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      For everyone who ever thought they lived in the dark because it wasn’t permissible to be loved, but discovered it was actually because it felt safer not to try again.

      

      Go slowly, but let the sunshine in.
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      When Carys went to clear the seaweed from the rock pools that morning, there was a boy floating in one of the more dangerous pools. Face-up, and nudged by the swirling salt water into one of the sharper rocks toward the edge of the water, he floated, caught by the yoke of his shirt or perhaps his shoulder. Carys gave him a brief look, but if he wasn’t already dead, he would be soon: there was a wound on his head that had ceased to bleed long ago, and was now pale and pink against his skin.

      She left him there while she cleaned out the other pools, with the wistful thought that perhaps the sea would have taken him back by the time she returned. It was important to clear the seaweed from the shore and tidal pools every morning: if Carys was late by even a few minutes, the selkies would make mischief with the salt-soaked weeds, and the whole day’s fishing would be ruined for the village. More than that, if the selkies were feeling particularly mischievous, there would be deaths.

      So Carys cleared them all, grimly working from one to the next, trekking back and forth from pool to the dividing line of sand and rock where she laid the seaweed on the sand to keep it out of reach of the selkies. It usually took several hours to collect all that she must collect, and simply taking it from the water was not enough. This stretch of coastline was particularly foamy and rough, churning up unusual amounts of seaweed, and keeping the weeds out of reach of the selkies was just as important as gathering it from the rocks to begin with.

      It was easy to ignore the boy as she worked, because he was in one of the funnel-shaped pools, and difficult to see unless she was looking down into it. The only signs of his presence were the gulls wheeling overhead, sharp-eyed and eager to eat anything that stayed still long enough to sweep from the beach.

      The boy was still there when she came back from clearing the other pools after making her way thoroughly along the rocky water-line. Carys sighed and fished him out with her seaweed hook, too wary to wade out into this particular pool to fetch him. It was bottomless, swirling and seething no matter whether the tide was in or out, sucking anything unwary enough to fall in deep underwater into the caves below the rocky beach. Carys, who knew better than to trust the treacherously slippery rocks, crouched low and long, ready to drop everything if her feet betrayed her, and hooked her seaweed staff beneath one of his arms to loosen him from the rocks. The surging foam tried to swallow the boy whole when she leveraged him away from the rocks, but Carys was too practised with her hook to lose him to such a trick as that. She crooked it around his neck and drew him in rapidly, her bare toes white where they gripped the black rock. He was very heavy for a boy who didn’t seem to be quite full grown, and it was only when Carys had him around the chest to drag him onto the safety of the rocks that she discovered why. Not only was most of the boy’s slender length solid muscle, but there was something hard and heavy belted around his waist beneath his shirt. No weakling herself, Carys dragged him up off the rocky shore and into the sand before she let go of him again. She would have left him there, but when she began to stand something cold and weak wrapped around her wrist.

      Carys hunched back down on her heels in surprise, her wrist caught by slender fingers, and the boy’s eyes opened to the barest slits.

      He whispered: “Please help, Lady.”

      She might still have left him there if his chin hadn’t crinkled with a repressed sob. But it did, and Carys’ lips pulled sideways in a grimace. She picked him up again, taking his weight across her back and shoulders, and carefully put him into her handcart. Then she left the seaweed where it was, and went home early for the first time in ten years, pulling her laden cart behind her. Her cottage was nearby, a plain, white-washed thing with a white-speckled roof of slate that was almost always covered with gulls. It wasn’t a particularly inviting cottage: the doorstep was bare and flat, not dipped from wear by the continual tread of visitors, and on those days that Carys didn’t cook, there was no fire in the hearth of the single room that it boasted. Carys was used to the dark and the cold, just as she was used to the loneliness. She’d become so used to them, in fact, that now she merely thought of them as everyday life, and no longer thought of them by their names.

      Today, however, after she put the boy down on the floor, she went back out to her small firewood stack that was piled under an outcropping of the slate roof, and brought in some wood to lay a fire. When there was a spark of warmth and light in the hearth, she stripped the boy of all his clothes and swaddled him in her soft summer quilt, then tucked her thicker winter quilt around him as well. She looked at the heavy, wet belt she had removed along with his clothes for some time before she hung it over the back of one of her chairs to dry with the rest of the boy’s clothes. That done, she stoked up the fire and left him to live or die, while she fetched the seaweed in. He was warm and dry, and only time would tell whether or not he had been too cold for too long, or if he had lost too much blood.

      It was noon when Carys checked on the boy again. By then, the day’s crop of seaweed was safely stored in damp piles beside the cottage, ready to be stuffed into sacks and taken to market to sell for fertiliser, and it was convenient enough to duck into the cottage for the moment it took to see if the boy was still alive.

      He was, though the wound on his forehead had begun to bleed again in a sluggish sort of a way. Carys clicked her tongue in disapproval, then washed it out with the last remaining bottle of clear liquor she owned, and sewed it up. She did the same by another cut on his shoulder, and by the time she snipped off her thread, his skin was no longer waxy or cold to the touch, and the faintest tint of red had come back to the very centre of his lips.

      “You’ll live,” Carys said, and went back to her seaweed.

      

      The boy didn’t wake again until later that night, when Carys was preparing dinner. She had expected it, and her old stew pot was already hanging over the fireplace with the first proper hot meal she had cooked in months beginning to simmer away inside it. She was chopping a carrot when she heard the first signs of life from him: a faint rustling of the quilt and an unintelligible murmur.

      Carys left her chopping and leaned over him to put her hand against the side of his face. It was warm now—too warm. She clicked her tongue disapprovingly once again, and put the other hand to his forehead.

      His eyelids fluttered open as she pulled her hand away, and Carys saw the cloudy brown eyes focus momentarily. He said, “You’re that angel from before,” and lost consciousness again.

      Carys gave a surprised hiss of laughter and looked down at the face that was just beginning to tint with colour again. Dark hair softly stubbled his cheeks and chin, which meant he was slightly older than she’d judged him to be: perhaps twenty or so. Even open, his eyes had been narrow and tilted; closed, they were mere slits. Eppan? But his hair was gold, more Scandian than Eppan. Carys looked a little closer and saw the dark roots to his hair. She gave a small sniff. Affectation.

      From his face, her eyes turned almost unaware to the belt that was still drying before the fire. She was curious, but a life spent in trying not to let her curiosity run any faster than her feet could, had also kept her wary. There was no good reason for a child of this age to be washing up on the beach with a wound on his head and a heavy belt hidden beneath his clothes. Carys knew the shipping routes along this stretch of coast; she knew them as well as she knew the peculiarities of the tide and the tricks of the selkies. More than that, if there had been something like a shipwreck, other debris would have been thrown up on the rocky coastline. No, this young boy had been either deliberately or accidentally left to the mercies of the sea in another fashion, and anything that was in his belt was something that likely shouldn’t be meddled with.

      Despite that, Carys gazed at it for a long time, and when she rose again at last, it wasn’t to resume chopping vegetables. She crossed to the fireplace instead, lifting the belt carefully from the back of the chair and folding it just as carefully until it was a bulky bundle of leather belt and thong. She flicked another glance at the unconscious boy over her shoulder, then swiftly removed three of the bricks by the fireplace and stuffed the folded belt into the dusty hole that the removal made. She put the bricks back just as swiftly and then scooped a few handfuls of dusty wood debris from the hearth and sprinkled it over the area. She preferred not to know what was in the belt, but if someone came for the boy and her house was searched for whatever the belt contained, Carys also preferred it not to be so obviously in sight. 

      The stew was comfortably cooked and back to simmering when the boy began to stir again. Carys glanced over at him briefly but finished setting the table with its usual two places before she filled a third bowl and went back to the bed. By then the boy had begun to struggle to free his arms from the quilts, but when she approached, he froze.

      “Clothes are gone,” he croaked. 

      “Yes,” said Carys. She set the bowl down on the table beside the bed and proffered a half-full cup of water that the boy let her dribble into his mouth at first suspiciously and then eagerly, gulping air and water both in his hurry.

      Carys said: “Slowly. You’ll be sick,” and took the cup away. 

      The boy, who had leaned forward to follow it, said, “Sorry, Lady. I’ll slow down. Please.” 

      Carys brought the cup back to his lips, and he was as good as his word, slowly sipping the water until it was gone, his eyes warily on her in case she took it away again. When that was gone, she fed him the stew in the same way. She’d been careful when she dipped the bowl, letting everything but the barley slip back out until the bowl was all broth and barley instead of dotted with meat and vegetables. It wouldn’t be quite as good for him, but Carys was inclined to think that he wasn’t capable of proper chewing and swallowing just yet, and when he choked on a few of the barley pearls she was sure of it. She took that away too, and this time he didn’t just follow the bowl as it was pulled away; both hands broke free of the quilt to cling to the hand that held it. 

      Carys turned her cold, blue eyes on him and saw him swallow. The two hands that had seized hers loosened and dropped, but it wasn’t until he sat back again and said meekly: “Sorry, Lady,” that she put the bowl back to his lips again. He sipped cautiously, his eyes on her rather than on his meal, and Carys was glad when the bowl was empty. She wasn’t used to people looking at her any longer; she’d been too long alone and too little in the village. 

      He was still looking at her when she went back to the table and filled one of the other bowls, and he was still watching when she ate her own stew. Carys ignored him, and eventually, he fell asleep. That was a positive sign, she thought, when she went to feel his forehead again. If he’d had a fever, it had been a mild one; he was still too hot, but his cheeks were nothing more than a little flushed. 

      She gave him more water to drink when he next woke, then left the cup beside the bed and put another few pieces of wood on the fire. The cottage only had one bed, and although it was just big enough for two Carys preferred to sleep by the fire for tonight. She settled herself on the old rug with her back to the fire, and went to sleep with the sound of the boy’s slow movements lingering on the warm air.

      

      Carys woke as the dawn began to glow pink at the shutters. She always woke with or before the dawn, the rocky seashore and its crop of perilous seaweed the first thought in her mind. She brushed the ash from the folds of her skirt and from the shins of her trews that showed below that, and for a moment she froze, because the bed was piled high with quilts and the shape of a person, and that person was tossing and turning.

      She broke herself out of the trance as quickly as it had fallen, a short laugh bitter on her lips, and stoked up the fire. If she was careful about how she laid the wood, the cottage would stay warm while she was gone. It would take more wood than she usually used in a week these days, which meant she would have to make a firewood trek before the end of the week, but at least the boy wouldn’t get cold again. 

      She left the cottage while the boy was still tossing and turning, her seaweed staff familiar in her hand and its hook catching the pink glow that was beginning to bulge above the horizon. She followed the coastline more carefully than ever this morning, and even dipped her hook into the more dangerous pools that swelled from the underwater caves beneath, searching for any kind of wreckage that she might have missed yesterday. There was nothing, and eventually she left her search to be sure she got the seaweed in before the selkies came out to play. 

      She finished comfortably in time: as she bundled the last of the straggling weeds into one bundle, Carys saw the first silver gleam of water against slick brown selkie hide as they leapt from the waves to the rocks, changing as they came. Her work done and her village safe for the day, Carys sat down and watched them as they played. If it weren’t for the fact that they looked out on the world through feral, alien eyes, it would be easy to confuse them with a group of naked youths, dancing on the black rocks and threading seashells through each others’ hair. Ooohing and aaahing at the green, pulpy seaweed that ebbed and flowed beneath the surface of the water but not daring to touch it, those alien eyes shining. They would have happily seized on any strands that had floated free of their rocky moorings and clung to the rock, but they didn’t dare to reach out to the ones that were still healthily attached. That had confused Carys at first, until she realised that the selkies in their human form couldn’t swim. Once, on a dark day, she’d thought about going down there and drowning each and every one of them while they were in their human forms, but she hadn’t been able to do it. It was just as well: months later came the first stirrings of a village butchered in the night. The village had seen one too many deaths at the hands of the deadly, playful selkies, and that morning only half the fishermen had gone out. The other half had stayed behind until the morning was light and bright and playful on the shore, and when the selkies came up to play, they slaughtered the whole group before they could make it back to the safety of the water. The village and its returned fishermen laughed and danced all that day, and when the night came softly creeping across the gently moving sea, the selkies came softly creeping, too. They had no weapons and gave no warning. Neither did they show any mercy or remorse: when the village was visited by a roving market, the gypsies found cottages inhabited only by strips of flesh and bone that had been torn by nails and teeth, eye sockets empty and gaping, tongues torn out of mouths. 

      Carys, thinking back on it, shivered to know how close she had come, ten years ago, to bringing about the death of the village she had been protecting for the last ten years before that. She had been nine when she first began collecting seaweed from the rocks along the shore, an orphaned child that no one cared for and no one wanted, and the living had been good, if perilous. She’d thought herself lucky to have it, and she’d learned to take care of herself both at home and on the seashore. And except for that one day ten years ago, she’d never had reason to regret that she’d taken the living. Even that day—that had been her own fault, and she knew better now. It wasn’t the fault of the sea, or even exactly the fault of the selkies; it had been her own stupidity. The selkies might have been the perpetrators of the actual act, but Carys herself had been the one who brought it about. 

      She watched the selkies a little longer, eyes distant and hard, then abruptly rose and gathered together the bundles of seaweed onto her cart to take back to the cottage. It was a wet morning, salt spray mixing with the fine mist of rain that swept in from the sea, and when Carys was finally able to enter the cottage again, she could feel the warmth of the fire before she quite opened the door. She opened the door abruptly, as she always did, and the first thing she saw was the boy, frozen as if he were up to no good. He’d managed to dress himself in his small-clothes and breeches again, but either his shirt had been too difficult, or he’d found himself too cold, because he still had the summer quilt wrapped around him like a cloak, clutched to his chin. It trailed against the floor where it did a good job of sweeping up the few whispers of dust that had managed to creep in since Carys swept yesterday afternoon. She swept every second day despite the small amount of actual living that she did in the room; Carys liked things to be neat and tidy.

      Her first instinct was to tell him to pick up the trailing edge, but when he saw her his face lit up and he trotted toward her, sweeping the quilt thoughtlessly behind him. He threw his arms around her, quilt and all, and said: “Lady! I thought you weren’t coming back and I’m so hungry!”

      Carys, thrown off balance, braced herself against the door-frame and fended him off. “Get off,” she said. “I’ll get food shortly.”

      “Yes, Lady!” he said cheerfully; and, just as cheerfully, he fell over.

      Carys hauled him to his feet by the bunched-up quilt at his chest, which made him giggle, then felt his forehead once again, which made him gaze up at her with wide brown eyes and say, “Your fingers are so cold, Lady.”

      “Back to bed,” said Carys, looking into those glazed eyes. “Don’t get up again.”

      “I’m not bleeding,” objected the boy, but he didn’t resist when Carys pushed him back toward the bed. She wasn’t sure if it was because he wasn’t capable of resisting, or if he was simply obedient. She propped him up with the single pillow at his back so that he could sit up, and cut into the tough little loaf of brown bread that she’d been keeping in her breadbox for an easy meal or two. She took the boy his food before she got her own, and he ate it slowly, taking his time with the chewy crust as he watched her move about the room. Carys, disliking the unfamiliar feel of those brown eyes on her, had to resist the urge to hunch her shoulders. She set out her own meal with the usual second place across from her, jarred by the empty space where the chair should have been until it occurred to her that there was no reason to be jarred when the boy’s clothes were dry. Leaving her dinner on the table, Carys folded his shirt again and put it at the foot of the bed, then moved the chair back to its accustomed place. There was another that hung on the wall to keep the cottage tidy, but she never took it down and didn’t intend to take it down today, either.

      The boy watched still, chewing his crusts, but she ignored him, gazing out of the only window the cottage boasted as she ate. Carys was a creature of habit. For years she had eaten her dinner just so, her eyes on the sea and her thoughts never far distant. 

      By the time she had finished eating, the boy was asleep again, the quilts bunched beneath him and one bare shoulder exposed to the cooling air. Carys nudged him to rearrange the summer quilt, and he muttered some nonsense to her hair as she tucked him in. She made uncertainly soothing noises back at him and stirred up the fire a little, then went to sleep on the rug once again.

      It was another wet morning the next day, but it was a quick run along the shore despite that. There would be a storm coming shortly, Carys knew. The wind had the right direction and scent to it. The next few days would be busier than usual, not to mention the possibility of shipwreck washing up on the rocks. Hopefully the captain of the cutter that usually came through every three months was watching the weather as well, and would decide to stay in port a few days longer rather than lose everything for a little more speed.

      Since there wasn’t as much work on the shoreline, Carys made a short firewood trip before she came back to the cottage. She could hear movement in the cottage as she piled the new, wet firewood with the rest of it, but when one of the pieces of driftwood struck the wall as she piled it, those noises ceased completely.

      Carys gave a faint, dour smile, and finished stacking the wood. The boy was beside the fireplace when she opened the door, long fingers wrapped around the haft of the poker and his brown eyes brightly watchful.

      “Good,” said Carys. “You’re up again.” 

      He gave her a bright smile and let go of the poker so smoothly that Carys didn’t quite see when he did it. “My head doesn’t feel so light now, Lady!” 

      “Good,” she said again. “Go out and bathe under the pump.” 

      The smile vanished immediately, replaced by a grimace. “But Lady!” 

      Carys glanced back at him. “What?” 

      “I’m clean, Lady,” he objected, faintly hurt. “I was good: I used the pot and I emptied it myself while you were out.” 

      “You’ve been sick,” Carys said remorselessly. “You’ve sweated all over my quilts. I’ll have to wash and dry them as well.” 

      “But Lady!” 

      “What now?” 

      He hesitated, then said miserably, “But it’s so cold out there, Lady!” 

      Carys looked at him for quite some time, determining, while he smiled hopefully at her. Winter was close to being over, but it was still cold outside. Of course, he was far too old to be making the boyish kind of appeal he was making—he was obviously a practiced conniver. Despite that, she left the cottage and went to the older part of the woodpile, which was stacked in concentric circles within a half-barrel that had been Carys’ bathtub before she began washing beneath the pump. Besides wood, it was full of cobwebs and spiders: Carys upended it with a hearty tug and ruthlessly bid all its occupants farewell with a few good kicks to the side. When she got back to the front of the cottage, the boy was waiting with his head anxiously poking out at the door. 

      “Lady! I thought you’d gone away! I won’t be a nuisance, I’ll wash under…” his voice faded away as he belatedly took in the tub Carys was carrying. His face lit up immediately. “Lady! It’s a tub? Why is it so small? How do you fit?” 

      Carys nudged him out of the way with the tub so that she could enter the cottage, leaving the question unanswered. 

      He added, “Well, Lady, but you’re taller than me, I think. You couldn’t even stretch out your legs.” 

      “You don’t need to stretch out your legs,” said Carys. “It’s for washing in, not relaxing in.” 

      Still, she could have filled it with cold water from the pump outside, but she didn’t. Instead, Carys boiled kettle after kettle from her water barrel inside to fill the half-barrel. The boy, who had been watching in eager, bouncing anticipation when she began, by the time the half-barrel was comfortably full and steaming, had become quiet and thoughtful. 

      “I’ll pay you back, Lady,” he said. “I’ll do something nice for you tomorrow.” 

      “No,” said Carys, pouring the last kettleful of water and carefully testing the temperature of the water. “You’ll sleep beside the fire tonight, and tomorrow you’ll go back where you came from. Wash yourself.” 

      She left a cloth with which to wash, another, larger one to dry himself, and went back outside to re-stack the firewood she’d upturned. 

      Carys was halfway through stacking the upturned wood with the rest of it when there was a panicked yell from within the cottage, followed swiftly by a great deal of splashing and more yelling. She dropped the pieces she’d been stacking tumbling them to the ground as she dashed for the cottage door. 

      When she slammed through the door, the boy wasn’t, as she’d half expected, drowning or injured or being attacked: he was pressed against one side of the barrel with his chin touching the water and his eyes wide, looking over his knees at the spider that was curled opposite him on velvet legs. 

      “Lady, help! Make it go away!” 

      Carys let out an angry pant of breath that she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. “You– what are you doing, yelling like that! I thought—a boy of your age afraid of spiders!” 

      “Lady, help! It keeps following me! Please!”

      Carys gave vent to another huff of breath, this one more amused than angry, and crouched beside the half-barrel to brush the spider away from the boy and onto her hand. It was a big one, its legs easily spanning her palm and dangling over the edges; and, like all the bigger spiders around the cottage, it was docile and disinclined to bite. She released it just outside the cottage, but when she turned to shut the door and return to the woodpile, the boy said: “Don’t go!”

      Carys paused, her hand on the doorknob, and frowned an inquiry at him.

      The boy ducked his head until he was making bubbles with his mouth and then popped up again to say anxiously: “What if there’s more? Don’t go.”

      She sighed, and closed the door. The boy gave her a sunny smile, his whole face lighting up, but she turned her back on it and sat in her usual place at the table, gazing out at the sea. For a little while that had the effect of keeping him quiet, the only sounds breaking the silence the faint plashing of water and the burbling of bubbles as the boy presumably ducked his head.

      Then his voice said in a friendly sort of way: “What’s your name, Lady?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      There was a slosh, suggesting the boy had heaved himself toward the front of the tub and was hanging over the edge. “Why?”

      “You’ll be leaving tomorrow.”

      “Oh. Do I know you, Lady?”

      That surprised Carys enough to make her half-turn. The boy was hanging from the front of the tub, his arms folded and dripping on the floor. “No. Why?”

      “Well, I keep thinking I must have offended you.”

      Carys gave him a perplexed look and said, “You haven’t. Wash behind your ears.”

      “Only I’m not sure,” he said thoughtfully. “I keep thinking I must have. Maybe it would be easier if I could just remember what my name is.”

      Carys grimaced at the sea through the window. “You don’t know your name?”

      “Can’t remember,” he said blithely. “Do you know what’s really odd, Lady? I can’t remember what I look like, either. I know I’m pretty strong, though.”

      “Mmm.”

      A brief silence followed Carys’ murmur, then the boy asked, “Where do you go, anyway? In the mornings before I get up?” 

      “That’s not important,” said Carys, who had been deep in thought. “If you don’t remember your name, what do you remember?”

      “Well, that’s the thing,” he said. “I’ve woken up every morning when you get up. Not because you’re getting up, or because you’ve woken me. I just…wake up. Perhaps I’m a fisherman?” 

      “No,” said Carys. “You don’t smell of fish.”

      “Oh,” said the boy. There was another spate of underwater burbling, then he said a damp, “Oo-ah. Lady, my head hurts.”

      Carys, half turning again, this time without looking at him, said, “It will. I sewed it up, but it’s not healed.”

      “Not there,” he protested. “Here. Come and feel, Lady.”

      Carys sighed. “Get dressed first.”

      There was a surprised silence, then the boy said: “Why? You’ve already stripped me. I don’t mind.”

      Carys sighed again, but rose from her seat nevertheless. It wasn’t the first time she’d attended to naked or half-naked youths, but those were usually dead or unconscious by the time she got to them. She found herself wishing that this particular one was unconscious—or at least talked a little less. She seized the hair at the crown of his head, tilting his head forward as if he were a dog instead of a boy, to observe the place his fingers were pressing against. A faint line of watered-down blood trickled down the back of his neck.

      “Ow!” he complained. “Lady! Why are you so angry?”

      “I’m not angry,” said Carys briefly. “But I only usually heal dogs.”

      “Oh. I’m not a dog.”

      “Stop talking,” Carys said, without releasing the handful of hair. There was certainly something there at the base of his skull, bulging and fleshy and bleeding. “This will hurt. If you struggle, it will hurt more.”

      “That’s all right,” he said cheerfully, at odds with his previous plaints. “I won’t cry.”

      Carys only half believed him, but although he gripped the sides of the tub very tightly, the only sound she heard from him over the next couple of minutes was the occasional indrawn breath. Concerned only with the visible wound on his forehead, she hadn’t realised that there was another, nearly as bad, at the back of his head. This one wasn’t salt-cleansed and pink like the other had been: something misshapen and metallic protruded from the flesh there. In response, the flesh had become red and angry.

      Carys had the brief, sinking suspicion that his injuries were much worse than she’d anticipated, and that his skull was cracked at the back. However, by the time she had carefully worked the crumpled piece of metal free from his flesh, it was clear that whatever it was, it had already been crushed within an inch of its life and hadn’t dug too deeply into his head.

      Carys dabbled it briefly in the bathwater, then brought it to eye-level to examine by the combined light of the fire and window. Sunlight and firelight gleamed across rough-brushed gold, and glanced off a pearl with a softening of light.

      The crumpled ring tinkled against the floor, dropping from Carys’ cold fingers, and she sat down rather suddenly.

      “Careful,” said the boy, reaching for the squashed lump of gold and pearl. “You’ll lose it between the boards. Lady? Lady?”

      He glanced up from the ring in his fingers, and what he saw in her eyes must have frightened him, because he made a swift, abortive motion to rise, dropping the ring. He was too late; Carys had him by the hair again in a moment, this time forcing his head back, and her other hand was around his throat.

      “Where,” she said, in a voice that was tight with fury, “did you get this?”

      The boy choked “Lady!”

      “Where did you get it!”

      “Lady, Lady! You’re killing me!”

      “Then answer me quickly,” Carys said between her teeth. She was in no mood to acknowledge his rapidly purpling face, or his now choking attempts to speak. He only coughed at her this time, however, and she reluctantly loosened her grip, curling her fingers around the edge of the barrel instead.

      “Why have you got this ring?”

      “But Lady, I didn’t have it!” he said hoarsely. “It was stuck in the back of my head!”

      Carys made a small movement forward as if to seize him again, and the boy sloshed back against the curve of the barrel.

      “I don’t remember anything! Don’t kill me, Lady! I’d remember if I could!”

      It could have been his wide eyes, or it could have been the red and purple marks from her fingers around his neck; Carys dropped back to the floor with a jolt, sick and wretched. She stared down at the ruined ring for a long time, her head bowed, and by and by the sound of gentle sloshing began again.

      The boy’s voice, cautiously, asked, “What is it?” He had moved toward the front of the barrel again, and was gazing at her over the edge of it, his fingers clinging to the rim.

      Carys reached out and took up the crumpled piece of gold again. “It’s a ring,” she said.

      The boy still watched her warily, but he said, nevertheless, “I know it’s a ring. I mean, why is it important?”

      “Finish your wash,” Carys said abruptly, and went outside again.

      

      She went on an extended firewood trek, piling her shawl high with dry branches and grasping the edges of it over her shoulders. She worked until night fell, her feet sinking into the dampening grass, and until it occurred to her that the boy might possibly leave while she was gone. It hadn’t occurred to her before—he was still quite weak, after all.

      “He won’t,” she said uncertainly, to the cool night breeze. He couldn’t leave now—now that she knew—he couldn’t. But Cary remembered his eyes, wide and glazed, his fingers gripping her wrists just as hers grasped his throat. She dropped her firewood, shawl and all, and fairly ran down the hill back to the cottage.

      She saw the half-barrel outside as she passed, tipped upside down to drip on the grass, but there was no sign of movement through the window. Carys threw the door open with shaking hands for the second time that day, careless of the noise it made against the wall. There was still water on the floor and the fire still glowed gently, throwing moving shadows on the bed piled high with quilts, but there was no sign of the boy.

      Carys made a small, inarticulate sound of frustration, and kicked the door shut again. The quilts on the bed, moving more than the light and shadow play from the fire warranted, rippled and tumbled apart. A tousled head looked inquiringly out into the warmth of the room.

      “Lady? Is something wrong?”

      “You!” said Carys. “Out!”

      “Oh, but Lady!”

      “Out!”

      He climbed out of the quilts reluctantly, staggering a little from foot to foot. He said, “Lady, it’s so cold out there.”

      “I didn’t say to go outside,” said Carys. “I said out of the bed. You sleep over there.” She pointed at the hearth, where she had spent the last two nights.

      He blinked at her once, twice, then smiled blindingly. “Yes, Lady! Can I have one of the quilts, too? Just the thin one.”

      “There’s a fire,” Carys said. “What do you want with a quilt?” But she took the summer quilt off the bed in spite of that, and dropped it on the thin rug. At the same time, she said abruptly, “You can stay until you’re healed—until your memory comes back.”

      “Is it that—” he thought better of the question and asked instead, “What will you call me by?”

      “Why should I call you by anything? You have your own name. If you want someone to call it, you should remember it first.”

      “Do you have a glass?”

      Carys stared at him and he blushed almost unnoticeably. “I thought it might help if I knew what I look like.”

      “You look Eppan,” Carys said. “But your nose is straight; your mother or father could be Scandian.”

      The boy felt that nose with interest. “Goodness, it’s big! My hair looks wrong, the bits I can see around the edges.”

      “You’ve dyed it gold,” Carys told him. Later, she would have to put up some sort of a screen for dressing, but right now she had her trews on, and a woollen slip beneath her dress that was as thick as the dress. She was already dressed for the day’s work tomorrow. “It’s black at the roots.”

      The boy was certainly Eppan. The question was, why had a boy from Eppa washed up half-dead on her section of seashore? More importantly, how had he come by that ring? Carys wasn’t prepared to let him go until she knew that for sure.

      “Lady—”

      “Go to sleep,” said Carys, and climbed into bed.
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      The first tendrils of light from the rising sun pulled Carys from her sleep, and for a brief moment after she opened her eyes it occurred to her that she also beheld the sunrise above her.

      “Hallo, Lady!” said the sunrise, with eyes as bright as the gold of its hair. It staggered as it stood, a swaying of golden warmth, but that didn’t diminish its brightness. “My body wanted me to get up, so I did. I’ve put the kettle on the fire.”

      “You don’t have to tell me,” said Carys. “I don’t care if you fetch tea yourself.”

      The sunrise smiled brilliantly at her. “Not for me, Lady! For you.”

      “I don’t have tea before work,” Carys said, after a perplexed moment. She sat up, avoiding the space above her that was so filled with sunshine, and turned her back on it to put her feet on the cold floor.

      It followed her around the bed and hovered, still swaying. “What about breakfast? Shall I get you breakfast?”

      Carys doubted that he knew how to make any kind of breakfast. She said, “I don’t eat breakfast, either.”

      “You should eat breakfast, Lady,” he said seriously, rocking back and forth on his heels. “It’s not good to work without food in your belly.”

      Carys smiled dourly at the floor as she stood. “It’s not killed me yet.” She hadn’t eaten breakfast in…what was it? Ten years? What else was there to look forward to at the end of the morning’s work in her cold cottage if she didn’t leave the tea and food until she came back? What point would there be in the work, or going, or coming, or doing anything but allowing herself to slip into the cold, cold sea?

      “Lady,” said the boy, in a hushed voice, “you shouldn’t look like that.”

      “I’ve always looked like this,” said Carys. The boy staggered back a pace when she swept past him, but she left him to find his own balance and fetched her seaweed hook. “Either go back to your bed or fold up your bedding if you’re finished with it. I’ll be back before noon.”

      It was hard to imagine anything more woebegone than his face. “Can’t I come with you?”

      “No,” Carys said harshly. “You’re not to come down to the rocky shore when I’m there.”

      “I wouldn’t get in your way—I could carry the bundles⁠—”

      Carys wheeled back to face him and caught him by the collar. “Out,” she said.

      “Ow, Lady! Where?”

      “Anywhere,” Carys said grimly, hardening her heart against the eyes that were filming over and the distinct heaviness to the collar she was grasping, “but here!”

      “Oh, but Lady!”

      “Out!”

      “I won’t come to the seaside!” Two brown eyes looked up at her, as wide as they could be.  “I’ll stay until you get back!”

      Carys’ grip loosened. “I’ll be back before noon,” she said, releasing him. He sat down suddenly on the floor, weighty and limp, and panted a little at the floorboards. “Don’t come beyond the scrubby border or out you’ll go.”

      She didn’t wait to hear the yes Lady! that followed. She was out the door and down the worn path toward the sea as she had been every day since she was nine. This morning was no different to any of those, despite the impression of early, warm sunshine she’d had when she woke. That sunshine was just like the sunshine that played above the dark face of the sea on a chancy day: a mirage that could vanish in an instant and gave no lasting warmth. And Carys knew from experience how dangerous it was to be distracted by sunshine when it came to the rocky shore and selkies.

      There was little enough sunshine down on the shore that morning. It filtered through for a few minutes, weak and yellow, before it was swallowed by the burgeoning darkness of storm clouds. The breeze stirred up around her skirts as she worked, tangling them in her legs and wrapping wet seaweed around her limbs; and insensibly, Carys began to work more quickly. There would be no sunshine for the selkies to play in this morning, but they would revel in the storm and could leap from the waters earlier than usual if they weren’t waiting for the warm afternoon sun. Carys felt the freshness of the storm on the wind; could almost smell the salt-logged scent of shipwrecked wood.

      She would have liked to have stopped by the pool where she’d found the boy, but there was no time this morning. Even as she was clearing the last pool, she heard the slap and shout of selkies clearing the surf and slipping up through the bottomless salt pools with a joyous rush. She snatched the last handful of seaweed from the pool she was working on and backed away with light, careful feet, aware of the brown, jewel-like eyes that were watching her brightly from the other side of the pool.

      “Play with us, sister,” said the musical voice that belonged with those eyes. It was a soft voice, a persuasive voice; a voice that curled around you warmly and made you forget the fact that the mouth it came from was ringed with sharp, shredding teeth.

      Carys, her eyes as hard as the stone beneath her feet, tore off two pieces of seaweed and stuffed them in her ears. She didn’t turn her back on the creature until she was beyond the foam line of the pool; then she turned on her heel and threaded her way carefully through the pools and seagulls. The selkies laughed and called, but all Carys heard was the rush of the sea through the seaweed and the faint sharpness of seagulls calling. They might have tried to make her play if she’d been any closer to the water, but Carys knew just how far away she needed to be and kept to that distance rigidly, ignoring the darting lunges some of the selkies made at her to try and startle her closer to one of the pools. Not all of the pools gave access to the sea below, but most of them were still full enough to make it an easy business to drown her if the selkies were feeling especially playful.

      Carys was especially careful to keep her seaweed to the sandy side of the shore that morning. Normally the selkies wouldn’t venture past the hightide line for anything, but on a wild, blustery day that threatened a real storm, they might just be bold enough in their desire to cause mischief to go even so far as the very line between rocky shore and sandy dune.

      It was a pity, thought Carys, grimly heaping the weeds onto her cart, that spring was on its way, unexpected warmth and the clinging cold of winter clashing to make an odd mix of stormy weather that kept the rocky shoreline chancy from day to day. She had wanted to search the pool where she’d found the boy. Something else must have come up with him along with the ring and that secretive belt, and it was just a matter of being able to find it. The sea always gave back what it had taken—or at least, so Carys had found—no matter whether it was a day, a year, or a decade later. It was a fact of life, a manner of living—a hope she had once desperately clung to and now merely grimly held onto as a matter of course.

      There was silence from her cottage when she got back with her crop. Carys noted it but didn’t check on the boy until she’d stacked the second of her bundles beside the cottage. Surely the boy couldn’t have died between this morning and now? Still, she felt uneasy enough to leave her second bundle by the step and open the door briefly. The boy couldn’t answer questions if he was dead, after all; nor could he regain his memories if he was constantly ill.

      When she opened the door, the boy was lying by the fireside. That would have been all right, but he was on the covers instead of beneath them, as if he’d fallen where he lay, and he was shivering though the fire was still burning low. Carys made a tch! of annoyance between her teeth and strode through the door, leaving a trail of briny water on the floor behind her. The kettle was back on the metal swinging arm over the fire and there were tea leaves spilled by the fireplace beside the boy. Had he been trying to repay the hot water from yesterday by preparing tea for her return? Carys, used to the constant grasping of the men and women in the village far above her—who demanded her service, paid her only in the form of what her own labours purchased for her, and threatened death and penalties if any of their men were lost at sea—stared at the mess, non-plussed.

      Was it a trick? The boy had nowhere else to stay, after all; he was probably just trying to make sure of his welcome. She would have to make it clear to him that causing a mess by her fireplace was not the way to do that.

      She put a hand to his forehead and found it clammy with sweat. Another fever? How did that happen? Was it because he’d been up too soon? Should she have left him in the bed? Carys sighed and tucked the covers around him again, then stirred up the fire. She would have to visit the village today, once the seaweed was all in. She would have had to go at some stage, anyway; she wanted to ask around and see if any notable ships from Eppa had been lost at sea in the last few weeks. Now there was also the fact that she needed another opinion. Enfys would charge her steeply for it, but if the boy died…

      Carys went back to stacking the other bundles, but ducked in to check on the boy again when she was finished instead of fetching more firewood straight away. She wasn’t sure, but she thought he grew worse as the afternoon came on. When she threw her last bundle beside the others she was sure enough of it that she didn’t take the time to change into her village things before she left. She built the fire up, then took an oilskin against the blustery rain that was beginning to beat against her cottage, and went back out again. The villager ladies would sniff and hold up kerchiefs against the briny smell of her—as though their brothers, fathers, and husbands who ploughed the sea didn’t have the same scent—but today Carys had no patience for that.

      The fishermen were just making their way back to the village when Carys’ path joined the fork that led down to the safer side of the sea on the right. They nodded respectfully at her in passing but she saw the warding-off motions they made when they thought she was past them. Carys had no patience for that, either; today or any other day. She strode on ahead of them without stopping or acknowledging them by more than a nod in return, pulling her oilskin tighter around her shoulders to stop the rain from running down her collar. Even when she was within the confines of the village, Carys didn’t slow her stride; she would prefer not to be stopped for either friendly or unfriendly conversation while the boy was back in the cottage by himself. Even if she hadn’t been worried about his fever, Carys still remembered the way he’d seized the poker before he knew she was the one coming through the door. She would prefer to know a lot more about someone she’d left alone in her house before she left them there too long.

      She tried to walk a little more quickly past the posting office, but before her crackling oilskin cleared the first window there was a flap of blue apron in the doorway.

      “You’re in town, then, Carys?”

      Carys stopped reluctantly and bowed at the aproned man in the doorway, but only tilted her body enough toward him to be polite. Hopefully Aled would understand that she wished to continue without further interruption.

      He did not. He took two steps down toward her and said, “I’ve not seen you often lately.”

      “No,” said Carys. Aled was one of the few villagers who were kind to her, and she was loath to be really impolite to him. “I’ve been busy.”

      “There’s a storm coming in,” said Aled. She knew as much, and he knew that she knew. Carys had come to the conclusion that this was Aled’s way of saying Take care.

      As she always did, Carys said, “I’ll take care.” She would have walked on, the polite duty done, but it occurred to her to ask, “Any news of Eppan shipwrecks lately, Aled?”

      “Shipwreck? The shore has been calm for some time now.”

      “It could have been further out.”

      He shook his head. “There’s been nothing on the messages yet. Has something interesting washed up?”

      Carys smiled faintly. “Something like that. I’ll be going on.”

      “Will you come for market day?”

      “Yes,” said Carys. She always did come to market day, but that was another thing Aled always asked. She bowed again and went on before he could ask another of his usual questions, her pace quickening to make up for lost time. Enfys lived in the centre of town, her house and attached shop one of the finer ones in the area, and Carys preferred not to stay there for longer than need be. The grey and blue mass of the sea wasn’t visible from the streets at the centre of the town unless you were on the second floor of one of the houses, and another thing Carys much preferred was always keeping the sea in view.

      Enfys wasn’t in the small shop on the first floor of her dwelling, so Carys went back outside and took the narrow stairway to the top floor at the behest of a thin, snivelling shop clerk. At first glance, the room appeared empty, and Carys was about to go back down and harass the clerk again when Enfys’ voice said from behind her, “You’re in town early of the week.”

      “I’m not on business,” Carys replied, turning. Enfys quite often bought from her. “Today, I’ll be buying from you.”

      Enfys looked at her curiously and put down the bags she was carrying. “What have you got this time?”

      “A boy,” Carys said briefly. “He was in one of the pools, nearly dead. He’s got a fever.”

      “What sort of fever? Dry?”

      “No. He’s sweating.”

      “How did you leave him?”

      “Wrapped up in front of the fire.”

      Enfys sniffed. “Very well. It’ll cost you.”

      “Yes,” said Carys, who had expected nothing else. Enfys was the best herbalist in a five village radius, and she saw herself very well paid before she stirred even one of her crooked fingers.

      “You should have left him where you found him,” Enfys said, turning away to her bench. “He’ll most likely die anyway. Those the sea takes don’t come back well.”

      “I know,” said Carys. Was that the sour edge of a smile on Enfys’ face as she ran a finger over squat glass jars? Only twice before, had Carys brought other patients to Enfys from the sea. The latest of those had been a ship’s dog, and it had died by her fireside despite all Enfys could do for it. Carys had been determined to bring no one else—to care for no one else.

      “Then why didn’t you?”

      Carys looked uneasily out the window toward the sea. She was always uneasy when out of quick walking distance of it, but today she felt more anxious than usual. “Just because.”

      “I see,” Enfys said, looking at her sharply. “A pretty thing, is he?”

      “I don’t know,” Carys said, turning away from the window in an attempt to assuage her anxiety. “He’s just a boy. Have you something for me?”

      Enfys waggled two bottles at her, one round and squat, the other taller and stoppered. “Salve and a tea. The salve needs to go on his chest, and the tea inhaled as steam, then drunk.”

      Carys nodded. “All right.” She went to take them from Enfys, but the older woman drew her hands back.

      “I’ll come,” said Enfys.

      “You don’t—the salve and the tea are enough,” Carys said, non-plussed for the second time that day. “I’ll go back alone.”

      “I’ll come,” said Enfys, and put on her ancient bonnet. She might as well have said, Try to stop me. “What did you bring for payment?”

      Carys put her hand into her pocket and brought out a pouch. In it were two pearls, small but perfectly formed, one pink and the other black. She tipped them into her palm and showed them to Enfys, who sniffed.

      “As if I don’t know you’ve others three times as large in that cottage of yours!”

      Carys shrugged. The pearls were far more than she owed Enfys for the salve and the tea, and Enfys knew that very well. The presence or absence of other pearls in her cottage had nothing to do with that fact.

      “Oh well,” grumbled Enfys, when Carys didn’t respond. “I suppose they’ll do for now.”

      Carys put them back in the bag and tossed them to the other woman. “I’ll be going on,” she said. “Come if you’re coming.”

      Enfys chuckled and stuffed the pearls in her ample bodice. “Oh, I’ll be coming! Don’t be walking so fast as you usually do, Miss! Here, you can carry an old woman’s bag.”

      Carys took the bag soundlessly, and as soundlessly slowed her stride when they reached the bottom of the stairs. Enfys was a spry old thing who only referenced her advancing age if it benefited her to do so, and Carys didn’t care to be playing games with her.

      “What a day for walking out,” complained the older woman as she trotted beside Carys. “Those with fevers should be considerate enough to get ’em when the weather’s fine.”

      Carys, who had given up trying to keep the hood of her oilskin up in wind that tore it off now that they were facing the sea, didn’t reply. Enfys must have taken that amiss, because as they passed the post office, she jerked a thumb at Aled, who smiled and lifted one hand to them from one of the windows, and asked, “When are you going to marry that one?”

      There were many things Carys could have said to that. When the selkies are gone and the sea turns warm. Never. What a thing to do to a pleasant man. Instead of any of those, she asked, “Why should I do that?”

      “He’s a good catch and he’s dead keen on you. And if that’s not reason enough, to get away from that nasty cold sea of yours. You’re more than half-selkie yourself these days.”

      “What do you care if I’m selkie or not?” Carys asked coolly. “So long as the seashore is safe, what does it matter?”

      “Well, that’s the question, isn’t it?” said Enfys, and her voice was waspish. She didn’t say anything else after that, and Carys was grateful to walk back to the cottage in peace and quiet.

      The boy hadn’t moved from the fire by the time they got back, nor had he grown any less feverish. In fact, if Carys was correct, he’d grown worse. She left Enfys to her job and went back outside to stack the driftwood she’d left by the door earlier. This boy was more of a disruption than she’d expected when she brought him home. If she’d known, she might have taken him straight to Enfys in the first place and left him there.

      But then, she’d not have known about the ring. Carys couldn’t see Enfys mentioning the existence of such a rich piece of jewellery, once found. No, better to have the boy, disruptions and all, than not to know about the ring. Carys stacked a row of driftwood where it would catch the sun when the sun deigned to come out, then looked around in the darkness, at a loss. If it was a normal day, by now she would be preparing her dinner or sweeping the floor. She would prefer not to go into her cottage while it was so unfamiliarly full with people, but there was nothing left to do out here and Carys wasn’t one to care for doing nothing.

      She bent to push her bundles a little more securely against the cottage, and as she did so, there was a wild yell from the house. Carys stood up straight in surprise and the boy came tumbling out of the cottage, bare to the waist and staggering in the wet night air. There was an uneven patch of brown salve spread across his chest, and a wild look to his eyes beneath his golden fringe; he stumbled across the few feet of grass and launched himself into her arms.

      “Lady! Help, Lady!”

      “You young caution!” scolded Enfys, from the doorway. “Come back here!”

      The boy yelped and shuffled until he was behind Carys, still clinging to her waist. “Lady, make her stop! Why is she touching me?”

      “She’s putting salve on your chest,” Carys said. The arms around her waist were shaking; so, if she wasn’t wrong, were his legs. She turned, seizing him by the hair to stop him wobbling back and forth, and put her fingers to his forehead.

      “Ow, ow, ow,” he
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