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She had no memory of how she had come to be there, let alone where she had been before.

She did not remember so much as walking into the house, or waking up there. She did not know how she had slowly grown aware of its features, though she vaguely recalled being mindful of some before she was mindful of others.

The sea-green house sat by the sea. Cupolas and towers dotted it, and all its windows were either round or tall, with arched tops. A bridge stretched out from the house itself to a summer house, intricately and geometrically adorned, larger in itself than many a house where whole families lived (and she knew that though she had no memory of ever seeing such houses or such families). Below the bridge, at low tide, a rocky valley, with sides of reddish cliffs, spread with a thin trickle of water; she could see, off in the distance, a waterfall at the end of the valley.

At high tide, the valley held waves and seawater, and winged sea serpents, as sea-green as the house, sported in it.

If, that was, the sea serpents were real.

The wall about the house was real. Towering and solid and without a single door, stretching out into the sea on either hand, into the waters that were deeper than she was tall. To walk about the wall, and along the seashore, was the work of less than an hour, and it held her confined here, in reality.

She had her doubts about the rest. Except the apple orchard beside the summer house, with trees laden with apples, and holding some birdhouses of intricate ornament. And the moon rising from it every night. Sometimes it was full, with a rotund face, with closed eyes; sometimes it was an impossible crescent, arching far past the middle, and a sharp nose from the narrow face that looked outward; always the moon actually rose up between the branches, and when it was a crescent, birds perched on it.

She thought it was too strange to be unreal. Falsity would have tried harder to look real.

Even the arched main door into the house, with its inscription "The Hall of the Heiress," might be unreal. If it meant what it said, the heiress could be none other than herself. She did not know if she believed it, she certainly did not know whom she had inherited from, or what she had inherited, but she wandered freely over the house. Up stairs of malachite, and down stairs of marble. Into a bedchamber—the lone bed chamber of a house that could hold, in comfort, a family of twenty and all their servants—a bedchamber with floors of mother-of-pearl, a bed like a half-opened shell, and walls of silver and green in rounded geometry.

All the ornaments of the house were geometrical. No leaves or flowers, no beasts or birds—no fish, however fitting they would be, or even anything she could convince herself was meant to be a wave—though in the garden, where there was a great pond instead of flowers, two swans drifted over the waters.

When she woke in one morning filled with gray light, she stared at the pale green ceiling as minutes inched by. She sighed and pondered why she was kept here. Whether this house was, in itself, her inheritance. Whether it was a test of some kind before she was declared an heiress. Whether, perhaps, she was kept prisoner here so that someone else could inherit because she had failed some task or did not arrive at some ceremony.

She sighed again. She had learned nothing to tell which, if any, were true, but, however familiar the house, she did not know it so well that she could swear that she could not escape.

All the garments in the wardrobe fit perfectly, she noted, and tried to ponder that as she dressed. But she had already guessed that she was the heiress. She could deduce nothing new from the clothes before she laced up her gown. And nothing more when she descended the stairs to find the kitchen, in its blue tile, where a pot of oatmeal sat steaming with no sign of a servant or of a fire.

She supposed she could feel more alarmed at that, or the way she had found no larder, and so she was at the mercy of whatever cooked now (the house itself?), and might not cook in the days to come. Still, it seemed the sort of thing that befit a house with sea serpents swimming about. She sat at the kitchen table, and ate her oatmeal, which seemed implausibly ethereal to taste.

Having forced down the last bite, she pushed the bowl away to start her search.

She tried the library first, to read, to learn if it said what this house was, or how she had come there, or whether she could escape. She had not great hope when she walked in. An exquisite little library, with a bay window bedecked with gold, chairs here and there, and three bookcases done with scrollwork, not a stride long and no higher than her waist. No more. Every shelf held books from end to end, but they could not hold enormous knowledge in so limited a compass.

She told herself that she only needed one that covered the right subject. Even only one with the right page. A history book that told her of a secret passage, a book of natural philosophy that explained how to get the sea serpents to carry her away, a spell book that told her how to fly away—or restore her memory, and learn its secrets that way. She did not know that she had not known much of the house; she could have known all about it, and lost that memory with the rest.

She crouched by the first bookcase.

None of the tomes had titles on their spines. With a grimace, she started to pull the books out, looking to see if they might help.

Time and again, the words jumbled into meaninglessness before her gaze, or dissolved into melodious but vacuous words, or turned to mist in her thoughts as soon as she lifted her face from the page.

On the twentieth work, she put the book firmly away. She thought that none of them talked of her inheritance, but when she could not read the words, that did not matter. The only question now was how she might escape. If the books would not tell her, she had to find out for herself.

She looked out the bay window at the sea. How far it stretched, out to a cloudy horizon. Sea serpents sported in it, even at low tide. She did not want to risk it, if they were guardians to keep her captive. She let her breath out and turned her face way. At least—not first of all.

Swans, she thought. She hurried across the room and looked into the garden. They too might be dangerous, but she had to undertake some risk.

* * *
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The birds ignored her as she stripped off her clothes by the pool side.

She thought of dipping her toe into the waters, but it would not matter how cold they were, and she could see how deep they went. She drew a deep breath and dived in, swimming down, down, down. To a pool bottom that was as solid as the wall.

Again and again she dived, until she had searched every inch of it and found no outlet hidden under the ripples.

Finally she dragged herself up on the bank and sat, shivering, to dry before she dressed herself again. The swans ignored her—though she noted, now, that their idle gliding across the waters had always avoided where she might surface.

Her gaze went to the wall. She had checked that. . . .

She blinked. She did not quite remember checking it. Any more than she remembered realizing it was there.

Her hair was still sodden. She stood and dressed, and let the hair fall down her back like damp seaweed, before she walked about the house and crossed the bridge. The tide was so high that the waves engulfed the entire valley, and licked at the stone of the bridge.

She forced herself to look ahead to the summer house. And then to walk by it, to the wall, and search it for secret doors and trick entrances.

That side of the valley was easy enough, especially since she did not risk the pounding waves by venturing into the sea. Every inch was solid, and nothing protruded or sank back in a way that might conceal a secret.

Crossing back over the bridge gave her enough wall that when she had worked her way around, back to the sea, the tide was low again. Sea water lapped on the rocky shore. She eyed it, slipped off her shoes
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