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For years, Leshi has been enthralled by her father’s stories of fighting beside the great war hero Honored Master Esavas. When a malign force from the sea brings tragedy to their village, Leshi knows they need the help of a mage. Though she has untrained magical powers, she can never reveal them or else the law of the mages will tear her away from everything she knows. So she goes in search of Master Esavas, to ask him to save her village. But what she finds isn’t what she expected…

After his devastating losses during the war, Esavas is broken, bitter, and without hope, burying his pain in drink and hiding from everyone who knows him. When the daughter of Baros, his captain and good friend, tracks him down, begging him to come protect her village, all he wants is for her to leave him alone. But even though he has no help to give and the hunt for the evil that threatens Leshi’s home seems futile, how can he say no to his captain’s daughter?

As they travel across seas of danger and magic, Leshi and Esavas discover they need each other in ways they hadn’t expected. Leshi must accept the power she has always tried to deny, and Esavas must open himself to a new purpose in life - and they must both resist the love growing between them, forbidden by the laws of mage society that have laid claim on Leshi as an untrained mage.

But neither love nor laws will matter if Leshi and Esavas can't find a way to defeat the evil threatening the villagers of Leshi’s little archipelago before it grows strong enough to sweep over all the Mardavian Islands.
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Prologue: Mazhra

CONSCIOUSNESS STIRRED, AND the dark veil of oblivion dissolved. Memories came – triumph so close, within her grasp, then sudden defeat. Fleeing from the body of her slain host, carrying a prize almost worth the defeat. Finding a second treasure as she rested, gathering the strength for her long journey home. Then, finally, returning to her refuge in the open ocean and settling in to sleep.

She was still tired. So tired, and so empty. Her sleep had done nothing to restore her strength. Or to fill the hunger, deep and devouring, for the power that should be hers. She had been here first, she and her kind, before the islands were ever raised from the sea and mortals came to dwell on them. The magic and life force of those islands belonged to her by right. She would not allow the mortal vermin who swarmed over them to defeat her. She would return to take what had been stolen from her. And this time, she would succeed.

Out of seawater and the scraps of power she could gather, Mazhra formed wavering arms. She reached for one of the clamshells in which she had stored her treasures when she returned to her refuge. It was close by, the magic it contained rich and strong and vibrant to her senses, but her hands fell apart with the very effort of touching the shell.

She was too weak. Even that small amount of exertion had drained what little strength she had. Her other treasure, the one she had hidden in the back of the cave, was even farther out of reach. To make use of either of her prizes was impossible in her condition.

She had to become stronger.

Come to me! she called out, sending the command through the ocean waters.

Other awarenesses stirred in response. Gradually, others of her kind gathered outside the opening of her cave, a shadowy swarming in the water. Her children – her siblings, subjects, servants; those born, like her, of the magic of the ocean; those who looked to her, the first and strongest of them, as mother and queen. Curiosity and eagerness flowed from them through the sea’s magic that connected them to each other and to her.

Mazhra drew in their interest and obedience and from it gained enough strength to drift through the opening of the cave and face them. Make for yourselves bodies of water and magic, shell and bone, as you have done before, she commanded her servants. Then hunt. Consume flesh and life force, and magic if you can find it, and bring strength to me. When I am strengthened, I will return to the mortal lands to take what is ours.

They began swimming away, their vague shapes taking on more substantial form even as Mazhra watched. Despite her weakness and lack of physical form, she felt herself quivering from anticipation just as when she had inhabited a mortal body.

Soon, her servants would bring her enough strength to allow her to make use of her treasures. And then she would seize, for herself and her kind, the mortal lands and all the life force and magic that filled them.


Chapter 1

“AND THAT WAS the last I saw of him,” Leshi’s father said, ending the story the way he always did, “walking up the hill, carrying his sword and his knapsack. He didn’t look back.”

The tale over, Leshi gazed into the fire where she sat with her father, sharing a flask of mango wine. The Festival of the Mother of Dolphins swirled around them, the sounds of laughter and music, the light of bonfires on the beach, the delicious smells of festival food. In the forested hills above the village of Moon Beach, monkeys and birds added their chatter and songs to the festivities. But instead of the bonfire’s flames, Leshi saw the back of a lone man in a soldier’s tunic and leather armor, walking away from the field of battle, weary, downhearted, and grieving – but a hero, nonetheless.

The wrongness of what had happened rankled at her, as it did each time she heard the story. “It’s not right. The king promised to send backup troops, and he didn’t. The Blacksnakes shouldn’t have had to fight all alone, without help. He should have had a chance to capture his sister instead of having to kill her.”

“It’s not my place to question the king, Leshi,” Ota said. “I’m sure there was a good reason for the change in plans.”

Leshi knew better than to pursue the point. They had talked about this before, and her father was loyal to the Crown right down to his bones. Instead, she turned her thoughts back to Honored Master Esavas’s fate. She drank from the palm-leaf flask, then handed it to her father. “And still no one knows where he is? It’s been almost four years.”

“No,” Ota said. “Not a word of him.”

“There wasn’t anything with your discharge papers and the pension money that just came?”

“If there was, I would have told you, sea-blossom.”

Leshi wished she could read the messages for herself, in case her father was holding something back. But he was the only person in Moon Beach who knew how to read. Officers in the Crown army were required to be able to read and write, but it wasn’t a skill that was needed in the village. “Could he be back at the Tower?”

“If he is, the Masters there aren’t saying. Anyway, like I’ve said, they made it pretty clear he wasn’t welcome back.”

“It’s not fair, for them to treat him like that. He’s a hero! He saved all us bi’asan folk.”

Leshi hid a flinch at those last words. More and more, it felt like a lie to refer to herself as bi’asan. She tried to hide that blue-green glow inside her, that flickered more brightly season by season, year by year, sometimes surging stronger, sometimes retreating, but it was getting harder. She could sense before anyone else when a storm was coming. The dolphins always came around when she was wading or swimming. And sometimes she had a little extra knack of something that made her work more skillful – though sometimes that knack was a little too much, an unexpected burst of blue-green light from her hands. Fortunately, no one ever seemed to notice it, and she was always careful to explain the resulting breakage as clumsiness, though she had always been known for the deftness of her hands, or a moment’s inattention.

If anyone found out about her power, the mages would come and take her away. That was the law. She would have to leave her island and her family, everything and everyone she knew and loved, to go live with the mages. She would be given to a highborn mage to be his concubine, and would never marry or see her family again.

Not that she didn’t want to see the faraway places Ota talked about, the great capital city of Ordivayos and its royal palace and all those other interesting sights, and learn to use her power and how to read and write and the other things mage ladies knew. But her life was here in Moon Beach, with her family and the man she had loved since she was a child, who would soon be her husband. She would rather keep her power a secret forever than be forced to leave her village and the people she loved.

“He didn’t seem to think he was a hero,” Ota said, calling Leshi’s thoughts back to the conversation.

“I hope he’s all right.” The more years that went by with no word of him, the more Master Esavas’s unknown fate troubled Leshi.

“Don’t worry about him,” Ota said as they went on sharing the flask of wine back and forth. “I don’t think he would die easily. For all I know, he could have showed up at the palace since I got my discharge papers and my pension, and word just hasn’t made it all the way down here yet.”

That seemed unlikely. With the way sailors liked to gossip, news – accurate and not so accurate – usually spread through the Islands pretty quickly, even all the way down here to the Burlorin Archipelago, far to the southeast.

“He knows how to take care of himself,” Ota went on. Despite his words, Leshi could see the shadows of worry on his face. “I’m sure he’s just lying low somewhere until he’s ready to face the world again. Maybe he found work as a weather-mage in some out-of-the-way place. Though I sure do wish he would come visit us sometime.”

“So do I,” Leshi said. “I’d like to meet him.” Except, if he discovered her power, he might make her leave. But he seemed like a kind man. Maybe she could make him understand; maybe, for the sake of his friendship with her father, he would tell her a way to keep her magic hidden so she could stay here with Kitim and her family.

Leshi’s brothers Yatin and Jevri and their friends came running over with their wives and sweethearts. Kitim was with them, too; Leshi was the only one missing from the group.

“Come on, Leshi! The Mother’s Heart is rising, and it’s time to dance Aleshisa’s Circle!” Kitim grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. She fell against his bare chest. Laughing, he put his arms around her and gave her a quick, hard kiss on the mouth.

Somehow, he’d managed to get sand in his hair and in his short beard and mustache. “Augh!” Leshi said, laughing in turn, wiping grit from her lips. “How did you get sand in your beard?” She brushed sand away from his face and from the tight curls of hair on his chest. He was wearing the new necklace of coral beads she’d made for him.

“Come and find out.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her.

At the happiness and love dancing in his eyes, all worries about Honored Master Esavas fled from Leshi’s mind. Kitim might not be a war hero from her father’s stories, but he was here and he was hers, handsome, strong, and brave, hardworking and kind and full of laughter. He had almost finished gathering a year’s supply of food, a groom’s offering to his bride to make her life easier when she was carrying their first child, and she was almost done weaving the wedding rug, with designs showing their heritages and their hopes for their life together, and invoking the blessings of the gods. In a few more months, they would stand on that rug to make their marriage promises, then the village tattooist would add the tattoos showing Kitim’s name and heritage, who he was and his place in the world, to Leshi’s back, and hers would be added to the tattoos on his back. And she would be his, and he would be hers, for the rest of their lives.

“You get sand anywhere on my daughter except her feet before the wedding, I’ll cut you up and use you for bait,” Ota growled good-naturedly.

“Now, Baros.” Leshi’s mother came up behind Ota and caressed his hair. “Don’t scare away Leshi’s young man, or we’ll never get her married off. Come, it’s festival! Let’s dance.”

With a groan, Baros got to his feet. “Don’t know if I’m up for Aleshisa’s Circle, Nahvi, my love, but I’ll give it my best.”

Hand in hand, Leshi’s parents walked to where the musicians sat in the torchlight and the villagers were forming circles for the dance. Leshi carefully brushed sand from the skirt of her leaf-green festival sayata and adjusted her wrap around her shoulders, then Kitim started leading her by the hand over to the dance circle.

All at once, the strangest feeling swept through Leshi, and her feet dragged to a stop. A chill, a prickle; it was a little like the unsettled feeling she would get when a storm was approaching from the eastern ocean beyond the Burlorin Sea. But this didn’t come from the feel and smell of the wind, or the look of the waves and sky, or even from the brush of the power of a coming storm against her magic. This was different, deeper, darker, with a feeling of malevolent awareness behind it. It made her want to run and hide – and at the same time, afraid to move lest she draw its attention. Storms didn’t mean to do harm, but somehow, she knew that this – whatever it was – did intend harm.

“Leshi?”

Kitim’s questioning voice snapped her awareness back to the beach. He was looking at her, face creased with concern. “What is it, Leshi? A storm coming in?”

He looked up at the sky to the east, over the Burlorin Sea and the open ocean beyond, where the bright star that was the heart of the Dolphin constellation was rising for the first time since the start of Amentu, the season of long rains. Now, at the end of Amentu, no clouds obscured the moon, but Leshi’s sense for when a storm was in the offing, even before the first clouds appeared, was well-known in the village – though it was put down to intuition, not magic.

Yes, she thought, but I don’t think it’s any kind of storm we’ve ever seen before. She couldn’t say so, though. Not without revealing that her senses went far beyond sight and sound, taste, touch, and smell. Which would mean the end of her life here and of her hopes of marrying Kitim. “It’s nothing,” she said. “I think I just stood up too fast and got dizzy. Come on, let’s go dance.”

Holding hands, they ran to the torchlit circle of dancers on the beach and joined them as the musicians started playing. Leshi danced beneath the moon and stars and cloudless sky, stepping and spinning and swaying, parting from Kitim then coming back into his arms again, the waves kissing her bare feet as she danced into the surf. The brief feeling of unease faded until it might have only been something she imagined.

* * *

WHEN THE RAYS of the rising sun spilled into the cottage the next morning, Leshi felt like she had hardly slept at all. Too tired to dance and sing and eat any more, dizzy with wine and laughter and moonlight, she had kissed Kitim good night until her brothers had to come pry them apart, then she had stumbled into the cottage and fallen onto her sleeping mat.

Tired though she was, without the distractions of the festival the heavy feeling of unease had returned. All night, that sense of hungry malice lurking out to sea had grazed against her magical senses, leaving her too afraid to close her eyes. It was just her imagination, she had tried to tell herself. Strange fancies brought on by dwelling too much on her father’s war stories, too much dancing, and maybe a little – just a little – too much mango wine.

Shouts from outside caught her attention. It was time to get up. Blinking against the light, her head aching, she put on a skirt and blouse, wrapping them and knotting them at the waist, then left the curtained alcove where she slept. Her mother was also up and dressed. Yatin’s wife Tessa was there, holding their infant son; she often brought the baby over for a visit first thing in the morning. Yatin, Jevri, Ota, and the other men would already be out on the beach, preparing to head out for the day’s fishing.

“What’s all that yelling about?” Leshi asked her mother.

Ama shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Come on, let’s go see.” Followed by her mother, Leshi ran out of the cottage and across the common onto the beach, where most of the men of the village and a handful of women were gathered around something on the ground just above the tide line.

“Baros?” Ama called out. “What is it?”

Ota turned and saw them. “Stay back!” he shouted.

Ama stopped where she was, but Leshi kept running. A cold feeling in the pit of her stomach told her that whatever it was that lay on the beach, it must have something to do with the fear that had plagued her all night.

As she joined the circle of people, Kitim grabbed her arm and pulled her to him, pressing her face against his shoulder. “Leshi, you shouldn’t see this.”

She didn’t try to pull away from his protective hold, but she still turned her face aside to peer through the ring of people and see what they were looking at.

Shock and disgust jolted through her. A large fish of some kind that she had never seen before lay dead on the beach. It was the length of a man, rather flat, with wing-like fins and a long, broad, flat snout.

At least, that was what she guessed it looked like, from what was left of it. Half of the fish had been devoured down to the bones; the little remaining flesh and the bones showed deep gouges and tearing as though from a large, sharp-toothed jaw. The other half, though intact, was withered and dry, as though whatever was eating it had drunk every drop of moisture from that side.

“Saw a fish like that once over to Turtle Port,” one man was saying. “Brought in by a deepwater fishing boat.”

“But what did that to it?” someone else asked.

A debate erupted. “A ghost shark,” Tessa’s father said. “That must be it.”

“A ghost shark wouldn’t have left that much flesh on it.”

“Wouldn’t have left none at all, and would have eaten some of the bones, too,” Kitim’s father said.

“Maybe a different kind of shark? Or one gone rogue or diseased?”

“How’d it get so dried out?”

“It puts me in mind,” Leshi’s father said slowly, and everyone else fell silent to listen to him, “of the report we heard during the rebellion, about how the rebels took a hundred captives and… No one knows exactly what happened. A thick fog came over the beach where they were, and when it cleared the next morning, it looked like some beast from the sea had been at them. The bodies were said to look like this, half eaten, half drained dry.”

“It’s said the rebel leader was a sea-mage,” Kitim’s father said.

Ota nodded. “That she was, or something like.”

“She could have summoned a fog and any kind of sea creature. But how would that happen here? We got no mages here.”

As the discussion went on, Leshi stared at the carcass, unable to look away no matter how much she wanted to. Her father was right about the bodies, she thought, recalling that part from his stories. Whatever had killed this fish, it was no simple animal from the sea.

And she had felt its hunger, its cruelty, during the night.

“Whatever killed it,” said Urhad, Ota’s fishing partner and, with him, one of the village elders, “that thing’s going to start to stink before much longer, and it’s no good for eating. Some of you young fellas tie it to the back of a boat and row it well out into the water and dump it there. And everyone stay out of the water today, in case the carcass attracts sharks or… whatever it was.”

Jevri fetched a length of rope, then he, Kitim, Yatin, and some of their friends tied the rope around the dead fish. Laughing and joking – gruesome though this was, it was the most interesting thing that had happened in Moon Beach in months – they hauled the fish over to where the boats were pulled up on the sand, tied the rope to the stern of one boat, and pushed the boat into the water.

All at once, a memory of the night’s terror rushed through Leshi. “Be careful!” she cried out.

“We will,” Kitim called back. “Anyway, whatever it is, it’s already fed, so it won’t be hunting today.”

But it’s no ordinary animal, Leshi wanted to say. But she couldn’t, not without revealing how she knew. And then the mages would come and take her away from everyone and everything she loved. “You don’t know that for sure,” she said. “Just be careful.”

“Don’t worry, flower. We will.” Kitim blew a kiss at her, then he and the other young men launched the boat into the waves and began rowing out to sea, dragging the carcass behind them.


Chapter 2

DAYS PASSED WITH no more dead creatures on the beach and no more sense of that dark hunger. The incident simmered down to just another ingredient in the stew of stories and gossip of the villagers’ daily talk. Leshi began to breathe more easily. Whatever it was that had strayed into the waters off Moon Beach, it was gone now.

Then one night, as she was going to sleep, she felt the hunger brush against her senses again, cold and foul. Sleep fled, and she lay all night drenched in sweat, her heart pounding, her ears straining for any sounds that didn’t belong. Where was the creature, and what was it hunting this time?

At dawn, another commotion out on the beach drew her from her bed. Foggy-headed from lack of sleep, dread gnawing at her stomach, she went outside to find a number of men gathered around the half-eaten, half-dried carcass of a silverfin fish twice the length of a man.

“Those are good eating,” Urhad said. “Too bad there isn’t much left of it.”

Loud sounds of disgust arose from the others. A shudder went through Leshi, not just at the thought of eating some strange predator’s leavings, but as though eating the beast’s prey would somehow draw the predator’s attention to them.

“Would you want to eat something that… thing… was chewing on?” Kitim’s father asked.

“Oh, well, I suppose not,” Urhad said. “You young fellows, get rid of it before it starts to stink.”

Again, Kitim, Yatin, Jevri, and some of the other young men fetched a rope to tie around the silverfin carcass and tow it out to sea. And again, Leshi couldn’t help calling out, “Be careful!” as they set out from the beach. She watched them go, not daring to take her eyes from them, as though her watchfulness could keep them safe from the beast that was prowling the waters.

* * *

EVERY THREE OR four days over the next month, another dead animal washed up onto the village’s beach. Each time, it was after a night when Leshi lay awake all night, that sense of predatory hunger and evil intelligence pressing down on her mind, stealing her breath, curdling her blood with fear. The carcasses were all deepwater creatures – another winged fish like the first one, a couple of other large fishes of different types, a green shark half again the length of a man, a white turtle almost as large, all half-eaten, half-dessicated.

One morning, the villagers found the remains of a ghost shark on the beach. “Well, now we know it isn’t a ghost shark killing ’em,” Urhad said as Leshi and the rest of the villagers stood staring at the carcass of the enormous white shark. “They don’t prey on their own kind.”

“Not unless it’s diseased or gone rogue,” someone else said.

Leshi couldn’t take her eyes off the dead beast, three times the length of a man, with rows of deadly teeth. Ghost sharks were vicious predators, known for their uncanny cleverness. From a distance, they looked like the rare and delicious sword-nosed whitefish. They would gather, swimming in a pattern to mimic a herd of swordnoses, to attract a fishing boat. Then they would surround and attack the boat, destroying it and devouring the fishermen.

What could kill a ghost shark? Leshi didn’t want to think about it.

It had become the habit in the village not to go out to sea the day a dead creature was found on the beach except to haul away the carcass. To give the uncleanness time to wash away; in case the predator was still in the area… No one really talked about why, and no one ever voiced the underlying fear, that the beast’s next prey might be human.

The dolphins that had always liked to play in the bay off Moon Beach never came around any more.

There was a great deal of discussion, some of it bordering on argument, about what to do. Some said nothing needed to be done; the beast was only preying on deepwater animals, not coming close to shore. Others pointed out that, on the whole, the kills were getting bigger, which meant the beast was growing stronger and bolder.

“As long as we stay on land, we’ll be safe,” one man said. “It’s a sea creature. It can’t come on land.”

“But we make our living from the sea; how can we stay on land?” Kitim’s father asked.

“Whatever it was that the rebel leader summoned came up on land,” Baros pointed out.

“True,” Tessa’s father said. “But we don’t have any cursed wizards here to summon this beast onto land.”

Listening, Leshi swallowed. It wasn’t her magic drawing the beast, was it? It couldn’t be. She kept it hidden, tamped down, and never used it if she could help it.

“It could still come close enough to shore to threaten boats or even swimmers and waders,” someone else said.

“Surely it’ll move on after a while.”

“No, it would be best to abandon this place and build a new village somewhere else.”

That idea was quickly shouted down. No one wanted to abandon this prime spot and start over again somewhere else.

* * *

A MONTH AFTER the first carcass appeared, a half-eaten octopus as big as a cottage washed up on the beach. Leshi gathered with everyone else to look at the monstrosity, itself a thing from nightmares. No one had ever seen an octopus this big. What could kill a creature this size? Only an orca from the open ocean beyond the Burlorin Sea, everyone agreed. But those never came close to land.

The creature doing the killing was fiercer and more dangerous than an orca. Leshi knew it in her gut, knowledge born of nights of sleepless dread filled with the beast’s malignant greed. She should speak up. She should tell the others she could sense when the beast was moving again, hungry, hunting. But if anyone knew about her magic, they would be required by law to tell the mages, who would come and take her away. So she didn’t say anything.

The small, tender octopuses that lived in the reefs just off the beach were good to eat, but no one suggested trying to eat the ruined flesh on this beast. It took two boats to haul the dead octopus out to sea.

* * *

THE MORNING AFTER the giant octopus appeared, Leshi joined the other women of the village on the beach to see the men off for the day’s work and wish them a good catch and a safe return – two things that were never guaranteed when you made your living on the sea. Kitim was standing with Jevri and Yatin apart from the rest of the villagers. The three of them usually fished together, but it was strange to see them off by themselves when everyone gathered at the start of the workday. They seemed deep in conversation. Curious, Leshi drifted over, trying not to draw their notice.

“You think we’d have to go out that far?” Kitim was saying to her brothers.

“Any closer in, the water’s not deep enough,” Yatin answered.

Leshi didn’t like the sound of that. “Deep enough for what?” she asked.

They looked over at her. “Never you mind,” Jevri said.

“To catch one of those big flat-snouted fish,” Kitim said at the same time.

“That’s too far,” Ota said, approaching the group. Apparently, their secret conversation had raised his suspicions, too. Ama trailed along behind him, followed by Yatin’s wife Tessa holding their son. Jevri’s sweetheart Neela and Kitim’s parents also came over. “Those are deepwater,” Ota went on. “You need a boat and equipment for deep-sea fishing, to go after those.”

Yatin shrugged. “Thought it might be fun to try.”

The three young men glanced at each other, and Leshi’s uneasy feeling grew more certain. “You’re going after the creature that’s been making those kills.”

“No!” Tessa gasped. “You can’t!”

“Do you think we’re crazy?” Yatin said. “We can’t bring in something so big it can kill an octopus the size of a house. Don’t worry, we won’t go out too far.”

Baros glared at all three of them. “You better not. You may be grown, but you aren’t so big I can’t take a whip to your backsides.”

“You’ll have to wait your turn till I’m done with them, Captain,” Kitim’s father said.

“All right, all right.” Kitim held his hands up in a placating gesture. “We get it. Don’t worry.”

“We’re not that stupid,” Jevri added.

“Hey, Baros,” Urhad called out, “that ocean isn’t getting any wetter!”

“I better go,” Ota said. “You three, remember. You’re not going after that beast.” He kissed Nahvi and Leshi, held out the wooden dolphin Leshi had carved for him, that he still wore on a thong around his neck, for the three young men and Kitim’s father to touch for luck, then ran to his and Urhad’s boat. Kitim’s father followed, heading for his own boat.

Leshi watched her father and Urhad launch their boat into the water and climb in, alongside the other men and their boats, all heading to different fishing grounds for the day. She had carved that good luck dolphin for Ota seven years ago, and it had gotten him and his Blacksnake squad safely through many difficult and dangerous assignments. But was it enough to protect him from what was lurking somewhere out there in the ocean?

Her growing fear eating at her, she turned back to Kitim and her brothers. Her mother kissed Yatin and Jevri. “You will be careful, right? Don’t do anything foolish. All of you. Don’t go out too far.”

“Please,” Tessa added. “Be careful.”

“Don’t worry,” Yatin said. “We’re not fools. We were just wondering about catching one of those big winged fish; they’re supposed to be good eating. But Ota is right; we’re not equipped for it.”

He kissed his wife and their son. Seemingly reassured, Tessa, Kitim’s mother, and Neela finished saying their goodbyes to the men, then headed to their homes to begin their own day’s work.

When everyone else was finally gone, Leshi said, “Don’t do it. Please.”

“Do what?” Jevri asked, all wide-eyed and innocent.

“You know what I mean.”

The fake innocence left Jevri’s face. His jaw clenched; his eyes grew serious. “What should we do, then? Wait for that monster to come closer and threaten the village? Eat out all the fishing grounds? Attack our boats?”

“Should I wait for it to attack you when you’re out collecting shells and coral?” Kitim asked.

“We could abandon the village,” Leshi said.

“It wouldn’t be easy to find another place like this, with as much good planting ground close by and a good beach and waters, that doesn’t already have people living there,” Yatin said. “And it would mean starting over from nothing.”

“There has to be something we can do, besides you risking your lives to hunt that monster.” An answer came to her; she had sensed the beast with her magic, so of course it must be magic. “We should get a mage to come help us.”

Jevri scoffed. “What mage would help us lowborn bi’asan fisherfolk?”

“Honored Master Esavas. He’s Ota’s friend. He would come.”

“Didn’t Ota say no one knows where he is?” Yatin asked. “Who knows if he’s even alive?”

“Even if we could find him,” Jevri added, “who says he’d agree to come, even if he is Ota’s friend?”

“No one’s going to help us, so we have to help ourselves,” Yatin said.

Leshi huffed out her breath and turned to Kitim. “Please listen to me. Don’t do this. You don’t have a chance against that thing.”

Kitim took her face gently between his hands. “Don’t you believe in me?”

She shook him off. “I do. But not for this! This beast, it’s no ordinary –” She caught herself before she revealed too much.

“No ordinary animal? We know that. It’s big and vicious and hungry. But it’s still just an animal.”

“No! It –” She fumbled for a way to explain. “Remember, Ota said it reminds him of the creatures the rebel leader summoned, that ate those captives. Maybe… maybe a mage is controlling it.”

“But it’s still just an animal that can be killed by a spear,” Kitim said.

Frustration swelled hot and tight in Leshi’s chest and she clenched her fists. To the depths with the consequences; she had to make them listen to her. “It isn’t just an ordinary animal. It’s magic.”

“Magic?” Yatin asked. “How do you know?”

“I know because – because I have magic too. I can feel it when it’s hunting.” There, she had said it. Her heart raced as she waited for their reaction.

Yatin and Jevri stared open-mouthed at her. “You…?” Jevri breathed.

“Can you feel it? Is it hunting now?” Yatin asked eagerly.

“No, but –”

“Leshi.” Kitim cupped her face in his hands again. “You don’t have magic, Leshi. You can’t.” He brushed a thumb along her cheek, and suddenly Leshi wondered if he already knew, if he had somehow figured it out. “Because if you did,” he added softly, “they would come and take you away from me.”

“Oh!” A sob escaped her and she pulled away from him, tears flooding her eyes and spilling down her cheeks. “That doesn’t matter right now! I just want you to be safe. If you love me, any of you, please don’t do this!”

Kitim wiped tears from her cheek. “I’m doing this to protect you, Leshi. Have some faith in us. Anyway, the beast just fed; it’s too soon for it to kill again. Everything will be all right.” He leaned forward and pressed his mouth to hers. She flung her arms around him, digging her fingers into his back, pressing harder into the kiss, wanting to never let him go.

After a moment, he pulled away. Helplessly, she let him. He was right, she told herself. The monster had just fed on an octopus the size of a house. It wouldn’t be hungry again so soon. Everything would be all right.

“Ready?” Kitim asked.

“Let’s go,” Yatin replied.

Kitim grinned at Leshi. “I’ll be home this evening with a catch for you, love.” The traditional words a fisherman said to the woman who would be waiting on the shore for him.

“I don’t care about the catch. Just come back.” Not the traditional response, but she meant every word.

The three men ran to their boat, pushed it into the water, and jumped in. Jevri and Yatin took up the oars while Kitim stepped the mast and put up the sail. As they rowed out towards the rising sun, moving farther away with each stroke of the oars, Leshi stood watch, praying as hard as she could to every god she could think of, hoping desperately that the sheer force of her love and fear would be enough to keep them safe.


Chapter 3

ALL DAY, LESHI did her best to keep busy, to distract herself from the fear nagging at the edge of her mind. The cottage, the garden, the smokehouse… She drifted from one to the other, unable to focus on one task for long. She tried to work on her wedding rug, and found herself weaving her fear into the design, dark and jagged. Angrily, she pulled out the threads, then went back out to the smokehouse.

Despite her efforts, as the day went by her fear deepened, casting a veil over her thoughts and a chill through her body. It was just ordinary fear, she told herself. Not the sense of that monster. She never felt it during the day, only at night, and surely Kitim and her brothers would turn around and sail back to shore, as they always did, when they started to lose the light.

She tried to conceal her fear from her mother, Tessa, Neela, and the other women, chatting and singing along with them as they went about their chores. Their cheerfulness, as though nothing was wrong, buffeted at her like hard gusts against a taut sail, and she had to bite back the irritated words that sat at the tip of her tongue.

Over and over, she found her eyes being drawn out to sea, searching for any sign of the men or the monster or another kill floating to shore. As the afternoon wore on, she realized she wasn’t the only one sending worried glances out at the ocean. The occasional pauses in the conversation grew more tense. Surely it was time the boats started returning, some women whispered to each other.

By midafternoon, earlier than usual, the women began gathering on the beach, watching for the boats to start coming back in. Soon, the first boat appeared, the one belonging to Kitim’s father and his fishing partner. Baros and Urhad’s boat soon followed, along with a third. Nearly sobbing with relief, the men’s wives ran to greet them.

“Now, Nahvi,” Ota said to Leshi’s mother as they embraced, “there was no need to be so worried. We didn’t go very far out. Had a decent catch, too.” He kissed her. “Are the boys back yet?”

“Not yet,” Ama said.

Ota shook his head. “Grown men or not, I’ll tan their hides for worrying us like this. Come on, Leshi, give your old Ota a kiss. How’s that grandson of mine, Tessa?”

Tessa held out the baby for Baros to admire, while Leshi kissed her father’s whiskery cheek. It would be all right, she told herself again. Kitim and her brothers weren’t late getting back. There was still plenty of daylight left. She only felt that fierce hunger, that meant the beast was hunting, at night; Kitim and her brothers would be safe as long as they got home by dark.

One by one, the rest of the boats returned. As each one turned out to not be Kitim, Yatin, and Jevri, the knot of dread inside Leshi tightened. Each time, she told herself that the next boat had to be theirs. They had been talking big, as men would do, but surely they weren’t so foolish as to really go out after that beast.

Ota and Ama, Kitim’s parents, Tessa, and Neela gathered around Leshi where she stood watching and waiting. “Must have had a good catch, and the weight’s slowing them down,” Kitim’s father said. “Or the fish are still swarming the nets and they’re not ready to come in yet.”

“Yes, that must be it,” Kitim’s mother said eagerly. Leshi wished with all her heart she could believe it.

To the west, behind the inland hills, the sun started setting. Everyone had returned except Kitim, Jevri, and Yatin. “Is anyone hungry?” Ama asked. The forced cheerfulness in her voice failed to hide her worry.

No one answered. Leshi thought she would be sick if she tried to eat. Nahvi didn’t say anything more about supper, and the group went on watching and waiting.

The sun went down. Stars appeared as the sky darkened with night in the east. Leshi would have given anything to be eating supper with her parents and Jevri, with Yatin, Tessa, and Kitim joining them for the meal as they often did. They would laugh and sing and tell tales as they ate and finished the day’s chores, then go down to the beach to enjoy the beautiful evening before going to bed.

With the turn from Amentu, the season of long rains, to Kanbatu, the season of small rains, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Still, Leshi felt chilled as though from a powerful Amentu storm raging in from the open ocean. She waited and watched, straining to see out across the sea, a field of black beneath the black sky, willing the men to return home soon.

The others continued watching with her. “Maybe they went to see if there’s a party on Contest Rock,” Ota said. Contest Rock was an uninhabited islet where young men from Averi and other nearby islands liked to gather to drink, dive from the high cliffs into the sea, and challenge each other to contests of strength, skill, and daring – or foolhardiness, depending on how you looked at it. Usually, Leshi hated it when Kitim went to Contest Rock, fearing he would break his neck getting drunk and diving from the rocks. But now, she prayed with all her might that he was there and not out on the open sea where something dark and hungry might be hunting.

And then she felt it. From far out to sea, that greedy, malevolent something brushed against her senses. She had been half-expecting it, but the sensation still stole the breath from her lungs and the strength from her legs. With a gasp, she dropped to her knees in the sand.

Her mother knelt next to her. “Leshi? Are you all right?”

Her tongue and throat felt thick with terror. She shook her head.

“You should go inside and try to get some sleep –”

“No!” Leshi choked out. “It’s out there –”

“What do you mean?” Ama asked.

“It’s that imagination of hers, running wild,” Ota said, though he sounded uncertain.

Leshi shook her head again. How could she explain? They wouldn’t believe her, they would just brush her off like Kitim and her brothers had. She could be wrong; she didn’t know if the beast was anywhere near where Jevri and Yatin and Kitim were. And anyway, what good would it do to tell them now? She should have told them a long time ago that she could sense the beast.

Kitim, my love, she thought as hard as she could, trying to send her words across the sea to them. My dear, stupid brothers. Turn around, come back, row as fast as you can, don’t try to fight it.

They went on waiting, Tessa and Neela weeping in Tessa’s mother’s arms, Kitim’s parents and Ota and Ama holding each other. Leshi remained on her knees, sick with fear, swallowing her own sobs, in a vigil Moon Beach was fortunate to not have held very often. Boats sank, sailors lost their way and drifted out to the open ocean, unexpected storms blew up. It was only to be expected when you made a living from the sea. All you could do was trust in your men’s skills and the Mother of Dolphins, but the fishermen of Moon Beach were among the best, and the Mother had always been good to their village.

But could anything offer protection from this beast? Mother of Dolphins, keep them safe, Leshi prayed harder than she had ever prayed before.

* * *

AT DAWN, A boat drifted out of the early morning mists towards the beach. Unmanned, it rode up on the tide and came to rest on the sand. It showed heavy damage – broken, splintered planks and huge gouges and scratches as though giant jaws had gnawed on it. But the sea serpent Yatin had painted near the prow was unmistakable.

“No! Gods, no!” voices cried out around Leshi. As people began running over to the boat, she remained on her knees. She didn’t need to see the damage to the boat, hear her mother’s anguished cries and her father’s bellow of grief, to know what news the boat brought with it. She crumpled forward, curled around the painful sobs that tore themselves from the depths of her heart.

* * *

MAZHRA DREW IN the newest offering of life force brought to her by her children-siblings-servants. It was rich and sweet with a tantalizing depth of flavor – human, she realized. So much better than what her servants had been harvesting from the creatures of the sea. There was no magic in it, but still, it was delicious and nourishing. If she had more of this, soon she would be strong enough to begin moving again.

As she consumed the life force, something in it snagged at her. A trace of something, an impression. An echo of memory? Emotion? Love, hope, joy, tender concern… She had learned of such odd emotions during the time she had possessed her mortal vessel. The vessel had not felt those emotions herself, but she had known of them. Remembered them. Yearned with all her soul to feel them again.

And that wasn’t all. Something else teased at Mazhra, something that held a hint of familiarity, though she couldn’t remember what or why or guess at the connection between it and this life force she was consuming. For some reason, she associated it with magic. Powerful and beautiful magic, filled with life and energy.

It was only the slightest, vaguest glimpse of a suggestion of something. But if there was magic involved, especially magic that strong and desirable, it was worth seeking out. Such magic would be a treasure to match her other treasures.

Where did this life come from? she asked the ones who had brought it to her.

Their bodies of water and magic and bone, strengthened by the flesh and blood and life force they had consumed, shifted in the sea before her cavern. An impression came to Mazhra of men in a boat, very few of them, on the sea far from land.

Bring me more food. And find where this came from. She sent an impression of the something she had felt into the minds of her servants.

They sent their acquiescence to her, their obedience giving her another boost of strength, then darted off to gather others of their kind and carry out her instructions.

Mazhra drifted deeper into her cave again, feelings swelling inside her. Pleasure, satisfaction, anticipation; sensations that her sojourn in a mortal body had made her more sensitive to, had taught her to distinguish and to revel in. She could almost recall what it had felt like to have a face and a mouth, and to smile the way she would have been smiling now if she could.


Chapter 4

A HEAVY BLANKET of grief descended over Moon Beach. The ordinary death of a fisherman or a sailor at sea was cause enough for mourning, but this was different, dreadful, shocking. The familiar world, dangerous but well-ordered and predictable, had had the mask ripped away to reveal the senseless cruelty and horror that lay beneath.

The only body in the ruined boat had been Yatin’s, drained and devoured like the animals killed by the beast. There was no trace of Jevri or Kitim; they were lost to the sea and the belly of the monster. At least they had died at sea, where the gods of sea and sky could take them home. No one could bring themselves to wrap Yatin’s mutilated body in a winding cloth and carry it into the sea in the customary way, so the other young men of the village towed the boat and its lone occupant out to sea, where they sank it. When they came back to shore, they spent the rest of the night silently drinking, not even singing the usual songs of mourning.

Leshi hadn’t known it was possible to feel so much pain and still live. She longed to disappear from the world, to let the tidal waves of sorrow and loss pull her under into oblivion. But her parents needed her. They sat huddled together in the cottage, the windows covered with cloths to darken the house in mourning, Ama weeping in Ota’s arms as he stared into the dark room at nothing. The very spirits seemed to have been torn from their bodies. It was Leshi who made sure they ate and drank and acknowledged the friends and neighbors who came to sit with them.

When she wasn’t tending to her parents, she often went to sit with Kitim’s parents and with Tessa, who was so overcome with grief she was unable to care for her child and so had moved with the baby back into her parents’ home. Leshi had lost her brothers and the man she was going to marry, but how much worse must it be to lose children, or your husband and the father of your child? But she also went to sit with Neela, who hadn’t yet been formally betrothed to Jevri. Staying busy and helping others, she found, helped keep her own pain at bay, leaving her mercifully numb. All she had to think about was the next task to be done, the next person to be comforted.

As the days passed, anger took root in the numb place inside her. She should have spoken up sooner, even if it meant the mages would come to take her away from Kitim and her family and her home. She should have warned everyone, made them listen and believe her. She should have been able to stop this from happening. She had power, but she didn’t know how to use it. What good was having magic if she couldn’t use it to save the people she loved? But she still should have tried.

As for Kitim and her brothers, they should have listened to her. They shouldn’t have been so prideful and foolish as to think they could take on that monster. She raged at them in her mind; how could they do this to her and their parents and everyone who loved them?

But her anger at them came with a twist of guilt. They hadn’t meant to die. All they had wanted was to protect their families and loved ones, and maybe do a great deed that would be long remembered. She should have done more to convince them not to go; she couldn’t blame them for her failure.

Most of all, though, she was angry at the beast for daring to destroy her family. An animal couldn’t be blamed for its hunger and its hunting instincts, but she had no doubt this beast’s intentions went beyond normal hunger to purposeful destruction. It had to pay for what it had done – and it had to be stopped before it did any more damage. Someone had to do something, and this was more than anyone in the village could take on by themselves.

After the first three or four days, Ota took to sitting on the beach at night while Ama slept, drinking and looking out to sea. When he was in the army, whenever he came home on leave he used to spend the first night or two like this, drinking away whatever demons had collected in his mind while he was on duty. Since he had come home for good, it happened more rarely, but now he sat drinking on the beach every night. While before, he had usually wanted to be alone, now he welcomed Leshi when she joined him, seeking her own respite.

“I know death,” he said as they shared a flask of wine. “I’ve lost men who were like brothers to me, almost like my own sons. But this is different.” He took another long swallow, then handed the flask to Leshi. “My own sons. My flesh and blood, pieces of my heart and spirit.” His voice cracked. “And my son-to-be. This wasn’t a good death. Dying in clean, honest, honorable battle is one thing. But this…”

Leshi’s mind shied away from imagining what those final horrifying moments must have been like, and she drank deeply from the flask.

Ota took the wine and drank again. “At least they were trying to protect their homes and families. I’d go hunt down the fucking beast and kill it myself. But your mother… Her heart’s broken. She can’t take any more. I’m afraid to even leave her long enough to come out here, afraid she’ll just decide to give up on living.”

“I know,” Leshi said, her own throat tight at the thought of her mother’s grief, and her own.

Ota put an arm around her; she rested her head on his shoulder. “Ah, my little dolphin,” he said. “I shouldn’t pile all this on you. You’re grieving too.”

“I’ll be all right, Ota.”

She didn’t believe it, and she didn’t think he did, either.

* * *

OVER TIME, MOURNING shifted to talk about what was to be done. The beast had tasted human flesh; like any wild animal, once it acquired that taste, it was only a matter of time before it came searching for more. Would it hunt down and attack more fishing boats, or become a menace to swimmers and waders? Would it even be driven to come on shore to satisfy its hunger, like the creature that devoured the rebels’ captives, that Ota had talked about?

Ten days after the boat washed up on the beach, the men of the village, and some of the women, gathered to discuss this. As an elder of the village – and father of two of the men who had died – Baros had to be included in the meeting. Since he couldn’t bring himself to leave his house and his wife, the meeting came to him. Normally, as a young unmarried woman, Leshi wouldn’t have been included in meetings of the village elders and other adults, but since she was acting as hostess in her mother’s place, she welcomed the rare opportunity to sit at the edge of the group and listen. She knew what needed to be done; the idea had come to her even before Kitim and her brothers went out that last time. Since then, in her anger and determination that the beast had to be stopped, she had grown more convinced her idea was the right one. She just hoped she got a chance to speak up.

The discussion was intense, verging on argument, from the start. Another attack was inevitable, everyone agreed, but that was where the agreement stopped. Some said they should abandon the village, an idea which had been brought up before and dismissed. Now, a few more people spoke up in favor of it, but the objections came right away.

“If we leave, where will we go?” Urhad asked. “Where will we find another place like this – sheltered, good land for planting, good forest, good waters, enough room for all of us? Any site nearly as good as this one will already be claimed.”

“We would have to find other villages willing to take us in,” Tessa’s father said. “But they wouldn’t be able to take us all. And even if we find a new site of our own, we’ll be starting over from nothing.”

“This is no time to abandon our homes and start over, or be separated from our friends and kinfolk,” someone else added. “I say we just need to be more careful about not going too far out to sea.”

Kitim’s father leaped to his feet, fists clenched. “Are you saying it’s my son’s fault that monster killed him?”

“He shouldn’t have –”

“Staying close to land won’t make any difference,” Neela’s father said. “If it wants human flesh, it’ll come hunting for it. Remember, Baros said it’s like the beasts that came onto land and killed those captives.”

“Then what can we do?” someone asked despairingly.

“Leave,” Kitim’s father said. “It’s our only choice.”

Amid a storm of loud objections, Urhad said, “We could set a guard. Baros was the captain of the Blacksnakes, the finest special unit in the Crown army, and he’s not the only former soldier among us. With him in charge of a guard, we can fight off the beast if it comes on shore, maybe even kill it. If it’s a deep water creature, it’ll be weakened if it comes into the shallows or on land.”

Kitim’s father unclenched his fists and sat down again. “I like that. I still say we should leave, but I’d stay for the chance to kill the damned thing.”

As the discussion went on, Leshi twisted her skirt in her fists, her heart pounding hard. None of this would do any good. Ordinary bi’asan folk couldn’t fight this dreadful creature of magic. If it wanted to come after the villagers to satisfy its hunger, it would, and nothing would stop it, not staying close to shore or on land, not setting a guard. And if they left and the monster came here and found the village abandoned, it would go to another village and hunt there. There was only one way to stop it.

She had no business speaking up in council, but finally she couldn’t stay silent. “Honored Master Esavas,” she blurted out.

Everyone stopped arguing and looked at her. “What do you mean?” Urhad asked.

“Honored Master Esavas. He’s Ota’s friend. I’m going to find him and bring him here to destroy the beast. That’s the only way to stop it.”

“We can fight it off or kill it if it comes on shore,” Urhad repeated.

She should tell them the monster itself was magic, and how she knew, but her courage failed. She couldn’t face the questions that would be sure to follow, about why she hadn’t said anything about her power sooner and why she hadn’t done anything to stop the monster. “It’s too big and dangerous. He’s a sea mage; he can destroy a beast of the sea.” That made sense without her having to tell the whole truth.

“There’s no mage will lift a finger to help bi’asan folk,” one man grumbled.

“He will,” Leshi said. “You’ve heard Ota’s stories, and all the other stories about him. He’s a hero; he fought to save us bi’asan folk from the rebel mages. And he’s Ota’s friend, one of the Blacksnakes. He has to come; a Blacksnake never abandons his brothers.”

“But no one knows where he is,” Urhad said. “Or even if he’s still alive.”

“Ota says he wouldn’t die so easily. If he’s alive, I’ll find him and I’ll make him come help us.”

“No, Leshi,” Ota said, the first words he had spoken during the meeting. “Your mother and I already lost two sons. We can’t lose you. I’ll go.”

Her father seemed to have aged ten years in the last ten days, his face sagging and dull, his hair showing more gray. Leshi’s heart ached to see her strong, sturdy father looking so frail, and her mother brought to bed with grief, and how they clung to each other in their sorrow, seeming to draw what little strength they had from each other. “No, Ota. You said yourself, you need to stay with Ama. I can’t take your place with her. And the village needs you to lead them to a safe place to wait.”

“If this mage is coming here,” Tessa’s father said, “we don’t have to abandon the village. If we set a guard and stay close to shore, we’ll be safe until he comes.”

“Please don’t stay,” Leshi pled. “I don’t know how long it will take. I’ll bring him back here to destroy the monster, then I’ll come find you all and tell you it’s safe to come home.”

“No, Leshi,” Ota repeated. “I’m your father. I’m the one who should go.”

“You can’t. Ama needs you.”

“But –”

“I’m a grown woman, Ota. I can take care of myself; you taught me how. Even if you forbid me to go, I’m still going. But I’d like to go with your blessing.”

His frown deepened beneath his long mustache.

“Please, Ota,” she pressed. “I lost Kitim and my brothers. I have the right to do this.”

Ota looked at her, his eyes full of anguish. “I do forbid it. But…” He bowed his head. “I know I can’t stop you. Do what you have to do, and come home safely.”

He looked so old and worn down and burdened with sorrow, all at once Leshi didn’t know how she could bear to leave him and her mother. But it was the only way to protect the village and everyone in it. “I’ll leave first thing in the morning, and come back with Master Esavas as soon as I can.”

After that, the meeting broke up, the guests finishing their drinks and leaving for their own homes. When everyone was gone, Leshi kissed her father on the cheek. “I’d best get to bed now. Good night, Ota.”

He ruffled the hair on top of her head. “Good night, little dolphin.”

Leshi went into her sleeping alcove, leaving her father sitting alone, slumped over in the light from the dying coals in the brazier. I promise I’ll come back, Ota, she thought. And I’ll bring him with me. I swear it.


Chapter 5

THE DECISION TO go for help seemed to have settled something in Leshi’s mind. That night, she slept better than she had since Kitim and her brothers went out to sea and didn’t come back, and at dawn, she arose feeling stronger and more clear-headed than she had in days.

She dressed in skirt and blouse and sandals, and packed her spare clothes in her knapsack, along with a blanket and a supply of dried fish, rice cakes, and dried fruit. She also packed her festival sayata; she expected to have to speak with some very important people in her search for Master Esavas, and wanted to present herself properly.

In a small pouch, she put her share of the money from the sale of the dried smoked fish and woven cloth her family produced and the extra she had earned from the wooden carvings and shell necklaces she made. She clutched the pouch, her fingers tightening with the ache in her chest. That money was to have been her dowry, to help furnish her and Kitim’s new home together. Instead, she would use it to find Master Esavas and bring him back to hunt and destroy the monster that had killed Kitim.

Pain gripped her heart and tears flooded her eyes; she breathed through the ache and blinked back the tears, and tucked the pouch of money carefully into the knapsack. If she was frugal and found work along the way, it should be enough for
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