mild spattering of rain.

      She looked up into his eyes then out to sea. People floated in the water, some close to shore, others further out. “What makes you think you can save them?” she replied, her fear overwhelming her concern for the other survivors. “The sea-goddess is the one who will save them.”

      Sunrise pulled himself slowly away. “I have to try, Constance. I can’t just sit back and hope a goddess will save them.” He leaned back in and kissed her quick and hard on the lips. “Take care of them when they get to shore. I need you to be strong for them.”

      She nodded, tears leaking down her cheeks. Fear sat raw and heavy inside her chest. She sniffed and wiped her eyes. When she looked up again he was already striding out into the sea, his long legs making fast work of the distance.

      Sitting up, Constance saw him reach the first person, the broad Scotsman who just shook his head and waved Sunrise towards Therese and her son who were clutching a barrel just behind him.

      She struggled to her feet, watching Sunrise like a hawk. She couldn't stop worrying about his safety, despite his strength. One hand reached for her silver locket, needing to feel the soothing coolness of the metal in her hand. Her hand found nothing but skin, and for the first time, she realized it was gone.

      A hiccupy sob escaped. It must have been ripped off while she was under the water. It was the last of her possessions, the one thing that connected her back to her long-dead family. Her hand clenched at her side as she fought not to cry at this latest blow.

      They were alive. That was what mattered. She needed to be strong.

      Her eyes caught a movement to one side, and she saw a young child crawling out of the sea, one arm still clutching

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/carnival-books-1-3.jpg
TRUDI JANE

o
UDI JAYE TRUDI_JAYE TRUDI JAYE

F

A FANTASY BOXED‘|ET

B OOKS 1 5







