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And for my dad, who listened to mine







Prologue

EVEN WHEN THE MOON was full, the water was an inky black expanse. Quinn could strain her eyes and see only a few meters ahead of her at best. At this depth, she depended more on the feel of the currents against her sensitive whiskers and the knowledge that her friends swam close by. The five young seals swam in close formation, every so often twisting to brush against whoever was closest and get some reassurance that they weren’t alone in the dark.

Quinn and four of the herd’s younger selkies were heading toward the shore. They were giddy with nerves, each of them daring to pull ahead of the group for a few moments before falling back.

They were not supposed to be out. They were not supposed to go to shore. They had been raised on stories of the greed and harm that humans had inflicted on selkies. It seemed like every member of their herd had had someone taken from them because of human selfishness. With these stories, they had been given a healthy fear of the shore close to human towns.

Quinn’s mother was no different. As long as she was in the water, her mother told her, she could easily evade human capture. But the shore was human territory.

“Then why can we change?” Quinn had asked. “Why are we able to remove our pelts?”

Her mother had nosed along Quinn’s forehead, her whiskers twitching and tickling Quinn’s nose. They were curled up together with the rest of the herd. Long, sleeping bodies stretched out around them, crowded together on the narrow strip of beach of an island that was free of humans. The seals closest to them grunted and shifted as Quinn whined, and her mother quickly shushed her.

Quietly, her mother told her, “There are many versions of this tale. Some say that one of our ancestors was a normal seal who observed the humans from the water and grew jealous. The longer they watched the humans, the more they wished to come ashore and join them. But our bodies are slow on land and lack the grace of human limbs. So our ancestor wished to shed their fur, wished for their limbs to grow long, and wished to find balance on their feet. One night under a full moon their wish came true. They walked on land with two feet, their seal skin trailing behind them like a heavy cloak.

“Our ancestor approached the humans they had envied for so long. The seal’s human form was beautiful to the people of the town, and they were coveted by many to remain on land and become someone’s spouse. The seal trusted one of these humans with their pelt and married them. But as long as the human hid the pelt from the seal, our ancestor could not return home, and as months and years passed, the seal began to long for the ocean. The human limbs and life they had envied became confining. They wished to swim with the herd again. To be surrounded by the great expanse of the sea.

“The seal pleaded with the human they had married, but the human would not return their pelt. Ever since the seal had arrived, the town had experienced uncommonly favorable weather and luck with their fishing trade. What had previously been a poor, struggling community now thrived, and they attributed their good fortune to the seal’s presence. The humans were not willing to let the seal leave for fear that without them, their blessings would wash away with the tide.

“Betrayed by their partner and desperate to return to the ocean, the seal waited for night and searched the home they shared. They discovered their pelt buried at the bottom of a chest in the attic. Once the fur was in their hands, the call of the sea was unbearable, and they ran from the house and leaped into the water.

“Our ancestor stayed at sea for seven years. One day, when the herd was passing by the shore of the town where the seal had first shed their pelt and walked on human legs, their curiosity compelled them to swim up to the beach and see the town they had left behind. When their round head broke the surface, a nearby boat of fishermen spotted them. Ever since the seal’s escape, rumors had spread of the good luck that selkies could bring.

“The fishermen thought to improve their fortunes after many years of poor catching seasons and set out to capture the seal with their great nets. Of course, they could not know that this was the same seal that had spurred these stories all those years ago. The seal, easily recognizing human selfishness and greed, swam away as fast as their fins could take them. They dove deep into the water and went back to their herd, warning them of the dangers of humans.

“But our ancestor’s wish could not be so easily undone. That seal’s children, and all the children born after, inherited the ability to shed their skin and take a human form. And with this came the curiosity that led our ancestor to shore in the first place. Every generation warns the next of the dangers of humans, but each is spurred by the need to see it for themselves, to take off their pelt and walk on land and see what life is like out of the water.”

Her mother gave Quinn a hard look. “But know this, Quinn, many have given in to that curiosity and were never seen again. Humans bring nothing but suffering to our kind. I hope you never give in to the desire that our ancestor plagued us with.”

The shame of sneaking away from her mother and the rest of the herd made Quinn’s heart stutter in her chest. Her mother had told Quinn the story of their ancestor years ago and made sure she never forgot it, but Quinn was older now. She wasn’t the young, reckless pup that could be tossed and rolled in every current like a loose piece of seaweed. Quinn had been on many migrations with the herd, had explored the depths of the ocean along the coast that they inhabited, and could hold her own against creatures twice or three times her size.

Not every selkie who dared venture onto land and remove their pelt disappeared. Many made it back to whisper stories to their friends and the younger seals when the adults were out hunting. Quinn didn’t want to live on stories. She wanted to experience it for herself. Her mother’s begrudging lessons on how to remove her pelt itched at the back of her mind, urging her to test it out on land where she could use her legs the way they were meant to be used.

This feeling was shared among the other seals Quinn’s age. Four of the most daring had agreed to join Quinn and seek out the humans’ shore the next time they came to stay on the island.

Like their ancestor before them, the five seals slipped away from the herd under the cover of night, carefully avoiding the night watch. Quinn was leading the way. Still, her mother’s stories echoed in her mind.

It was not a very long swim to the humans’ beach. As the seals rose with the climbing ocean floor, the water lightened from black to a reluctant indigo, the full moon’s weak light finally able to disperse the shadows at a shallower depth.

The seals twisted themselves even tighter as they swam closer to the beach. One popped her head above the water and ducked back down. She snorted bubbles, signaling that the shore was free from humans.

They dallied in the shallow water for a few moments, building their courage back up after the dark journey and waiting for someone else to be the first to shed their pelt.

Quinn rolled and twisted among her friends, but her heart wouldn’t settle in her chest. She slapped her flippers against her sides and broke away from the group. The others tightened up behind her and floated in the gentle tide, watching.

Quinn let her fins touch down on the seafloor first. It was pebbly and shifted under her weight as she scooted up the shore until her head broke the surface.

The beach was flooded with moonlight, casting long shadows off large rocks and illuminating the cliff face that curbed the far end of the beach. A pier sprouted out of the water thirty meters away, its boats abandoned and bobbing in the tide. Quinn could see a narrow trail leading up from the pier and over the cliff. But as her friend had seen, the shore was empty. Quinn used a weak wave to propel her farther out of the water before she began to drag herself up with her flippers. When she made it to the edge of the surf, Quinn stopped and cast another look toward the cliffs, searching for any sign of movement. She found none.

Before her guilt could make her turn back, Quinn began to shed her pelt. She peeled her hands out first, the flippers stretching and splitting open like clams to reveal long, thin fingers and their useless, dull claws. She used her hands to pry her head free next, pushing the pelt off her mouth and nose, up over her eyes and off her ears, and gasping at the sudden dulling of her senses. The smell of the ocean was muted by her human nose. These eyes could barely see past the cliffs.

She kept going. Her fur slid off her shoulders, and the bare skin pebbled against the chill. With her upper body free, she crawled farther up the shore and flipped onto her back to wiggle her stomach and hips out. The rocky beach was slick and uncomfortable against her back without a layer of blubber to cushion her. The knobs of her spine and sharp shoulder blades protested the unforgiving beach.

She was panting, her lungs nearly half their normal size and struggling to fill. It was much harder to remove her pelt on land than it had been in the water. Using her hands to push and shove at the pelt, she revealed the long stretch of her thigh, her round knees, her calves. With a few sharp breaths, Quinn hauled herself up into a seated position. The pelt protected her backside from the rocks. Only her feet were still trapped inside.

A splash called her attention to the water, and she saw her four friends had all crept up the shore to watch her transformation. She grinned at them even as she heaved for breath. In a final burst of energy, Quinn kicked her feet free of the pelt.

She stared at the delicate bend of her ankle, her toes. She bent one leg and straightened it out again just to see the movement of the muscle and bone.

Still in the water but getting closer and closer every moment, one of her friends barked.

“Come try it yourself,” she told him. Her voice was a surprise, so unlike the language the seals used both in and out of the water. She put a hand to her throat. The column of her neck was so exposed in this form, with only a thin stretch of skin protecting the veins and bones.

Her friend barked again but dragged himself up the shore anyway. Not to be outdone, Quinn shifted her weight and got her feet under her. She knew from the stories that humans walked on two feet. She had seen them do it once, far in the distance, and she figured the movement would come to her once her body had all the right pieces.

By the time she had wobbled to her feet, the other three seals had made their way onto the beach. She grinned at them again, even as her legs trembled. Her friend who had barked at her had already freed himself from his chest up and matched her smile. He had wide, dark eyes, a sharp nose and chin, a full mouth with shining white teeth that flashed in the moonlight. His dark hair was wet and hung in a long, thick tumble over his shoulders.

Quinn looked down at her feet and saw her pelt of fur, molded against the rocks of the shore like a dead thing. She didn’t like how it looked when it was separated from her. Carefully, she bent at the waist and lifted the pelt with both hands. The weight of it was a comfort; a physical reminder of who she was even as her body found this new shape.

The others had also begun to find their feet. Like their seal bodies, they were all slightly different. The male seal who had come out of the ocean after her was broad-shouldered and taller than everyone else, while the other male was much shorter and thinner. The two female seals varied in height, but Quinn was the tallest of the three of them. She was thicker around the waist and seemed to have sturdier legs. The other two were struggling to stay standing.

Clutching her pelt like a lifeline, Quinn lifted one foot and took a step. The movement was jerky and uncoordinated, but she kept her balance and stayed upright. The others were watching her again. She took another step, and another. They came quicker and easier the more she moved, even as the unsteady beach shifted and slid under her feet, and Quinn felt her blood rushing through her long limbs, urging her to do more.

She gave in and broke into a run. Her wet hair stuck to her shoulders and back, but the pelt fluttered at her side. Every step made her feel stronger. She laughed, a delighted sound that made her smile even wider.

One of her friends called out behind her, and she stumbled to a halt. They were following her, though none of them were quite as fast as she was. The taller male caught her first, though he nearly knocked her off her feet as he figured out how to stop by running into her. They spun around, limbs and pelts flying, and she laughed some more.

The others joined in and soon all five of them were dashing across the beach. Occasionally one of them would stumble and trip, and they would laugh and marvel at how easily human skin bruised or tore. They grew bold. They pushed themselves faster. The tall male, tired of carrying his pelt, spread it over a large rock at the edge of the beach far away from the pier. Quinn followed him and did the same. She ran her hands over it once it was spread out, sinking her fingers into the thick, damp fur. One of her friends called out to her, and she turned away.

Quinn and the other seals danced and ran up and down the beach. With the wind biting at their skin and their voices carried off into the night, their parents’ warnings faded away. What could hurt them now that they’d conquered their human bodies?

They kept up with the movement for as long as they could, until their legs screamed at them and their forearms and elbows smarted from too many falls on the rocky beach. The smaller male retrieved his pelt first, unerringly finding it amongst the others on the rock. The two females went after him, clutching each other’s shoulders and giggling. The tall male and Quinn trailed behind. Quinn could tell her body ached to curl back into its pelt and be supported by the water. She had accomplished her goal and lived the story she had been hearing about since she was young.

Her friends returned to the water with their pelts and tugged them over their skin. They reversed the process of taking them off, putting their feet in first and shuffling the fur over their limbs. They went to their knees and then their bellies in the surf. Human hair and faces disappeared beneath the pelt. One of the seals blinked huge, black eyes at Quinn and huffed.

“I’m coming,” she said. She turned to the rocks where they had all laid out their pelts, her hand outstretched.

The rocks were bare. Quinn frowned and circled the rock, trailing her hand across the surface. Had one of the others taken her pelt? But they would have known it wasn’t theirs right away. Had they hidden it?

She darted a look at the shore and felt her heart kick up. The others had already disappeared into the waves.

Legs suddenly unsteady beneath her, Quinn searched the other rocks. Had it blown away in a gust of wind? But her searching yielded nothing.

The white light of the moon was harsh and cold. Quinn’s pulse was rattling in her ears, and she let out a despondent noise.

“Are you looking for this?”

Quinn froze. The voice was male and young, but it wasn’t the voice of her two friends. She looked over her shoulder.

A man stood among the boulders. He was human, wearing bulky clothes to ward off the night’s chill. In his hands he held Quinn’s pelt.

Another noise escaped Quinn’s throat, this one more of a growl. It was wrong for him to be holding it. Quinn felt like he had his hands on her, all over her.

“Give me that,” she demanded.

The man held it closer to his chest.

“Are you a selkie?” he asked her. “You must be. My grandfather told me stories of your kind.”

His voice was shaking slightly, though Quinn couldn’t tell if it was from fear or something else. He had a gleam to his eye that Quinn didn’t like. She braced her weakening limbs as best she could.

“Give it back,” she yelled, and lunged for her pelt.

The man avoided her easily. Her strength nearly gone, she caught herself on a rock as he stepped out of reach.

“You can’t go back to the water without it,” he said, not really speaking to her. He took another step away, and Quinn gritted her teeth. She reached out a desperate hand. The man took another few steps.

“The stories were true,” the man said, his pale eyes wide. “So that means you can get me what I want. Luck and fortune—a family.” He dragged his gaze along Quinn’s body, and it sent a chill like nothing she’d ever felt before down her spine. “You’re very beautiful.”

She bared her teeth at him.

“If you want it,” he told her, “come with me. Follow me.” He turned and made for the path that led over the cliff.

Quinn could feel the distance between her and her pelt stretch, and it was like the man was ripping her heart in two. She sobbed. Behind her, a short bark and a splash made her look back. Four dark heads hovered at the surface. She wanted nothing more than to join them.

But the man was right. Without her pelt, she could not go back to the sea. This human body could not carry her through the currents or withstand the pressure of the depths.

She had no choice. Blinking through salty tears, Quinn searched for the man. He was at the top of the cliff, waiting for her. With a cry, Quinn shoved herself away from the rock and steered her feet toward the path.

The sky had been clear when the seals had first broken the surface and come ashore. Quinn hadn’t noticed when the clouds had rolled in, but they were spitting at her now, the raindrops growing fat and stinging the farther she made it up the path. The wind pushed and tore at her hair. The man had her pelt tucked tight to his body so that the storm couldn’t pull it from his grasp. He started moving again when she was a few meters away.

When she crested the cliff, she looked back at the beach. Three of the round heads had disappeared beneath the water, but one remained. He stared up at her. But there was nothing he could do. They knew the stories. She wouldn’t want him to risk himself as well as her.

“Go,” she whispered. He couldn’t have heard her, but a moment later his head sank below the surface. She was alone.

Quinn choked on another sob, her breaths coming short and fast. The storm was ramping up, the clouds twisting above her and lightning flashing far out at sea.

“Hurry!” the man shouted. Quinn cried out in response but made her feet move again. She could hardly see through the tears and the rain, but she followed the pull on her heart. While the man had her pelt, she couldn’t let him out of her sight. As the distance between her and the ocean grew, Quinn let out a yell that turned into a strangled scream. She sent a fleeting, painful thought to her mother.

The man was getting too far away. Wrapping her hands around her body, Quinn gathered her rage and followed him toward the human town.







Chapter One

NOW

QUINN COULD SEE A jagged piece of the ocean from the kitchen window, glinting a gunmetal blue like the pearlescent inside of an oyster. She would come to the window to gaze at this piece of sea when she wanted to remember her anger. Partially concealed by their neighbors’ roofs, the water taunted and called to her. She longed to run to it, to feel the bracingly cold waves pull at her, and let the currents take her away. But it was the one place she could not go.

Quinn had been born a selkie, a shapeshifter, taking the form of a gray seal and living in the open waters of the sea off the coast of Scotland with her family and herd. Her mother had taught her how to peel away her pelt to reveal thin, uncoordinated limbs, and she had learned to prefer the safety and warmth of her fur. Wrapped in her pelt with the strength of her tail and her herd around her, the endlessness of the ocean stretching ahead, Quinn had felt invincible.

Now, in the kitchen with its creaking floorboards and taunting window, her pelt stolen and hidden from her by the man she was forced to call husband, Quinn felt empty.

Her memories of the water had faded, despite her desperate attempts to grasp at the feelings and the images that became blurrier every year. She remembered the cold. She remembered the darkness, broken only by the weak light of the sun far above the surface. She remembered her family, though their faces were long lost.

She remembered the feeling of her pelt, pulled tight across her skin until she became a part of the ocean itself.

Gripping her elbows with opposite hands, Quinn dug her fingers into her arms. Nothing could make her forget her pelt. She had spent seven years on land thinking about her pelt every moment she was awake, and even while she slept.

Quinn was trapped in a human body. She resented her arms and legs, the nimble dexterity of her fingers, the fragility of her skin. Even after years of living on land, every step was a reminder of what she had lost. Of the life that had been taken from her.

Releasing her grip on her arms, Quinn turned from the view and began to clear the table of the dishes from her children’s breakfast. Her two daughters had left for school a while ago, and their father long before that to his boat and the dawn catch. The house was quiet, barring the faint creaks and groans as the wood protested the wind.

After she put the dishes away, Quinn wiped her hands on the apron tied around her waist and went searching for her youngest child. Oliver, already four years old, could have started school and joined his sisters a few months ago. But his father worried about Oliver’s lacking speech, as the boy barely spoke more than a few words each week. Quinn didn’t think Oliver’s quiet tendencies would have affected his ability to go to school, but she hadn’t protested when his father decided he would start next year. She didn’t protest much when it came to her children.

Quinn’s husband and captor, Owen, believed in his grandfather’s stories that selkies would bring good luck and fortune to any man able to make one his wife. He also believed the stories that warned of the dangers of a selkie’s fury. But when Owen had had the chance to steal Quinn’s pelt, he’d taken it, his eyes shining with the prospect of fortune and a family of his own. She was a perfect tool to help him achieve his dreams.

The issue was, Owen’s grandfather had been a farmer, living far inland, where stories of the sea became diluted and clouded like muddied water. Quinn brought Owen everything but luck and fortune. He’d created the family he desired by force. Quinn had hoped that once Owen had his children he would let her go, but the stories of a selkie’s rage and revenge were too ingrained in his mind.

“If I released you,” he argued one night, standing firm as a dropped anchor against Quinn’s raging currents, “I could never go to sea again without thinking you’d be waiting for the chance to pull me under.”

His fear of her was a double-edged sword. It made Quinn glad to know he was frightened of her, but it also meant he would never willingly let her go.

She found Oliver in the small bedroom that the children shared. He stood on a chair that he had pushed up against the wall so that he could look out the window, his nose pressed against the glass. The view from here showed the road leading toward town and the docks. His sisters would have walked down the road to the schoolhouse.

“Oliver,” she called, and he turned to look at her. All of her children had inherited her dark brown hair and fine features. But instead of eyes so brown they were almost black, which Quinn had passed down to her first two children, Oliver’s eyes were a pale gray, like his father’s. He was too young to have his father’s cold, calculating look, which made Quinn’s skin prickle, but seeing her features alongside Owen’s was a constant, painful reminder of what Owen had taken from her. Oliver’s nose had a small pink mark at the tip from where it had been pushed against the cold glass. “Come help me with the laundry.”

He jumped down from the chair. They went back to the kitchen together so Quinn could take up the basket of freshly washed clothes she’d been working on before the children woke up. Oliver quietly raced ahead of her to hold open the kitchen door that led into the side yard.

Their home was high on a hill, which gave them the view of the ocean, but they were also surrounded by other houses that had crept up the hill as the town grew. Up here, the wind pushed off the lingering smell of salt brine and fish that lay over the town like a blanket.

Tramping through the thick grass, still green despite the fact that they were far into October, Quinn set the laundry basket beside one of the poles with the hanging line strung between them. Oliver bent over the basket and pulled out one of his father’s shirts, holding it up for Quinn.

She dug through the pockets of her apron until she found the one filled with wooden clips. Taking the shirt, she hung it over the line, where it immediately began flapping in the wind. It was a clear day, the sky a reluctant blue, but the wind was as strong as ever. It pulled at her hair, which was braided roughly and fell down her back in a thick rope.

They worked silently, which was fine with Quinn. While Oliver’s father worried about his reluctance to speak, Quinn knew it had nothing to do with any failing or delayed learning on Oliver’s part. He could speak just fine. He simply chose not to.

When they had nearly finished hanging up all the laundry, with Oliver now racing back and forth between where Quinn stood beneath the line and the emptying basket, their neighbor came outside from her own kitchen door.

Quinn would have been more than happy to ignore her neighbors, and everyone in town for that matter, but they kept inserting themselves into her day anyway, particularly Mrs. Martin.

Mrs. Martin could hardly find fault in Quinn for doing her laundry, but Quinn hurried through hanging the final few pieces to try to get back inside quickly as her neighbor began to hang up her own linens a few meters away. Oliver had planted himself in front of one of the large, pale-yellow bedsheets hung up to dry and was making shadow puppets play over the fabric with the help of the weak sun. Fitting his fingers together in a way that made sense to him, Oliver produced a passable bird on the sheet, its stubby wings flapping against the breeze.

“Your boy,” Mrs. Martin muttered suddenly from her yard, “ain’t he old enough to be in school?”

Quinn clipped the last sock to the line. She met Mrs. Martin’s gaze, unimpressed by the woman’s hard stare and judgment. Her neighbor found something new to gripe about every time Quinn stepped outside, and Quinn had lost the desire to snip back years ago. Mrs. Martin’s apron was crisply white and tied neatly around her generous waist over a dress that fell to her ankles. Quinn’s own apron had multiple stains, and she had tucked part of her skirt into the waistband, impolitely revealing her boots and some of her calf. She found it easier to move around with her skirt hitched up, but it was a scandalous breach of what the town wives considered proper. The sight always brought a furrow to Mrs. Martin’s already wrinkled forehead.

Mrs. Martin continued, “Boys should be in school. Especially that one. No way he’ll start talking more if he’s stuck with you all day. He needs a proper education.”

Oliver, who didn’t speak but could always understand when he was being spoken about, dropped his shadow bird. With his wide, gray eyes focused on her, Mrs. Martin stiffened. Quinn knew her son was a little unnerving. Pale-eyed and silent, he made people like Mrs. Martin nervous. Quinn did little to prevent this. She knew it bothered Owen a great deal.

The small victory of seeing Mrs. Martin uncomfortable was instantly quashed when her neighbor sneered, bearing her yellowing teeth, and said, “With a mother like you, of course he’d be odd. I pity your husband. A woman should make child raising easier on the father, but your brood is fated to be just as outlandish as you were when you first came here.”

Mimicking Oliver’s silent stare, Quinn gritted her teeth against a waspish retort. Nothing good would come of bickering with Mrs. Martin. Besides, she had heard this all before. The townspeople didn’t know Quinn was a selkie, but when Quinn had first arrived trailing after Owen’s heels, she hadn’t known how to act like a human. She’d made mistakes, bulled through conversations, and made her resentment toward humans widely known. It was hard to recover from that initial impression in a small town with a long memory. They knew she was strange, and they quickly returned her anger with cruelty. Much to Owen’s heartache, that treatment extended to their children.

“Oliver,” she said, instead of snapping at Mrs. Martin like a feral dog. She waited for him to turn to her before holding out her hand. Oliver wound his way through the laundry lines and put his little palm in hers. Quinn led him back to the house, picking up the empty laundry basket on the way and balancing it on her hip.

Behind them, Mrs. Martin let out a dissatisfied snort. It was a sound Quinn was very familiar with.

She had settled into an uneasy life in the past seven years. She wore the clothes her husband gave her, but she wore them strangely. She went to town for groceries and supplies, but she never joined anyone for a conversation or gossiped about the neighbors, like they gossiped about her. She had brought three children into the world, but they were growing up to be unusual.

Quinn had considered what it would take for the town to accept her. Years and years ago, when she had given birth to her first daughter, she wondered if she should try to amend her disastrous reputation, just to make her life fractionally easier. Could she try to dress like the other women in the town, speak like them, act like them, long enough to make them believe she belonged there? Would it be easier than living at the edge of their lives like a mangy wolf, endlessly circling a herd of sheep?

No, she had decided. She would not change herself any more for these people. She was changed enough. And at this point, the town’s opinion of her could not be changed either.

With the laundry hung out to dry, Quinn relieved Oliver of helping her with the other chores once they were back inside. He returned to the children’s room, presumably to press his nose up against the window again.

Quinn pulled two fish out of the icebox and started removing the scales over the sink to prepare them for dinner. As she scraped her short knife against the fish’s side, the translucent scales flecked her hands and forearms. The rasping noise and motion lulled her into a thoughtless trance. Her eyes swam in and out of focus, and the glittering scales seemed to become a part of her body.

A small noise made her look up. Oliver had come into the living room and was sitting on the rough wool rug, in view of the door to the kitchen. He had brought a little wooden toy boat and was making it sail across the uneven surface of the rug. Every so often, he would glance up at Quinn, as if checking she was still there.

This was how her days progressed. Her two oldest children and husband would leave early, and Quinn would be left on her own with her son tailing close behind. As Quinn moved through the house, putting the dry laundry away or sweeping around the front door, Oliver found somewhere to play that also gave him a good view of his mother. When she gave him lunch, they sat at the table together, and she watched as he ate.

While her children had all taken after her looks, Quinn had always kept a sharp eye out for anything else they could have inherited from her. She dragged a slow, assessing gaze over Oliver’s head, his narrow shoulders and small hands. Nothing about him would make anyone think that he was a selkie’s son.

Quinn looked after her daughters in the same way, but as her oldest was almost seven years old and had never shown any sign of selkie traits, Quinn was resigned to think that they were simply normal human children. Well, as normal as they could be with her as their mother.

Every so often, as if the thought was revealed by a tide washing out over the sand of her memories, Quinn would wonder how her own mother was doing. The pain of thinking about her herd had lost its sharpness as the years passed, but it was a deep hurt. She did not think it would ever disappear. She wondered if her mother had given birth to another selkie, one who listened to her warnings. Had she already forgotten Quinn? Or was she simply another story the herd whispered to one another?

In the early afternoon, her daughters came home. Oliver, knowing their schedule, had run back to his chair in the children’s room to watch the road. Quinn joined him, and together they watched his sisters appear on the hilly street. Flora, her oldest, was tugging her younger sister, Evie, by the hand. The two walked quickly, and Quinn realized why when a group of children appeared on the hill behind her daughters. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she could guess. Flora’s mouth was set in a hard line as she dragged Evie up the road. Evie, shorter and a year younger, was struggling to keep up.

The moment he saw them, Oliver hopped off the chair and ran toward the front door. Quinn stayed in the bedroom, watching the group of children spitting and hissing at her daughters. They stopped at the edge of the yard but kept up their yelling. Quinn heard the door open and slam shut.

Her children came into their bedroom in a tight knot. The girls had on matching dresses, brown and plain against their fine features. Flora’s hair was tightly braided in two plaits while Evie’s hung loose over her shoulders. When Evie saw her, she immediately wiggled her hand out of Flora’s and ran to hug Quinn around her waist, burying her face in Quinn’s skirts. Quinn smoothed her daughter’s wind-tousled hair.

Flora dropped their school things on the girls’ shared bed and didn’t look at Quinn. Her lovely face was pinched with anger. Of course, Quinn knew that the other children in town treated her daughters this way because of who their mother was. Flora was old enough to realize that, too. She found it difficult to seek comfort in Quinn like Evie did, knowing that Quinn was the source of the town’s ire.

“Have you eaten?” Quinn asked her daughters. Still half buried in her skirts, Evie shook her head.

Flora led them to the kitchen and sat at the table with Evie while Quinn pulled out the remaining loaf of bread from Oliver’s lunch, hard cheese, and some tart apples. Oliver pulled his chair around the table and pushed it up against Flora’s, sandwiching her in between her two younger siblings.

Once the girls were eating, Quinn started peeling and dicing the potatoes that would go with the fish for dinner. She kept her gaze down to avoid the view from the window.

“Mama,” Evie said, a piece of apple clutched in her hand. “Do we have to go to school? Can’t we just stay home with you and Oliver?”

Quinn put down her knife. Evie’s dark eyes were wide and honest, like a mirror.

“Your father wants you in school,” Quinn told her. Away from me, she didn’t add.

Flora tore her piece of bread into small pieces, frowning.

“Father may,” Evie said quietly, “but no one else wants us there.”

Oliver stole one of the mangled pieces of bread from Flora’s plate. His sister didn’t notice, with her gaze trained on her mother like an accusation.

Once Quinn had decided she wasn’t going to change herself to fit into this town, she had questioned that choice only a few times. The first had been when she took Flora out into the market once she began walking, and people had avoided her toddling daughter like she was a wild animal. Couldn’t she have put up with the charade of her human life just enough to make her daughter’s life easier? Or would it have been worse for her children if their mother lived a lie?

The second time she questioned her decision was when Oliver was born. Her husband, satisfied that she had finally given him a son, had run out to tell his fisherman friends and whoever else was in the pub the news. Left exhausted and alone with a still damp, blinking baby in her arms, Quinn held the image of her husband’s pride and happiness in her mind. It was not a look she had ever seen on his face. Later, when the painful haze of childbirth had cleared, Quinn had realized Owen’s pride was in reaction to seeing his desires come to fruition. He’d never questioned whether he could use Quinn to get what he wanted. He’d simply taken it. If she made herself smaller, fit herself into the box he’d designed, would she have less space to feel how much it hurt?

Every time, Quinn came back to the same answer. She would not change for them. Even as Flora’s eyes turned hard when she looked at Quinn, she could not be any different than the way she was.

Quinn had no choice in the birth of her children. She cared for them once they came into the world, feeding them, cleaning them, and clothing them, but she could tell they needed more from her. If she could have loved them more, maybe she would have changed.

“Your father wants you in school,” she repeated, but she came up and crouched by Evie’s chair. Her daughter shoved the piece of apple in her mouth. “But it won’t be for always.”

Evie nodded, still chewing. Quinn glanced up at Flora and found her oldest already watching her. Something flickered in Quinn’s chest, a brief wish that she could give her children the mother they deserved, even if it was someone other than her. But she was as much a part of them as they were a part of her. Nothing that the neighbors could say would change that.
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OWEN RETURNED HOME JUST before the light completely faded from the sky. Quinn didn’t move from her spot in front of the stove when she heard his heavy boots on the stairs leading to the front door. She recognized the sounds as he removed his oilskin coat, likely still dripping seawater onto the warping wooden floor, and shed his other layers before seeking her out in the kitchen.

She turned when he rounded the table.

Owen Melville was the son of farmers and had inherited the broad shoulders and hands of his fathers, along with their pale, dirty-blond hair, a straight nose, and wide mouth. Unlike his family, Owen had left the fields to seek work on the water. He had a boat and a small crew of fishermen who spent their days sailing up and down the coast following the shoals. Most days, his work ended in the afternoon, but then he would spend a few hours in the town pub with the other fishermen.

Quinn didn’t mind Owen’s delayed commute home. She would have preferred if he remained at the pub all evening and well into the night. But Owen always came home before the light was gone.

As he stepped around the table, Owen peered into the living room where the children were huddled on the rug. Flora had one of Evie’s dolls in her lap and was sewing up one of her arms, which had begun to fray. Evie and Oliver were watching her deft fingers and the flashing needle intently.

“Heard the girls had some trouble on the way home,” was how he greeted Quinn. It was an accusation as much as an observation, needling at Quinn, but she’d spent years dulling herself to the pain. She flicked a look at him and then back down at the skillet. Her silence was accompanied by the sizzling and popping of the fish skin as it fried in the pan.

Owen’s hand darted out and gripped her wrist, squeezing hard enough that she could almost hear her bones creak.

She swallowed a gasp of pain and looked at him fully.

His eyes were hard and demanded an answer. Not trusting her voice, Quinn jerked her chin in a nod. Owen’s frown deepened even as he released her arm. Quinn’s fingers trembled as she reached for the skillet again, but it was not only fear that coursed through her blood at that moment; there was also rage. She wished she had claws to tear into her husband for grabbing her like that.

But killing Owen would mean she would lose her last connection to her pelt. Quinn settled for baring her teeth at him, eyes flashing, and felt a savage spike of pleasure when he took a hurried step back. His gaze flicked to the window, but there was nothing on the horizon save for a few small clouds. Quinn swallowed the rest of her rage and turned back to their dinner.

When Evie finally looked up from her sister’s surgery on the doll and spotted her father, she scrambled to her feet and clung to his leg like she had done to Quinn. Oliver followed her and grasped Owen’s other pant leg.

“How’re my little ones?” Owen asked, and Quinn could hear the smile in his voice, any trace of his anger erased. Evie started rambling about what she and Flora had done at school, though she circled around their trip home. Owen nodded along as she spoke. When Evie finally released his leg, though she kept talking, Owen leaned down and picked up Oliver, one of his hands nearly spanning the whole width of Oliver’s back. He followed Evie back to where Flora was sitting and dropped himself and Oliver into a chair. His face was angled toward his daughters, but Quinn could make out the grin pulling at his cheek and the light in his eye.

A strange, pinching feeling plucked at her whenever she saw Owen with the children like this. It was like they were inside a bubble, with a shimmering, transparent boundary encircling their joy, and if Quinn got too close, she would burst it.

Quinn was here because of Owen, trapped in her human body because of Owen, but he was also her only lifeline. She did not turn out to be the wife or mother he wanted, like the selkie wife in the old tales who had brought luck and fortune to her husband and his town, or the quiet, obliging mothers he’d known who bent to their husband’s every whim. Quinn had turned out to be neither of those things. But Owen loved their children.

Owen was the only one who knew who Quinn truly was. The townspeople couldn’t know she was a selkie, he had told her, or else they would all be demanding their part in the fortune she could bring. She must keep it a secret. That had been an easy order for Quinn to swallow. She didn’t want anyone else to know about the selkies that lived on this part of the coast, lest they be dragged ashore and stripped of their pelts like she was. But with no other story to tell, her mysterious background and rough manner were left up to the town’s gossip mill and quickly unfolded beyond Owen’s control. His strange, dark-eyed wife who had appeared as if out of thin air one day, and the stories devolved from there.

Quinn knew that Owen had not kept her secret to protect her. He had kept quiet about his selkie wife because of his own selfishness, greedily hoping to keep all the fortune and luck to himself.

Resigned to let the townspeople talk all they wanted, Owen had only begun to worry when Flora arrived after months of forcing himself on Quinn. Now, with two daughters and a son, Owen was determined to make his children as much a part of the town as he was. His wife was a lost cause, but his children had time. Putting the girls in school had been the first step.

Evie eventually ran out of steam, her voice trailing off as she finished telling Owen about the end of the school day. He already knew what had happened when the girls walked home.

Flora pulled her final stitch tight and tied off the end. She handed Evie the doll, which Evie hugged tightly to her chest.

“They think we’re strange,” Flora said bluntly. “And they said their parents tell them not to get too close to us.”

Quinn moved the skillet off the heat, wrapping the fabric of her apron around the handle so she wouldn’t burn herself on the metal. She had done that many times when she was first learning to cook. The heat of the iron still leeched into her palm through the fabric until she pried her fingers away, stiff with shame.

Bracing her hands on the counter, Quinn finally looked out the kitchen window. The sun had set, but the orange glow of the town cast enough light for her to see the flat expanse of the ocean in the distance.

Behind her, Owen sighed.

“It’s not your fault,” he told Flora.

It’s mine, Quinn thought, years-old anger bitter at the back of her mouth. She knew Owen thought the same.

“They’ll come around,” he said instead. “Once they get to know you, they won’t be so mean. And one day you’ll both make very fine wives for those boys.”

Flora, with all the distinction of a six-year-old girl, made a noise of disbelief. Owen laughed, but the sound was clipped at the edges.

“Come,” he said to Evie, diverting the conversation, “tell me more about this terrible lesson you’ve been subjected to.”

With the dark shadows of the sea still swimming in her eyes, Quinn glanced over her shoulder. Oliver and Flora were looking at Evie as she mimicked her teacher’s droning voice, but Owen had set his gaze on Quinn. She met it unflinchingly. They were stuck at an impasse, as Quinn would do nothing to change the town’s opinion of her, and Owen could not cut her loose to free the children of her looming reputation. As long as Quinn was under his roof, he could keep her under his thumb, but she was like a barbed thorn, cutting deep and threatening even more pain should she be ripped out.

Turning her back on Owen’s hard gaze, Quinn picked up the skillet with her apron and set it on the table.

“Dinner,” she announced.
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IT WAS MIDDAY, AND the girls had no school. After Quinn fed them their usual breakfast of cooked oats and honey, she waved them away from chores. Evie’s laughter was bright and loud as they played a version of hide-and-seek where only Flora hid, while her younger siblings attempted to track her down in the small house. Oliver’s quick, light footsteps went up and down the hall as he checked each room.

It was a bright, sunny day, the rare kind in autumn where she couldn’t even see one cloud on the horizon. The ocean winked at her.

Pattering feet made her look around, and she watched as Oliver made a circuit of the kitchen, checking under the table and chairs. He stopped by Quinn and pointed at her skirts.

Shaking her head, Quinn told him, “She’s not here.”

Oliver accepted this easily and set off toward the living room.

Quinn knew that she should have felt content in this moment, with her children happy and playing, but there was nothing there. She was glad that they acted like children, in spite of everything she brought down on them. She wondered if that would change as they got older. Flora had already begun to think along those lines, Quinn knew, but she was still young enough not to understand why.

Her children trampled through the house. Evie’s teasing voice rose and fell, until she suddenly yelled from the hallway, “Ha!”

A pause, and then she asked, “Flora?”

With slow, careful footsteps, Quinn heard her oldest come into the kitchen. The old wood of the floorboards creaked as her siblings followed her.

“Mama.”

Quinn tilted her head, not lifting her eyes from the dishes she was washing. “Yes?”

Evie whispered something too quiet for Quinn to hear, and Flora whispered back. Then, Oliver spoke.

“Mama, is this yours?”

This made Quinn finally look up. She opened her mouth to ask what was wrong, but when she saw what Flora held in her hands, the words died on her tongue. The plate clattered in the sink where she dropped it, her fingers losing their grip.

Flora held Quinn’s pelt in her hands. It was as sleek and shiny as the last time she’d seen it, seven years prior. Not a speck of dust on it. Flora held it cautiously, like it could come alive at any moment. Oliver stood next to her with one small hand on the pelt. But his eyes were trained on her, as if he were seeing right through her. Evie was tucked slightly out of sight behind the doorway.

Quinn was speechless. She gaped at her children, and a rushing sound filled her ears, like the rumble of a wave crashing itself against a pebbled shore.

Through her daze, she heard Flora say, “I found it between the eaves of the roof, in your room. In yours and Father’s room. I was trying to hide.”

All this time, Quinn had been sleeping beneath her pelt. All this time, Owen had kept it right over her head. How had she never looked there? In the stories her mother had told her, the humans kept the pelts locked in chests or attics, not shoved into the dirty spaces of the house. Had Owen cared so little for it? Perhaps he had moved it there when her relentless searching had come too close to its previous hiding place. The thought of him knowing that she was so close to her pelt but unaware filled her with frothing rage.

Hand still dripping with dish water, Quinn reached out. The movement made Flora take a step back and draw the pelt closer to her body. Quinn met her daughter’s gaze. She knew her eyes were wide and desperate, and she could see her reflection in Flora’s dark irises. Her daughter looked at her, searching for something, and Quinn’s heartbeat was loud in her chest.

Oliver spoke again. “It’s hers.”

Quinn didn’t know how Oliver knew this, or how he’d realized what the pelt was in the first place, but his words dampened her anger. Somehow, her son recognized what she was.

Finally, Flora set her mouth and held out the pelt once again.

Quinn looked down at the pelt. In the seven years since she had lost it, she had dreamed about what it would feel like to hold it in her hands, to wrap it around her skin. She kept those dreams locked up tight in her chest where they couldn’t hurt her. But now they spilled out, flooding through her veins and urging her to fulfill the desire that dreams could only imagine.

“Take it,” Flora told her. Her daughter, having made up her mind, wouldn’t let Quinn do anything else. Did she know what she was offering?

Flora held her arms completely extended. The pelt unfurled to its full length. In the sunlight, the gray and brown fur had a silver sheen to it, like the crest of a wave before it began to froth.

Quinn reached out and took the pelt. The moment her fingertips met the fur, tears pricked at her eyes. She gathered the pelt to her chest and held it tightly. It had been hidden in the dark, tight space between the ceiling and the roof, but it was warm to her touch like it had been lying in the sun for hours. The vise around Quinn’s heart, which had been tightening for seven years, suddenly unraveled. She took a gasping breath, eyes flying open.

Her children watched her silently. She met each of their gazes, her daughters’ dark, knowing looks and her son’s pale, understanding one. Her lips moved soundlessly.

She had her pelt back, and with it she could be free again, free from Owen’s control and the town’s scorn. But it would also mean leaving her children behind. She couldn’t take them with her, with no pelts of their own to brave the cold sea, but if she left them, would they fare any better than before?

Oliver watched as she struggled and then reached up to take Flora’s empty hand.

“Go,” he told Quinn. His voice was high and firm, and it strengthened her heart. Quinn blinked away the tears that welled in her eyes and tightened her grip on her pelt.

Then she bolted for the door.

Quinn ran madly down the road, her pelt clutched against her. People stared as she ran past, but it hardly mattered. Gripping the pelt in one hand, she yanked at the ties of her apron until it came loose and fluttered to the ground behind her. She could see the ocean in the distance.

When she made it to the main part of town, near the piers, shouts began to rise up as she dashed by. She paid them no mind. Her heart was dancing wildly in her chest, the dreams that filled her veins spurring her to go faster.

The smell of the ocean hit her, and she laughed, loud and unbidden. She steered clear of the pier and instead took the rocky path that led down to the shore. When she reached the rough, pebbly beach, she paused long enough to kick off her boots.

Just thirty meters away there were boats at the docks, bobbing in the high tide. Most of them were empty, but a few had fishermen idling around or unloading their hauls for the day.

By a stroke of luck or misfortune, Owen’s boat was pulling into its spot on the docks just as Quinn reached the beach. She strode toward the water and reached back to get the laces of her dress undone and shoved the fabric down, taking her underthings with it. The day was sunny, but a biting wind skated off the water.

When her feet met the tumbling tide, she let herself walk into the sea until it came up to her calves before she stopped.

She searched the docks, waiting until she found Owen’s pale head. It didn’t take him long to realize something was wrong, as the other fishermen noticed her in the distance and began shouting and pointing. She let him see her for only a moment.

Then, with the joy of a bird taking flight, Quinn dove into the water. The chill dug straight to her bones. The pelt was instantly soaked, but she dragged the heavy fur around her shoulders and pulled it tight.

Quinn was holding her breath, but as her limbs twisted and fit themselves into the familiar shape, she felt her lungs expand, and the pressure on her chest eased. She closed her eyes to the gray-blue water, and when she opened them again, the sea was as clear as the sky above. Her body was warm beneath her fur. Fins tucked tight to her sides, Quinn kicked her tail and rejoiced in the speed and power as she shot away from the shore and into the depths.

Quinn was a seal once more.







Chapter Two

NOW

QUINN HELD HER BREATH for as long as she could, swimming as deep as she could bear the pressure. She wanted to be as far from shore as she could get before she surfaced.

Letting Owen see her on the beach had been foolish, but the shocked look on his face gave her a dented feeling of satisfaction. She could have let him discover her disappearance once he returned home and found the children alone, but watching him realize what was happening and being unable to do anything about it—in the exact place he had stolen her life all those years ago—had been worth it. To ensure that he could not chase her down, she remained far below the surface and swam into the open water away from the coast. She skimmed along the bottom until the ground dropped away and there was only the ocean stretching around her in all directions.

Before she had been trapped on land, Quinn had been able to hold her breath underwater for more than an hour. She estimated that only twenty minutes or so had passed since she dove away from the shore, but she was already feeling the strain on her lungs and body. Moving so quickly at such a great depth was pushing the limits of the body she had not inhabited in a long time. She needed to surface soon.

The midday sun was hidden behind lingering clouds and cast only a faint light onto the surface of the ocean. As Quinn rose, she used her flippers to twist in the water, scanning for boats or men cutting a path through the waves. There was nothing.

Her nose broke the surface first and she snorted to clear away the clinging water. She flicked her tail to bring her head all the way up, twisting again to look around now that she could see all the way to the horizon. The shore was far behind her, the cliffs and town merely an impression against the sky. Quinn rocked with the waves and took a few deep breaths to calm her racing heart.

What a human reaction that was. She had learned to slow her breathing on land when her pulse pounded loudly in her ears and her heart felt as if it would burst from her chest, because she had nowhere to run out the adrenaline. In those early months after Owen took her pelt, Quinn would find herself panicking without reason. She was scared of every human she met. She was angry every moment she lay by Owen’s side. She missed her mother and her herd. If she sank too far into those emotions, her breaths would come fast and hard, and it felt as if a great boulder were weighing down her chest.

During those moments when her pulse pounded in her ears, Quinn would go outside and watch clouds gather on the horizon. A story her mother had told her once would glimmer in her memory until her breathing calmed and the sky would clear.

Even now, with nothing but space around her and her pelt made a part of her once again, something was pressing at her chest like an insistent hand. She filled her lungs slowly, blinking away the seawater streaming from her fur.

Owen’s boat wasn’t pursuing her. She kept watching, waiting for a shadow to appear on the horizon. Would he have sent the other fishermen away before coming after her? In all the years she had been trapped on land, Owen had never told any of the humans who Quinn really was. Would he tell them the truth now that they’d seen her escape?

But as the moments stretched with no sign of a boat headed her way, Quinn let out a sigh.

Blue-gray waves lapped at her face. Quinn broke her gaze away from the coast and resumed her swim, skimming right below the surface. The water beneath her was full of shadows, but she saw no creatures. Not even a small shoal of fish. She could have been the only living thing for kilometers.

Whenever she broke for air, Quinn twisted onto her back and checked the way she had come. She didn’t know what was worse, not looking back and being surprised, or constantly looking to make sure no one could sneak up on her.

As she swam, her mind wandered. Owen may have chosen not to pursue her now, but when would he change his mind? Too many people had seen her running madly through the streets, leaving a trail of clothing behind her, and he would have to give them some explanation of why he’d kept a selkie under their noses for years. She had left quite a mess on his hands.

Not only did Owen have to manage his crumbling tower of lies, but also the children. When she thought of them, Quinn’s tail faltered for a second. She kicked herself back up to speed in the next moment.

Her children were the reason Quinn was free. Flora had handed Quinn her freedom herself, after Oliver had recognized the pelt as Quinn’s. They could have left it hidden in the eaves. But they had brought it back to Quinn.

And Quinn had taken it and run without a second thought. She was here now, swimming in the open ocean, because of her children, because she had left them behind.

This was probably why Owen was not coming after her. Owen had gone to the children instead. She had let him see her before she dove into the water, let him know that the children were alone. He had chosen the family he loved over her.

This decision gave Quinn even more time to get away, far away from the shore. She should be glad, shouldn’t she? That she had been right about Owen. She had been risking everything on the assumption that he loved their children more than he cared about keeping her trapped, and it had worked.

The children didn’t need her. They would, in fact, be better off without her there, and with Owen’s full attention. They would still be a family without her.

Quinn let herself pop above the water one more time to look back, even though she knew there would be nothing there. Then she inhaled and dove.
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CUTTING THROUGH THE CURRENTS, Quinn felt like she was traveling down a path she had only seen in daylight but was now trying to navigate in the dark. The water was familiar to her, but strange and ominous at the same time. She had grown up in these seas. Seven years couldn’t erase a whole childhood of experience. But it could certainly dull those memories.

The seal herd she was raised in never stayed in one area for too long. They moved up and down the coast according to the seasons and the migration of the fish shoals. It was late in the year, almost winter, and by this time the herd would have moved south to avoid the worst of the storms that ravaged this part of the shoreline.

Even knowing this, Quinn was heading to the last place she had seen her herd, on that small island beach. She had nowhere else to go, and a tiny part of her was recklessly hoping that she would find her mother there even after all this time.

On that
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