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“You mean to steal my daughter away.”

She knew the stories: infants snatched from their cradles, changelings left in their place, little cuckoos claiming a human nest. There were ways to get one’s child back, but…

“Not steal. Trade. Your daughter will be raised by my folk.” Castaña gestured at the trees around her, the half-seen faces watching with wide eyes. “And I, by you. Your husband gets a son—albeit not quite the one he imagined—and you are safe.”

Unless someone discovered the truth. But even that would be better than what Teresa had now: a peril farther down the road, with more time to plan and prepare.

Yet the watching fae made her wary. “Why would you offer this? We have been friends since my childhood, yes, but…to enter my world is no small thing.”

The night wind had picked up, and it felt like a portent, like a shift of the world on its axis. Moonlight danced through the leaves, its glimmer submerged in the ageless depths of Castaña’s eyes. “And I would do so with no small purpose. In fact, I would require a promise from you, on your name and your lineage. That you will help me learn how your people are conquering the Sea Beyond.”
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To our mothers,

for not selling us to the faeries
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So is the sea great and wide: for therein are things creeping innumerable, both small beasts and great.

There go the ships, yea that Leviathan, whom thou hast made to play therein.

Geneva Bible, Psalm 104:25–26




PROLOGUE

Teresa prayed silently to the Virgin as she hauled herself to her feet, clinging grimly to the bedpost until the room stopped spinning. She could imagine her old nurse María’s horrified cries even now: Doña Teresa, it’s too soon to rise from your childbed! Yes, it was…but Teresa couldn’t afford to wait. Come morning, the servants would be sending word to her husband in Sevilla. When he heard the news…

Ave Maria, gratia plena, Dominus tecum. Benedicta tu in mulieribus, et benedictus fructus ventris tui—beneath the ritualized words, other prayers. That she wouldn’t stumble in her dizziness and fall. That the night air would not be too cold. That the tiny handful of servants her husband had allowed to accompany her out here, to her family’s old estate, were all abed and would not hear her moving about.

That her sole remaining hope would not be in vain.

Teresa prayed as she gathered up her newborn daughter and wrapped the tiny infant as warmly as she could. The Blessed Virgin had laid her son to rest in a manger—but the Holy Land was surely warmer than Andalucía in November. Protect my little girl, please, Teresa thought, clutching her daughter to her chest. And…forgive the blasphemy of what I go to do.

The Virgin watched over Teresa, or else simple luck was on her side. She slipped out of the house without anyone the wiser, and outside the night was cloudless. It made the wind bite sharper, but the moon sailed resplendent in the sky above, silvering the ground with a guiding light.

A childhood of wandering this countryside steadied her feet as she struck out past vineyards whose gnarled grapevines rose from the soil to grasp at trellises like damned souls, past groves of orange trees whose boughs sagged under the weight of fruit still too green to harvest. Too young, too young. Blessed Virgin, I only want my child to live. If that’s a sin, then every mother is a sinner. Planting kisses on the babe’s soft brow, praying it was not the only baptism her daughter would receive, Teresa left the cultivated fields behind and stumbled across the rocky ground beyond, into a copse of trees.

The branches overhead painted the ground with shadow as she picked her way over roots and autumn leaves. Head bowed to watch her step, she somehow still missed the burred casing of a fallen chestnut. Her ankle rolled, pain stabbing up into the core of her even as more warmth rushed down her thighs. Wrapping her arms around her daughter in a protective curl, Teresa braced for the hard ground.

Thin arms caught her, wiry with strength and rough as bark against her cheek. For a moment she was transported back to her girlhood, dark hair crowned with a tangle of twigs, leaves, and chestnuts armored in spikes, skirts hiked and knees scraped from climbing as high as she could into the boughs of her favorite tree. And all around her—taunting from above, urging her on from below, at her side, supporting her when she slipped…

“Castaña,” she gasped. A silly name, a childhood name, given to a creature who could not share her own. “Please, I need…”

“Little Teresita. Back again so soon—weren’t you just here?” With care that belied the roughness of her bark skin, Teresa’s savior settled her gently among the roots of a massive chestnut. Castaña once claimed that tree was old before the birth of Christ, and Teresa believed it. Her friend spoke often of the past: not just the Moors who once ruled this place as al-Andalus, but those who came before them, Visigoths, Romans, Greeks, Carthaginians, the tribes of the Turdetani.

Peoples Castaña had known firsthand.

“It has been a year, my friend,” Teresa said, uncovering her daughter’s head enough for Castaña to see what she carried. “And I have another daughter for you to meet.”

“This isn’t the same one as before? It looks the same.” Castaña peered dubiously at the child. “Are all you humans this wrinkled when you come out? It’s like a dried chestnut!”

Grin splitting her sharp, narrow features, she poked a spindle-thin finger at the crown of the baby’s head. Teresa batted it aside before it could touch the soft spot. “Castaña, I need your help. My daughter needs your help.”

It came spilling out of her in a jumbled mess, past and future mixed together: six previous daughters born to Teresa, her husband’s growing rage at the lack of a son. His threat, when he learned she was bearing again. “He—he said that if I whelped another girl, he would drown her like an unwanted puppy—” She didn’t dare let go of her daughter, but she spared one hand to clutch at Castaña’s arm. “Please, you must protect her!”

The teachings of the Church were very clear: Faeries had no souls. They lacked an understanding of good and evil, and so they could never be trusted. To have any dealings with them was heresy, and those who sinned in such fashion might be burnt at the stake.

But against that, Teresa laid two clear facts: First, that she would burn if it meant her daughter could live. And second, that Castaña was her friend.

Her hopes crumbled like old ashes when Castaña said, “I can’t.”

Teresa had no strength to resist when the faerie took her little daughter out of her arms, tilting the infant’s face into the moonlight. “I’m just a dryfoot faerie, rooted here in the mortal world. Even if my magic could protect her, its strength would not last. The moment she touched iron, or one of your holy relics, or a dozen other wards your kind have against mine, it would burn away like morning fog.”

Gently, she placed Teresa’s daughter back in her arms and crouched at her side, limbs bent and twisted like the branches of the great tree above. “And even if they preserved her for a short while, what of you? That husband of yours will keep plowing you for sons until you’re as dry and dead as overworked ground.”

Teresa flinched, not at Castaña’s prediction, but at the vicious way she spat the word husband. “What else can I do? I must bear him a son.” If she even could. Old María said it was a faerie blessing on one of her ancestors, that they would be fruitful—but not in equal measure. Like all faerie gifts, it was double-edged. The mortal world did not value daughters.

Castaña’s head tilted to an unnatural angle. “What if you had a son?”

Her loins ached in reply. Frustration and desperation forced tears from Teresa’s eyes, despite her efforts at control. “I have prayed and prayed, to no result! All I can do is hope—”

“Or let me help you.”

“What do you mean? Can you—could you—” The thought was too impossible to voice. Surely even a faerie could not effect such a change. If any such herb or charm existed in the Otherworld…

The Inquisition would suppress all knowledge of it. They would not want good Christians thinking they could alter the form God had decreed their bodies should take.

When Castaña spoke, though, her words were not the absurd hope flowering in Teresa’s heart. “I could take your daughter’s place.”

“But—you’re a woman,” Teresa said. Which was far from the only barrier, but it was the one her tongue shaped first.

All around them, the trees rustled, not in any breeze. Other faces appeared among the branches, wilder, shyer. Castaña was not the only faerie in this grove, but Teresa had only rarely glimpsed the rest; they knew all too well what the Church did to their kind. For them to show themselves now…

One twig-fingered hand waved away such distinctions. “Woman. Man. Aren’t these simply games you humans play? What difference is there between the two, save for a bit of extra flesh no one’s allowed to see? When first we met, you told me you’d be in trouble if you befriended a boy, so for you I was a girl. Now you need a son. I could be your son.”

The price, the price, isn’t there always a price? Worry beat in time with Teresa’s heart. She clutched her daughter closer as though Castaña would spirit her off while Teresa was too weak to stop her. “You mean to steal my daughter away.”

She knew the stories: infants snatched from their cradles, changelings left in their place, little cuckoos claiming a human nest. There were ways to get one’s child back, but…

“Not steal. Trade. Your daughter will be raised by my folk.” Castaña gestured at the trees around her, the half-seen faces watching with wide eyes. “And I, by you. Your husband gets a son—albeit not quite the one he imagined—and you are safe.”

Unless someone discovered the truth. But even that would be better than what Teresa had now: a peril farther down the road, with more time to plan and prepare.

Yet the watching fae made her wary. “Why would you offer this? We have been friends since my childhood, yes, but…to enter my world is no small thing.”

The night wind had picked up, and it felt like a portent, like a shift of the world on its axis. Moonlight danced through the leaves, its glimmer submerged in the ageless depths of Castaña’s eyes. “And I would do so with no small purpose. In fact, I would require a promise from you, on your name and your lineage. That you will help me learn how your people are conquering the Sea Beyond.”

Exhausted, cold, wrung out from giving birth, Teresa could not at first encompass Castaña’s meaning. The Sea Beyond, the faerie Otherworld that lay beyond the Pillars of Hercules—conquest, for the profit and power of His Most Catholic Majesty—what did that have to do with her daughter?

Nothing. But everything to do with Castaña.

It was an impossible request, one Teresa had no idea how to fulfill. She was the wife of an insignificant hidalgo, living far from the court in Madrid, from the port of València through which that commerce and conquest flowed. She knew nothing of such matters.

But fulfillment of that promise was a peril farther down the road. Here, now, her priority had to be the safety of her daughter.

Teresa looked down at the tiny, vulnerable infant in her arms. The priceless treasure her husband threatened to destroy, simply because it wasn’t the boy he wanted, the heir society demanded. “My little girl…she will be cared for among your people?”

“Of course,” Castaña said, as the trees rustled in agreement. “Babies are rare among us. We treasure those we have.”

Surely a life in the grove would not be so terrible. Teresa had always been happiest when she could escape to run wild among the trees. And if her husband was pleased with his son, he might allow her to visit the estate. To know her seventh daughter, if only a little. Perhaps even— “Will you let me have her baptized?”

Castaña’s head shook like the limbs of the trees above. “That is the one thing you must not do. She cannot be consecrated to your Lord, or all my protections will vanish. I’ll be exposed as a changeling, and you will burn in your Inquisition’s fires. For my safety and yours, you must not seek her out. Leave her with my people. Forget she exists.”

The words caught in Teresa’s throat like thorns. Forget her daughter? Impossible. As soon forget her own heart.

But the rest…

Castaña was right. She could not be a secret mother to this child. She must keep her and risk her husband’s wrath—or let the infant go, and trust the faeries to love her as she deserved.

“I promise,” Teresa whispered.

Her arms didn’t want to unbend. She forced herself to place a final kiss on her daughter’s brow, biting back a whispered name that baptism would never have the chance to bestow. Then, with almost physical pain, she held her daughter out to Castaña. “Be safe, little one. Safer than my love alone could ever make you. And may God watch over you, wherever you go.”

“Doña Teresa! What are you doing here?”

Teresa dragged herself out of the dark and into wakefulness. She ached all over, her body cold and stiff from sleeping on the floor of the little chapel. Old María helped her upright, joints creaking even more than Teresa’s own. “You should be in bed, my lady, and—”

A soft noise stopped the old servant’s chiding. María almost dropped Teresa. “Is that your daughter on the altar?! She can’t be here; she’ll take a chill!”

Then shocked silence, as María abandoned her mistress to scoop up the child.

Teresa staggered to her feet on her own. The swaddling cloths had been pulled aside, the infant nestled among them like a chestnut in its casing. Showing, very clearly, the male child within.

“I prayed,” Teresa said unsteadily, as María stared at her. “To the Blessed Virgin. She must have heard my prayers.”

It was a thin lie to cover the truth. But surely María would not think a faerie could be here, in a holy place. Or that Teresa might trade away her seventh daughter in order to get a son.

The weight of that trade would haunt Teresa for the rest of her life.

María’s hands moved as if of their own accord, bundling the child up again. “It was dark in the birthing room,” she said, her uncertain tone at odds with the brisk efficiency of her hands. “And I am old. A foolish error—my fault. I’ll make sure the other servants know.”

Servants loyal to this house and this family. Teresa’s family—not her husband’s.

“Thank you,” Teresa whispered.

“No need to thank me,” María said, sounding more like herself. “Now, let’s get you and this babe to bed.”




CHAPTER 1

ANDALUCÍA: 1581–1590
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Whenever the faerie formerly called Castaña risked losing sight of his purpose, the reason for which he’d chosen to subject himself to mortal life, he remembered the auto de fe that he witnessed in Madrid in 1590, eight years after making his deal with Teresa.

This was not like the Inquisition’s other autos, where heretics and relapsed Jews were dressed in their tunics and caps of shame, made to confess their crimes and hear their sentences, before the few “relaxed” to the control of secular authorities—a euphemism that would have made even the most double-tongued faerie of the Sea Beyond blush—were led away to be burned. With or without a merciful garroting first, depending on whether they repented of their sins.

This event, the priests insisted, was not haunted by the specter of death, but blessed by the promise of life everlasting.

The prisoners, waiting in a chained and huddled mass on the stage before the royal dais, wore no tunics. The great theologian Fontesar had argued that, like Adán and Eva before the Fall, faeries had no true knowledge of good and evil, and so they should go without even a fig leaf to cover their nakedness, but propriety had won out: In order for women to decently attend, all prisoners must have loincloths, and breastbands for the ones with a female form. But the rest of their skin was on display, so that all might see the miracle occur.

The king’s confessor, a Priscillianist friar, thundered out lines from the Book of Enoch, while the king himself sat like a statue, Habsburg jaw floating proudly above black Habsburg velvet. Felipe II had once declared to the pope that he had rather lose all his states and his life a hundred times rather than rule over heretics: a sentiment heartily reciprocated by the Protestants of the Low Countries, those Lutheranism-raddled possessions inherited from his father. God had obligingly relieved the king of his Netherlands obligations, freeing him to focus his attention on matters Otherworldly.

With resounding success as a result. Scripture warned man about the dangers of gaining the whole world but losing his soul; Felipe had struck quite the bargain, surrendering only a small part of the world, and gaining many souls in exchange. A great fleet of Spanish ships, funded with silver bled from the New World and bearing a tercio of three thousand ferocious soldiers, had located and subdued the mighty Storm Isles of the Sea Beyond. More faithless children of the angelic Watchers, gathered at last into the flock.

Don Estevan Carrasco, hidalgo of Andalucía, cared very little for theology. Like many of his status, his pride stood in inverse proportion to his income; he had come to Madrid in pursuit of some lucrative appointment that might allow him to debauch himself in greater comfort. Knowing of this celebration, he brought with him his son—named after himself, naturally—in the hopes that seeing these devilish creatures baptized would instill some proper steel in the boy’s spine. He was too much his mother’s son, and the mother too much a creature of unsuitable fancies.

The boy now called Estevan had long ago concluded that anything his namesake approved of should be held in the greatest of doubt. Estevan Senior was an odd admixture of strict, unyielding Catholicism whenever that served his purposes, and careless blasphemy whenever Church dogma threatened to interfere with his gaming, whoring, or violence. Since none of this seemed to bring him much happiness, Estevan Junior questioned its merits as a way of life.

But never where the man he called father could hear. He’d learned that lesson early on.

The preceding few days had been enjoyable enough, if he ignored the cause for all this revelry. Although the auto formed the centerpiece of this splendor, it was surrounded by a nimbus of plays, parades, bullfights, brilliant equestrian feats in the game of reeds. Today, however, the mood was more solemn. Spectators had gathered in Madrid’s great Plaza del Arrabal at the crack of dawn, merchants and apprentices and pickpockets and the poor jostling for the best views of the king and the condemned. Estevan Senior had not hesitated to use his status and the pommel of his sheathed sword to ensure his son would have a clear sight of the proceedings. His reward was having to stand through the Priscillianist’s interminable sermon on the sins of the Watcher angels and their godless descendants.

At least the event itself, when it finally began, was quick. Each body huddled in chains was blessed with the same fate.

There were more than threescore of them, and Estevan watched them all, but it was the first who seared himself into memory. A tall male, whose ink-black hair faded to lightning white at the tips, who held himself with vicious pride despite the iron burning his wrists and ankles. A true denizen of the Storm Isles: He would have smashed the stage with the fury of the skies if he could.

He could not. And he never would again.

The faerie neither begged nor made a futile attempt to run. He only forced his captors to drag him forward unwilling, to where the Priscillianist waited with his cross and his holy water and his prayers.

There was no stench of seared flesh, whatever people claimed. Estevan would instead have believed that scent vanished, as the water of baptism effected its miraculous transformation. Certainly color drained from the faerie, fading his skin to ash and flattening the subtle shades of his hair. The scream that rose from him started as agony and ended as a hopeless, lifeless keen. Everything about him was lifeless now—yet still the newly mortalized faerie moved, stumbling along like an obedient puppet when the guards prodded him aside to make way for the next in line.

The Church claimed that baptism bestowed a soul on a faerie, drawing from a heavenly storehouse that priceless gift all humans were born with, so that this fallen, forsaken creature might at last know God.

Estevan, seeing it firsthand, knew the truth: Whatever else baptism might do, it tore something away. Something equally priceless, which that proud faerie would never get back.

His father beat him later for being sick on the cobblestones.

The memory remained in his mind like an iron scar, warning and spur alike. This was what he sought to stop—and the fate that awaited him, if anyone ever realized he was a changeling, a faerie switched out for a human child. He would wind up like those poor mortalizados baptized that day in Madrid.

But between eagerness and proper caution lay a gulf he spent years learning to bridge.

In the early nursery years, it was easy. His only companions were Teresa, who already knew his secret; little Leonor, barely a year older than he purported to be and incapable of understanding a secret, let alone exposing it; and Catalina.

Poor Catalina. At ten years of age, she was his oldest sister, and smart enough to be certain that someone was playing tricks on her.

In Estevan’s defense, the nursery was a very dull place for a bored changeling.

“He was talking to Leonor. He was!” Catalina swore to their father.

From the rush mat on the floor, Estevan grinned up at his sister and his father with all four hard-earned teeth. Estevan Senior was not a figure often seen in the nursery. He had intermittent employment with the Indies fleet, the annual flotilla of ships sailing to and from the New World, and when he was in Andalucía, he preferred to be in more interesting surroundings than his own home. He took no interest at all in the six daughters provided by his second wife, and only a little more in a son not yet old enough for masculine entertainments. But his laziness and pride were as broad as his shoulders and as deep as his gut: For proof of both, one need look no further than his eagerness to repurpose the name Estevan, after its previous inheritor—the son of his first wife—had inconsiderately died of pestilence, along with the woman who bore him. And naturally, any boy named for him would be exceptional.

“Of course he was talking,” Estevan Senior declared. “My son is brilliant!”

Leonor was across the room on awkward spindle legs, hanging like a monkey from the window casement. At her father’s booming voice, her fingers slipped and she toppled back, bum over brain. Her face screwed up with impending tears, and Estevan scooted over as fast as hands and knees could carry him, burbling nonsense and drooling on her to distract her from infantile tragedy.

“See? You see, Father?” Catalina gestured, as though this were proof of talking. “And before, he was teaching her to open the casement.”

“What I see is that his heart is already too soft from spending so much time with women,” his father said, sounding far less jovial. Hands closed around Estevan’s middle and jerked him away from Leonor, holding him up by the pits to face his father. “Grow up quicker, boy. Papá will teach you about men and women.”

Estevan, more precocious than Catalina insisted and more brilliant than his father believed, managed to respond with a dual stream of spit-up and poop.

The lack of full control over his body was the most galling part. He’d known that entering human society as a changeling would mean going through childhood, but the sheer duration and helplessness of it went far beyond anything he could have anticipated. He had the mind of an immortal being trapped inside a sack of suet, and the latter leaked from every possible orifice for a humiliatingly long time. Even once he learned to regulate those responses, coordination took agonizing years to develop, during which he dropped spoons, fumbled balls, and tripped over his own pudgy feet.

He could have endured it better had it just been him and Teresa, at the rural estate where their friendship had formed. With her he could talk—once his tongue learned to obey him. But even had she been able to bear living so close to her surrendered daughter without ever seeing the girl, Estevan Senior would not have permitted it. She’d only half recovered from the birth when he’d uprooted her and brought her back here, to the village of Tomares outside Sevilla, to resume the duties of running his household. And although their household was far from the wealthiest, Estevan still had six elder sisters and nearly as many servants to contend with; there was always someone around to hear.

“You must keep quiet,” Teresa implored in a desperate whisper as they sat in the house’s patio garden one day, shaded by orange trees. The heat had driven everyone with sense to the cooler shadows of the downstairs rooms. “Catalina already suspects. If she gets it into her head to report you to the Inquisition…”

“Would she do that to her own family?” Estevan asked, as quietly as his disobedient vocal cords would allow.

Teresa sighed and jiggled him as if he needed comforting. He hated that; it made him burp. When he complained, she told him that was the point. Now she said, “If Catalina thinks a faerie has taken the place of her brother, then you are not her family.”

He did try. Not just for his own safety or Teresa’s; he’d set himself a mission, and had no desire to fail so early. But once Leonor started talking, it was hard not to at least rise to her level. As the favored boy-child, he was given the best bread and mutton to eat whether he wanted it or not, so they were almost of a size. Even people who knew better often mistook them for twins, to his father’s everlasting fury.

So, to avoid getting caught speaking beyond his years, he started teaching her language beyond her world.

The language of trees, with its whispering hiss of wind in leaves, kept Catalina from noticing their conversations and raising a fuss, until one day when Estevan was two and Leonor three. The fig tree outside their nursery window had grown well in response to Estevan’s coaxing, trunk thick and branches strong enough to facilitate escape once he wasn’t at risk of falling. Leonor was complimenting the fig on its explosion of flowers when their oldest sister interrupted.

“You make many fruit,” Catalina stammered in the badly accented language of trees. Then she glared at Estevan. “Not like this fruit. Rotten fruit.”

He rabbit-froze in fear before laughing. Too loud. But he’d heard stories of changelings long before he dared become one; he knew the traps. “Silly,” he accused, then made nonsense leaf-rustling noises—the sort trees wouldn’t even stir their limbs for. “Sister is silly.”

“And ‘brother’ isn’t fooling me,” she said, abruptly splashing him with water from a cup. A moment later, she pressed a crucifix to his brow. An iron crucifix.

He giggled again, inanely, and tried to chew on Jesús, earning himself a slap.

Estevan couldn’t blame Catalina for testing him, even though she’d been there at his baptism. It had taken all his will not to hold his breath when the priest poured holy water over his head, and only Teresa surreptitiously pinching him had reminded him to cry instead of laughing in relief afterward. Not for him the fading and hollowing he would later see firsthand in Madrid; Teresa’s promise and the presence of her seventh daughter among his forest kin protected him against sacred rites.

So he learned his prayers like a good little boy, kneeling and piously clasping his hands in supplication of a virgin who had somehow given birth, and he exercised noble restraint in not asking Teresa if faerie assistance had been involved in that miracle. If it had been, the faerie in question had a great deal to answer for, given what Christians did to his people now.

Much of what he knew about that, he learned from his second-eldest sister, María. She was headed for a nunnery, everyone agreed; whereas Catalina could do no more than sign her name, María had begged and pleaded to be taught to read so she could immerse herself in holy psalms and the lives of saints. She had no Latin with which to read the Bible, of course—Estevan Senior would never go to such lengths to educate a mere daughter—but there were cheap texts in Castilian that told the stories: the Watcher angels who had sinned with the daughters of men, siring the nephilim from whom came faeries; the great Flood that had swept most faeries from the mortal world into the Sea Beyond; the might of Sansón that had slain the great bull-beast Behemoth, afterward dragging together his horns—the Pillars named by the pagans for Hercules—to mark the way between the worlds.

Tales seen through a warped and unreliable mirror. The fae told their own stories about how the world came to be as it was, as many stories as there were islands in the Sea Beyond. But on a few points, everyone agreed, faerie and mortal alike: Leviathan and Behemoth, the sea and the land, the children of salt and the children of soil.

Those tales were also nearly his downfall. They offered his first opportunity to learn something of how the Church saw his people, and perhaps therefore the magic that let them baptize faeries and conquer the Sea Beyond. So he listened avidly to María’s stories, and he asked Fray Lorenzo about them when the Franciscan visited their house to catechize him for his confirmation. The chance to learn was as intoxicating as a barrel of his father’s favorite wine: He drank greedily and too much.

“But if Sansón closed the passage between the worlds with the strength given to him by the Lord, why isn’t it heresy for mankind to reopen it?” he asked, dogging Fray Lorenzo’s steps as the stout little man waited for his donkey to be fetched from the pasture. “How can we reopen it, without the Lord’s strength?”

It was a mild spring day, a mix of rain and poor drainage bogging the ground around the pasture fence into mud and slippery grass. Estevan swung his arms in the exuberance of freedom. Fray Lorenzo bore his antics with as much placidity as his old donkey.

“We have reopened nothing, Estevan,” the friar said, tucking the skirts of his robe into his rope belt in preparation for riding. “Some passage through was always possible, as we knew from the voyages of San Brandán and the Portuguese ship that reached Antillia. But the Lord made the means of that passage known to us because the time has come to bring His Word to the poor, soulless creatures there.”

The donkey arrived, and Fray Lorenzo heaved himself into the saddle. Estevan said, “But why now? If He wants the Sea Beyond evangelized, why didn’t He send people to do that a long time ago?”

The friar’s groan was as much for the questions as for the difficulty of mounting. “Perhaps He provided this as a way to unify good Christians against Lutheran heresy. I don’t know, Estevan. If you were not your father’s only son, I would say you should become a monk and devote your life to answering such mysteries.”

Estevan suppressed a shudder. He ached to learn, yes…but not at the cost of living out his existence trapped inside a monastery. The entire point of doing this was to escape God’s holy yoke.

Fray Lorenzo continued to entertain his questions with good humor and misguided wisdom until the time for the sacrament came. Although the Carrasco household usually attended services at Our Lady of Belén in Tomares, for his surviving son’s first Communion, Estevan Senior packed up the entire family for the short trek across the Bridge of Boats over the Guadalquivir and through the city gates into Sevilla.

The city’s fortunes had transformed dramatically during the short span of Estevan’s mortal life thus far. An untimely battlefield death next door not long before Teresa made her deal had put the Portuguese throne under the rump of an elderly cardinal sworn to celibacy. When he died shortly thereafter without leaving behind so much as a helpful bastard, no quantity of claims that his predecessor, the late Sebastião, had survived the Battle of Alcácer Quibir by fleeing to the Sea Beyond could fill the vacancy. Only Spain’s Felipe II could do that—a fact he ensured by efficiently quashing his assortment of rivals.

In a single stroke, the Treaty of Setúbal was rendered meaningless. With the whole Iberian Peninsula joined atop a single crowned head, that agreement—in which the Spains had ceded to Portugal claim to all but a few outposts in the New World, in exchange for dominion over the entirety of the Otherworld—became fit only for wiping the royal arse. Sevilla had always enjoyed a monopoly over trade with the colonies of New Spain, but with the gates to New Portugal thrown wide as well, the wealth poured in like a flood: American silver, hardwood, hides, and more.

And Sevilla grew like a boil in response. From the slight rise on which Tomares sat, Estevan was able to look over the Guadalquivir to the Arenal, the sandy strip outside the city wall where ships loaded and disgorged their cargo, aided by one inadequate crane and the slaves who worked its treadwheel. On that shifting and unreliable ground, dusty in summer, muddy in winter, had sprung up a veritable town of mariners and merchants, fruit-sellers and fish-sellers and sellers of fleshly favors, petty thieves, tax collectors, drunkards fighting duels, their chaos spilling over into the streets of the city itself. Estevan Senior regularly crossed the river to Sevilla, often not returning until days later, but such excursions were forbidden to his wife and daughters and son—until now.

Catalina grimaced when they entered the lodgings their father had secured for the night. She had become a young lady, seventeen and looking ahead to marriage, and from the groaning planks of the floor to the rafters studded with beetles, this inn did not meet her standards. “I don’t see why we all need to come,” she muttered, lifting her skirts away from the threat of splinters. “Or why Estevan couldn’t have taken Communion at home like the rest of us.”

“I think it’s thrilling,” Beatriz said, hurrying to the wooden grating of the window as if she would see much through that barrier.

“It’s only for one night,” Teresa said, peering at the narrow beds and not quite hiding her grimace. “Besides, Catalina, this is a chance for your father to begin seeking a husband for you.”

The invocation of that possibility brightened her daughter’s countenance like the sun had risen in the little room. Catalina to a husband and María to the Church; talk of that was enough to occupy the three eldest women, leaving the younger siblings to amuse themselves. Beatriz shoved as much of her face against the window as would fit, earning the annoyance of Isabel and Juana Inés, who were playing some inexplicable game with marked pebbles and sticks. Leonor wasn’t speaking to Estevan, still annoyed that he received so much attention and a new set of clothes for the occasion when she, older than he, had to make do with their village church and a dress attending its sixth first Communion. She pretended interest in the game as her petty revenge.

Picking at the starched collar poking red welts into his chin, Estevan lingered by the door to their room, listening to boots on the landing and voices raised from the stairwell. A few whispers and nudges, and the weathered oak obligingly tightened in some places, loosened in others, until he could hear the conversations as more than just noise.

The inn took in a wide variety of clientele, caring more for their coin than their breeding. Just a few doors down from Estevan was a room of sailors fresh from the Indies route, looking to spend what pay they hadn’t preemptively gambled away. One had more in his purse than expected: The tropical fevers of the New World had done for the ship’s master, earning the pilot a mid-oceanic promotion. His new rank having been confirmed upon return, and with the prospect of lucrative contraband and spurious fees lining his pocket in voyages to come, he’d offered to buy drinks for all his companions that night. And as they clattered away down the creaking stairs, Estevan remained at his post, cradling a hope as fragile as a baby bird.

Pilot. One of those men who, by some arcane art, guided ships across the waves to their destination.

The waves of the Ocean Sea, not the Sea Beyond—but surely, Estevan reasoned, it must bear some resemblance. He’d tried several times already to question his father about it: The fortune Estevan Senior was busy squandering had been made at sea, via the father of his first wife, a well-connected hidalgo deeply enmeshed in the trade with New Spain. Unfortunately, Estevan Senior had little patience for the prattling of his childish son, and even less for the rough men who did the actual work of sailing the ships. However arcane the art of navigation, it still carried the stink of manual labor, and no hidalgo would sully himself even by socializing with a pilot, much less learning anything from him.

But the man who would be busy celebrating tonight in a tavern was himself a pilot. And among his things, Estevan might find some clue to the magic of the sea.

He had to wait until Teresa and his sisters slept before he could seize his opportunity. At his request, the warped floorboards held themselves as tense and quiet as wild hares while he crept barefoot across them and into the hallway. He was a shadow among shadows as he questioned door after door before finding the room taken by the pilot and his companions. It was empty, the men still out carousing. Their sea chests stood at the feet of the two beds, and a few wooden whispers found him the one that belonged to the pilot.

But that was the end of his success. The chest might be wood, but the lock was cold brass and had no more words for him than a grandee would for a goatherd.

Nor were the chest’s answers much more helpful. What was inside? Cloth, metal things, paper. It could not tell him what was on the paper, nor much about the uses of the metal. Frustrated, Estevan sat back on his heels, wondering if he dared ask the chest to flex open far enough for his hand to fit through the gap. There were limits in what the wood could do without cracking, and if he left behind evidence of his snooping…

“What’s this now—a thief?”

In his haste to go drinking with his friends, the pilot had forgotten the gift he intended to bring to a certain lady of his commercial acquaintance. Returning to find a hip-height intruder in the room, he reacted with predictable force. And while life with six sisters had made Estevan good at dodging, he wasn’t good enough to evade an adult’s grasp; the man got him by the arm, hand wrapping fully around his slender limb, hard enough to bruise. Estevan forced down the panic, the urge to sprout thorns, shred flesh, rip himself free and flee to the safety of high boughs and deep roots. Human, he was meant to be human now.

“I’m no thief, señor,” he whispered, soft as leaves shifting underfoot. Recalling the man’s proud boasting, he added, “I heard there was a pilot staying here, and I wanted to see…”

What? Secret things? He could kick himself for shifting the man’s suspicion. He should have just confessed to thieving.

The man dragged him over toward the thin light slipping through the window’s fixed shutters. “Christ, you are just a kid, aren’t you? No starveling, though.” His fingers plucked at the fine linen of Estevan’s nightshirt. “Where’d you come from?”

“I’m staying in the inn with my family, señor,” Estevan said promptly. His manners earned him a huff of laughter; this was not the sort of man who was often addressed with such courtesy. “My father is Don Estevan Carrasco. I’m here for my first Communion at the cathedral tomorrow.”

“Your father know his son’s in the habit of breaking into strangers’ rooms?”

He couldn’t lie and say he’d mistook the room; he’d already admitted his curiosity. Instead, he ducked his head and mumbled, “We’re meant to have sins to confess before our first Communion. This seemed more interesting than putting frogs in my sister’s shoes.”

The man barked a deeper laugh, his hold loosening. Estevan could have taken his chances at escape…but hadn’t he come here to learn things?

There were many ways of learning. He didn’t try to conceal his hunger as he looked up. “Are you the pilot that’s now the ship’s master, señor? Have you really sailed to the New World and back?”

His respectful words puffed the man up with pride. “I am. I have.”

“How do you do it?” Estevan asked eagerly. “How do you know where to go in the Ocean Sea? And how are the maps made? What magic do you use? Where did you learn it? Where can I learn it?”

“I—” This barrage left the man temporarily speechless. “You want to be a pilot?”

He wanted nothing of the sort. But he couldn’t say, I want to destroy the magic being used against the Sea Beyond so my people will be safe, and so it was his turn to be without words.

The pilot rubbed a hand over his face. “Kid, boys like you don’t become pilots. Your father’s too high for that.”

How could the people necessary to carry out such a voyage be less important than stupid brutes like his father, who only came along with their guns and swords? But this was similar to all the questions Teresa and Fray Lorenzo warned him against asking, like the difference between a cassock and a dress. The mortal world was full of incomprehensible rules, and those in power did not like them being questioned.

“There must be some way,” he said, more to himself than to the bemused pilot.

The man hesitated, then crouched down. “What is it you actually want? To sail to New Spain?”

This time Estevan had a lie ready. “To the Sea Beyond. I want to help the king map the islands of the Otherworld and bring them under his control.”

“Hoo!” The pilot’s exclamation was loud enough to make Estevan flinch, but what followed more than made up for the danger. “That’s not the work of a pilot, boy. They guide the ships, but you’re talking about cosmographers—”

“How do I become one of them, then?”

“Go to school,” the pilot said dryly. “Then go to university. Make friends with the sorts of men who run this kingdom. You’re talking about work handled by the Council of the Sea Beyond, and it takes more than a please and thank-you to make them give you a position.”

He was slated for private schooling with Fray Lorenzo; surely that would count. As for the rest…“What’s the Council of the Sea Beyond? My father’s not too high for that, is he? How long does university take?” He’d already been in the mortal realm for so long. Ages could pass in the faerie realm as light as thistledown on the wind, but every day here dragged with the weight of mortality and the burden of the quest he’d set himself.

“Lord have mercy. Boy, I don’t have time to answer all your questions; I’ve got a very accommodating lady waiting for me, but she won’t stay accommodating all night. The Council serves the king, your father might not be high enough for the likes of them, and you’re talking about more schooling than I ever had. Ten, twenty years—I don’t even know.” The pilot turned to his sea chest and unlocked it with a key from his neck, rooting around in the depths.

No amount of craning could net Estevan a useful glimpse of the chest’s contents, nor ease the shock of that news. The route to his goal was longer than the Way of Santiago. And in eight years as a human boy, he’d barely taken the first step.

Trinket in hand, the pilot herded Estevan out of the room like a despondent lamb. The door to his own family’s room swung open as they neared, and a voice issued from the darkness beyond like an omen of death. “Estevan Carrasco.”

His full mortal name in Teresa’s sharpest staccato made Estevan wince like he’d been struck. The pilot as well; perhaps it was a fear shared by all men with mothers. With a nod of respect for Teresa and a commiserative pat on Estevan’s shoulder, he left.

Teresa shut the door behind her and lowered her voice to a tight whisper. “What do you think you’re doing?”

His explanation came out a jumble, tangled by his roiling thoughts. Even a coherent account might not have mollified Teresa; she was furious with him, for what even Estevan had to admit might be good reason. But guilt didn’t stop him from asking accusingly, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“What—that it would take this long?” Teresa cast her gaze upward for patience, though out of courtesy to Estevan, she avoided praying in front of him. “How was I to know what your plan was? I thought, once you were old enough, you would use some magic to get your answers.”

“You promised,” he hissed, stamping his foot hard enough to sting. All around them the wood creaked as his ire rose. “You gave your word you would help, that you could help. But all you do is tell me to hold my questions, and now I find you’re no use to me at all.”

He knew it was unfair even as he said it. Even as the beams above groaned, and dust sifted down, and Leonor’s soft, sleepy “Mamá” had them both going as tense and silent as mice before a kitchen cat.

In the darkness, he couldn’t see Teresa’s expression, but he heard the frustration clogging her voice. “There is so little I can do. Women do not attend university, nor sit on councils.”

No, men like Estevan Senior did. Estevan wondered if the world would be different were the situation reversed—if women would govern more gently, given the chance—or if it was nothing to do with sex, and everything to do with power. Estevan Senior had it, and therefore abused it; Teresa did not, and therefore was abused.

“You will go to school,” Teresa said fiercely, the fire within her flaring bright once more. “His son cannot be uneducated. I will make sure it happens, and that it’s the right school for what you want.”

There was more than one? But the floorboards were creaking beneath Leonor’s slight weight; for now, Estevan could ask no further questions. He yawned theatrically, and Teresa herded him back into the room, like the child he would be stuck as for many more years to come.

Beatriz, fifth of the family’s children, had taught her younger siblings a game. From an upstairs window in their home in Tomares they would gaze at the spire-needled skyline of Sevilla, selecting this building or that as their residence when they grew up and moved to the city. As the oldest among them, Beatriz always got first pick, and always chose the highest: the Giralda. The bell tower of the Cathedral of Sevilla.

“You’re certain you want to live there?” Estevan asked with a sly grin as they crossed the plaza in front of the great cathedral. His question was nearly drowned out by the head-splitting peals from above, and he only knew Beatriz had sniffed disdainfully by watching her chin go up.

Mass in the cathedral was certainly grander than in Tomares, but it lasted forever—in part because the archbishop read out the Edict of Faith, a reminder of all the heretical beliefs and behaviors one should watch for among one’s neighbors and report at once to the Inquisition. Estevan thought it sounded more like an instruction manual than a warning: how to be a Judaizing converso, how to be an infidel Moor, a Lutheran, an Illuminist, a Valentinian Gnostic, a heretic of every stripe, capped with a list of books one was not permitted to own or read.

Yet the demands of the edict were issued in the shadow of the Giralda, that glorious work of Moorish hands raised for the glory of a different faith, before being rededicated to Christian ends. As the Reconquest worked its way south through the various kingdoms of the Spains, their sovereigns had made promises to respect the faith of their new Moorish subjects. But the Emirate of Granada, last of those conquests, was barely cold in its grave before rebellion gave Their Most Catholic Majesties an opening to force the Moors under the aegis of Christianity. No one could explain to Estevan’s satisfaction why it was more holy for the intricate tracery of the Giralda’s walls to ring with bells rather than sing with a voice, why it was wrong to bathe as often as the Jews and Moors did, why a God said to be so great should also be so choosy.

His wandering thoughts made him fidget, and his father pinched him viciously. Estevan thought about embarrassing the man by crying, but caution stopped him. Estevan Senior always laid the blame for any childish misbehavior at Teresa’s door, for not teaching their son proper discipline. Once he was grown, Estevan decided, he would give Teresa somewhere else to live, far from the monster she’d married.

Such thoughts probably counted as a violation of the fourth commandment, but Estevan had already made his confession before Mass began. What filled his feet with lead as he shuffled forward to be confirmed in the Church was not fear of that unabsolved sin, but a sudden apprehension of what he was about to do. The water of baptism had dripped over his forehead without harm; Catalina’s iron crucifix had not burned his skin. The sacred chrism the archbishop daubed upon him now had been there before, when he was an infant, with no harm done.

But, once sealed with the gift of the Holy Spirit, he was eligible—expected—to take the very substance of Christianity into himself: the body and blood of Christ, given for people other than him.

He was not simply a faerie pretending to be human. He was not an ordinary changeling, stealing away a baby and taking its place. Teresa had made a willing deal. Leagues away, in a grove in rural Andalucía, a human girl was living a carefree life among his kin. She protected him. He had to trust that.

Estevan knelt and, shaking, opened his mouth to receive the Eucharist.

The wafer was dry and flavorless. The wine was sour. He swallowed them both, and they did not sear his throat; as he rose to his feet, he was still, to all appearances, an ordinary human boy.

He reeled with the dizzy relief of it. “Don’t act like a drunken fool,” Estevan Senior snarled as his son staggered back to his place, but Estevan barely heard the rebuke. He was safe.

Thanks to a nameless girl, hidden among the trees.




CHAPTER 2

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER
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Worlds away and in years to come, on an island far from most and near to none, in a vaulted hall within a forest of wind-twisted trees, the Hungry Girl tumbled and capered and danced for the amusement of her Lady.

Tiny lights glittered like gems in the high reaches of the hall, doing little to illuminate the space below. Scarcely more sunlight filtered through the windows, and in the dimness, the Hungry Girl misjudged her footing. Long practice let her turn a stumble into an exaggerated pratfall.

“So clumsy!” the Lady said, laughter as sparkling as a sun-shower, as bright as the fair hair that streamed in rainbow rivulets over a cerulean gown. She would have clapped her hands in delight, but the shimmering silk that fell well beyond her fingertips made that difficult. She turned instead to the lone maidservant at her side, clad more sedately in long white feathers. “See how lumpish these mortals are, Swansdown! No one has a jester like mine, I’m sure, anywhere in the Sea Beyond. Tell me a tale, jester, with that clumsy mortal tongue of yours!”

It was true that the Hungry Girl did not speak the language of birds very well. Though she’d lived in the Archipelago of Threnody long enough to acquire fluency, her pronunciation remained no better than acceptable. And the Lady never tired of reminding her jester of all her shortcomings: her solid limbs, her homely face, the ugliness of the birthmark on her forehead, not quite hidden by her hair. The weight the young woman burdened the land with, simply by dint of her mortality.

The Hungry Girl swept a bow and said, “As my lady wishes. I will tell the tale of the Walnut-Headed Boy, who—”

“You’ve told that one before,” said the Lady, with an ominous twitch of her sleeve-covered hand.

The Hungry Girl swallowed her words and almost her tongue, letting the tale die like a strangled newborn. When her mistress was known as the Lady of Celestial Song, dozens had cowered in apprehension of the beating that might follow on that twitch of her hand. Here, now, there was no one left to carry out such an order—but there was always the chance that the bored Lady might take up a new hobby.

“My lady’s memory is prodigious.” Pasting the invitation of a grin on her face, the Hungry Girl leaned conspiratorially toward the dais on which her mistress sat. “As impressive as the tree that sprouts between the legs of the Giant of Three Stones. You heard about the time he—”

“I haven’t, and I don’t care to. You’re trying my patience. Juggle this.”

Only quick reflexes and familiarity with the Lady’s habits kept the Hungry Girl from being struck in the face by the silken slipper lobbed at her head. She caught it, and the one that followed, but two wasn’t enough to make for interesting juggling. Tossing them high into the air, she spun and kicked off her own leather shoes, so at least she had four.

“Swansdown!” the Lady snapped, and with a sigh, the maidservant contributed her own feathered sandals.

Six was enough to make a reasonable show, and to the Hungry Girl’s relief, the Lady subsided into her chair. Still discontented, but there was no getting around that. Not as long as they were on this island.

Once upon a time, music would have soothed the Lady’s spirit, even if she always likened the Hungry Girl’s voice to the croaking of a crow. Fortunately, common sense yanked habit’s leash before the Hungry Girl could do more than open her mouth. That was a sure route to a beating, even if the Lady had to condescend to deliver the blows herself.

Instead she began to extemporize poetry. “Squawking like chickens, Threnodic nobility peck at brown pebbles as if rocks were bread—” The Lady always liked to hear her enemies mocked. It let her pretend she was still powerful, still the force she had been before her exile.

But it worked too well. A scurrilous rhyme made Swansdown giggle—and when she did, the world flickered.

Like a held breath released at last, the grand hall faded around them. Intricately carved pillars of marble and silver desiccated into wind-warped trees, the pastoral murals between them fraying into swaths of half-dead moss. The shining floor beneath the Hungry Girl’s feet lumped into knotted roots, and the Lady’s dais was an uneven rock.

All six shoes thunked to the ground like hailstones as the Lady rose to her feet.

“What is this?” she screeched. Her rainbow hair remained, but it hung limp and tangled, and tattered rags replaced her silken gown. Gone, too, was the melodious voice that had formerly made her the Lady of Celestial Song; her words scraped like an unoiled hinge. “This—this atrocity, this insult—you!”

Swansdown cringed as the Lady whirled on her, then fell to her knees. “I’m sorry, my lady! It’s my fault, I—I’ll put it back—”

She tried. The trees wavered, regaining some of their pillared glory. But she’d chosen poorly, beginning with the illusion of their surroundings rather than with the Lady herself. In a storm of rags, the Lady leapt down from her dais of rock and kicked Swansdown with her bare foot. “How dare you fail me with such flimsy illusions! Such crudity, such filth! Did one of my enemies pay you to mock me like this? I—will—not—have—it!”

Each word was punctuated with a fresh blow. The rags of her sleeves fell back, revealing the feathered appendages beneath, half arm, half wing. Swansdown was smart enough not to raise her own limbs to defend herself. The Lady had never brooked resistance, even when she was the Lady of Celestial Song; now her fury would be redoubled by the sight of Swansdown’s arms, marked with delicate pinfeathers, but not nearly so transformed as her own.

Had the Hungry Girl been braver, she might have intervened. But if Swansdown’s lesser transformation might fan the Lady’s fury, then a reminder that the Hungry Girl’s humanity rendered her immune to the harpy island’s curse…

No. Better for them both to let the Lady exhaust herself. She was capricious; it wouldn’t take long.

I should drape a veil over my face and call myself the Oracle, the Hungry Girl thought with mordant humor as the Lady stormed off in a swirl of petulance and pinions. Stooping, she busied herself with slipping her shoes back on, then brought Swansdown’s to her.

“Steamed Pudding might have some salve for that,” she said, nodding to the cut that split and swelled Swansdown’s lip. The Lady no longer had rings on her fingers nor bells on her toes, but the island’s curse was giving her talons. Though she hated them, she also honed them.

“It’s your fault,” Swansdown snapped through her tears. Her dandelion hair and liquid-black eyes seemed made for sorrow, but they were a lie. She could be as vicious as her mistress, if less capricious. “You made me laugh, and I lost my concentration.”

Before their exile to this island, the Hungry Girl had rarely interacted with Swansdown. The little faerie maidservant had been too busy currying favor, which could never come from the Lady’s mortal jester. The Archipelago of Threnody was a place of beautiful music and soaring tree bridges, masking a cutthroat dance where those not rising were inevitably falling.

Then the Lady they both served had fallen as far as it was possible to go. And Swansdown, deprived of other people to climb above, had turned on the Hungry Girl.

The maidservant had given up on the glamour and was scrubbing one forearm across her face, against the set of her feathers, rucking them so the tiny barbs stuck out every which way, clotted with tears and snot. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this!” she wailed. “My family, they were so proud when they saw I could glamour clothing and my surroundings. Do you even know how rare that is?”

The Hungry Girl had seen more of the Sea Beyond than Swansdown could dream of. A mortal jester was amusing, but the novelty of it palled; ever since her squalling infancy she’d been handed from mistress to master, from island to island, from the heights of luxury to exile out here. Yet time and again the fae spoke like that, as if she were a stupid human who’d stumbled into the Sea Beyond only yesterday.

“Set for life, we thought,” Swansdown ranted. “A treasured asset in some noble’s court. And I would have been. I was. Until she…” A glare like a poisoned arrow shot in the departed Lady’s direction. “It’s a fitting exile for our Lady of Grackles, but what did we do to deserve this?”

The Hungry Girl snorted a laugh. Their mistress had renamed herself the Lady of Graceful Shackles, in a transparent bid to add some dignity to the disgrace of her exile; Grackles suited her far better. But bitterness flavored the Hungry Girl’s words as she said, “I’m sorry, were you looking for fairness in the Sea Beyond? They say the islands here contain every possibility, but I’m not sure that one’s anywhere to be found.”

“What do you know about it?” Swansdown said spitefully, but there was no heat in it, only weariness. She dragged herself to her feet and said, “Stop distracting me. If I don’t have this back in place before the Lady returns…”

As she focused on the glamours, rebuilding the tangled bracken and forest canopy into a beautiful hall once more, a frisson of magic dragged across the Hungry Girl’s skin like a spiderweb. And like a spiderweb, it would stick—if she let it.

But she had the choice. Just as her mortality shielded her from the island’s curse, she could choose to see the beautiful lies…or the reality below them.

She had to remember the truth. Glamours made exile more palatable, but the Hungry Girl had no intention of remaining in exile. She could not let herself forget that they were running out of time.

“Let the revels begin!” the Lady declared, sweeping back into the room as if the previous incident had never happened. “Jester, entertain me!”

And so, on the shores of a cursed island, worlds and years away from the changeling boy taking Communion in the Cathedral of Sevilla, the Hungry Girl tumbled and capered and danced once more for the amusement of her Lady.

The kitchen table was, like everything else on the harpy island, makeshift at best. Even flat objects did their best to slide off; the egg the Hungry Girl set down didn’t stand a chance. She made no move to rescue it, but a quick lunge from Steamed Pudding saved it from the ground. “What’s this, then?” the cook asked.

Their voice was a grating croak, lower than the Lady’s screech, but their stocky form still had proper hands, which now cradled the speckled egg. “Our Lady laid that today,” the Hungry Girl said, biting off each word like it offended her. “It seems more bits of her have transformed than I realized.”

Steamed Pudding clucked as they puttered around the open fire within its armoring circle of stones. The sound might have been ominous, had Steamed Pudding not made it long before the servants were sent into exile with their mistress. They clucked when they were working, and they clucked when they were washing up, and they’d clucked when the knights of the Archipelago of Threnody had stood over them insisting, with utter futility, that their prized bronzewood pots and obsidian-sharp knives could not join them in
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