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Madron, Cornwall, England

Autumn 1793



Zale Teague was ten years old the day he killed his father.

That afternoon, he had been playing in Lord Alverton’s apple orchard with some other village children only a mile from the stannary where his father worked. The branches were heavy with fruit, and Robbie Cox—the youngest of the squire’s three sons—had said that they were expecting the gypsies to show up any day for picking. Robbie was fourteen and was always saying he was too old to be playing with Zale and the others, but he kept inviting them to come over anyway. Zale thought that Robbie’s older brothers must be terribly poor sports.

As suppertime drew nigh, Zale decided to surprise his father and walk him home from work. Talwyn Penrose—the pretty, dark-haired girl with the unusual golden eyes—offered to walk home with him, since her father also worked at the mine and they were neighbours.

He shrugged nonchalantly. “Suit yerself, I guess.”

As he turned away, he smiled. He liked Talwyn, but it wouldn’t do for her to know that. Not when it had been weeks since she’d worn the red ribbon he gave her. He said goodbye to Robbie and little Johnny Prouse, one of the constable’s passel of children, and they headed off through the trees.

It had been a rare hot day, not a cloud to be seen. Zale thought his father would be thirsty and tired, so he wanted to bring him a treat. He knew better than to take any apples from the trees overhead, but as he was leaving the orchard, he spied a small one on the ground. It was a little bruised, and he knew the gypsies would pass over it, so he stooped to pick it up as a gift for his father.

Gryffyn Cox, Robbie’s older brother, happened to be passing by on the road, accompanied by his gang—the lanky Willie Prouse, Johnny’s oldest brother, and barrel-chested Jory Davis, the blacksmith’s son. Gryffyn had inherited his mother’s dark good looks, but his father’s peevish temper, more’s the pity. And despite the company he kept, he took every opportunity to remind the local children that his station was far above theirs.

He saw Zale scoop up the apple.

“Hey, you there! Freak! Drop that at once!”

Zale stood tall and squared his shoulders. He was used to Gryffyn calling him names. His unusual luminescent green eyes seemed to unnerve the older boy. “I didn’t do nothin’ wrong, sir. This apple was on the ground and no good to nobody.”

Gryffyn strode over and snatched the fruit from Zale’s hand. “That’s not for you to decide, you presumptuous little welp.”

Talwyn puffed out her chest. “Gryffyn Cox, someday you’re going to be sorry for being such a selfish, arrogant prig.”

“I should have guessed that the two crazy-eyed weirdos would stick together.” Gryffyn sneered at her. “You are speaking to the son of the squire. You should show more respect.”

Talwyn crossed her arms. “Respect must be earned. Now give him back the apple and we’ll be on our way.”

Gryffyn laughed. “And what are you going to do about it, little mouse?”

Talwyn made a growling sound deep in her throat that was surprisingly resonant. Willie Prouse and Jory Davis flanked Talwyn and Zale on either side, wicked grins on their faces. Talwyn glared up at them, her nostrils flaring, but clamped her mouth shut.

This wasn’t the first time Zale had had a run-in with Gryffyn or his friends. Zale knew that if he didn’t put a stop to this, it could only end one way. But as much as he’d like to knock the cocky blackguard’s block off, there was no sense getting Talwyn in trouble, too.

“Don’t worry about it, Talwyn. Let’s go. He can have the stupid apple.”

Talwyn gave him a small smile and nodded, turning to go.

Gryffyn snickered. He examined the apple and sneered, then threw it on the ground and stomped on it with his boot. “It wasn’t worth eating, anyway.”

Anger flared red and hot in Zale’s stomach. He clenched his fists. Willie and Jory broke out laughing, and Gryffyn twisted to bask in their approval.

When the older boy turned back to gloat over his victory, his face was greeted by Zale’s fist.

Talwyn whirled. “No!”

Talwyn shouted at the two boys to stop their nonsense while Zale scrapped with a boy twice his size and a good seven years his senior.

There was no contest. When Gryffyn’s father, James Cox, Baron of Alverton, came upon them a few minutes later, Gryffyn had pinned a bruised and bleeding Zale to the ground—but not before he’d received a black eye by Zale’s hand.

Lord Alverton sided with his son, dragging Zale to his father at the stannary and demanding that penance be made for the stolen apple and Gryffyn’s eye.

Zale’s father was a kind, even-tempered man who had always taught his son to be respectful of authority. That day was the first time Zale ever saw his father lose his temper. Papa thought Lord Alverton was blowing the situation out of proportion. The squire disagreed.

Zale watched helplessly as Papa argued with Lord Alverton, urging the squire to see reason. It was merely a bruised apple, and boys would be boys, and Gryffyn was hardly blameless in the situation, after all. But Lord Alverton threatened the tin miner with being dragged before the judge and possible time in the stocks for his contempt of the baron’s position. He even went so far as to send Willie to retrieve Mr. Prouse to make good on his threat.

Zale couldn’t stand it. His father couldn’t be punished for Zale’s crime. He tried to jump in and tell them that, to get them to listen, but they were too busy yelling at each other and had nearly come to blows themselves by that point.

Then something happened that Zale didn’t understand. Seemingly out of nowhere, a storm gathered. The wind blew so hard that bits of leaves and debris flew past them. Lightning flashed above their heads what seemed only a few paces above the mine stack. The arguing men and the gathered crowd abandoned their confrontation to seek shelter. Zale looked around, wondering why the storm that raged around him seemed like a mere echo of the storm that raged within.

Those in the yard fled toward the engine house beyond, including Zale’s father, Talwyn, and her father, Mr. Penrose.

Zale stood there, frozen by fear.

Papa turned around and saw Zale standing in the storm.

“Come,” he said, waving his hand at Zale from the lee of a shed near the tall brick engine house.

Gryffyn, who had been running while staring at the flashing lightning in the sky, bowled right into Zale’s father, knocking him to the ground.

“Watch yourself, paper-skull,” Gryffyn snarled. He stumbled to his feet and ran on.

Zale couldn’t contain his anger any longer, not with his father picking himself out of the mud, obviously in pain. He ran forward, yelling at Gryffyn at the top of his lungs.

Then a bolt of lightning hit the shed, and the world ended.

The shed had contained the explosives that were used to blast out the mine. And Zale’s father had been standing right beside it.

Zale couldn’t remember much else of what happened that day. But by the end of it, his father’s lifeless form had been taken away laying on a wagon board, and Lord Alverton had forbidden Zale to come near his family ever again.

The next day, Talwyn and her mother, along with the portly minister, Reverend Berian, brought over fresh honeycakes. The aroma of the warm bread teased Zale’s nose, but he wasn’t hungry. The adults spoke quietly in the Teagues’ small clapboard house. Talwyn followed Zale to his thinking tree and sat beside him on the grass beneath it.

He stared at the grey skies and heathered fields, wishing he could turn back time. But as much as he might wish otherwise, he knew that his whole life had changed.

His Papa had been his world. What would he ever do without him?
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One year later



“Gryffyn Cox, you stop that right now!”

The girl’s muffled cry came from the woods ahead of Zale. He recognized that voice—Talwyn. He’d seen her at the Penzance market earlier with some of the other girls from Madron. She had come by the stand where he’d been selling his mother’s garden vegetables and homemade pasties and visited with him, letting her friends go on without her.

He hadn’t felt much like visiting, but she seemed to know that. She knew very well what had happened a year ago today. He hadn’t begrudged his mother being called away to tend Matilda Penner’s sick father that morning—Mama was the most skilled healer in the parish, after all—and had burst with pride when his mother had agreed to send him to the market alone. Since his father had died, he’d been doing everything he could to help her. Still, when Talwyn had sat down beside him, he’d been grateful for the undemanding company.

She sounded much less calm now.

“Gryffyn! Jory! Willie! Your fathers are going to hear about this.”

Her cry was met with jeering laughter.

Zale slipped the empty wicker pack basket off his back and quietly set it on the ground, then crept closer through the perpetual autumn mist to get a better view of what was happening. Through the bright foliage that bordered the path along Chyandour Brook, he could make out bits and pieces of the group around the curve. Gryffyn stood with his back to Zale, gloating down at the fierce, petite, golden-eyed girl being held from behind by Jory. Willie Prouse stood on the path beside them, grinning from one pie-plate ear to the other. Off to the side stood Robbie, shuffling his feet, his pale, freckled hands clenched at his sides. Now fifteen, the red-haired Robbie Cox had stretched taller, but still looked like a stiff breeze might blow him away.

“Fynn, stop. I don’t like this. You never said anything about hurting anyone.”

Gryffyn laughed. “Don’t be such a baby, Rob. It doesn’t hurt. See?” He bent and forced a smothering kiss onto Talwyn’s mouth while his two friends laughed and cheered him on. A second later, he yelped and jumped away from her, his hand touching a bleeding spot on his lip. “The little wildcat bit me!”

Talwyn gave a satisfied grin, tossing her head to get her dark locks out of her face. His friends howled.

“Looks like ye be wrong about it not ’urtin’, eh, Gryff?” Willie slapped his spindly leg while he laughed.

Gryffyn scowled, then punched his friend in the side. After recovering from the surprise, Willie wound up to punch him back, but Gryffyn’s ice-cold glare stopped him. He dropped his fist, then turned his pent-up rage on the younger Cox brother.

“Are you goin’ to kiss she or not, Robbie? Stop wastin’ time.”

Gryffyn jerked his head in Talwyn’s direction. “You said you wanted to be here, Rob. So prove it. Be a man.”

Robbie glanced from Willie to Gryffyn to Talwyn. She glared at him reproachfully. He took a hesitant step forward, then bent and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. Jory snickered, and Willie waved him out of the way.

“Step aside, coward. Let me show ye ’ow it’s done.” Willie took Talwyn’s face in his hands and scowled. “And no bitin’, ye ’ear?”

Talwyn arched a brow. “You mess with the lion, you get the—”

Her words were cut off by Willie’s mouth. However, perhaps fearing the same treatment as Gryffyn had received, he quickly pulled away and looked at Robbie in victory. “See, that’s ’ow it be done.”

Zale had seen enough. He had to do something, but what? He was fairly well grown for eleven, but still no match for the boys tipping over into adulthood that he’d be up against. He cast about for something to use as a distraction instead, something that would allow him and Talwyn to make a run for it. He spotted a good-sized stone on the path and bent to pick it up. A shadow fell across his hand.

“Zale Teague,” said Gryffyn. “I thought you were told to stay away from us.”

Zale frowned up at the viciously handsome face. “And I thought you would know better than to mess with one of my friends.”

He lunged upward toward Gryffyn, the rock in hand, but was caught from behind by Willie’s long arms.

Gryffyn laughed and crossed his arms. “It’s not every day that a mine rat tries to rescue a field mouse.”

Willie shook the rock from Zale’s fist and then wrestled him to stand in front of Talwyn. She gave him a desperate look—or was it exasperated?

“Robbie Cox,” she said, still staring at Zale with a worried expression. “Is this the kind of man you want to become?” She turned to pierce Robbie with her pale eyes. “The kind of man who hurts his friends to win the favour of bullies?”

Robbie looked at Talwyn, then at Zale, and then dropped his gaze to the ground. He backed away from the path to stand under a tree, shoving his hands into the pockets of his breeches.

Above Robbie’s head, a large wasps’ nest dangled from a thick branch. In the deepening chill of the autumn evening, the wasps buzzed lazily about the nest.

“Who ye callin’ a bully, ye little Quean?” Jory sneered. “’Ere, Gryffyn, I want a turn.” He indicated that Gryffyn should take Talwyn’s arms with a jerk of his chin.

“Do you even know what that means, Jory?” Talwyn said, her voice full of disdain.

He put his mouth next to her ear. “I know well enough. And if ye do, too, then per’aps that’s why ye kiss so well, eh?”

Gryffyn came and stood over her, his lips curved in a sneer. She caught her breath at the expression in his dark eyes.

“You’ll have a turn when I’m done, Jory. I think I can handle her from here, though.” Gryffyn grabbed Talwyn’s arms and Jory released them. He forced her to the ground, and then looked up at the blacksmith’s son. “You go take care of the mine rat. The last thing we need is him running off and blabbing this around. Not that Father would believe him, anyway.” He chuckled.

Jory moved around behind Zale and took Zale’s forearms in his meaty hands. “What do ye want me to do with ’im?”

Gryffyn’s face pinched in annoyance. “Go tie him to a log by the stream. We’ll put him under the water and see if we can’t convince him to keep quiet. One way or the other. Heh. I’ll be there in a minute.” He glanced down at the squirming Talwyn. “Once I explain to this one that it’s not nice to bite.”

Talwyn snarled and seemed about to say something else. Gryffyn grabbed her long golden-brown cotton skirt and stuffed a wad of fabric from the hem into her mouth.

Zale’s gut twisted in knots. A breeze picked up and the ever-present mist swirled around them. Behind his back, his hand clasped over the other wrist, the one with a woven hemp bracelet adorned by a smooth brown river stone. His mother had given it to him after his father died. You must never take this off, she’d said. When you want to lash out in rage or fear, touch this stone and remember my love for you. Remember what your father would do. Then do what you know is right.

Ever since his father had died, he had tried extra hard to be a good son, to take care of his mother the way he knew his father would want him to. That meant obeying her. He tried to think of what his father would do now, but he was so afraid. If these boys drowned him, what would happen to Talwyn? Or his mother, all alone in the world?

Jory pushed him forward. “Ye heard Gryffyn. Move it.”

“Robbie, please,” Zale said, twisting to see his one-time friend. “Do something!”

Robbie turned his face away. Zale ground his teeth. It was up to him to get Talwyn to safety. As Jory pushed Zale away from the cowardly Robbie and the struggling girl on the ground, his control slipped away from him and was replaced by panic.

Jory dragged him off the path and down toward the bank of the brook. Panting, Zale looked over his shoulder, concentrating on the wasps’ nest as though he could stir up the inhabitants by strength of will alone. He closed his eyes and clenched his gut, hot rage flowing through him.

Time slowed down.

The air around them fractured in an explosion of noise and light.
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Blinding light.

Deafening roar.

Acrid singed hair.

Woodsmoke.

It was happening again. Everything was just like before, when lightning had struck the shed. The fire didn’t only fill Zale. It consumed him.

Jory yelled and released him. Zale blinked and shook his head, trying to clear the red spots in his vision and ringing in his ears. Every hair on his body crackled with energy. There was muffled shouting. Then the world came back into focus.

All was chaos.

Robbie yelled and crashed through the woods, flailing around, his face a mass of blisters and char, his hair and clothes smoking. Jory crouched behind Zale with his hands clamped over his ears. Gryffyn lay on the ground in a similar posture. Talwyn sat up, stunned and blinking. Face-forward across a fallen log beside Talwyn lay a moaning Willie, blood trickling from his ear.

Where the wasps’ tree had been only moments ago, a blackened, smoking stump spiked into the sky, split cleanly in two. The branch holding the wasps’ nest had broken off, and the nest lay in a ruptured heap on the ground. A small black cloud that behaved nothing like smoke rose from the tattered remains. The distinctive drone of swarming insects pierced the ringing in Zale’s ears.

He grabbed Talwyn’s arm and dragged her to her feet. “C’mon!”

“You did this?” She stared at him, wide-eyed. “You can call lightning?”

Could he? Zale wasn’t sure what had happened—that might have been what he did. But how would she know that?

Talwyn looked over his shoulder in alarm. “Look out!”

At her cry, Willie pushed himself off the log and noticed them leaving. He lunged for Talwyn’s waist and missed.

“They’re getting away!”

The other boys rallied themselves to pursue.

Zale tugged Talwyn’s arm again. “Let’s go!”

“Wasps, there are . . . we must . . .” She took a few stumbling steps, then righted herself and let Zale pull her along while she looked over her shoulder.

Too late, the boys noticed the vengeful stream of insects headed their way. They began dancing and waving their arms to avoid being bitten.

“Into the water!” Zale pointed at the stream.

He dragged at Talwyn to force her to follow, not even caring when he noticed the other boys imitating them. They alternately ran and slid down the bank, batting their arms at the trailing horde. Zale pushed Talwyn ahead of him out of the worst of the swarm. She stumbled and splashed into the murky green current. Her head disappeared beneath its dark surface, then bobbed into view as she flailed.

Zale followed right behind. After only one step, the creek bottom dropped out beneath him and he lost his footing. As the icy water closed over his head, he realized the fault in his plan—he didn’t know how to swim. He’d never been immersed in water a day in his life, not even to bathe. It felt like he fell forever, tumbling around until he had no sense of which direction was up. His lungs screamed for air—

And then he could breathe. It was like he’d been dreaming of drowning and suddenly realized he was only asleep in his own bed and could breathe normally. Except he was still underwater in the ice-cold creek.

Talwyn’s tawny skirt flashed off to his left. By instinct, he swam toward her, hooked her flaccid form by the waist, and hauled her to the faint light above with a strength driven by panic. After all that effort to save Talwyn, had he drowned her instead?

When they broke through to the surface of the water, the first fat drops of rain were creating small explosions beside their ears. Talwyn’s head flopped back, her eyes closed and her face as white as a snowdrop. Supporting her with one arm, Zale put his other hand in front of her mouth. He couldn’t feel her breath.

Dread wrapped around his belly. She had to breathe!

On an unexplainable impulse, he placed his mouth over hers and gave her his breath. As soon as their lips connected, he could sense a blockage, and too much water in her lungs. How do I know that? Following instinct, he placed his free hand on her diaphragm and pushed against the blockage, willing it to move. She spasmed and a rush of vomit and water came from her mouth. In a moment, she was coughing and spitting. When the spasm subsided, she lay her head on his shoulder, breathing normally.

Warmth flooded him. She was going to be all right. He carried her the last few feet toward shore—but when he went to put out a foot to raise them out of the water, his leg would not obey.

Confused, he glanced down to see if it was caught on something.

Jory yelled nearby, nearly deafening him. He looked over to see what was the problem. Had the wasps found them here, too? But Jory wasn’t staring at the stormy sky. He was staring right at Zale. The big young man stood dripping in the shallows, his eyes wide and his face contorted in terror. He pointed at Zale with a shaking finger.

Beside Jory, Willie dragged himself from the water. When he saw Jory’s expression, he turned to look at Zale. The colour drained from his face and his mouth hung open. Zale glanced down at himself, wondering what they were reacting to.

Beneath the shimmery surface of the shallow water, his body looked strange. The torn legs of his breeches drifted in the current, anchored only by his waistband. Between them—where his legs should be—shimmered a large silvery-green tail from the most enormous fish he had ever seen. His neck felt odd, and when he touched it, he found frilly flaps of leathery skin opening over slits he had never found there before.

What happened to me?

Talwyn clambered onto the shore, gasping. Noticing the boys’ reactions, she turned around to see what they were looking at. Afraid that she would react the same way, Zale held up his hands to ward off her terror, blocking his view of her face.

“Zale? Is that you?”

“No—” he whimpered, squeezing his eyes shut tight. He cracked an eye open but refused to look at her. The skin on the backs of his raised hands glimmered wetly. He stared at the slick gel that covered his hands and arms beneath his shirt. Why do I feel so strange?

Gryffyn pulled himself onto a flat boulder on the bank.

“Fynn?” screamed Robbie, flailing near the shore. “Fynny? I can’t see. Help!”

Gryffyn bent and hauled Robbie out of the water.

“Demon,” Jory whispered, backing away from Zale and crossing himself.

At Jory’s epithet, Gryffyn glanced at Zale and froze. Abandoned beside him on the steep bank, Robbie swayed. His outstretched arms windmilled and he barely recovered his balance.

“What happened, Fynn?” Robbie wailed. “Fynn, don’t leave me. Gryffyn!” He reached out for his brother, sightless eyes looking in the wrong direction.

Gryffyn ignored his brother, his gaze locked on Zale. He took in Zale’s tail and the leathery gills, and then glanced at the charred tree that still hissed slightly in the rain. He turned back to Zale with narrowed eyes.

“It was you. What are you?”

Zale panted, glancing around at the horrified expressions on the boys’ faces. He wanted to stand so he would feel less vulnerable and exposed, but he had no legs. He wanted to slip into the water completely and disappear, but he feared the creature he had become in the water.

Gryffyn grabbed his brother’s arm. “Let’s go, Robbie. We need to get you home. Father will call the doctor and get you fixed up.”

He manoeuvred Robbie up the steep bank as fast as he could, but kept glancing over his shoulder at Zale as though afraid to let him out of his sight. Willie and Jory scrambled up the bank beside them. When the boys reached the top, they fled as if running from a legion of spirits.

Zale watched them go, then dared to look at Talwyn.

She was staring at him, but not in fear. Her face was filled with wonder. “Zale, it’s all right. You’ll be all right. I’ll take you to your mother, and she’ll help.”

“My mother?”

He swallowed and looked down at himself. His mother couldn’t see him like this. She couldn’t know he could call lightning, and that he might have blinded Robbie. Gryffyn was right. What had happened here today had been all his fault.

Another realization hit him, and he felt as though his chest might cave in.

“The lightning that hit the explosives shed. That . . . that was me.” He stared at Talwyn in horror. “I killed my father.”

Talwyn furrowed her brows. “Zale . . .” She bit her lip. “Let’s go talk to your mother. Come, now.”

“No.” He shook his head. “I can’t. How can I tell her that I killed Papa?”

“It was an accident. She’ll understand.” She got up and stretched her arm toward him, glancing at his lower half. “Come, I’ll help you out. If I’m right, you’ll turn back as soon as you dry off.”

Zale stared at her hand, the enormity of what he’d done overwhelming him. He wasn’t safe to be around. He couldn’t go home. What if he hurt his mother, too? Maybe he really was a demon.

“I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “Please tell my mother . . . tell her I have to protect her. It’s what Papa would want. Tell her I love her.”

He reached into his shirt, where the pouch of coins he’d earned that day still miraculously resided, tucked against his skin and held there by the waistband of his breeches. He tossed the pouch toward Talwyn on the bank, then scooted himself back into the stream. “Give her that for me.”

She caught it and called after him. “Zale, no! Come back!”

Ignoring her cries, he dove into the murky waters with a flip of his tail.

The image of Talwyn’s frantic golden eyes would remain forever etched in his mind.
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The storm followed Zale.

He kept to the brook, surfacing every so often to check where he was. If he’d headed downstream, he would have soon reached Chyandour and the ocean, but the thought of being adrift in the vastness of the blank sea terrified him, so he went upstream. For every mile he swam and every field he passed, his mother seemed another hundred miles away.

I can never go back. If I killed her too, I couldn’t bear it.

He was getting tired and hungry, and he would soon have to find a place to sleep for the night. Though breathing underwater didn’t cause him any trouble, he didn’t fancy trying to catch some sleep while who-knew-what watery beasts marauded the stream. True, all he’d seen so far were brook trout and bullfrogs, but he didn’t want to take his chances. He surfaced in a stand of reeds to get his bearings.

The rain had stopped, and a few clouds scudding across the moon were all that remained of the storm. It was completely dark, but that didn’t bother Zale. He had always been able to see exceptionally well in the dark. There was not much mist this far from the ocean, either. When a quick scan of the area showed only oak trees and underbrush, not a living creature to be seen, he dragged himself up onto the grassy bank.

He stared at his tail in fascination and dismay. Talwyn
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