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BEFORE
In a village by the sea, there are many stories.
Two sisters live along the coast. Their windows are lit with lanterns, for one is a witch the sea spat back to shore, and the other is still finding her way home.





1
A MAN FROM THE SEA
There is a broken lighthouse along the reckless side of the coast. Maren knows its shadow in the dark.
Her bedroom faces the salt-laden moors and mountains far beyond the village, so she lights a candle as a vigil on the window beside her door and sips tea on the couch. She rests her nose against the glass. It is damp with the cold meeting the warmth of her house, nearly a portal to another world, to the steps of the lighthouse itself. On clear days, she sees its darkness against the blue-gray coast. Waves inhabit the worn rocks circling it, the tide claiming it more by more. No one attempts its rescue. Long before Maren and her sister were children collecting shells on its edges, the space that was once a door was boarded up. No one plays there anymore.
A storm rages. No guardian beacon shines from the broken tower, so every villager lights a candle or lantern in their ocean-facing window.
Absolute suspicion, Vivian used to say. No one can see.
When Maren last visited the cottage Vivian shares with her husband, lanterns had crowded their windows, blackening their wooden sills with soot. Maren believes her sister has taken to lighting them. It is not her husband’s doing. Maren finds the change unnerving.
Blurred lights from other cottages break the dark, sometimes a flash of ocean mist when lightning makes itself known. The outline of the lighthouse shifts, and Maren isn’t certain if it’s visible or her eyes are remembering its shape. Wind and water rage. She shivers. A lantern bounces up the path. Maren presses her face harder to the glass. She must have dozed.
Who would brave the rain so late at night? She considers ignoring the door. The last monster storm spat her sister back to shore, strange and unlike the woman she’d been. If this is an issue of the sea, Maren wants none of it.
But the knocking persists. Hooking her fingers into the lantern handle, she unlatches the door and presses her face to the crack. Raindrops fling themselves through the halo of light. Ocean mist carried up by the wind sprays her face. The scent of salt and sea plants and storm electricity shape the air. Wind slides down her coat and nightgown.
Albin stands in fisherman’s garb, a watertight coat and hat slicking off the rain. His lantern warms the salt water caught in his beard. His eyebrows crinkle, the corners of his mouth turning down. He was friends with Maren’s mother and has been an anchor of familiarity amongst their village, a face in the back of her mind, since she was born.
“You look miserable,” Maren says. Coffee ran out a week ago, but there are still stockpiles of herbs for teas hung in every window. She should invite him in.
Albin grumbles, “There’s a wreck on the beach.”
Darkness is the only thing visible from up here. “How can you tell?”
“Ol’ Vella was down yelling at the storm again,” he says, and Maren smiles into the neck of her nightgown. “Says there’s planks and sails washing up. The Miller boys are heading down.”
“Oh,” she says, and leans against the doorframe in the ensuing silence.
“Lucinda’s gone to the city,” he prompts.
“Oh,” she repeats. “Right. I’ll dress.”
  
With a nod, he retreats down the path as Maren relatches the door. On go two pairs of pants, a skirt, shirt, coat, and sailing overcoat that repels water as Albin’s. Boots go on next, then gloves and a water-resistant scarf over her head and ears. There is a heavy leather bag she keeps over the sink, likely not much use in the rain, but she hooks it on her arm regardless. With their apothecary gone to visit relatives in the city, Maren is the closest to any help for one who might wash up on shore. In a severe storm, a city is so far away it may as well be a thing of myth. Vivian has always been better at the healing their mother taught them, but no one approaches her house anymore.
Rain cuts the path in miniature rivers. Maren’s been on the beach during storms in the past and remembers rivers of salty water careening from the cliffs.
The village is awake. Midnight has passed, but the adults are heading to the cliffs for a better look, others herding sleepy-eyed children back indoors.
Vella stands on the cliffside, hands on hips, squinting off the wide edge with satisfaction. She’s a short, stable woman. Sometimes Maren thinks she must be older than the village itself. She sees demons in the waves, and everyone here—plus those passing through—has heard her stories. Sea serpents and water dragons (which are two very different beasts, you see), men with wings, and women with fish tails for legs. Dead creatures who rise from their graves, and monstrous horses from the pits of the sea. She must be pleased anything has washed up at all.
She’s the only one who’s not looked sideways at Maren since the sea spit her sister back. For that reason, Maren squeezes the old woman’s hand as she passes.
“Careful of those merfolk, little girl,” she calls, though Maren hasn’t been little in a decade. “They toss up ships, and the cuts from their tails never heal.”
Maren waves over her head and keeps her eyes on the slick sharp rocks beneath her feet, the best path to the sea. She will not search for the dark of the lighthouse in the rain, nor will she search for her sister’s house. No. She will not. There is no beacon to find at the tower and too many in her sister’s windows.
What serves as a path to the harbor is deadly in the rain, the wind threatening to peel her from the side. Their little section of the sea can hardly be called a harbor at the moment. Monster waves launch themselves from the depths just past the cliffs, barreling into the rocky walls marking the safe haven for their boats. White spray catches in flashes of lightning, and to Maren, their harbor is more a raging beast than a thoughtless drifting giant. Waves such as these felled their lighthouse long before she was born, or so the story goes. A great beast, roused by the storm, reached out its tentacles and tore down their only beacon. Careful, children, or it will reach out and grab you as well.
A ridiculous story, stuck in her mind nonetheless. When did I last walk these steps? When they found Vivian on the pebbled shore below? A year now.
Don’t be silly,
she tells herself. The storm is angry. It is loud and otherworldly. It isn’t going to wash her away when she remains so far from its grip.
As Albin said, the Miller boys are already combing the rocks, lanterns bobbing in and out of sight in the spray. The greatest of the waves break against the edges of the cliffs making up their little port. Here, the boats have been pulled up past their reach, sheltered by rocks, but Maren’s stomach clenches at the sight of them near the water.
There isn’t much for her to do.
As far as she can see, there are rocks, waves, and tossed-up seaweed. Planks grate against the stoney beach. Maren illuminates the closest piece of wood with her lantern. It’s scratched and scarred with divots, certainly, but no man-made markings are to be found. Why do they think it’s a wreck?
Cold seeps down the back of her coat, even with all the layers. Backing from the waves, Maren finds a nook in the cliffside. Water won’t reach her here, nor will the eyes of the villagers as they make their way to wherever they believe the wreckage to be. Her stomach turns and turns, twisting with each crash of a too-close wave. Her throat burns.
It won’t reach me here. Even in her head, her voice sounds weak. Get ahold of yourself, Maren.
Her sister’s house shines from the bluff. She wasn’t meaning to look, but her eyes are drawn of their own accord. So removed from the village, it feels an entire island away. The rain eases into a drizzle.
Does Vivian sit in the window? Does she come to the edge of the cliffside to watch the pinpoints of light along the shore? It’s been long enough Maren knows Vivian won’t be coming down for either curiosity or helpfulness.
“Found someone!”
The voice startles her.
A body? Maren has seen those washed up from shipwrecks, barely recognizable as human from the ocean’s rage. Perhaps this one was lucky enough to survive—or unlucky, depending on the time they were washed about in this monster storm.
A cluster of bodies is gathering in the direction of the voice. Maren slips from her nook in the cliffside. The crunch of stones beneath her boots is loud and strange, her ankles unsteady on wet pebbles. She’s getting closer and closer to the wild water. Still not close enough to do her harm. Not close enough. Not nearly close enough.
“All right, move aside.” She elbows a few people gently, trying to get to the sailor they’ve found. “No need to smother him; he’s having a hard enough time.”
They’ve gone mostly silent, an alien noise in the half respite from the storm. Some start up mutterings Maren doesn’t bother to overhear.
Momentarily, she believes they’ve made a mistake. A strange seal or fish from the ocean’s depths got tangled in a sail and found its way here, nothing more. A moment later, she catches what must be the features of a face, then the pale skin and gray marks, which seem even further out of place. Maren thinks of Vivian and knows she’ll be seeing her sister this night.
Crouching, she touches a fingertip to its temple. Cold skin. Wet, but not bloated. How strange, having been washed in the surf.
Albin squints at her, and she motions to flip the sea’s unfortunate victim. They use the shredded edge of the sailcloth to roll the body face up.
If the thin, long shape of the face and slope of the body are any indication, he’s male. Maren works at untangling the sail and confirms her observation. But his body is remarkably unmarred. His limbs appear twisted oddly about themselves, an unnatural position that makes her skin itch to readjust them.
This is why you thought him something other than human. Such an odd shape to bend your body into. Maren decides on this justification to her earlier hesitation.
She dispatches the two eldest Miller boys back up the cliffs. Eager to help, they don’t argue when sent from the drama to find anything to serve as a stretcher. Only when it seems as if the entirety of the village is leaning over her, eager to gaze upon what will surely be the best story of the year, does heat rise in Maren’s chest.
“Everyone, take three steps back,” she says, shooing at the closest set of stockinged legs. “If someone falls on me or smothers him, I’ll be the first to tell Ol’ Vella.”
That’s enough to gain the results she’s searching for. The heat from her chest slithers into her cheeks. She hasn’t felt quite stitched into the tapestry of this village since the strangeness Vivian brought. She hasn’t spoken to many of them, let alone given orders.
Conversation is becoming less hushed.
Where are the Miller boys and that stretcher?
“He’s as pale as a fish!” someone hisses over the returning storm.
“Like clam flesh!”
“Is he alive?”
“Where’s the rest of his crew?”
“We should search the beach again.”
“There’re marks on his face.”
“They’re from a fishing net.”
“No fishing net could look like that.”
“Aye, no fishing net—”
“When’s the last time you were almost drowned, hmm? They’re from a net. Lucky he wasn’t strangled, the poor thing . . .”
Maren leans her face close to his, checking for breath. A chill rises from his skin, different a sensation from the cold of the air. Over the howl of the storm, she can’t catch or feel his breath, but a search of the fish skin of his wrist rewards her with a thready pulse.
When she rakes her knuckles across his chest bone, his eyelids flutter but do not open. No sound, no true reaction. Alive, at least. Exhausted, definitely. Frozen to his insides, most likely.
She feels for broken bones and finds telltale signs of cracked ribs. He’s sick and half-drowned. This is the likely diagnosis, she knows. Yet something sits incorrect in her chest, and she turns again for the presence of her sister’s cottage.
A few provide their coats, and Maren wraps him up as best she can without searching for the faces of those who offered. It’s likely her imagination they whisper of her as well as the poor pale thing she bends over. Strange marks indeed stamp his skin, branding his thin eyelids and cracking his lips. They spark a memory too vague for her to take hold of, some story her mother used to tell. She focuses on the plank of wood the brothers are bringing down the cliffside. It’s large enough for a broad man, and certainly for this thin sailor—if such is what he is—who reminds her of a fish and a wave of sea-foam wrapped into one.
You’re being ridiculous, she thinks, and the voice in the back of her mind reminds her of Vivian. He’s some poor sailor. No need to get strange. Enough of that already.
She gives herself a small shake. Talking yourself down much tonight?
Several hands assist in shifting the body onto what, upon closer inspection, Maren realizes to be an old wooden door. She unravels a length of rope that clings in swollen wet rounds to his foot. His toenails bear the same fishnet scars. If something strange ails him beyond simple exhaustion, beyond shallow wounds, it may be past her own meager healing abilities. Again, she glances at the shimmer of light that is her sister’s window.
A rough, wind-bitten hand brushes hers. “To your house?” Albin asks. He’s the only one so far to ask her a direct question.
“No,” she says, and raises her voice over the gusts. “To Vivian’s.”
Muttering filters through the onlookers. Maren ignores them. Rain pelts her face all at once, and that dispenses with half of the villagers. She turns up the collar of her coat and does not smile into its depths. She does not.
Albin is still there, and Maren wants to kiss his scruffy cheek as he herds the six men carrying the makeshift stretcher. It’s slow going up the steep cliffside, more than one misstep taken and Maren’s stomach often lurching into her throat. But no one falls, and the patient doesn’t slip from his plank of wood.
If Maren were brave, she’d go ahead and warn her sister of the oncoming visitors and their mystery. Give her time to prepare a fire and a bed and a pot of hot water for the sailor’s wounds. To prepare Vivian for the villagers who have barely spoken to her in a year to invade her cottage.
You are not brave, she reprimands herself, but she cannot convince her legs to move faster, to do anything other than bring up the rear of the procession.
By the time they crest the cliffs, even Maren’s headscarf is soaked through, wind snatching the strings of her hair. For a moment, she considers taking the sailor back to her own cottage, sparing him even the short walk in the storm. It isn’t a thought she entertains for long. Her sister will not come into the village. More so, Maren can no longer picture Vivian in her own home. She hates the thought but still takes the lead on the path from their village.
Her boots squelch mud. She concentrates on the noise and the faint instructions and encouragements from Albin. She no longer remembers how many steps it is to her sister’s cottage. Those shouldering the stretcher bear their burden well under the brunt of the storm, bolstered by excitement and the strangeness of their patient—the unexpectedness of their destination. Maren is grateful for the waterproof coats she wrapped the sailor in but worries this last stretch of cold will harm him. When she touches his arm under the coats, his skin is clammy but does not shiver.
Quite before she’s ready, she’s facing the driftwood fence encircling Vivian’s yard, and she stares at the dripping wood until Albin calls to her from the back of the little procession.
Maren gathers her voice. “Keep the rain off him. I’ll let her know we’re here.”




2
A HALF-SIDEWAYS 
COTTAGE
Vivian’s driftwood fence is bound with twine at the joints, shells dangling from the top rails. They swing and clink in the wind—the song of the coast, their mother once called it. This is not the cottage either of them grew up in. Once, this one belonged to a family long since moved to the city. A solitary couple with two girls. Maren has always thought it strange to go somewhere where people crowd on all sides, where stars do not exist and there is never a quiet moment to oneself.
A half-sideways cottage stands against the rain. Vivian used to call it one-and-a-half stories when she and Rocco were first making it their own. An odd little upstairs loft bears one window and enough room for a fireplace and bed. Now, as with every other room in the house, its window is bright with lanterns. The sudden light in the storm-wild night makes Maren’s eyes ache.
She knocks, staring at the roof where thatch drips a symphony of rainwater around the house. Waves break against the cliffs a few dozen yards away and far, far below. She knocks again, holding her scarf. Knocks again.
A latch lifts. A wash of warm light makes its escape, and Maren is staring into her sister’s face.
She looks healthy, Maren thinks as she finds her mouth saying, “A sailor washed up from a wreck. I don’t know if I can fix . . . whatever needs fixing.”
Vivian cocks her head. She is a warm round shape backlit by window lanterns. She shares Maren’s dark hair and gray eyes—though the sea spit her back with them significantly washed out—the pale-tanned skin of people who never much see the sun save when its weak light is reflecting a thousand times off the sea. Her eyes drift over Maren’s shoulder, expression light and calm. Maren isn’t certain her sister even hears her.
“Vivian.”
Without returning her gaze, she asks, “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know,” Maren replies, attempting to decide if her sister’s voice bleeds into the rage of the sea because it is soft or because it is more of the waves than of the land. “Just . . . wrong.”
An eyebrow rises—a very Vivian gesture Maren didn’t anticipate—and she leans sideways, squinting further against the rain. Maren knows those at the gate are staring. Not that they can make out much through the downpour. Bright lights. Outlines of a cottage and two women.
Every continuing pause makes Maren believe she was foolish to come here, to bring the man through the rain. Her own cottage would have sufficed. She shouldn’t have brought him here only to be turned away.
“Why are they waiting out there?” Vivian asks, too much breath in her voice for Maren to believe she doesn’t know.
“Wanted to make sure you . . . have the space.”
Vivian shrugs against the lie. She swings her lantern in their direction, drifting back into her cottage but leaving the door ajar. An invitation.
Maren trudges back, wobbling as if on unstable ground. They’ve spoken little in the past months, no true conversation in about a year. Nothing happened between them—at least, nothing hurtful was spoken or done.
Her sister drowned. She disappeared for no reason into the sea. For days. They “buried” her, for whatever such a thing is worth when the sea claims a soul. Then she was back, spit up by the waves. Breathing.
Somehow, still not back on land.
Maren can’t find her sister in that body. Something about her is cracked and off-kilter. She feels it deep in her bones, a bruise along her insides. All Maren’s attempts to find her were met with silence and faraway gazes, so much so her sister’s voice now rings in her ears as if from another world.
  
“Bring him in,” she says.
She will emulate calm, attempt to bar feeling from the matter. They are here to help a sick man. No need to make it anything other than it is. But she is here, at her sister’s doorstep instead of her own cottage, and this, she knows, is its own admittance something other is happening.
The rain-drenched villagers shuffle behind her in a whispering procession. Where Maren doesn’t know her own sister, the rest of the village thinks her a witch. Not harmful, just strange and out of their understanding.
Have any of them spoken to Vivian this last year? Less so than Maren, certainly.
A strange time, she thinks, then glances at the roiling clouds. Strange storm.
The inside of Vivian’s cottage is much as the outside: small and cozy. It’s warmed by a fire long burning in the hearth. The tightness in Maren’s chest spreads. She can’t tell if her knocking woke the little household or if her sister was keeping vigil through the storm as well.
Vivian emerges from a room opposite the kitchen bearing a bundle of blankets. Leaning over the stretcher, standing closer to Maren than she has in a year, she cocks her head at the pale face. The strange scars. All the features Maren mistook for something out of a children’s story.
“What is he?” she murmurs, and Maren starts at the question. She isn’t certain her sister meant to say it aloud.
“What?” she asks.
No one else seems to have caught the words, still engulfed in low conversation with one another, trying to parse out the excitement of the night.
“Hmm?” Vivian hums.
Albin is asking her a question. Maren doesn’t hear. She stares after her sister. Vivian drifts from the group, instructing the makeshift stretcher be set near the fire. Those carrying it blink and ask her soft questions at once.
“Do you know how to help?”
“How are you?”
“Will we need to send for someone from the city?”
“What does he need?”
“Will the storm last, do you think?”
“Do you know him?”
Maren glares into the little group, trying to catch who voiced the last question. As if the sea spat them both up, so Vivian would know this stranger.
Would she?
Behind them, Rocco pokes his head from the cramped hallway staircase leading to the bedroom. He’s a sweet man. Quiet. Quieter than Vivian. He avoids groups at all costs.
She’s surprised to see him appear while there are still people in their home. They’ve always been friendly, but Maren can’t remember the last time he wasn’t shy around her as he is around others. Does he recognize the difference in his wife?
The villagers linger, gathering around the hearth, drawn to gazing about the cottage as much as at the sailor. Maren shifts, too numb and strange to send them home. It seems they should get a cup of hot tea for their troubles. That, or be strictly shown to the door. But this is Vivian’s house, and Maren cannot give orders or do as she pleases. Instead, she stands at the fire alongside them, slapping warmth back into her tingling hands and trying to decide if she should stare at her sister or their patient.
Eventually, Vivian snaps her fingers, a sharp click startling Maren’s nerves, and begins herding the onlookers out the door.
“We have him in good hands. Back to your own homes now,” she says, as if the storm has finally blown some words into her lungs. “No mysteries will be solved tonight.”
They shuffle out, casting looks between their wet boots and Vivian, seeming at once to remember this is a woman they haven’t spoken to in months. Albin frowns at the drowned sailor rather than heeding Vivian’s shooing. Eventually, he’s caught by her hand, startled by the contact. He smiles, crushes his hat back onto his head, and leaves with the rest. Maren watches them vanish and considers crabs skittering sideways into crevices of rocks.
Then it’s just the three of them and their patient. Rocco emerges from the shadows of the hallway, bending over the victim, Vivian drifting to the kitchen with a clattering of cups and rustling of dried herbs. Maren has been rooted to the spot, unable to leave with the rest, but suddenly feels an intruder into their private world. It’s quiet, the cracking of the fire overwhelming the howl of the wind.
Maren glances at the sailor.
There will be rumors of him by morning, and she wishes to be one of the few holding the truth. No fanciful stories, simply facts. She kneels beside him. His pale skin is cold to her fingers. Rocco prods him for broken bones with care, half looking at her between seconds.
“He has broken ribs. Or cracked ones, at least. They found him amongst the rocks,” she says, because Rocco’s always been curious but never prone to asking questions.
He tilts his head. The sailor’s breath comes easier and easier, noticeable out of the storm. Still, the man does not shiver. Even Maren is chilled near the fire.
“Off with his things, then.” The softness in Vivian’s voice is unexpected.
Her sister pauses by the edge of the kitchen. Maren sees the moment Vivian realizes she’s still crouched by the fire, in the house she hasn’t seen the inside of in months. Maren doesn’t have time to feel self-conscious before Vivian is bustling to her husband’s side, nudging him away from his poking and prodding.
“He doesn’t look like other drowned men I’ve seen . . .” Maren offers. A deep need to speak pulls the words from her, filling the silence that has become a living thing.
Rocco edges past her, out the back door to where they keep the firewood stacked against the side of the house sheltered by the eaves. Vivian stands over the sailor, hands on hips, lips moving, and Maren doesn’t want to interrupt the silence again. She sits in the nearest chair, feet together, hands clasped, feeling the dampness of her clothes. She refuses the urge to pace or bounce her legs or suggest they get the sailor dried off. She has no doubt her sister will kick her out should she be disturbed. In the past, kicking out would’ve been to the other room. Now she’s certain it’ll be back down the rain-drenched path to her own cottage.
Eventually, Vivian shifts, rolling back the sleeves of her nightgown and setting to work removing the borrowed coats and scrap of sail from the sailor’s limbs. Maren slips to the floor, assisting in unweaving the pale tatters of fabric.
He’s thin in body as in face. Cords of muscle run beneath fish-belly skin, but Maren sees the outline of his skeleton more than she sees fat. His legs are straight on the stretcher but still appear to sit oddly. Maren nudges one knee straighter only to feel the joint bend under her slight touch in a most unnatural way. Vivian glances over, brow furrowing, and copies Maren’s test of his leg without further expression. Her attention drifts to the blossom of black and blue across his ribs, a shock of color on a body that appears lifeless but breathes nonetheless.
Maren thinks of Vivian choking up seawater on the shores of their coast and sheds her coat, hating the sensation of wet things against her skin.
The strange markings follow his naked body from cheeks to toes. They’re not scars from a fishing net, too rounded at the edges and not fully enclosed. Maren has seen sea creatures cut by a fishing net tangled tight, and these are not such marks. She doesn’t mention the theory to Vivian but runs her thumb across one on his shoulder. The skin of the man’s arm is thin as that under his eyes, delicate and breakable. The otherwise unmarked nature of his body is rather unnerving, all things considered.
Maren slips her hand under his wrist, and his joints perform the same boneless sideways bend.
“Odd.” Rocco’s says over Maren’s head, and she starts so badly he mutters, “Sorry. We can put him in our bed for now.”
Vivian hums. Hearing Rocco’s voice more than her sister’s is an odd thing indeed.
He steps to her side of the stretcher. “Shall I?”
Vivian nods, tossing a dry blanket over the sailor before Rocco scoops him up. They’re perhaps the same height, but Rocco doesn’t struggle to lift him, and surprise touches his face. His bones may as well be as hollow as a bird’s for how light he is. Maren stands and brushes down her skirts as Rocco shuffles their patient up the stairs. Maren frowns.
“Can I help?” she asks, pressing past the thickness in her throat.
Vivian blinks slowly, cocks her head at her, and then turns for the stairs and makes a circular gesture with her wrist: an invitation to follow.
Her sister’s bedroom is small, smelling of herbs and earth, clean sheets, and the hearth. Rocco digs clay from the nearby hills to make pots and plates and cups. They’re beautiful delicate things that fire black and last forever. Maren has many in her own kitchen from when she used to spend days at a time up here. Several times a year, they travel to the nearest city to sell the excess. The last two times, Maren caught Rocco with his little wagon and donkey heading along the coast alone.
Their bed is neat despite the hour of the night, and the sailor appears smaller and frailer under layers of quilts. Rain pelts the window. The room is cozy, particularly compared to the beach. Maren keeps waiting for him to warm enough to begin shivering. She crouches at the foot of the bed while the two dry him and bandage his damaged ribs. Watching them perform this small task, Maren thinks it was foolish for her to bring the man here. Nothing strange is happening, nothing she couldn’t’ve tended herself. Why did I feel such a deep need to venture to my sister’s cottage?
Something brushes her arm, and Maren blinks at the bowl presented to her. Vivian’s eyes are still between the man and her husband, but she’s offering Maren a way to help.
Maren takes the heavy mortar and kneads the herbs with the small stone, too numb to notice the mixture. Cuts dab the sailor’s skin. She supposes “sailor” is the incorrect way to think of him. Maren has grown up with fishermen and women of the sea—it is difficult to picture this man with his caterpillar-soft skin and delicate fingers pulling oars or raising sail with rope abusing his palms.
Ocean creature, she thinks, wrinkling her nose. It took too long to stop imagining waves when she brought her sister to mind. When she is honest with herself, she is aware she still often fails.
Rocco has already attempted nursing water down the poor man’s throat only to be rewarded with choking. There’s nothing to be done but warm him and let him sleep it out. Maren dabs at what few cuts and raw skin she finds—first with fresh water, then with her sister’s concoction—and imagines his jaw works when treating the slight gash there. She hears the storm past the window and tells herself she does not wish to return to it.
With the hearth crackling and her clothes near dry, Maren is readier to sleep than she imagined. This will be less drenched in strangeness in morning light, she’s certain. Once the stranger wakes, he’ll have some story the kind of exciting only humans can tell.
Nothing strange, and nothing of the sea.




3
A HALF HORSE
Maren stands on the moors and watches the mist. This is not a dream she’s had before—not one she remembers, at least. But it is not so strange a thing. She and Vivian played here as children, running about hand in hand. Not as often as they played under the broken shell of the lighthouse, but enough.
It is quiet, and perhaps it should not be. Where is the storm?
This is a dream; there need be no storm, she reminds herself, and walks.
Her shoulders are heavy, boots sinking into the mud. She pauses to stare at the heather carpeting the landscape in pinks and soft cream. It would not yet be blooming if this were not a dream. She looks up and cannot see the mountains, then behind her and cannot see the sea, only a pinpoint of bright lights clustered together that are the correct shape of Vivian’s cottage with the windows full of lanterns.
She gazes at it, orange-red light in the blue green of the moors, and continues in the other direction.
An odd dream to be aware of. Unless I am not dreaming at all. She presses her heel into the mud deep enough that the rain will not wash it immediately away should it invade her dream world.
At least her dream self is not wandering in the other direction, toward the sea. Like her sister. Like her parents.
Her hand rises, touches the shape in the mist. She frowns. There is nothing on these moors at head height. Perhaps a few moss-eaten boulders from ancestors who prayed to gods and the waves, but Maren knows the sensation of them, the cool of their shade when she was a child crouching against them, digging under their edges. Even the sheep grazing here are not so tall—squat and woolen and round.
She smiles at the seal-skin damp of the nose, the sharp bridge of the face in the same texture. The horse cocks its head at her. It is not, perhaps, correct to call it such. It is half like a horse, the shape and body correct, the ears long as a mule’s, the eyes large and soul-staring.
Mist rolls off its withers. Black like squid ink drips too slowly to the heather below. Its heaving side brushes against her. She touches her bare hand to the oil-slick skin and runs her finger in a circle around the patterns of dark gray against the black, like unclosed circles, or a fishing net with an incorrect pattern.
Hello, she thinks, and the half horse clamps an unhinged jaw between the blades of her shoulders.
  
The sea rises up to greet them.
Vivian is in a rocking chair. The creak of wooden legs along wooden floorboards makes Maren forget where she is.
She fell asleep at the foot of the bed, she remembers now, an inch from tumbling to the floor, back stiff and shoulder complaining. A chill hangs in the room, the hearth a glow of embers, and Maren finds herself under a fraying quilt. Shifting it aside, she turns to the man and his strangely marked skin, disappointed he hasn’t woken, his expression distant and lips parted.
Leaning up the bed, she puts a finger against his wrist under the quilts and finds it nothing like oil-slicked seal skin on the half horse. She shifts her shoulders and feels no pain against her back.
Maren shivers.
“Did he wake?” she whispers, but Vivian’s eyes remain closed despite the brush of her fingers against the blanket and the way her toes tip the chair in a gentle rhythm. Maren stares at her too long. In the past, she would not be perched sleeping on the edge of the bed. She would be tucked under her sister’s arm, or beside her with their hands together. She imagines the easy warmth of her sister’s presence, the comfort of her laughter and tight embrace. The bed and the rocking chair may as well be as far from each other as the moors and the coast.
Thunder cracks, and the room is lit a moment later in a cool flash. Rain assaults the window. It’s gotten worse overnight. Maren searches her memories for a storm as severe as this and is left with nothing but the shadowed outline of the half horse and the ocean drowning her. Perhaps it was desperate as this when the lighthouse was felled.
Parts of her clothes are still damp where she slept on them, but she creeps out the bedroom door without trying to dry them by the fire’s embers. Rocco is nowhere to be seen, but he’s been prone to long walks and wanderings since they were children. In that way, he and her sister are more than a perfect match.
Leaving her bag of unused supplies in the living room gives Maren pause. Loath as she is to admit it, she’ll be back before the new day is half-done. Her sister did not cast her out, and so she will take every opportunity. It is a good excuse if she tries the next time. I left my bag in your house.
Tightening her coat, Maren half walks, half trots out the door. She makes it past the driftwood fence and a dozen feet down the path before stopping dead.
She glances to her left, at the spread of the moors. There’s no mist to the air, not with such wind, but a heavy veil of rain and spray of the sea has been brought up from the cliffs. Squinting, she tries to determine the mountains past the moors and fails through all the falling water. With a glance in the other direction at the lighthouse she cannot see, and back at the cottage still lit with lanterns slowly dying, she points her feet toward the moors.
Rain manages to trickle where her coat and scarf can’t protect. She was almost warm when she left the cottage, but that wasn’t bound to last, even if she bolted for her own as fast as her legs might go. The dream has mostly fled her thoughts, and judging distances from it isn’t quite the wisest idea Maren has had in her few decades of life. But her legs keep going, more of her own will this time, less of a dreaming movement.
Out she wanders until the lights of the cottage behind her begin to fade, unease settling in her throat. In such a storm, no landmarks could spell her losing her way until the haze clears, and something tells her this storm won’t be relenting.
This was not a wise idea, girl, she tells herself. It’s pouring rain and tearing wind; no nightmare horse will be wandering the moors. There are barely even sheep, though as she squints, she spots a few dots of them, as their shepherds allow them out to eat while they can. The storm must have cleared earlier. Now they’ll be heading for their barns.
Maren stops, stomping the heel of her boot into the mud, her toes ice even in her tight-laced boots and woolen socks. She looks at the drowning heather, unblooming, and puts her heel into a divot that could’ve been from her driving her boot into the waterlogged earth.
Closing her eyes, she raises her hand. When nothing greets it, she turns for the path from her sister’s cottage. The lanterns and candles are dying, and she won’t be a wild woman lost on the moors. There is already Vivian lost to the sea.
Light is momentarily brightening the storm when Maren reaches the village, but there is no one yet up and about to demand a story.
Her own cottage is frigid after a night with no fire. Ease settles across her shoulders. It was their childhood home, the place their mother raised the two of them while their father hunted the sea, along the edge of the village but still close enough to be part of its life. There are hints of their parents everywhere, of a life long past, grainy photos and small trinkets set out. A scarf hung on the coatrack. Boots by the door. She hasn’t the heart to move them, and less so after the long night.
Maren strips off her clothes and pauses, thinking of a bath. She touches between her shoulder blades and finds the skin smooth, then shakes herself for her silly suspicions. After wrestling on fresh clothes, she packs a basket of whatever useful items her kitchen maintains. She only has one pair of boots, and they’ve managed to be soaked, so she takes two extra pairs of socks and steels herself for a hopefully drier jog back up the bluffs.
She will not go to the seaside and look down the cliffs. Not in this weather.
The village is still waking, and despite herself, Maren finds her feet pointed toward the cliffs. A glance over the edge isn’t terribly dangerous, not when she trekked down last night, and there isn’t likely to be anyone around. Perhaps Vella, though probably not so early in the morning. Despite what both Vivian and Maren believed as children, the old woman does, in fact, sleep.
The rain has taken a break from pouring, stinging her cheeks in random droplets. Wind roars and swirls, bringing up spray from the beach. Darker clouds hang on the horizon, ready to double down. Such a storm hasn’t been seen this long or strong in ages, and she wonders at the man asleep in her sister’s house and whatever could have happened to anyone else on the same ship as he. In the light of day, storm filled as it is, she thinks there is no other option than for him to be a sailor, or at least a passenger. Where else could he have come from, if not a ship?
Maren reaches the cliffside and leans over, crouching in a safe pocket of rock where she has no chance of tumbling. Scraps of driftwood have been tossed dozens of feet up the path, along with sails and planks of wood. Not from a foreign ship. The men usually haul their boats so far up the sand no rogue wave will reach. Today, the water roars over the natural wave break, knocking the boats against the cliffsides. One is smashed. From this distance, Maren can’t tell whose it is. Waves invade what last night was the section of the beach where they discovered the sailor. There’s not much to be done, no higher ground to haul them to, and it’s far too dangerous to get them out to sea in search of a safer port. Her heart gives a twist at the destruction.
She knocks on the nearest door, tells the sleepy-eyed woman, Anita, about the ships, and hurries away before too many questions can be asked.
“How is the sailor?” Anita calls after her.
Maren waves a hand over her head, turning to call out, “Alive,” as she flees. If they stop her, she’ll be interrogated on each detail of the night.
Racing the rain back up the path, she realizes how long it’s been since she’s run to the quiet of her sister’s house. A bead of warmth nestles in her chest.
It won’t last, she reminds herself. At least, not once the patient is better.
Shells clink in the wind, strings twining amongst one another, but the yard is quiet. She only spares a single glance for the moors and doesn’t consider returning. Kicking off her boots, Maren sheds her coat and scarf along the chest beside the door, listening for Vivian or Rocco. It seems incorrect, walking into their home without announcing herself. Maren sets her basket on the kitchen table. Steps into the living room. Leans onto her toes.
“Vivian?” she whispers, then, with more breath, “Vivian?”
Quiet.
Maren pads up the creaking stairs, pausing only to give a tentative knock on the door. No answer. The room is empty save the sailor, a lump of sleeping blankets. His expression is smooth, the hue of his skin unchanged, still pale and frail as if his veins bear no blood. She checks his pulse. Steady. Feels his forehead. Cool. Neither she nor Vivian have a way of gauging temperature besides touch, and it unnerves her when no heat comes from his skin though he hasn’t once shivered.
Lifting the blanket, she checks his scars, squints at them, somehow both expecting them to have vanished or to present answers. She’s nearly startled to find the pale markings still peppering his skin. Running her fingers across his joints, she checks for and finds the same boneless reaction. Fascinated, she takes his wrist. Rolling his finger joints between the pads of hers with care, she presses her thumb to the spot between his wrist bone and tendons, where it’s best to find the heartbeat. On the other side, she does the same. Each time, she half expects to discover something missing from his anatomy, but everything is present, and his wrist still rolls side to side in her hands when she loosens her hold.
When she looks up, two round eyes watch her.
She pauses with her hands cradling his wrist. His eyes are much too large for the space they occupy on his face. He doesn’t blink. Maren does so several times more than necessary.
Rain clatters. Thunder claps. The window rattles, and the man starts, eyes rolling to the fogged glass. Lines form in his brow. He looks lost by the whole situation, and Maren is struck by how much older he appears now his eyes are open and there’s intelligence to them.
Glancing at the storm, she finds her voice. “You’re safe. There was a shipwreck. We’re going to take care of you.”
He blinks, and Maren is relieved.
Before she can consider too closely that he may not be able to speak or understand her tongue, he whispers, “There . . . wasn’t a ship . . .”
His jaw moves around the words as if tasting them, and Maren thinks first that of course there was a shipwreck; he was tangled in a sail. Next, she wonders in what other way would he have been washed up on their shores except by ship? The nearest beach that could’ve been suitable for swimming is so far that Maren hasn’t visited it since childhood. And a storm has been raging for days.
If he’d been swept out to sea somewhere far down the coast, he’d have been tossed violently for days along a jagged coastline jutted with spires of rock suitable to cut skin even if gently walked upon. No more than a few cracked ribs and barely a cut or scrape are to be accounted for.
Stranger things have happened, she tells herself, but she cannot for the life of her call to mind a single thing even a little stranger.
Save her sister.
“No ship?” she asks, hoping to coax a more coherent story from him.
But his eyes go from the window to his hand cradled in hers. A divot forms between his brows, and it seems incorrect in his otherwise thin and unmarred skin. “You’re touching me.”
She glances down. Her sun-darkened, wind-nipped fingers stand out against his soft colorless ones. She loosens her grip.
“Yes,” she says, trying to add comfort to her voice. “You have some injuries. I was only checking—”
His lips part, and he stares at the point of contact as if struggling to comprehend it. Maren suddenly feels overbearing. She tucks his hand back under the quilt, giving it a pat through the fabric, attempting a smile when she catches his eye.
“What’s your name?” she asks.
Both hands emerge from under the quilt, fluttering like kelp over the pattern of stitches. After having watched his joints roll between her hands, Maren is mildly surprised he can lift his arms at all, let alone with such fluidity.
His fingers explore the pillow, the sheet covering the mattress beside his head, and the plain, unfinished wood of the headboard. Before Maren can warn him not to touch the glass of the still-burning lantern, his fingers curl away. His too-large eyes roam the ceiling. Finally, they settle on her. Catching the edge of her skirt, he runs the faded wool between two fingers, shying away when she offers her hand.
“Do you know your name?” Maren tries again.
This time, he glances up, the divot between his brows returning. “Name?”
“Yes,” she says, and wonders if he understands only a few words of her tongue. Both she and Vivian checked his skull for injuries, but that doesn’t mean a rather severe concussion is impossible.
“Your eyes are strange . . .” he says, more to himself than to her.
Well, not understanding her words is out of the question. And what an odd thing to say, particularly with his features. There’s nothing much different about her eyes. Really, if she ignored the uncanniness of the situation, there’s not much different about his. Washed-out blue, and certainly large, but just eyes.
What about me seems so strange to him?
She tries a different tactic. “Does anything hurt? Do you want some water?”
“Ribs hurt,” he says, back to staring out the window, and she’s grateful he’s responding to something she’s asked. He murmurs, “Water?”
His tone suggests he’s confused rather than requesting, but she rises to pick up the glass Rocco attempted to nurse down his throat the night before. His eyes follow her movements. After the way he shied from her touch, she doesn’t try to lift his head but offers the ceramic cup, another one of Rocco’s creations. He drinks without spilling and folds his hands around the mug once it’s empty.
“Are you hungry?” she asks, and he stares into the empty bottom of the cup without response. She sits along the bedside, and his eyes trail after her, avoiding her face. When she looks at them closely enough, she sees patterns in the shapes of blue, but there’s nothing specific. Nothing like the strange markings on him or her unreal dream. “Do you want to tell me about where you came from?”
He takes a long breath and lets out the words slowly. “The sea . . .”
“The sea,” she repeats. Encouragingly, she tells him, “My sister came from the sea too, but she came from land before that.”
Maren doesn’t realize she’s spoken the words until a full few seconds later and thinks herself ridiculous for it. What kind of thing is that to say, even if it feels true?
It doesn’t appear to register to his ears.
“You don’t know who you are, do you?” Maren whispers.
He curls a little more onto his side without wincing. The marks run along the frail skin between his shoulder blades, and Maren forces her hands to stay still. His eyes close, and she’s relieved he isn’t afraid. Not of her, at least.
“It’s all right,” she says again, softer. “We’ll figure it out.”
If he hears, he gives no response.
The back of her neck tingles, and for the second time, she finds herself being watched without realizing.
Vivian cocks her head in the doorway, three logs of wood in one hand, a fistful of her skirts in the other. There’s the same furrow between her eyebrows, but her eyes are soft enough Maren thinks she may be thoughtful rather than troubled.
She wonders if her sister heard her say she’s from the sea.
No words seem worth speaking. She slips by Vivian without touch, leaving her to perhaps parse out the man from the sea with no name who did not get in a shipwreck.




4
A RAGING SEA
Another night, and Maren does not sleep. She sits near the fireplace in her sister’s bedroom and watches the silent man breathe. She folds her arms up and stares at the uneven pattern of the nails along the wooden floor.
The storm is a raging beast, the sea even more so. Earlier, Maren dared go outside and glance toward the harbor. She forced her feet not to take her down to see what other wreckage might have occurred. If she tries returning to her own cottage, she’ll end up back on the cliffs, wind tearing at her, waves beckoning. She’ll be cornered by villagers, which wouldn’t be an issue if she wouldn’t have details of her sister pulled from her throat. She doesn’t wish to talk of Vivian with the others. This is a tentative peace she has here—despite how little her sister has spoken or acknowledged her existence—and she doesn’t wish to share it with anyone save Rocco and a silent stranger from the sea.
She thinks of the half horse and the burn of its teeth in her shoulder, the slick of its ocean skin. After dwelling on it a day, she believes perhaps she has heard myths of such beasts and can nearly convince herself it is only the oddity of this man and her sister’s presence which brings out such monsters in her imagination. Convincing herself of such could be possible if the storm outside were not dragging itself from the depths of the sea to wreck their shores and smother their sun.
Perhaps she dozes, and eventually it is early morning, gray light not yet climbing over the horizon but the old ticking clock on the bedside table saying early dawn. The storm is half-lulled.
Maren reaches to touch the sailor’s shoulder, withdraws, and pauses at his sleeping expression. He is in good hands with her sister.
Out the front door she goes before she knows exactly what she is doing. Why leave the warmth of the house? And for the edge of the wild sea that chokes the breath from me? When this storm is over, she will shake this dream existence from her shoulders. Until then, she continues down the path and along the cliffside to avoid the middle of the village.
Something close to a lull in the storm hangs in the air. Maren squints at the dark clouds on the sea’s horizon and attempts to estimate their speed.
Nudging some of the slick rocks along the path she took only days before, she heads down. At the bottom, she spots the bright blue of Vella’s headscarf and the fair-haired heads of two others. They’re up earlier than she imagined, but the boats are still in danger, and Vella will be here, bolstered by the strangeness of the washed-up man. Maren wonders if she expects even stranger phenomenon now. She’s half-shocked the old woman hasn’t appeared on Vivian’s doorstep and more so other villagers haven’t. Rain has kept them sheltered in their own homes.
Unwilling to head left and interact, even to take a closer look at the damaged boats, she turns right, nearer to where they found the sailor. Keeping the outline of the lighthouse in the corner of her eye, she crunches down the pebbled shore. Waves break against the nearest rocks in booming walls of mist. A gull flies overhead. Maren wonders where they hide during storms such as these and imagines she sees the outline of the dream horse around every dark shadow of rock.
Her boot cracks the empty shell of a crab’s back. Plenty of them are scattered, washed up by the waves, speckles of red and off-white. She frowns, walking closer to the water, through a tide pool wrecked by the violence, toward a brighter fleck of something.
A starfish? No, a scrap of rough cloth, bloodred and unrecognizable. Maren pulls it from between two rocks, the wet cold of it ice to her touch. She rubs it between her thumb and forefinger. It’s wool, but she isn’t certain anyone in the village has such a brightly dyed piece of clothing, not worn or faded in the least. The sailor came to them with no clothes, but perhaps it is familiar to him. She wrings it of water and stuffs it into her coat pocket.
A crab crawls across her boot. Gingerly, she shifts it away.
When she raises her head, the shore is empty. Turning, she finds the path up the cliffs bare as well. The sun is dimming the opposite horizon. How long have I stood here? With no one noticing me? Another crab clacks against the toe of her boot. She looks down at the hundreds of them crawling up across the sand and pebbles, vertically up the rocks, one rope-climbing up the fold in her skirt, and shudders.
  
Picking the one off her clothes, she wades through the currents of them, the click of their claws and tumble of them when the closest waves wash them over and over. The rain is picking up.
Maren looks at the lighthouse, at its shape in the haze. Her feet take her a step toward it. She shakes herself, measuring the long slope of the upward climb she must heave herself up against the barreling storm.
“Move, girl,” she says to herself, as if there is someone else urging her back to shore.
Wading through crab bodies, she turns her back to the sea and makes for the cliffs.
“You were gone awful long.”
Vivian’s voice comes from the kitchen when Maren returns, shivering from rain, thinking of prayers and random memories to clear her head.
She is cooking over the stove, its belly lit instead of the living room hearth. Maren stands beside it, a fingerbreadth between her legs and the burning metal. 
“Why did you walk into the sea?” she finds herself asking. Her hand flies to cover her mouth. She’s never asked and doesn’t know why she manages now.
Vivian frowns at whatever she’s stewing over the red-hot stove. At first, Maren believes she’ll be offended and speak to her less somehow. She’s silent so long Maren is certain this is the outcome.
Then, “It called.”
“Called?”
“Hmm.”
“How?”
Vivian hands her two steaming bowls, humming something, and replaces the lid over the pot. Eyes not on her, she wanders out the back side of the kitchen.
Nearly a conversation. Not enough of one. Not entirely seeing the stew—one for her, one for the sailor—Maren watches her sister’s shape disappear before stumbling upstairs.
It called.
Two days pass in such a way.
The man sleeps, speaks words they can make no sense or story of, and does not eat—even the stew. Maren finds a great deal of her time spent on the porch. Between the wall circling the doorframe and a large plant framing the porch, she’s sheltered from the rain and wind, though the storm has wrecked Vivian’s garden.
If Maren does not return to the beach or moors and does not fall asleep too long, she does not dream of half horses or armies of crabs or Vivian’s disinterested gaze. She keeps an eye on the lighthouse and attempts to recall stories about its destruction with little success. There is the monster with its great tentacles, but such tales often change with tine. Certainly, there must be some she has forgotten. They cannot exist in such a village, with such gossiping excitement, for there to be merely one story of the felled tower which once warned away poor sailors. Maren can bring no others to mind.
She considers a different tale, blurred by many variations through her childhood, of sea women with shimmering eyes and long hair, their sloping bodies rising from the waves as they call upon men speared enough by loneliness to answer their calls. These, too, are old yarns, no whispers of such phenomena happening in her lifetime. In all the rage of the ocean, Maren doesn’t think them too strange.
Albin stops by once, as do many of the others who carried the sailor up the cliff and several women who’ve heard the story and wish for more details. Maren has nothing to tell them and finds herself irritated by their presence.
Yes, the sailor is still alive.
Yes, he’s woken a few times.
No, he doesn’t have any memory of what happened—despite Maren’s multiple attempts at conversation.
No, I don’t see why there’s any reason to think something’s uncanny about him. He’s had a very difficult time of it.
A lie.
No, I don’t think a group of visitors will improve any of this.
A truth.
Albin sits beside her on the porch for a time, rainwater dripping from the brim of his hat as he smokes his stubby pipe. She’s grateful for his company, even without words—especially without words. He hasn’t asked to see the young man. He’s the only one Maren would’ve allowed into the loft. Well, him and Ol’ Vella.
Vivian never makes an appearance to the visitors, and Maren is mildly bitter without being able to blame her.
Vella herself still hasn’t made her arrival, and Maren is both surprised and discomforted every time the figure trudging up the hill isn’t her. She wonders what caused the sudden surge in visitors. The weather is unimproved—in fact, it’s considerably worse—yet here they all are. By the end of the second day, she’s receiving looks of suspicion rather than disappointment. One of the older women, Birgit, who spends half her time in the village and the other half in the city, looks downright angry to not be invited inside, and Maren’s certain it isn’t because of the rain.
Why would they believe themselves welcome in Vivian’s house? What do they think they’ll gain from badgering the poor man?
“Satisfied curiosities,” she grumbles. She’s been chewing on cod all afternoon, and her throat is dry, mouth coated with salt. Frustrated with the strength and vigor of the storm, she chews until her jaw cramps.
“Who’s curious?” Rocco’s voice startles her.
How did he open the door without me noticing? No one can brood so deeply they won’t hear the wail of that door.
“Do you ever make noise when you move?” she asks, not unkindly, turning to squint up at him in the doorway.
Blushing, he looks at his bare feet. Orange-brown clay sticks to his toes. There’s something approximating a smile on his lips, and Maren is warmed by it, relaxing out of her annoyance. They weren’t the closest of friends, but she’s missed him, felt the lack of his quiet companionship this past year. Guilt gnaws at her. Perhaps she should’ve tried harder to visit, tried harder to draw her sister back to her.
Would being blunt with Vivian have made better progress? We’ve never been harsh with each other.
It wasn’t much use the other night. Even now, she is cowed by the idea. Vivian has always been gentle, long sentences and soft touches. Maren doesn’t know how else to act.
I wasn’t the one who walked off into the ocean. The thought comes to her unbidden, and Maren stuffs it back where it belongs. No need to feel worse about the situation.
“Some of the villagers very much want to visit him,” she says, gesturing to the loft window above. “They don’t believe me when I say his condition hasn’t changed.”
He sits beside her, knees propped under his armpits, hair shoved by the wind. “They’re all very irritating.”
Maren chokes on her half-chewed cod, coughing around a laugh. It’s been a while, she realizes as she rubs her throat, but she doesn’t let the thought ruin the moment.
“You’ve no idea how comforting it is to hear someone else say so.”
“I’m here to support you in all endeavors to complain about those we’re stuck with for life.” He still isn’t making eye contact, but his lips have found a less shy smile.
“My appreciation. What do you think his story is?”
He gives a contemplative frown. “I think anything Ol’ Vella could come up with would be a good enough tale.”
“Don’t say so. You know she’ll appear out of thin air and say he’s merfolk, don’t you?”
She thinks of the scrap of cloth, dried by the fire but not yet shown to the sailor. Its nonexistent weight in her pocket is heavy, though she has no idea what it means, if anything at all.
Rocco’s smile grows into a grin. Her lips are ready to broach the topic of Vivian. Does he think of the change in her? Does she speak to him the way she used to? Does he notice the difference at all?
But she can’t bring herself to voice the words. Instead, she says, “I’m going down to the village tomorrow to see what they have at the market. Can I get either of you anything?”
He shrugs. “Let me check the kitchen.”
Then he’s gone, and Maren wishes she’d let the silence stand. She isn’t venturing down today—it’s already late—and they could’ve sat longer.
Instead, she finds herself looking toward the moors. It is not enough of a lull in the storm for her to attempt a walk back. Furthermore, she knows not why she’s even drawn there. She and Vivian would go as children, certainly, and sometimes as adults when they wanted somewhere quiet to wander. Vivian often brought her out there to pet the sheep; she wonders if she still does, either alone or with Rocco.
She forces herself to rise and go inside, up the stairs to the loft. The sailor appears to be asleep, the room otherwise empty, and Maren puts a hand against the headboard, leaning over him to assure herself his breathing remains easy.
His eyes open.
Embarrassed to be caught staring, Maren straightens. “Hello there. Sorry, I was just checking on you. You’ve been sleeping all night and day.”
“Do you dream of the sea?” he whispers, the only full sentence since first he woke.
Maren blinks and sits alongside the bed. He distinctly doesn’t blink, but his too-large eyes follow her, low lidded and strange. She isn’t certain he’s entirely awake.
“Sometimes, yes.” Dreams of Vivian and the sea. But such things are not for this strange drowned man to know. “What are you dreaming?”
Instead, he asks, “Where is it?”
“The sea?”
A nod.
“Out there.” Maren points toward the door of the loft, hoping a moment later she hasn’t given him a reason to attempt to get on his feet and wander half-sane and dreaming into the monster storm. Again, she asks, “What are you dreaming?”
Rolling onto his side, closer to her, he gazes into the fire. Warm light from the embers catches along the side of his face, reflecting in his nearly colorless eyes. “It’s everywhere.”
Maren supposes such is true, in a way, particularly when one has (or has not) been shipwrecked.
“It drags at everything. Everything is nobody. It is not awake, but it hungers. And I must wake and push it back. It’s too much. It is all-consuming and overwhelming.”
Maren shivers. There is no doubt now he understands all her words. He has no accent she can identify, his words long and cool and drawn out. His eyes are still glossed over, and she doesn’t believe he sees her.
Then his head turns ever so slightly in her direction. “Is that where I came from?”
“I don’t know,” she whispers, lost. He must be having some strange awful dreams, just as she is. His seem more inevitable, lost in such a terrible sea as long as he was.
“How do I stop it?” There’s barely a slit open to his eyes. Maren wishes to put a hand on his, as accustomed as she is to touch for comfort, but she doesn’t believe it would have the desired effect.
“No one can. It’s just the sea. And you’re only dreaming.”
“I am the sea. Its soul is me . . .” he mumbles, and Maren wonders where he heard such a children’s rhyme—certainly not on their little coast. “We are three. Hunger, restraint, and nobody . . .”
The slits of his blue eyes are still on her. Maren believes he wants her to say something. How to comfort him? She doesn’t know. She’s said all the trite little things strangers can say to each other, and there’s nothing profound she can draw out from her chest. If there were, she’d use it on her sister.
Instead, she sits with him, knees drawn up on the edge of the bed, trying to think of a lullaby and failing for anything not melancholy, until he’s asleep once more. 
When Rocco sends her off for the few things they need, Maren walks not along the path to the village but closer to the cliffside. It’s dangerous in this wet weather with soil soaked and rocks unstable—this is something ingrained into her since childhood—but she wishes to look at the waves crashing up the great cliffs, to see if they are still shattering the boats and crawling with crabs.
Salt water sprays, caught by the wind and flung past the moors. Maren imagines it makes it to the mountains, and animals lick salty droplets from the leaves of plants. Every once in a while, the clouds clear and silence gathers momentarily over the landscape. But Maren has lain awake much of the past few nights, listening to the wind howl and the waves fling themselves against the cliffs with roars rivaling thunder.
Another boat seems to be smashed, or at least damaged. The villagers have been less suspicious of the weather and strange events since the railroads spread and the world became closer, but bad storms still bring about stories and change the prayers of the most affected. It reminds Maren of the lights they line along their windows, but she takes part in such traditions as well.
“We’re just looking for supplies,” she says, ignoring how often she mutters to herself. “We don’t need to talk to anyone. It’s none of our business. It’s none of their business.”
She’s going to be Ol’ Vella when she’s an older woman, perhaps even when she’s not so much older. Maren smiles into the folds of her coat neck.
The villagers are hiding from the wind and rain, not a soul about the streets, but the Millers’ barn still holds their tiny market. Instead of allowing such monster gales to cancel any and all plans, the village often gathers together during such times. It is good to see one’s neighbors and be assured the cold and misery will not last forever. If Maren were not hiding in the house of her sister she’s barely spoken to, sitting at the bedside of the strange half-drowned man, and sending visitors away all these past two days, perhaps she would feel the same.
The little market hasn’t been set up since before the storm started, so most everyone is packed in. It’s a dry space in the dead of winter, when gardens are producing little and a trip to the city hasn’t been recently made. The fishermen haven’t seen the sea in days.
There are plenty of crabs, at least. Maren grimaces.
Usually, Rocco would bring his wares down as well, but with the patient in their bed, it would be a fiasco for either him or Vivian to come to the village.
Not as if her sister would.
Maren picks at sad little vegetables, inhaling the smell of the barn, the warmth of the animals and hay. She considers what provisions she has at home and what Vivian may need that Rocco didn’t list. Bandages are not in short supply, as the sailor’s external injuries are not severe, and she has enough herbs to last her a lifetime. The only thing they need is food, more so considering their patient has decided sustenance isn’t something he wishes to partake in. They haven’t found a single thing he didn’t glance at only to roll his back to. Maren isn’t sure if he’s frightened or depressed by his situation, or if his lack of appetite is due to the food itself. Hunger doesn’t appear to bother him, but neither is he gaining strength.
Maren will find something he’ll be excited to eat. Or something he’ll tolerate.
She pays for a handful of crabby strawberries, surprised someone’s garden managed to spit them out. They’re pitiful but worth a shot.
The villagers’ eyes follow her, and they whisper or try to catch her gaze. After two days of being consistently turned away, no one’s approaching her. Not yet. It’s the preferable option. Still, she catches snippets of conversation.
“Strange they’re keeping him locked away . . .”
“There must be something very wrong with him . . .”
“Oh, I’m sure he’s sick, dear. When Conor was caught at sea, he was ill for weeks . . .”
“Maren’s been sitting hard at the front door. Imagine that, after all this time. She knows exactly what’s going on and won’t talk to anyone about it . . .”
Maren smiles into the neck of her coat. It’s not precisely true—she doesn’t know what’s going on—but it must seem so. Gossip is currency, not partaking a great sin. It’s a strange comfort to keep this secret to herself, to not be forced to share the story with anyone outside of Vivian and Rocco. She’s had enough of being on the outside of her sister’s life. Now she is back in, and she revels in it. Quietly, but she revels.
“Perhaps I should try talking to them. They’ll appreciate some of the peach preserves I made last year. I got those peaches from the city and . . .”
Preserves. Maren has a jar of blackberry preserves back at her cottage. She picked and canned them herself. She’ll stop to procure them on the way back to Vivian’s. Perhaps that’ll pique their sailor’s interest. 
“Storm’s been getting worse since that man washed up. That’s all we know . . .”
“Oh, now don’t go starting something like that—”
“Why not? After what happened to that sea witch . . . Do you think they know each other?”
Maren turns in the direction of the voices, and a cluster of three women and two men freeze with their mouths open. A moment of silence passes between the group and Maren, several people nearby catching the sharp lack of conversation and falling silent themselves. Maren’s mother used to fix people with a glare as harsh as the sea. Maren never quite mastered it herself, but she does her best and turns with as much coldness as she can muster. Whispers grow, but she’s pleased she had the desired effect.
She needs no more listening in. Many of them are looking at her now, the pressure of their eyes making it seem as if they’re stepping closer.
But Vella is the first to truly approach. Maren’s lips tug up at the corners without hesitation. No matter what the crazy, sweet old lady has to say, it should be interesting.
Vella stops in her path, bundled in layer upon layer of pants and skirts and coats and scarves. Droplets of rainwater bead on the wool. At least she’s staying dry.
Hands in her pockets, Vella looks Maren up and down, takes a glance over her shoulder at what must be a group of staring eyes, and snorts.
“Want to know what they’re calling him?”
Maren raises her eyebrows.
“Haf. For the sea.”
Maren grasps at a fuzzy memory of the name, something concerning the ocean and its might. Thinking of the man’s pale delicate fingers and frail body, it seems more than a tad dramatic, a vast overstatement at best. Still, days after meeting the man, she still has nothing to call him.
“And would you like to know the other gossip?”
The fire in the old woman’s eyes has Maren struggling to keep a laugh down. “How can I resist?”
Vella withdraws a hand from her coat pocket, fist clenched around something shimmering and familiar. Maren finds herself with a handful of fish scales. Not precisely unusual.
“They’re everywhere,” Vella provides before Maren can ask. “All over the beach and the cliffs. Éire said he saw them out on the moors.”
Maren wrinkles her nose, pinching one of the soft, sharp silver things between her fingers. The shape reminds her of the marks upon the sailor’s skin, a fraction of the size, and of a half horse with oil-slick skin dragging her into the sea.
“It’s an uncanny storm,” she says.
Vella nods, grinning wickedly. “It’s all they were talking about before you came in. You brought with you a whole new topic.”
“Lucky for me.”
“Indeed.” Vella eyeballs her, looks around at those who still haven’t decided to mind their own selves, and says, “All right, let’s go see him, then.”
Maren feels the eyes on her ever more keenly.
“Let’s,” she agrees, looping her arm through the older woman’s.
Albin raises an eyebrow from across the barn but does not call out.
Vella waits inside the door while Maren rummages through her cabinets for the preserves she made in the spring. A clatter of raindrops hits the window. The returning trek to her sister’s house will be miserable.
“Are you going to want to go up in the rain?” Maren asks.
“It’s not going to stop,” Vella says, hugging her arms and twisting side to side contentedly as she gazes at the patterns in the ceiling. The misty-headed action reminds her of the sailor.
Maren tucks the jar of preserves under the lid of her basket, between what pitiful vegetables she could find and a roll of kelp. From her place in the kitchen, she imagines she sees the outline of the lighthouse, though the veil of the rain makes such impossible. The edge of the village is barely visible, let alone the cliffs and tower beyond.
The rain isn’t going to stop? What a strange, unlucky thing to say. Maren steels herself against the wet and cold awaiting her, comforted by the fire burning in Vivian’s hearth. And the dry socks.
She winds her arm through Vella’s, and the two head through misting clouds past the edge of the village.
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A WITCH OF THE MOORS
Vivian’s mouth hangs open when Vella shuffles in, and Maren feels both guilty for not having given her sister a proper warning and strange at how they haven’t spoken in days. She’s spent every night here since the wreck, and they are no closer to genuine words, not even after her comments beside the stove. Maren wonders if she could take her sister’s shoulders and shake her, shout something into her face, but still doubts she would hear.
Vella sheds her wet things by the fire, works off her boots, and pads up to the bedroom without hesitation. Vivian stares from the kitchen, a glossy black bowl clutched between her hands.
“Why is Ol’ Vella in my house?”
Maren starts, more at how normal the question sounds than the presence of her voice. Both are so long unheard it returns the ache to behind her ribs.
When she finds her voice, she says, “She wanted to see the sailor.”
Sailor has become their word for him, though she doubts any are convinced of such origins. She’ll have to ask him about Haf.
“And you said yes?”
“Yes.”
Vivian stares. Her pale eyes narrow, but she fails at the sharp-edged glare Maren remembers.
Did the sea wear down my sister’s edges as it washed the color from her eyes? It’s always made everyone else a little craggy. 
“If you don’t want her, you go tell her to leave.”
A bit of floundering later, Vivian turns on her heel, disappearing through the kitchen. Maren waits, but the house is silent. She doesn’t know how to process the interaction but remembers the jar of preserves in her basket and unloads her haul onto the kitchen counter.
Her little half argument with her sister puts extra fire in her step. Perhaps it shouldn’t, perhaps she should feel guilty, but it was nearly a conversation, and Maren is in the mood to feel victorious.
Armed with a partial roll of grainy bread, a spoon, and the jar of sugared blackberries, she tromps up the stairs and creeps through the bedroom door. The sailor’s eyes catch hers. He’s been so cocooned within blankets and his own thoughts that Maren is startled by the interaction. It’s a day for strange appearances, it seems.
Vella is admiring the rack of pottery beneath the window. Pieces catch the firelight, the orange glow absorbing into the fired black of the clay, licking along the works that’ve been glazed. The sailor shifts to the side of the bed farthest from her, confused more than nervous.
“Is there anything you’d like to eat?” As every time she asks, his eyes flicker over her only to leave. No words are offered in response. She sets the slice of bread along the grates of the hearth, browning it. The preserves have a weak sweetness and are far too tart, but she’ll try them anyhow.
“Do you know your name?” Vella has taken to standing by his bedside. Her hair is free of its scarf and falls along her shoulders in a long twisted braid. The sailor focuses on it as if silver hair is foreign and strange.
“No, ma’am,” he says, a soft edge to his voice.
“Well, you know your manners, at least. How about where you were before you washed up on our beach?”
Beach is a kind word for the raging edge of the coast that is currently their harbor. The sailor frowns, and Maren is surprised the little divot isn’t a permanent feature.
“No, just waves.”
Vella raises a slim eyebrow. “You just remember waves?”
He blinks, and his expression relaxes. “Waves.”
The older woman is silent, and it lasts so long Maren almost burns the corner of her bread. Coals glow beneath her fingers, and she sets the slice along her palm, smearing on preserves with the back of her spoon.
“Here,” she says when it’s apparent neither of them aims to continue the conversation. “Try this.”
His lips pinch at the corners at the sight of the bread. Maren considers taking a large bite herself but sets it on the quilt covering his chest.
“You’re not a fish; eat the jam. I’m going to stand right here and hover until you try a single bite.”
His lips flatten out, then pucker back up, and Maren has to choke down the threatening laugh. Vella smirks. A bit of gentle bullying shouldn’t be too out of place when their patient refuses to eat. Saying he isn’t a fish seems a little incorrect now that Maren considers her words.
Hands on hips, she gazes down at him. Two long fingers pluck at the bread, but his eyes never leave hers. Lack of blinking is something she needs to accustom herself to. She wonders if Vella considers the size and stillness of his eyes. Finally, he gets some berries on his littlest finger, sniffs, and puts it between his lips.
Maren knows she’s won when his eyes drop to the bread in mild shock.
“Is your curiosity satisfied?” she asks Vella.
“Not nearly, but I don’t think yours is either. Or his, for that matter.”
Quickly, she lifts the quilt at the end of the bed, uncovering his feet. His toes curl, but he doesn’t pull away. Vella draws a finger along one of the curved markings, smiling when he finally folds his leg back under the covers.
“Well,” she says, smoothing her hands along the stomach of her shirt. “How about supper?”
Maren opens her mouth a few times. “You’ll . . . You’ll have to ask Vivian about that.”
Vella lifts a shoulder in a shrug and bustles downstairs. Both Maren and the man watch her disappear.
“All right . . .” Maren whispers to herself.
When she turns, she finds his eyes on her. He is much more awake this time. There’s an attempt at a smile on his lips, and Maren thinks quite suddenly how sweet it is. She takes a soft seat on the edge of his bed. He doesn’t flinch.
“Vella is harmless. I know she’s a hair pushy, but she means nothing by it. I think she’s trying to help you.”
He blinks at her, expression open and unbothered.
“Everyone in the village is calling you Haf,” she tries. “Is it okay if I call you that? Until you remember your name?”
He picks at the piece of bread, and Maren is doubly victorious every time he places a piece on his tongue. “What does that mean?”
“Ocean. Or the sea. Something along those lines.”
She realizes now that it might upset him, but he gives a slight movement, a bob of a nod. “You can call me Haf.”
A smile tugs at the corners of her lips in return. He doesn’t look away but reaches up as if to touch her face, not quite making it before his hand drops to the quilt.
“Tell me, all right?” she says. “If you remember anything about yourself, you know it’s safe to tell me?”
“Yes,” he whispers.
Her smile returns. She’s hesitant to leave the room when he’s open and speaking to her, but Vivian’s irritated expression sticks in her mind. “I’m going to ensure Vella isn’t harassing Vivian. I’ll be back.”
“What is your sister?”
Halfway to the stairs, Maren falls still. She catches his eye but doesn’t know what to do with the gaze now she has it. “What do you mean?”
His lips fold into a worried line. “You don’t speak to each other. She stands and whispers out the window to the sea. I feel she is much more like me than I am like you.”
It’s the most she’s heard him speak at once, and any words she might have in return burn against the inside of her throat. Silence passes between them, a living weight in the air, a sea mist covering everything in her life as it has this past year.
“She jumped into the sea, and it spit her back out,” Maren says, turning at once to the stairs. “I think she wants it back.”
Vella is less bothering Vivian than she is overtaking the kitchen from Rocco. He sits with his hands stuffed between his knees, eyes jumping between Maren and the old woman, watching her shuffle through the pantry and herbs hanging over the window as she clicks her tongue at the lanterns rimming the glass. He glances at Maren helplessly. She shrugs in equal manner.
“Vella, do you want me to walk you home?” Maren asks. She doesn’t anticipate the idea of stepping back into that storm now her clothes are drying, but guilt picks at her for making Vivian and Rocco uncomfortable, even if they did accept the patient into their home with all the gossip it would bring.
“Why? Does your sister not like me any longer?” Vella plucks a potato from a bowl near the sink.
Like Albin, Vella has been a part of their lives since childhood, a constant fixture in Maren’s consciousness. She remembers playing with Vivian on the moor and coming across the old woman wandering the empty lands. Or her standing on the cliffs on the calm days when the two girls would play in the shadow of the lighthouse. Rocco used to have his unruly hair trimmed by Vella’s steady hands. A year ago, they would’ve made a night of having someone over. Now even Maren feels unwelcome, nowhere near comfortable enough to invite someone to eat with them. She’s staying here out of distilled stubbornness and her sister’s inability to toss her out.
“Ask Vivian,” she says, and tells herself she’s a coward.
As she says it, she realizes the mystery of her sister’s whereabouts. In a storm such as this, there aren’t many places she might wander. The idea of her finding a path down to the swelling sea or tightrope walking the eroding cliff makes Maren sick.
Rocco picks at the grains of wood on the old kitchen table. She thinks of Haf and his tracing the wrinkles of the covers. Maren forces herself to sit beside Rocco, not to return to Haf with his questions, his strange knowledge, and his observations of her sister’s withdrawal, not to run into the rainstorm to ensure Vivian isn’t doing something dangerous. Vivian doesn’t want to see her. She doesn’t want anything—nothing, perhaps, but the sea—and Maren doesn’t wish to think on it or see it in her sister any longer.
Whatever Vella is boiling over the sweltering potbelly of the stove smells salted and mouthwatering, but Maren’s stomach is twisting. Talking to Haf would be better than this. Sitting on the wind-whipped porch would be better than this.
“He’s of the sea,” Vella murmurs as Maren rises from her seat.
Rocco’s head snaps up, and he and Maren exchange glances.
She asks, “What?”
Vella eyes her where she stands, halfway toward the door and visibly restless. “You heard me.”
“I heard you. I don’t know what you mean.”
Vella shrugs. “Where do you think he’s from? He remembers waves. He speaks strangely. Those scars are like nothing I’ve seen, or anyone’s seen, and that includes your mother. She wouldn’t have known what they are, I’ll tell you that, and she’d seen more than anyone.”
A faraway stare sits in the old woman’s eyes. It sometimes escapes Maren that she and her sister are not the only ones who knew their parents.
Vella nods to herself. “Girl, he resembles a wave more than you or me.”
Rocking onto her heels, Maren doesn’t have the courage to meet Rocco’s gaze, though she feels his eyes flickering between them. She can’t bring herself not to look at Vella. The ache has returned to her chest, this time at the mention of her mother.
This is the woman who yells at storms, she tells herself. She believes there are sea dragons and merfolk and gods of the sea who bring our tides into being. She sees the ocean in everything.
She shakes her head. “The sea doesn’t give things.”
She realizes how this must sound, particularly to Rocco, but the sea didn’t give her sister back, not really. It stole the part of Vivian that loved her and spit up something strange and empty that Maren cannot reach no matter how she tries. She would rather have her sister’s heart returned to her than a strange beautiful man who remembers nothing and speaks of things he does not understand.
Maren forces her steps from the kitchen to be calm.
Wind whips the hair she hasn’t washed or brushed in days. Grabbing it in a fistful, she works her fingers through the knot the storm has created, walking around the edge of the cottage.
  
Vivian is there, along the cliffs as Maren imagined. But she doesn’t walk the edge, just stands, arms around herself, feet bare, loose hair catching in the storm.
If she isn’t blown off, she’ll freeze for sure.
Maren tried finding her sister a year ago, when the waves washed her back to land and she still breathed. She spoke to her, sat with her, made her favorite recipes, and tried to hold her. And watched her drift away. She cannot remember a full sentence Vivian spoke in all that time, no matter how many months she was as patient as she could be. Eventually, the walls of her sister’s cottage seemed incorrect, her presence unwelcome within them. Maren doesn’t know how to try and fail again.
“I’m not coming close to that edge,” she says once Vivian’s a few steps away.
Her sister doesn’t so much as twitch.
“Perhaps we should attempt to get the village used to the sailor,” she tries. “You should hear the things they’re coming up with about him in this storm. They’re finding fish scales along the shore and out in the moors—I don’t think it’s helping all the suspicion.”
No answer.
Roaring waves echo. The ocean throws itself against the cliffs, great, booming, angry swells Maren imagines carrying them all away, and Haf watching with that little divot of a frown between his brows at the confusion of it all.
“Is Vella still here?”
Maren is surprised again to hear her voice. She tries not to be. Vivian still speaks. She’s always still spoken. It’s simply that words ceased to be for Maren since she was washed back to shore.
“Yes,” she answers, and doesn’t feel as if it’s enough. “She’s making soup or stew or something of that nature, and I don’t think you’re going to be able to get out of eating it, so you might as well give up now.”
Vivian sighs, and Maren is stern with herself that it does not sound like the exhale of the wind. Silence follows the sound. Utter silence. Maren is drowning in silence.
“Please . . . come back to the house with me.”
Her sister doesn’t turn, and Maren isn’t sure why she expected anything different. She edges closer to the sturdy section of the cliff where Vivian has planted her feet. Going to the edge is not something she can bring herself to do. She will not look at the fall. Not at the waves. Not at all the little things she can’t control.
Leaning forward, she hooks her finger in a wrinkle of Vivian’s oversized shirt. It takes a moment to work her hand loose from under her armpit. When she does, she manages to twine her littlest finger around her sister’s and turn the two of them back to the cottage.
Maren dreams of the half horse. Her feet are bare. She sticks her toes into the mud between the stems of heather. Her hand adheres in the oil of its skin. Its face is too long, eyes too wide. Maren thinks of laughing but has no voice.
Its shoulders are too tall, but she presses her foot against its leg, stuck there until she can boost herself onto its back. She’s never ridden a horse, only stable-footed mules and stubborn donkeys.
This doesn’t quite count, she thinks to herself, because she cannot say it aloud.
They are at the shore. The water is calm. The lighthouse stands in the dark, a black shape in the midnight blue of the sky.
Don’t walk me into the water. She shouldn’t have climbed its shoulders. Truthfully, she isn’t sure why her dream self attempted such.
Waves crest around them. Maren holds her breath until she cannot. Scrunches her eyes closed. Water fills her nose and mouth, and Maren breathes in the sea.
She wakes and blinks at the sky. Clouds loom overhead. All at once, rain dumps upon her. Spitting and wiping her face, Maren sits. The backs of her clothes are soaked through. She smells of the sickening sweet of mud and plants. She puts her bare palms to the heather and glances around until she finds the bright outline of Vivian’s cottage.
“I did not walk here,” she tells herself through a rough throat, putting her hand about her neck.
The ocean sounds as if it is rising up to greet her, but this is not a dream. She is getting drenched only from the rain.
“I did not walk here.”
Her voice is carried away by the storm.
“Have you ever dreamt of a horse?”
Vivian blinks up from her stitching beside the fire. It is early morning, and Maren is surprised to see her up. She knows how she must appear, wet and coated in mud, her hair every way, wandering in from the moors in the early hours of morning.
Vivian shall be the witch of the sea, and I the witch of the moors,
she thinks sourly, even if the moors are trying to drag her to the sea. Even still, her throat feels full of salt and the bite of brine.
Vivian blinks at her slowly, like a frog, and Maren wishes to shake her.
Finally, her sister says, “A horse?”
“Yes.”
“A horse,” she repeats without the tone of a question.
Maren lets out a long breath, because at least her sister is considering.
With a shrug, Vivian returns to her stitching. Apparently, she cannot be bothered with further follow-up. Just as well, Maren isn’t certain she wishes to hear anything that could come from her sister’s tongue. She was half looking for comfort, and she’ll find nothing of that sort here.
She wrestles off her soaked boots and moves past the kitchen for the stairs.
“Don’t follow it.” Vivian’s voice is so soft Maren almost misses it over the crackle of flames in the hearth.
She pauses in the dark of the stairwell. “What?”
“Don’t follow it.” Vivian corrects a stitch. “Don’t listen to it. Don’t follow it.”
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A LULLING RAIN
Late that night, Maren wakes under blankets by the fire. Several soft sounds reach her, first of the dying fire, then of pottery being set against wood.
Rolling over, she finds Haf seated before the ceramics rack. His pale fingers turn each piece over with reverence, setting them on the floor in front of his legs or back on the shelves. For a moment, Maren is certain she’s dreaming, but she untangles herself from the blankets. In her nightgown—and even after a proper bath—the warm little room is steeped with chill from the rage of the ocean and its storm.
Lanterns light the window, drops of rain along the glass catching the warm light. Haf doesn’t start or look up when she joins him.
“These are the most beautiful,” he whispers, placing a finger on each of the three set before him. Two are shades of blue like storm clouds in the dark of night, hardly discernible in the dim light. The other is black and red as coals.
Neither Rocco nor Vivian are in the room, sleeping instead on the couch near the living room hearth. Maren remembers the sight of them curled together, warm and quietly affectionate. She’d been unable to pull further words from Vivian but is surprised she gained as much as she did. Does my sister dream of half horses as well?
“Maybe Rocco will teach you,” she says.
Finally, he meets her gaze. Through the gaps in the blanket he’s wrapped around himself, she catches hints of the scars patterning his skin. He reaches to her face as he tried hours before and lets his fingers brush her bottom lip. What the gesture means to him, she hasn’t a clue, but a gentle warmth unravels in her chest.
He frowns again and lets his hand drop to her leg, where she cradles it with both of hers. His skin finally feels mild, but the chill remains beneath, as if the ocean still washes his veins and he is only warm because of the fire and his bed.
“I can hear it,” he murmurs.
“Hear what?”
“The ocean.”
She nods. “It’s a loud storm.”
Shaking his head, he runs a finger around the lip of the closest pot. Light from the lanterns catches his skin, casting it in the same glow as the glazed pottery. “I hear it in my heart. The wind along the swells. The movement of the current about the rocks. The heartbeat of it. My heartbeat. It’s very close. Very far. Do you hear?”
Maren watches the light cast dancing shadows across the features of his face. After a time, he turns to her, and it takes effort for her to say, “No, not that.”
He looks down, but no disappointment haunts his features. “Do you think Vella does?”
“I think she wishes she does, but no.”
“Vivian?”
Maren opens her mouth. Words stick in her throat. She wouldn’t know what her sister feels or hears or knows. Not anymore. “I don’t know.”
“I heard you speaking when you came in from the dark. The door makes such noise.”
Maren half smiles.
“What were you saying you dreamt of?”
Maren considers brushing it aside. But he’s confided his dreams more than once now, and she never saw such things as the strange water horse until he arrived on their shores. Absolute suspicion, she’s certain, but there shouldn’t be any harm in speaking the words.
“A horse. I see it on the moors, and it takes me down to the sea.”
He blinks his too-large eyes, looking at the wall and ceiling and down to the pots. Eventually, he whispers, “Moors?”
“The flat lands covered with heather. You can see them if you’ve looked out the window.”
His expression clears. “You keep horses there.”
Maren smiles a bit more. “No, not out there, and not in the storm like this. And this . . . wasn’t a horse as the ones we have. It was tall and had skin like a seal. When I touched it, I stuck to that skin. I believe . . . I remember in my dream it had marks which looked like these.”
She turns his hand over and traces them. He puts a finger on one as well, as if noticing their presence for the first time.
“Will you take me there? To where you saw the horse?”
Maren is about to shake her head, but the storm often has pauses in the daylight, and it is not far. He seems immune to cold and hunger, immune to most mortal afflictions.
Not a fair thing to think,
she tells herself. But there is something caught in her throat that wonders if he will unravel it all given half a chance. That, or break something loose.
She nods. “In the morning.”
Gently, he lies on his unbruised side and rests his head against her thigh. Maren leans against the support of the bed, watching the contact without wrapping her thoughts about this new closeness.
When she puts her hand on his hair, he doesn’t pull away.
Vivian doesn’t say anything about Haf. Not when he wanders the house poking at book spines and hanging herbs, touching beads of moisture forming along the oily panes of window glass. Not even when he goes outside. Cold truly seems not to bother him. Maren is sore and tired from the unending night and finds him under the eave of the house when the storm has lulled. He’s wearing nothing but Rocco’s slightly too-large clothes—no coat or boots or warm things of any kind.
“You’re lucky you haven’t caught your death,” Maren mutters while Haf blinks innocently. Rainwater drips from the fern alongside the door onto his head. He doesn’t appear to notice.
After finding him socks and boots and the warmest coat she can—she doesn’t know where Rocco’s run off to and feels out of place rummaging amongst his things—she stands over him until he gets them on. He doesn’t struggle with the clothing, just regards it with disinterest. Maren moves from blushing to bemused in the space of a quarter hour.
It’s still early, but she keeps an eye on the path lest any villagers attempt another visit.
“Those are moors?” Haf asks, pointing to the plains of grass and heather overwhelmed and beaten down with rainwater.
“Yes.”
He turns his face instead toward the sea, the cliffside where Vivian stood only the night before. Maren squints at him but does not stand in his way when he wanders toward it.
Will he walk right off the edge? She hurries after and takes a fistful of his coat arm. He appears both older than her and as if she’s guiding a toddler.
He has the good sense to sidle up to the edge like a crab. Maren gives him a warning tug. Instead, he grabs her wrist and leans farther over until she’s certain he sees the stomach-twisting drop. She grasps him tight. Wind whips back his loose clothing. When he turns his face to the sky, a burst of rain floods for a handful of seconds. He doesn’t so much as flinch, leaning back more as if it’s nothing but a warm wash of sunlight. Maren twists her wrist until she can slide her hand down around his.
“Moor horse,” he murmurs, turning with his face still raised before dropping it back to hers.
“Moor horse,” she agrees. “Before the storm returns.”
He walks alongside her and just behind, keeping hold of her hand as if it steadies him. She’s been observing him all morning, and he doesn’t appear to be in pain more than a few touches to his ribs, as if their presence often surprises him. He is unsteady upon his feet, but not limping, and he stood with surprising fluidity given his bedridden state for days.
His finger joints move strangely between hers, and she was surprised his legs hold his weight. Shuffling through these past days, she supposes it isn’t the strangest occurrence.
It is a short time to the spot where Maren estimates she woke. Out here, particularly with such weather, it is difficult to tell. Footprints are nowhere to be found, even in all the soft ground. Small rivers have cut themselves through the heather, and Maren soon learns if she does not point them out to Haf, he will simply step into them. His borrowed boots aren’t easily soaked, but they will be if he’s determined.
When she stops in the spot she believes to be correct, Haf blinks at the sky. He doesn’t squint against the wind or spare raindrops, eyes always large. He looks farther into the moors in every direction, at some of the sheep lingering in the mud where they rip up grasses with bells about their necks.
“It is quiet,” he says.
It isn’t precisely, for the storm is not gone, only lulled, but she supposes it is near to peaceful.
“Have you ever had such dreams before?” he asks.
“Plenty of dreams about the sea—it’s ever present—but not about the horse, no. It’s why I was asking Vivian.”
“It is different though?”
Maren isn’t certain what she expected of bringing him out here, but after his ramblings when first he woke, a calm set of questions seems too ordinary.
“Yes.”
He turns to her. In the gray of the landscape, his eyes are brighter. Instead of shivering and hunching against the cold, he’s alive, standing straighter, taller and narrower than her by only a bit but brought higher by the straight fullness of his shoulders.
She wishes to tell him every trouble that’s ever touched her. “Last night I woke lying here. I don’t remember walking, and I’ve never wandered in my sleep. I thought perhaps I was dreaming, but my clothes were covered in mud this morning. It seems I don’t know where my dreams start and end since this storm. I half expect to wake up in a moment and for this to be a dream.”
She says the last part with something akin to a smile. She has yet to see Haf truly do so. In fact, he inspects her expression without blinking. She’s becoming accustomed to it—enough so, at least, it doesn’t unnerve her. After Vella’s comments, she half believes he doesn’t understand them nearly as much as they don’t understand him. It’s ridiculous, she tells herself. He isn’t from the sea, just a poor man with no memories.
Bleating sheep draw his attention for a moment.
“I am not a dream,” he says, and then his face twists. “I don’t believe I am.”
He looks so blatantly confused she can’t help but laugh. “I don’t believe you are either.”
His eyes flicker back over the landscape, movements twitchy, expression open, calm. “No horse.”
“No, no horse. I didn’t suspect so.”
“You hoped, yes?”
“I hoped perhaps there is something in that head of yours that has the answers to everything.”
He cocks his head, whispering, “So strange. I hope the same of you so very often.”
Maren blinks. “I have too many questions and too few answers.”
More sheep scream for attention. Maren has nothing in her pockets worth feeding them, but they’re accustomed to their humans and bits of grain and fruit. Haf rolls his eyes toward them and heads in their direction without bothering to release her hand.
Maren glances at the water-heavy clouds but humors him. They can make a break for the cottage at any time; it’s only a few minutes’ quick walk, even on his unsteady legs. Besides, the cold turning her fingers and toes to ice only appears to invigorate him.
Some of the flock scatters, most trotting up in hope of treats or affection, jiggling side to side with wet fur. They’ll likely be back in their barns before the hour is through. Maren rubs their soft noses while Haf wanders amongst them, patting the sides of their woolen bellies and grinning. It’s a too-large smile to quite fit his face, but sweet nonetheless.
“What do you do with them?” he asks.
  
“Shear for wool, mostly. Not for eating.” Unless a freak storm cuts the ocean and the city and the gardens away for weeks at a time.
She scrunches the nearest soft nose. It won’t come to that, hopefully.
One of the older ewes butts Haf in the thigh. His laugh is soft and high at once, and Maren starts at the noise over the harsh sigh of the wind. It is as strange as the rest of him. She commits it to memory.
The rain returns, and Haf grins up at it. It’s a physical weight for Maren not to let him stay here, splashing in puddles.
“Let’s go back to the cottage before you catch your death and my sister enacts her vengeance upon me.”
Haf turns his head every which way, ignoring her, watching the rain. Maren rolls her eyes.
“Come along, man from the sea . . .”
Haf pauses, eyes caught on something along the moors. At first, Maren believes it’s her words, but he looks to be concentrating. He goes utterly still, stiller than anyone should be able to, and Maren follows his gaze. Nothing greets her but the rain-soaked moors and scurrying sheep.
“Haf?” she asks, the new name odd in her mouth.
He doesn’t budge, unblinking. Maren steps toward him. Touches his arm. He doesn’t react. Walking out from under her touch, he wanders farther into the flock of sheep. Squinting through the rain, Maren sees what he’s found and follows.
A sheep—or what once was one—lies alongside one of the small boulders littering the moors. Fur is stuck in tufts in the mud. Maren chews the inside of her cheek, stomach twisting. She looks at the sky as Haf does so often. It’s not as if she hasn’t seen blood and slaughtered animals, but this is wrong.
“Wolves?” Haf asks so solemnly Maren is surprised he came to such a half-logical conclusion.
“We don’t have them here.”
Anyway, though Maren has never seen a wolf in her few decades, she’s certain it wouldn’t be. Wolves would not take out the middle of the sheep, leaving all else. Wolves would not have such wide bite marks as the unhinged jaw of something incredibly large.
Bunching her back, the place between her shoulder blades suddenly aching, Maren glances about. No shepherd is yet heading out to herd up his flock, and nothing lurks in the mist of rain. But she feels all at once watched, preyed upon, and wishes Haf back into the safety of Vivian and Rocco’s cottage.
“Haf,” she says, then repeats his name when he doesn’t so much as twitch.
She weaves her arm through his. His too-large eyes flicker to her. In the dark of the storm-heavy day, she still sees the faintest of the marks. Water drips off the ends of his hair, swirling down the tendons along the side of his neck, down his jawline, and off his chin.
“Let’s return to the cottage,” she says softly.
He glances at their arms. His movements are underwater, slow, eyes unblinking. He whispers, “To the sea?”
“No. The cottage. Vivian’s, remember?”
“Yes.” His tone is faraway. “Your sea sister.”
Maren has no response to such a statement. Perhaps it is a fair one. She isn’t certain if he’s spoken much or at all to either Vivian or Rocco, but she knows he sees it. If nothing else, it is comforting to hear another acknowledge it. In the village, it is all whispers and the corners of eyes.
“Let’s return,” she says again, and takes him away.
Maren turns her steps toward the village and grimaces at the muddy ground. She will tell Darragh of his lost sheep. She will speak of it to Albin as well, for his levelheaded calm. And Vella, for her understanding.
Haf is safely returned to a chair beside the hearth in Vivian’s living room, Rocco informed of the circumstances.
It is a dead sheep, Maren tells herself. It is a dead sheep, and though they have no wolves, it means very little. It is only another strange occurrence to pile atop the others. She has not thought of the swirling crabs or much on Vella’s fish scales. She noticed none on the moors, but that, also, means little. Everyone will already be cross with her for Haf and for Vivian, and she does not anticipate these conversations.
She nearly wonders if she might tell Albin and be at an end with it. But such will only bring more whispers.
Maren found . . .
Maren said . . .
Maren claims . . .
Better Darragh to hear it from her and to not bring their poor washed-up not-sailor into it. Maren has no suitable reason for wandering the moors with their patient, who isn’t supposed to be out of bed or receiving visitors. Her wandering isn’t nearly so odd.
Most of the village is outside. Some are digging ditches to drain the collected water around their buildings. Others are fighting a losing war for their gardens. Children oblivious to the mud or their parents’ oncoming headaches build fortresses washed away the moment they’re constructed. Maren didn’t expect so many to be outside, but she supposes they’re taking advantage of the same lull in the storm and haven’t yet been chased inside.
“Albin,” she calls when she sees him. Two bushy eyebrows rise. When he is within speaking distance, she takes him under the arm and evens her voice. “I’m going to speak to Darragh. Come along please; you should hear.”
It is partially her own cowardice. Albin is her friend and a weak shield against any harsh words which may be said. Darragh, much as the rest of the village, has never had an unkind thing to say to her—about her, perhaps, but she wouldn’t know. She withdrew with Vivian without meaning to. She is the sea witch’s sister and someone to turn to when the apothecary is in the city, and so she brings Albin alongside her.
She knocks on Darragh’s door, aware several others have followed her, and attempts to smile at the weathered face that answers.
“I found one of your sheep on the moors,” she says, working harder at evening her voice. “Something has eaten it. I can’t imagine what; it was large teeth marks.”
The place between her shoulder blades aches, and she ignores it. Suspicion, ridiculous suspicion. You’ll be turning into Vella sooner rather than later.
As if called by the thought, she spies the older woman across the cobbled path, under the eave of her own cottage, in blankets, smoking.
“Eaten it?” Darragh repeats, at once taking his coat and other outer clothing from a rack near the door.
“Or half of it,” Maren amends, wishing to leave but too guilty to move her feet. “I don’t know.”
No one expects her to have answers to an odd thing she found along the moors. But all her secrecy is weighing on her, even if the secrets are a swirl of confused thoughts and a gentle man washed up on their shores who found his legs earlier than expected.
“Where is it?”
“With the rest of the flock. Up on the flattest section.” Maren points, unable to quite say Vivian’s cottage as a landmark. She’s grateful it wasn’t closer. No one is afraid of Vivian, and many still care. But storms make folks odd, and this is a monster of a storm.
She glances out but cannot see the outline of the lighthouse.
Darragh nods to her before heading out, his son behind him. She doesn’t miss the narrowness of his eyes or the way his boy will not look at her though they played as children.
“I’m going . . .” To Vivian’s cottage. “Home.”
Albin nods. He’s tugging on his waterlogged beard. “It’s all just the strange of the storm, Maren. It’ll be over soon.”
And nothing will have changed. Not a fair thought. She cannot expect rain and wind to return her world, which has been off-kilter all these months.
She gives him a squeeze around the shoulders and pushes through those who’ve gathered, not looking at sets of eyes but hearing only a few ripples of conversation.
“She found it out there all by herself?”
“We have nothing here that kills our sheep . . .”
“He’s brought something down upon all of us. No wonder the sea witch keeps him hidden away. And Maren is with her after all this strangeness. She, of all people, should know better . . .”
Maren stops. She can’t identify the voice over all the rain, the thunder beginning to crack, not with her head down and gaze firmly fixed on the mud between the cobblestones.
Perhaps she should not answer. Perhaps, in a moment, she will wake up, and this will all have been her own mind. “Explain it to me, will you?”
There’s a shuffle amongst the crowd.
“Explain to me how that man is causing a storm and a dead sheep.” She gestures at several of the men who helped carry him up. “You all saw him. Please explain to me how he’s managing it. Is he scooping fish scales from the bottom of the sea and wandering the moors and cliffs with them while my sister and I are asleep? Is he transforming into a wolf the size of a horse to eat bits of a sheep? Explain to me, I beg of you, how that frail man who’s been sleeping this entire time is doing all these things while my sister is caring for him kindly.”
Where did all those words come from? She hasn’t had them in her lungs since Vivian walked into the sea. Heat sits behind her chest—anger, this time, rather than embarrassment as when she was crowded on the beach, leaning over Haf’s unconscious form. Such strange events, Haf as much a victim as any of them, and they think the gentle creature who barely knows not to walk in the rain puddles could harm them.
A chuckle cuts the muttering that begins with Maren’s ended words. She glances back at Vella, still under her eave, the warm glow of her pipe drawing and fading.
“Better you all leave those poor girls and that poor man alone and worry about your own families.”
Maren closes her eyes and rolls her shoulder until her sore back twists. There’s the shuffle of steps behind her, but she doesn’t look back. She passes Vella with a squeeze of her arm and flees through the rain.
In Vivian’s washroom, Maren sets a lantern along the sink and scrubs at the old mirror. She left her wet coat and scarf at the hearth. Unbuttoning her shirt, she yanks it over her head and feels back between her shoulder blades with the tips of her fingers. Something rises along her skin.
Turning, she looks over her shoulder into the polished glass, traces the form of it, the odd-shaped points of raw skin, the curve it takes. Like a horse’s jaw, too large and unhinged.




7
A MURMUR OF 
SUSPICIONS
Knocking startles Maren from her daydreaming.
Her legs are drawn up in the chair beside the hearth. Rocco is in the other, whittling absently on a piece of wood. It looks to eventually become a spoon. She’s knitting, the sheep’s wool soft between her fingers. Much to her frustration, Haf took a seat on the floor and refuses to move, instead staring intently at every movement of her stitching.
Maren doesn’t know where her sister is.
Haf’s eyes slide off her partially finished scarf and toward the door, his forehead bunching.
“Thunder,” he murmurs.
“Someone knocking,” she corrects.
Rocco’s never blinked at any of Haf’s strange sentences. If Vivian in fact speaks to him, he is likely accustomed to it.
A second knock, and she and Rocco exchange glances. He scrunches his face sideways, sets his knife and rough spoon aside, and makes for the door. Fingers fidgeting, he slides open the lock and blocks the open way with his body, face pressed out against the wind.
“Haf,” Maren whispers. “Will you go up to bed please?”
He only drifts sideways to get a better view of the door. She touches his arm, and his gaze draws to hers.
“Please go upstairs. Quietly.”
His eyes turn from empty to soft, head cocking gently. “They believe it is me.”
Maren’s stomach twists. “What?”
“They believe it is me who curses them with this storm. Their eaten sheep. Your drowning village. They believe it is me.”
She touches his face without knowing why she does so, the side of his jaw where the cut has healed, the fragile skin of his eyelid where the faint marks appear if he turns to catch the light.
“We are all cursed; you’re just the easiest strangeness to see. You and Vivian.”
“You are not cursed,” he says with some sort of amused quirk of the lips and a small shake of the head, as if it is impossible to conceive she would be anything less than the woman who rescued him off the shore.
She touches his hand, hearing Rocco’s voice over the storm. “Please, please go up to bed.”
His eyes sweep the entire room, an action she’s also becoming accustomed to, before he rises slowly. “For you.”
Maren ignores the heat in her cheeks and around her heart as she sees Haf to the foot of the stairs, watches him disappear up them, and joins Rocco at the door. He’s tall enough she can’t see over him and touches between his shoulder blades so he’ll move aside.
Familiar eyes meet her: the men who carried Haf that first day, the Miller boys, Anita, a handful of others. They shuffle in the downpour at Maren’s appearance. Rocco has not invited them in, so this must not be a friendly visit. When she glances at him, his jaw is tight, finger tapping a hectic rhythm against the doorjamb. Smeared clay marks his neck. Maren takes a step down onto the porch steps, partially shielding him.
Albin is standing near the back of the group. His low-lidded eyes are full of fire, but they’re aimed at the cluster of villagers. There’s been a discussion before the trek here, Maren’s certain.
“Has something happened?” she asks.
“The storm is worse,” Anita says.
Maren glances at the cliffside. Mud washes off its edge. Waves boom against the sides and send ocean spray flying. Vivian’s shells are clinking, many knocked to the ground and intertwined amongst the flattened garden. Even standing on the porch tangles Maren’s hair and sends water down her neck. Her feet are bare from sitting beside the fire and immediately turn to ice on the stone of the porch step.
“Yes,” she says, because they are certainly hinting at something, and if they wish her to say it for them, they will be sorely disappointed. Let them speak their own suspicions so everyone may remember them in the clearheaded light of day once this storm has blown itself out.
“The ships are all broken.”
“All of them?”
A cluster of nods.
Maren nods as well. “It’s an awful storm.”
A few exchange glances. Albin appears to be hiding a smirk in his beard. She loves him for it.
“We’d like to meet him. The sailor.”
Maren narrows her eyes. “So you can frighten the poor man with your accusations? That’ll certainly help his recovery, to be badgered by strangers who think he’s bringing curses upon them.”
Most have the decency to look at their feet.
“But has he woken?”
“Where does he say he comes from?”
“Does he know anything about the storm? He washed up the first night, after all . . .”
“Does Vivian know—”
“She does not.”
Vivian’s voice startles Maren enough she jumps, glancing over her shoulder.
Vivian slips by Rocco and stands beside her. Maren feels the brush of her sister’s arm against her shoulder and ever so slightly leans into it.
“And what are we doing on my porch giving trouble to my little sister?”
It’s such a long Vivian sentence that Maren finds her throat tighter than she can bear. She looks out at the place the lighthouse should be in the rain, where Vivian washed back up, cut on the craggy rocks and choking up salt water, and tells herself this part is unlikely to be a dream.
“The storm has only worsened since he arrived,” Darragh says, and Maren glares. He is angry and worried over his flock, certainly, but it is no call for such accusations.
Vivian makes a noise like a choke or a laugh. “Perhaps it is worsening with every foolish head in this village.”
Darragh’s eyes narrow, and with the rainwater dripping in torrents off the brim of his hat, Maren can’t see the words he mouths.
“Perhaps it is I,” Vivian continues, “and you should bury me up to my neck and allow the storm to drown me.”
Rocco makes a soft noise Maren barely catches. She hates the words but cannot fault their harsh effect, the way all eyes are downcast and a few step away.
“Bring him down, then. Let us talk to him,” Anita says, less weight to her voice, and there’s a chorus of muttered agreements. Behind them, Albin folds his arms.
Perhaps it would be wise to bring him down, to dispel their fears with how gentle and frail a man they’re accusing. But Maren remembers the whispers and suspicious glances sent for months after Vivian washed back up. How they mumbled of sea curses and monsters of both her and Maren.
Maren will not bend to their suspicions, their unkindness. Not unless they are on her own terms.
To her surprise, it is Rocco who voices it. “We will bring our sick patient down when we mean to and when you are not intending to be cruel.”
Darragh’s jaw hardens, but Maren knows they won’t actually push their way inside.
“We’re meeting in the Millers’ barn tomorrow night,” Albin says, and everyone fumbles as if they’d forgotten he followed. “Raising spirits. Perhaps you should bring the poor man down and he can see what a good village we have. I’m certain everyone would be happy to make him feel welcome.”
He glowers at the little group as he speaks. Silence falls past the roar of the storm. Eyes go from Albin to Maren, avoiding her sister.
“I suppose that would be acceptable,” Maren says. “Provided everyone is not going to undo our hard work with getting him well and be unkind to the man.”
Anita’s lips pucker, and everyone glances into the house as if they can see inside. Even if Haf wandered back down, he wouldn’t be visible.
“It’s a fine enough suggestion,” Darragh mutters.
Vivian turns on her heel, the warmth of the house swallowing her. Maren gives Albin a grateful nod before retreating in after. Rocco locks the door behind her.
“Satisfied curiosities,” he mutters, as she did the other day. Maren tries to smile, but it comes out odd.
When she turns, she finds Vivian in the middle of the living room, pale eyes on her, hands fisted in her skirts. Words stick in Maren’s throat, but before she can loosen them, her sister is already turning for the back door, disappearing into the rain.
Maren lies along the very edge of Haf’s bed. The house has long since fallen quiet. Perhaps she shouldn’t crowd him, but there is nowhere else to lie, and she is tired of the floor and its harshness. Besides, Haf was already asleep, and she’s atop the covers, staring into the lazy flames.
  
“Are you dreaming?” His whisper draws her from dozing.
“No.” She matches his voice. “Are you?”
She feels him shift, then something rests between her shoulder blades. His cheek, she realizes, her own face warm.
“The sea,” he murmurs. “I am drifting, pushing against the shore. Do you know how vast it is? I cannot feel all of it at once; it is too large. I am strange here, in this skin. I cannot be anywhere but in one place, but this mind is still everywhere. Is this how it always feels?”
Maren cannot think of words to say, particularly not with her back to him. Eventually, she settles on his question. “I suppose so. Our minds can go anywhere, can’t they?”
His face shifts. She feels it against the raw skin of her back. His hand touches there, the cold warmth of it seeping through the thin fabric. His fingers tap the raised sections. Carefully, he pulls down the neck of her nightgown, and she shifts until it comes off her shoulders and he can see the strange half wounds.
He rests his lips against them, the side of his cheek. “I dreamt of your moor horse earlier this night.”
Maren blinks.
“It called me to the sea,” he murmurs. “I did not see these marks on my skin upon it, as you did. I looked into its eyes and saw my own. It is calling me to the sea, Maren. I am frightened of it.”
Maren tries to remember the shape and color of the monster horse’s eyes, but she cannot call them to mind. She does not remember fearing it, not when it clung to her skin, nor when the ocean rose up about them. She should’ve been frightened, but she was not. It was not the same in her dream as it is in her waking steps.
“Do you know why it wants you?”
“No,” he breathes.
Maren closes her eyes. “Do you know why it wants me?”
“It is hungry . . .” he says in such a tone she isn’t certain he’s answering her question or simply speaking. “Perhaps it could not have your sister. It will have you. I will not allow it.”
Her chest tightens until the words struggle to pass. “Why couldn’t it have my sister?”
His breath tickles the skin along her back. “I don’t know.”
“Do you think she saw the horse too? Before she walked into the sea?” Perhaps this is what she meant when she told Maren not to follow. It is not in Vivian’s nature to be so vague, but not much has been in her nature since the sea returned her.
“Will you walk into the sea?”
It is not an answer, but she suspects perhaps he does not know. “No.”
“No,” he whispers back, but it is still not an answer, only a word.
Rocco is the first she approaches in the morning. In the small shed he built for himself behind the house, Maren inhales the scent of the clay, the cold presence of all the drying pieces lining the walls to be fired. Rocco kicks the base of his potter’s wheel into movement and flicks a speck of clay at her.
“How many pots are you going to make this one storm?”
He smiles and bends back to his work. Sludge from the clay builds between his fingers. The wheel sighs as it spins. Wind rattles the tiny shelter, and Maren thinks of the ships claimed by the sea they were foolish enough to build their lives beside. Their donkey brays from the attached barn.
“Might I borrow more of your clothes?” she asks. “I’m hoping to make Haf a bit presentable.”
He shrugs. “Take anything you’d like.”
“Will you come with us?”
He blinks. “Yes, of course.”
Maren nods, feeling braver. He’s always been one to keep to himself—perhaps he believes Vivian will have him remain here. Perhaps he likes a sprinkle of drama more than she realized. Or he wishes to protect them.
There won’t be any drama. She sprints to the house as rain lashes her cheeks and neck. Seeing him will calm everyone. When the storm passes, they’ll have met him and will realize how silly they were.
She attempts not to dwell on how permanent this storm feels, or how she can’t say for certain it’ll ever pass. Unlucky things to think.
It takes her a good half hour to explain the gathering to Haf. He’s sitting by the living room hearth, flipping through the apothecary books Vivian keeps beneath the stairs. She can’t tell if he understands the words or simply runs his fingers along the inked illustrations and notes in the margins.
“It’s a party,” she summarizes. “Something to make everyone feel better about the storm lasting so long.”
He considers this while finding a new book to inspect. “Are they afraid of the storm?”
“Yes,” she says, taken aback. “Aren’t you?”
“No,” he whispers, fiddling with the leather spine of the book he’s selected.
Perhaps after the rage of the sea which deposited him upon their shores, stable land cannot frighten him, even drenched in a storm. It’s better than being frightened by each boom of thunder, she supposes.
“Do you want me to go to your . . . gathering?” he asks.
Maren pauses. “Only if you wish to. Everyone is curious about you.”
“Do you believe the storm my fault?”
Again, she has trouble speaking. His words match where her thoughts sometimes travel. She hasn’t spoken such worries aloud and doubts Vivian or Rocco would’ve mentioned such. Perhaps he overheard their visitors yesterday. Perhaps he believes it himself of his own accord.
“Why would you ask such a thing?”
He gives a little movement of the shoulders she assumes is a shrug. “You are all suspicious, and I am strange.”
“I’m not—” she begins, then remembers the lanterns she lit in her own windows the night the storm spit him up. “Not that suspicious.”
Telling him he isn’t strange would be too much a lie to leave her lips.
“I would like to go to your gathering,” he says, smiling at the book in his hands.
“You think you’re all right to go through the rain again? I wasn’t certain the first time.”
Another shrug. “It doesn’t hurt me.”
Maren doesn’t believe so either, but it seems incorrect to hear someone else voice the opinion. She touches the tips of her fingers to the back of his, and he folds their hands together. They stay as such for a time, and she wonders what changed, what caused him suddenly to accept so much of her touch.
That leaves Vivian, and Maren waits for her in the kitchen with Haf. Her sister did not object to the gathering, but bringing Haf does not mean she plans to step foot in the village. But Maren wishes her to, wishes to drag her alongside so they may put their heads close and whisper to each other at the expense of the villagers during their little party. As they once did.
Maren waits with Haf. Two cups of tea and a bowl of Vella’s leftover soup later—Haf mostly pokes at his with his spoon—her sister appears. Her clothes are soaked, muddy boots left by the door. Maren stares at the wet wool of her stockings and fights the urge to mention it. She came home in such a way only a few days ago, under significantly stranger circumstances.
As Vivian drifts past, Maren catches her wrist. Her sister’s skin is chilled to the touch, wet and fish-belly as Haf’s was that first night. What has she been doing in that storm?
You haven’t been down to the shore, have you? is what she wants to ask. Instead, she says, “Haf says he’ll go with us to the storm gathering. Rocco too. We should all go down so no one keeps up with their suspicions.”
Vivian’s eyes focus on her, not quite expressionless but not carrying a look Maren can name. “Those are ridiculous.”
She’s always thought so—they’ve both thought so—but they’ve always attended. Maren wouldn’t be eager to go for the usual reasons, as a suspicion to chase away the storm, but she believes it’ll soften the others toward Haf. They already agreed; it’s just up to Maren to convince her sister.
“Of course they are. We could all use something ridiculous. Perhaps if you go along, everyone will stop attempting to get in your house every few hours.”
A weak argument. They’re here for Haf, not Vivian. But she has nothing else other than to beg.
Vivian wrinkles her nose, muttering something sounding like, “Doubt that . . .”
If it were under usual circumstances, Maren might’ve laughed.
Vivian shrugs out of Maren’s hand. “Take him if you want; they’re all harmless. Maybe they won’t come here so much.”
In the corner of her sight, Haf is tapping his fingers and blinking widely, excited and expectant, different from the mood on the moors. But Maren’s chest hurts. “Won’t you come?”
Vivian drifts to the bedroom, and Maren stares at the floor rather than showing Haf what must be despair on her face. She hadn’t understood how much her excitement had been about Vivian until her sister decided not to come. She was hopeful after she came to Maren’s defense yesterday. Perhaps Rocco can convince her.
Maren knows that isn’t what she’s searching for. Not really.
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A STORM GATHERING
Rocco lends Haf some finer, warmer clothing and apprises him of the villagers most likely to interrogate him. Fascinated by the interaction, Maren drifts behind as they move throughout the cottage. Rocco connected little with other children when they were growing. Even when he and Vivian ran about with obvious but not-yet-spoken-of crushes on each other, she was one of his dearest friends. Maren adores him, but even they have always been quiet together. She can’t remember the last time Rocco spoke so much in one batch of time.
She is well aware of Vivian sitting inside the rest of the day, taking a sudden interest in their company. Relaxed at the kitchen table, she cradles a book in her hands, the pages unturned. Rocco kisses her cheek. She runs a hand through his hair.
Outside, the storm roars.
Maren has second thoughts about allowing Haf back out in such weather and down to the village with their glares and whispers. Her fingers probing his cool skin and the cloth about his ribs doesn’t bother him. She senses his eyes on the base of her throat.
Restless, she tidies the house. Folds up the dirty clothes she’s left beside the sink in Vivian’s washroom. Pulls the scrap of red cloth from her pocket. Turning it over in her hands, rubbing the rough strands between her fingers, she rolls her shoulders and thinks about the horse and its flat teeth. She will ask Haf about it tonight, but not with Vivian’s eyes upon her. She feels suddenly shier, more unwanted than before—her sister isn’t likely to give her answers even if she has them.
Evening falls with a lull in the rain. Her ears ring with sudden quiet. Raindrops hit her boots as she stands on the porch. One catches her cheek. Another strikes the base of her neck, sending a shiver down her skin.
“We should go now,” she says through the cracked-open window, and Rocco’s face appears on the other side of the warped glass. His eyes search the sky, and he nods.
Gulls cry in the distance, the first time Maren has heard them in days. Perhaps the storm is breaking. She’s so lost in the sound she starts when Vivian’s skirts brush hers. Her sister’s eyes trail the cliffs.
“Do you remember the rocks where we played when we were children? Right up against the lighthouse?” Maren isn’t certain why she asks, but words seem to have a way of making themselves known without her permission these past few days.
Vivian focuses on her, a visible moment from not knowing her to knowing her. “Shells.”
She remembers. At least, in part. Maren’s throat tightens. “Will you come with me to the gathering?”
Silence. A sigh. “You’re going to be quite sulky if I say no.”
“Mm-hmm.” Maren doesn’t trust her voice to speak real words and forces herself not to cry or smile too much when her sister shrugs and nods.
Rain has no effect on Haf.
As they’re nearing the village, the torrent reappears. Maren attempts to jog carefully for the Millers’ barn with Haf in tow, but he halts in place, dropping his head back to gaze at the weeping sky. Rocco pulls up the collar of his coat while Vivian watches, impassive.
Haf is bundled in clothing but still lets the rainwater seep down his neck. Once again, he is fascinated by the cliffs and ocean, and Maren thwarts his attempts to head off to the sea several times, ignoring her own wishes to find her way to the shore. She takes his hand to keep him on the path, and he quiets. It stabilizes her. She wonders if anyone is watching from their window.
Maren could pull him along, but the sight of him with eyelids drooping, rainwater washing his face, makes her quiet and in no hurry to reach the others.
“Come along,” she says, tightening her fingers between his. “Stay dry now, stand in the rain later. It isn’t stopping anytime soon.”
He blinks as he drops his head, smiling and wet haired. Rocco puts an arm around his shoulders and helps Maren lead him through the village. Haf wants to stop at every doorstep, admiring the wilting flowers or the carvings over a doorframe. He asks no questions but touches everything he passes. Maren coaxes him when she can, tugging on his arm when he becomes particularly fixated, watching Rocco’s amused expression. Haf’s coat keeps enough of the rain at bay.
Albin is smoking outside the barn when they approach. It’s difficult to tell in the rain, but Maren believes he is rather shocked by their little procession, his eyebrows scrunched together. She gives his arm a squeeze as they pass, and he nods, eyes never leaving Haf. It occurs to Maren he has never seen the young man awake. Only Vella has been inside Vivian’s cottage. Only Maren has become accustomed to the strangeness of Haf’s eyes and the words he decides to speak as he wanders the cottage and inspects the books and pottery and whatever food she tries to coax into him.
What a strange thing we must be walking so close. She casts a glance at Haf from the corner of her eye. He’s picking at one of the hay bales stacked inside the door to keep out the rain. Fiddling with a piece of straw, he twitches in surprise when he turns to find her staring at him.
“What is this?” he asks, presenting the dried grass in the palm of his hand like an offering.
No one in the barn has noticed their entrance. Rocco is the only one to hear the question. Maren feels his eyes upon them.
“It’s hay,” she says, taking the piece offered. “Dried grass, for feeding animals.”
“Do you eat it?”
“No. I suppose we could . . . but we wouldn’t unless we didn’t have another option.”
Haf smiles, satisfied, and wanders toward the stables instead of the open barn. Maren glances at Rocco. His expression is distant.
“I’ll go get him,” she says. “You can go in if you’d like.”
Vivian sends her a sour glance, but Rocco grins and weaves his arm through hers, the two of them blending into the gathering with only a few stares and no further incident.
Maren scurries after Haf.
With his face pressed between two slats of the nearest horse stall, wearing Rocco’s clothing, he looks remarkably . . . unremarkable. Maren presses her lips together so she doesn’t smile even into the dark and dust of the stables.
“This is not the gathering, you know.” She lays a hand between his shoulder blades, voice soft. Over the sounds of the party, someone might still hear their words and come snooping.
Haf removes his face from between the wooden planks and stands on his toes to look over the top. Inside, two horses snort hot breath and chew hay, pressing against each other for heat. Maren rolls her shoulders. Warmth from the horses and cows and pigs sticks in the air, a pleasant, overbearing scent, and Maren loosens the neck of her coat and scarf.
Short as he is, Haf barely manages to reach his arm over the top of the stall to brush the dark tail of the closest mare. Maren snorts at the great effort.
“Here,” she says, unlatching the stall and maneuvering Haf in by the arm.
  
The farm horse is a head taller than them at the withers, body a sculpture of muscle and winter coat. Maren scratches the beast under the chin, enjoying the heat and dry fur and stability of the features, not strange and ocean filled and too-large jawed. Haf strokes the backs of his fingers along their shoulders and necks and jawbones. Fear doesn’t enter his eyes, even when the mare turns her massive head to nudge his chest with affection. He stumbles and puts a hand to his ribs, but smiles.
Pressing his face to the horse’s cheek, he leans against her, smile never wavering. Maren doesn’t know what to make of it.
“Seals do this,” he mumbles, and Maren starts at the break in the silence.
“What?”
“Seals,” he mumbles again, more a sigh than a sentence. “They’ll put their soft heads against you. Their noses are like this.”
He runs his fingers over the velvet of the mare’s nose.
“How are their noses like a horse’s?” she asks, because now he’s spoken, she doesn’t wish him to stop.
“Soft,” he says. “Little whiskers.”
That’s true, Maren supposes, though she’s never gotten close enough to the skittish seals haunting their shoreline to see if their whiskered noses are soft.
“Seals aren’t this big,” he says, looking at her with grave eyes.
Maren tries not to laugh. His eyes stay on her. Their unspoken dreams hang between them, in the heavy breath of the workhorses and the normality of the situation. Maren knows this is not a dream. It is too real, too much warmth along with the cold. Still, she half expects to wake on Vivian’s floor. Or out upon the moors with mud in her clothes.
In the darkness, she notices his eyes lose focus, gazing at something past her shoulder. There is a window there. A view of the cliffs. If the rain permits, a glimpse may be caught of the lighthouse. Against her better judgment, she unlatches the shutter and stands in the blast of rain and wind. The horses snort their displeasure at the chill. Haf edges up beside her and presses his arm along hers as they stare into the storm.
He points out across the cliffs. “That is a strange shape.”
Rising from the rain and mist of the sea is the outline of the lighthouse, great and magnificent and broken. Maren imagines herself playing amongst the rocks when she and Vivian were not even yet as tall as their parents’ hips, remembering all the shells and driftwood and seagrass and other treasures they collected as if they were gold and gems.
“It’s a lighthouse,” she tells him. “It was a lighthouse. It doesn’t work anymore. Everyone lights lanterns on their windows instead, but I suppose that’s more superstition than anything.”
She doesn’t mention that it failed to stop Haf’s shipwreck, partially because it isn’t important, but mostly because there’s little left of her that believes it was a shipwreck.
“Lighthouse?” Haf’s lips are uncertain around the word.
He doesn’t know of lighthouses? “It’s a tall building with a fire at the top. A giant mirror reflects the firelight out to sea so ships know there’s a dangerous shore and don’t come too close. There was a freak storm a long time before I was born. As big as this one, I’d assume. A wave came and crashed the top of the lighthouse into the sea. Everyone is too afraid to repair it on the old foundations. It might collapse. Every year more and more bits of it crumble into the water.”
After a moment, she adds, “It is just a broken lighthouse—we all know it. No one here speaks of its fall . . . but I think it frightens many of us more than we realize. They say a monster came out of the sea to tear it down, but I don’t know who truly believes it. I don’t believe many of the others would be so nervous of you if a storm had not taken it.”
Haf rests his chin against the edge of the window, unblinking in the pelting rain. Maren tucks her hands into her pockets, feeling the balled-up scrap of red cloth there, the rough realness of it. She thinks of crabs spin-dancing around her feet, covering the rocks, and scales thrown up onto the moors.
“I found this on the shore,” she says, pulling it free of the confines of her dress. “There were crabs crawling over it. I thought perhaps it was from your same shipwreck, but I don’t know anymore.”
“No shipwreck,” he murmurs again, taking the cloth.
Maren nods. “I remember.”
Haf turns the strip of red over in his hands, petting it with his fingertips, scrunching it together and pressing his face to it. But his eyebrows still have that same bunch. A thousand things could be confusing him, and she can’t begin to grasp them all, even before she presented him with this new object.
“A cap . . .” he murmurs, running his finger inside the bit of remaining stitching. The same idea passed Maren’s thoughts, but it’s too torn to know for certain.
“Are you certain?”
A small shake of the head. “No.” Carefully, he returns the scrap to her. “You should put it back where you found it. Someone may be searching for it.”
“But it is not yours?”
Another shake, more certain this time, and he whispers, “No, not mine.”
Maren tucks it back into her pocket. She hadn’t held a great deal of hope for its significance, but it had been a clue, another one to lead nowhere. She half expects it to be the horse’s in her dream, though the creature is not so tangible.
Eventually, she loops her arm under Haf’s and leads him away from the window that’s so caught his attention, relatching the shutter.
“Come with me,” she says. “The villagers are quite curious about you. But perhaps do not mention the sheep or the horse we’ve been dreaming of, yes?”
“They will be frightened.” It is not a question.
Perhaps more than frightened. “Yes.”
This gives him pause, but he’s quiet as Maren leads him to the open section of the barn.
All eyes discover them within seconds. Maren searches for Rocco and Vivian only to find them in the far back, not close enough to hide near without being obvious. Murmurs ripple through the little throng, but silence has mostly descended. Haf stares openly in return, the little furrow between his eyebrows making a reappearance. Silence appears to affect him as little as the rain.
Maren gets sick of it far quicker. “Now, don’t everyone welcome him at once. Wouldn’t want him thinking we’re civilized.”
Someone snorts. Maren searches for the noise and finds Vella propped on a hay bale along the side of the group, whiskey in hand and entirely too pleased with herself. Maren is still sour with the wider group of her fellow villagers, remembering their gazes when she came to report the eaten sheep and more so when they showed up on Vivian’s doorstep with veiled hostility. Still, she softens at once with the old woman’s laugh. The group thaws, returning to conversations as they stare from the corners of their eyes. It’s better than Maren anticipated. A few even offer welcoming nods and smiles. She pulls Haf toward one of the makeshift tables of hay bales and sits him where no one is already present to invade his space. Vivian and Rocco slide alongside him.
“There are so many of them,” Haf whispers.
The villagers? Theirs is a small community, but Maren isn’t surprised a few dozen people are overwhelming to him.
“If they bother you too much, we’ll leave. I can cause a scene first. Rather, we can get Vella to cause a scene.”
He makes an expression somewhat akin to a smile.
“Here, try this,” Rocco says. In a storm such as this, the only food readily available for such an occasion is roasted seaweed. Maren likes it, but it’s a far cry from toasted bread with sugared fruit.
Haf picks at it before making a face. Rocco chuckles. Maren tries not to imagine him truly from the sea, and how eating seaweed for him might be like eating hay for her.
Haf is unimpressed with the dancing. He sticks to his seat beside Rocco, expression turning to puckered eyebrows of betrayal when his friend rises to lure Vivian to the center of the barn. Maren sips her finger of whiskey—a drink Haf did not appreciate—and hides her smirk behind the cup. She’s managed to warm the villagers to him, even if they’re still whispering and casting overly curious glares, and has gotten her sister into the village to dance with her husband.
Monster storm rattling the barn notwithstanding, it’s been a productive evening.
Vella steals the empty seat beside her, kicking her boot good-naturedly.
“Was everyone upset with my overstaying my welcome the other night?”
“Not as much as I was expecting.”
Haf gives them both the side-eye. He’s been as stubborn about not eating Vella’s soup as he was about the jam. Maren has been stubborn as well, and the half bowl he eventually nibbled was the most food they’ve gotten into him since he washed ashore. It may be Maren’s imagination, but his skin has a little color.
“And you’re being stared at,” Vella continues.
“Again, not as much as I was expecting.”
Another snort.
“A few people have even come up and said they hope he’s recovering well.”
“Small miracles are known to happen in storms.”
Such as Haf, Maren thinks, blushing at her cup. “When do you think the rain will stop?”
Vella hums. “That’s quite up to your sister, don’t you think? Or perhaps him.” She nods to Haf.
Another long moment of silence. Maren doesn’t know how to respond to such a ridiculous statement, particularly when it doesn’t sit in her ears as strangely as it should. Haf only gazes at the old woman the way a cat regards an uninteresting beetle.
Maren leans around Vella to get in his line of sight. “How are your ribs?”
He blinks. “Ribs?”
“Yes. Ribs. Those things that are cracked.” She points to his midsection.
“Oh.” His gaze follows her finger down. “Still cracked, I think.”
“Smart-ass,” Maren mutters, getting to her feet. He’s feeling better, at least. “Fine, we won’t do much bouncing around then.”
“What?”
She takes a hand in each of hers—the scars aren’t visible in the dim light of the barn—and pulls him to his feet with care.
“We’re not doing that, are we?” he asks, glancing over her shoulder at the cluster of people linking arms.
“Yes.”
His bottom lip puckers, but he doesn’t resist. There’s more staring from those sitting around the circle of dancers, including from some of the children perched on the short stable walls. Maren helps situate his hands and rocks gently, though the music is lively and made for jumping about. His gaze roams the room, head lowered, eyes flickering.
“It’s all very strange here,” he says.
Maren’s certain it is. “Strange how?”
“I’m not certain. I feel odd breathing this air and walking as you walk.”
Vella’s words and all of Haf and Maren’s strange conversations cross her mind, but she doesn’t allow them to cause her discomfort. She lets his words wash over her and attempts to accept each thing he says as truth. The whiskey helps.
“Do you remember who you are?”
He’s quiet so long she suspects she’s broken the spell of his speaking.
“I remember things. They don’t make sense with anything I feel when I’m awake and with you.”
Stepping closer, she rests her forehead on his. She’s almost his same height. He doesn’t pull from the contact. The fluidity of his movement reminds her too much of the sea, his strange joints flowing against her. In comparison, she feels clumsy and too human. “Would you like to tell them to me?”
“I don’t know what they are.”
“Dreams?”
“When I’m awake too. They’re real things I’m thinking, but I don’t have the words for them. In the quiet hours of the morning, when the rain is so strong there isn’t anything else to hear and the fire is a light near the bed and you’re sleeping on those blankets near the hearth or beside me and your sister is watching you.”
Such words drag Maren from the trance of his voice. She doesn’t pull back but frowns at his throat. Not since the first night has she woken to find Vivian in the same room. Why would he think my sister to be watching over me?
“What are you thinking about?” he asks, and she realizes how long she’s been quiet.
“Vivian.”
“You think about her so often. I see you watching her back whenever she turns away.”
“She’s my sister.”
His voice is soft, sweet. “She watches too.”
Maren ignores the burn in her throat. “Watches the sea.”
He hums, and Maren can’t push words from her throat as the music changes tempo. A hand brushes her elbow, and she finds Rocco gesturing for them to join the group. Despite the alarm on Haf’s face, Maren pulls him in, letting Rocco loop elbows with him.
It isn’t much of a dance, with Haf not knowing what to do with his feet, everyone wanting to say something to him as they pass, and the roar of the waves only a hundred yards away, but Maren can’t help her smile. Near the end, she ends up arm in arm with Vivian. Her sister doesn’t appear thrilled with the dancing, or even particularly present, but Maren thinks of Haf’s words and locks them together a little tighter. She’s suddenly very glad the strange man washed up on their shore, no matter if he’s cursed to bring a storm with him.
The group breaks, and Maren circles the floor with her sister’s hands in hers. Vivian’s eyes finally focus. She doesn’t smile, but with her full attention, it’s the closest they’ve been in a year.
A crack flings open the barn roof.
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A NOT-DREAM
Vivian yelps. She and Maren drop to the hay. Planks crash to the floor, others hitting the walls as they fall outside. Maren’s ears ring. Through the ensuing shrieking and rushing about, she catches sight of Haf staring in confusion at the hole the storm ripped in the roof. He hasn’t moved out of the way of the rain pouring in, and Rocco grabs him by the arm, hauling him toward the door.
We shouldn’t have brought him here.
“We need to go,” she says, and Vivian nods, finally alert.
No one appears to be hurt—scared witless by the sight of things—so Maren follows when Vivian and Rocco herd Haf out the barn doors and back into the storm. Maren’s house is far closer than theirs, and by some unspoken agreement, they find their way on the path through the village rather than away from it.
Maren lights a fire in her hearth, trying to coax warmth back into the walls, and ensures Haf hasn’t reinjured his ribs, then returns to the barn.
Most everyone has found their way home. The stables haven’t been damaged, though one of the pigs is upset and squealing. Maren tends to Klara, a young woman who twisted her ankle in the commotion. She feels herself being watched through slitted eyes but doesn’t pay them much mind. No one else has any real need for her. Albin pats her on the back and shuffles out of the barn. No sign of Vella, but Maren caught her still on her feet before they corralled Haf away.
Eventually, Maren returns home with everyone else.
She finds them asleep. Vivian and Rocco have made themselves a nest on the floor beside the fire, and Haf is curled into a pile of quilts on the couch. From the half-empty cup of tea on the floor, it seems Vivian didn’t mean to fall asleep. Maren pours a little more whiskey from her own stash, changes into dry clothes, and joins them on the floor, settling into the lulls and roars of the storm that have become a constant presence this last week. The persistent knot in her chest unravels a strand.
Years seem to have passed since Vivian has been in this house, and years more since it’s felt correct. She knows those are nagging thoughts and nothing more—it’s been months, not years, after all—but Maren can’t help but stare at the two of them cuddled near the hearth. Before, she would’ve curled under the covers beside Vivian, felt the solid presence of her breathing, the comfort of her existence. Now she can’t imagine it would be wanted. Her sister is in there; she must be, for Rocco still finds her affection.
Why must it be so difficult for me to find as well?
“Was anyone hurt?” Haf’s eyes peer at her over the edge of the couch, and she scoots closer until she’s leaning against the side, their heads near touching.
“Nothing serious. A sprained ankle and everyone scared out of their minds. The Millers’ barn has stood for ages. It’s sturdy.”
“Has there ever been a storm such as this?”
She hates to say such with the suspicion swirling about Haf, and even about her and Vivian. “Not that I can remember. The one that brought down the lighthouse, likely. Not as if anyone can remember back so far.”
Now the Millers’ barn has fallen to the rage of the tempest, she worries for her own cottage. For Vivian’s, so close to the cliffs. Many of their boats have already been smashed. It has to end, doesn’t it? Eventually, this storm must end.
“Do you believe it’s my fault?” Haf asks. She wishes his thoughts didn’t echo hers.
“It can’t be your fault. Not if you don’t know what’s going on. The sea . . . It’s so much stronger than any one of us.”
He tucks his chin into the quilts, eyes flickering to Vivian and Rocco. “Will you tell me something?”
“Hmm?”
“Tell me why your sister isn’t like you anymore.”
Breath catches in her chest, but Maren supposes it’s a fair question. Even when he first woke, Haf realized the difference.
“You see her. You can see what’s different—”
“I don’t mean that. I mean why. What happened?”
“Oh.” She suspected his question but is unsure how to answer. She casts a glance at Vivian and Rocco curled before the hearth. They appear asleep. Even if they aren’t, nothing she will say is something untrue or unknown.
“Our parents loved the sea. They lived their whole lives upon it. The villagers called my mother a sea witch, as they do Vivian. When we were children, Viv and I were by the waves more than we were in this cottage. One day, Vivian just . . . walked into the waves when no one else was around. I found her coat on the rocks. We mourned her. Three days later, she washed up. She was different.”
Maren’s chest aches. Haf runs his fingers along the hem of her shirt. “Why did she walk into the sea?”
She lets out a long breath. “I don’t know. I’ve never known. I believe I’m frightened because she’s never been able to tell me. We used to talk of everything. There’s something between us now I don’t know how to move or see through.”
His pale eyes gaze into the hearth, the shadows flickering along his features as they did while he sorted his favorite pottery. He rested his head against her leg, then later against her back, where the marks are still present beneath her fingertips. She fell asleep on the floor, then on the edge of the bed, cramped, but with a heart full of warmth. It’s been a long time since she felt as such.
She rests her forehead back against his, enjoying his soft breath against the bridge of her nose.
“Where are your parents?” he asks so softly she doesn’t think anyone would hear even if they were awake.
“The sea took them too, and it didn’t give them back,” she whispers. “Everyone here eventually succumbs to the sea, but the village started saying they just stepped off the boat. That they became part of the waves. Especially after what happened to Viv. Do you think that’s possible?”
Slowly, he blinks for the first time since she began. “It’s the sea. It’s everywhere and nowhere at once. It’s so vast, but it doesn’t know so much. I crash against the coast, and it’s there and there and there again. It wants to go past, but I cannot let it. I’m past it now, aren’t I?”
Maren’s throat burns. “Yes, you’re past the coast now. Not by much.”
“I cannot be here, can I?”
“I don’t know.” Her voice sounds faraway, not her own.
“Do you believe it’s true? That your parents walked into the sea?”
“No.” It’s an easier answer after years of thinking it through. “They loved us. If they could have ever done such a thing, it wouldn’t’ve been when we still needed them.”
“But you believe they could have done such a thing? Become part of the waves?”
“Perhaps,” she whispers. Anything seems real and possible sitting alongside him, Vivian so different, and a storm taking out the rage of the sea upon their little cluster of homes. “Haf, why did you come out of the sea?”
“Someone told me of lighthouses . . .”
Maren isn’t certain she understands, or even if he’s answering her question or just speaking more riddles to the air. “Hmm?”
“I remember . . . I’m not certain how I remember, but someone told me of lighthouses. That they stand where the water meets the shore. How the flame upon the top looks through the water, like the sunlight when everything is dark. I thought it so very strange you lit fires at the end of the sea.”
He falls quiet as thunder rolls along the mountains and the village and the ocean. “Maybe it was me thinking those things. Perhaps I was looking at the lighthouse. I thought it must be the place where the sea and the shore become one being.”
Maren can’t give him an answer. She wishes she could if only to ease the loneliness from his voice.
Far past when she thinks he must have fallen asleep, he shifts his face against hers. “I’m going to sleep a little.”
She smiles and gives his hand a squeeze. “All right.”
He nuzzles against her, warm beneath the chill of his skin. Maren leans back.
Did he live with others under all the swirling water? Perhaps they told stories of mountains and fishermen like Ol’ Vella tells stories of merfolk and sea dragons felling lighthouses and sisters who cause unending storms. Perhaps he saw it with his own eyes washing up to shore from some forgotten shipwreck.
Perhaps he is the ocean itself, and he remembers the eyes with which he would be aware long enough to look upon her world.
Maren picks a crab off her boot. Sea-foam washes to the toes of her boots but doesn’t touch. She sighs. Raises her head and looks at the lighthouse amongst the waves. She should see it clearer from this shorter distance, but it is hazy as ever, an unreal shape in the tendrils of the storm.
  
I’m dreaming again, she tells herself, hoping words will either wake her or confirm it isn’t a dream, but she cannot speak.
Wake up, Maren.
She turns her face back to the wild raging waves of the harbor. Looks into the uneven color of the half horse’s eyes. Its nostrils snort hot mist, and sprinkles of salt spray onto her bare hands.
Are you here for Haf? Perhaps it can hear her thoughts loud as words. It is a dream, after all. For my sister? For me?
Her back aches. She rolls her shoulders, feels the pinch of the raw skin, the unnatural weight of a strange-shaped wound. Raising her hands to touch between her shoulder blades is useless. Her hands will only lift toward the horse, its sticky nose somehow soft, its oil-slick neck and shoulders rippling with muscle and fishnet marks to match Haf’s.
The ocean rises above them. It crests the cliffs and swallows the village, snuffing out candles and lanterns along windows. Moors shimmer with scales and crabs, hungry fingers of waves blocking out the crying light of the moon.
Maren breathes in water and watches the lighthouse still standing in the air, a pillar of mist she cannot see but knows the shape of, the three of them unswallowed by the water and drowning.
“Who are you here for?” she asks, and the choke of her voice wakes her.
The fire has died to ashes and a handful of embers shimmering through the sleep in her eyes. She never wrapped a quilt around herself, and her shirt isn’t thick enough to block the chill. Stretching her neck, she rolls away from the couch and lies on the floor until she’s awake enough to open her eyes.
Vivian’s place by the fire is empty, as is Haf’s pile of quilts. Rocco is still a shape of whispering breath in the darkness. A branch scrapes the window near the door, and Maren vaguely remembers there isn’t a tree or shrub near her house.
Knocking wakes her fully, her heart jumping. It’s early morning by the chill in the air, still hours from anything that would be considered sunrise. And the storm is worsening.
Who would come here at such an hour?
“Rocco,” she says when the noise doesn’t wake him, crawling to his blankets and touching his shoulder. “Rocco, where’s Viv? Someone’s at the door.”
He blinks out of sleep, eyes not focusing on her. Then his hand goes to the place beside him where Vivian should be, and he sits so abruptly it knocks her off-balance.
“Where—?” he starts, not finishing when another set of knocking echoes against the door. It is more than a single hand, by the sound of it. Maren looks over her shoulder, then back to Rocco. His eyes reflect the same unease in her stomach.
Something has gone wrong. Worse than before.
Standing unsteadily, she checks each room in the tiny cottage. In her heart, she knows they are not here, but she can’t force herself not to check. She hears Rocco at the door, along with strained voices.
“What are you doing?” she whispers, and isn’t sure if she’s talking to herself, Vivian, or Haf.
Rubbing her back, she pulls on her boots and coat and steps out the front door, squeezing past Rocco. The world is empty and chaotic. What few trees there are so close to the coast have been uprooted, bushes flung through fences, gardens and porches wrecked. A young tree that once stood several yards away now sits against the side of her house, the wind dragging its branches against the front window. Maren can’t believe she slept through it all.
She stares at the eyes of the dozen villagers who’ve come to wake them. Past them, Albin is hurrying up the path. It seems no one told him they were coming this time. Rain pummels the path, rendering the village barely visible through the haze merely two houses away. Maren feels trapped in a bubble of wind and water, the ocean still roaring over the storm.
The voices quiet, and she doesn’t meet anyone’s eyes to determine their faces, just knows their voices when they begin again.
“Something broke into Darragh’s barn. There are more sheep . . .”
“We know this storm cannot be natural . . .”
“Where is your sailor . . . ?”
“He cursed us, Maren . . .”
“What if the sea is reclaiming him . . . ?”
“He must be calling another monster . . .”
“We saw your sister go down to the cliffs . . .”
“Vivian doesn’t go down there anymore,” Rocco snaps, and that stops Maren’s panic for a moment. “She hasn’t gone down to the ocean since . . .”
Everyone knows since when. Maren turns and grabs Rocco’s hand, watching something akin to panic on his face.
“Haf must have wandered out, and she went to get him?” he asks, speaking more to Maren than the others. They don’t know, don’t understand. All they see is the storm and their fear, and Maren cannot blame them.
Again, someone says, “He’s cursed us, Maren . . .”
“The storm didn’t even begin with Vivian . . .”
“There’s a monster on the moor. You saw what it did . . .”
Darragh puts his hand on her arm, not harshly, but Rocco grabs his wrist anyway, putting himself alongside Maren. It’s the most physical she’s seen him with anyone outside Vivian. She almost tells him that it’s all right, but she isn’t certain it is.
There is a monster on the moor.
The mess of voices fades. Albin has his back to them, shoulders bunched, gazing at something Maren cannot see through the group. One by one, heads turn toward the center of the village. Feet shuffle back, but not enough, so Maren steps out from the shield of Rocco’s protection and pushes through the strangers she’s grown up with.
A shape stands within the haze of the thick rain. Maren’s breath catches, but she is not dreaming, not on the moors or down on the shore. It is too tall to be a man, taller than anything on their shoreline, and too still to be anything other than what she knows it to be.
Rocco touches her arm, creeping up against her back. The warmth of his breath brushes her neck through the cold of the wind.
“Vivian dreams of that,” he whispers too low for the others to hear. “She told me once and never again. I didn’t believe it was real.”
Neither did Maren. Somewhere down in her heart, she wondered if Vivian knew her own words when she told Maren not to follow. Her sister tells her very little these days, after all. Such certainty was unusual.
No one has spoken since they turned. Maren watches the stillness of the shape in the darkness, the presence of it casting water down its oil-slick coat. If it were a clear day, she would be able to glimpse the lighthouse directly behind it, off the cliffs and broken. Her throat burns. She gives Rocco’s hand a squeeze and walks away from him.
The path, muddy as it is, puts her off-balance enough she knows still she’s not dreaming. Slowly, the shapes behind her become obscured by the rain, the horse clearer. Its eyes are brighter than they were in the dream, large as her fist and unnerving as Haf’s, but not the same. She is not dreaming now, for she is no longer calm. Her fingers tremble as she puts a hand on either side of its mouth, leaning into the weight when it puts its head against her chest and stomach.
This is not a dream. She can leave. She can turn and run. Pull her hands from its sticky sides and scream, flee and cower with the others.
She puts her face against the poll of its head, between its ears, chin on the seaweed-slick locks of what perhaps should be a mane.
“Are you going to bring them back to me?” she asks.
It snorts, knobby bones in its knees bending at unnatural angles.
“Or me to them,” she murmurs.
She glances back. Rocco is standing halfway between them and the villagers at her cottage. He looks almost as if he’s crying, but the rain drags away any remnants.
Don’t follow it, she remembers Vivian saying. Don’t listen to it. Don’t follow it.
Maren is no longer barefoot as she was in her dreams. In her dreams, she felt the bite of its teeth and the way its skin clung to hers. The drowning of the ocean and the fear strangling her throat. She puts her knee against its leg, her hand hooked on its withers, and climbs upon its back. Rain swallows them, and Maren hunches against it, feeling the dip of the creature’s body as it makes its way down the cliffs. Were its skin not to cling to her, she would certainly fall.
“Please don’t drown me,” she both thinks and says aloud. “I’m not Haf or Vivian. I am afraid.”
The sea rises up to greet them.
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A WALK TO THE 
SHORE AWAY
Frigid sea-foam jars Maren. She half expects the beast to drown her, to drag her beneath the waves. Water rises to her shoulders and neck, often tossed over her head by the roughness of the sea. They’re barely past the rocks that would usually rise into the air, but their harbor is a foreign world.
A monster of a wave breaks against the shape of the lighthouse. Imagining tentacles grasping at the stones and knowing it’s foolish, Maren throws her arms around the broad neck, burying her face in the mane, certain even still she’ll be washed away. Water tugs at and soaks her clothes, but Maren has been hit by small waves that felt stronger. Snorting, the horse weaves on into the deep, unfazed. Water swallows them. Maren holds her breath until she no longer can, and the water in her lungs is not painful. Everything falls quiet, a gentle roar above them through the currents.
Do not open your eyes. Do not. She dares not risk the panic. She remembers all Haf’s words, his half-spoken confessions of what a strange being he is, and thinks perhaps the sea is exactly as he says.
I am going to die down here, she thinks, too calmly. Was this how Vivian felt when she walked into the sea?
Icy air slides across her face and down her soaked clothes, the roar of the storm returning. Maren coughs up water and raises her head, blinking salt out of her burning eyes.
She has never quite been on this side of the lighthouse, to where she can turn her head and gaze out forever and forever into the ocean with nothing to block her passage or cling to. White tips of waves knock against them but still don’t manage to drag her off the creature’s back. Her stomach flips, and she gasps until breath finally returns to her lungs even if fresh air burns her sore throat.
“What . . . ?” she croaks, but doesn’t need to finish.
The horse finds its footing on the lighthouse’s foundations. Sitting between two of the razor-sharp mussel-strewn rocks is a familiar set of too-thin limbs. How he made his way out here, past all the waves and along the sharp harbor stones, is beyond her.
“Haf,” she whispers. Over the lash of the rain, his expression is nearly unreadable, but she catches the confusion at her arrival.
Leaning down, he brushes his fingers over the horse’s snout, then drops into the water alongside them. Panic closes up her throat.
“Sweet Maren,” he mumbles, pressing her closer to the stability of the horse’s back. “Maren. Why are you here? You will drown. Please, please go back to shore.”
She grabs him around the chest, seaweed tugging her ankles, and tries to haul him onto the creature’s back. He will drown if she does not. The beast shakes, nearly knocking her off, and she realizes Haf has no intention of boosting himself up.
“Go back,” he whispers, and she shakes her head, holding him tighter so the waves don’t carry him away from her. His arm weaves about her waist, his other hand touching her face. It’s barely warm beneath the icy skin.
“You’ve made a friend,” he says, his voice fitting much better against the crash of the waves than the still of her cottage. “I remember him now. What a hungry thing. He is something like me, I believe, but different.”
Maren nods, words coming out strangely. “Where’s Vivian?”
“Not here,” he whispers so low she must lean her face to his. “I saw her leave and followed. She went out to the moors. But that is not my direction. I think she is trying hard not to come back down here, to stay somewhere where you are.”
“Do you believe so?” Maren asks, no longer bothering to attempt not to cry.
“Yes,” he breathes. “Perhaps she’ll find you if you give her time. I remember seeing the lighthouse, Maren. Remember that sometimes I would try to push up against the shore those who could not fight their way back. Or those who were called . . .” He nods to the beast breathing in the salt of the water. “I have never been this awake, but sometimes I dream that I am. I believe I remember thinking.”
“Thinking?”
He nods. “The lighthouse. I remember thinking of it through the waves. I thought, perhaps this is how she crawled back to you. Your sister. She followed the lighthouse back to shore.”
Maren shakes her head. She drops her face against his shoulder, feeling the pulse of his neck against her cheek even through the drowning wet of his borrowed shirt. “Tell me what’s happening.”
He shakes his head, hand fisting in her shirt, near pulling her off the half horse to bring her closer. “I don’t know. I remember enough. How do I tell you? Sweet, sweet woman. My comforter through all my fears.”
She pulls back enough to look at him. His too-wide eyes are soft around the edges, the gentle strength of his arm wrapped around her.
“Will you go?” she asks, and already knows the answer.
Something akin to a smile touches his lips, too sad to be real. “I will be a walk to the shore away, will I not?”
Maren nods, throat burning. She presses her face against his, clinging to his warmth, kissing his eyelids and the corner of his mouth. He catches the back of her hair to keep her there.
“It is not in our nature to know such warmth,” he whispers, hand tangling in the seaweed mane. “Thank you for teaching it to me.”
A wave breaks against the lighthouse with a clap as loud as thunder. Maren’s ears ache. She flinches, ducking her head, and Haf raises his face to it as the brunt of the monster wave which should’ve bashed them against the rocks barely washes them.
“Haf . . .” she says.
“Maren.” He kisses her again, a soft, uncertain thing, and pulls her free of the creature’s back. Ice-cold water slides up her dress once more, but he’s depositing her back on the rocks.
“Go up,” he says gently when she cannot find the way to move. “Please, please go up.”
Maren crawls back, heaving the too-heavy weight of her soaked skirts and cutting her palms on the edges of mussels and ocean-cut rocks. She scrambles back, unwilling to take her eyes off him, his arm around the half horse’s neck, his gaze upon her. She watches him cry until her back knocks into the smooth uneven layers of stone that are the remnants of the lighthouse. There is a door here somewhere, and she should break it down and hide within it, but she cannot look away.
“Maren!” Her sister’s voice cuts the storm.
Maren’s head snaps around to peer past the edge of the lighthouse. She catches a shock of pale fabric and her sister crouching in the rocks, knocked by the waves.
“Viv!” she calls back, and Vivian starts, making a break for the base of the lighthouse. Maren stumbles around the side of the tower in time for Vivian to plow into her, dragging her farther away.
“What are you doing?
I told you not—” she hisses in a tone Maren more remembers in their mother before she freezes.
Maren turns to follow her gaze. Vivian takes a half step toward the horse and its wide eyes and unhinged jaw. A wave swallows and reveals it still unmoving. Maren clings to her, but her sister’s arms don’t unlock from her shoulders.
Haf’s eyes have something akin to a smile.
Maren opens her mouth to say his name as the next monster swell overwhelms them in a burst of foam and whitewater. Vivian recoils. Maren puts her face against her sister’s shoulder as the two of them crouch behind the lighthouse, blocking the brunt of the waves. Still, it knocks them sideways, Maren’s shoulder scraping against the stones of the tower. Vivian sits all at once, Maren mostly in her lap, half-submerged in a pool made by waves that have never before reached so high. Foam clings to them, and Maren tugs her leg free of a rope of seaweed. Her throat is raw with salt. Neither of them speak, shivering. Vivian leans around the side of the lighthouse, to where Maren cannot bring herself to search, and turns back to look at her—actually look at her.
Maren doesn’t know what to say other than, “I miss you.”
Vivian frowns, wet hair plastered over much of her forehead and eyes. “I’m here.”
“Rocco said you no longer come down here. You’ve never stopped being in the waves since you walked into them, have you?”
Vivian stares, and Maren sees confused eyes in the light. Light. She turns her face up to the rain and catches the sliver of clear sky. The storm is softening, the roar of the waves gentler than moments ago. For the first time, she notices how badly they’re shaking. Her hands and forearms are dappled with cuts from mussel edges and sea-worn rocks, stinging in salt. Vivian gazes about, and the mist has drifted out to sea enough for Maren to glimpse the broken top of the lighthouse.
The storm is dying.
Vivian turns back, lips parted, eyes blank in shock. Maren clamps her hand over her mouth so she won’t cry.
  
“I don’t want to go back into the waves,” Vivian whispers, and the gentle remnants of fresh rain almost carry away her words. “I remember walking in and the horse’s eyes. It was eternal. Unending. Strange. I wanted back because you weren’t part of it.”
Maren’s eyes burn. She leans forward until her forehead rests against Vivian’s shoulder.
“I listen to the waves, and they sing,” Vivian says. “They reach onto the land, and something pulls them back. I dream of that horse in the water. I want you and Rocco more than I want the sea. You seemed so frightened after. How was I supposed to make you see?”
“I’m not frightened,” Maren says. It doesn’t feel like a lie. “I want my sister.”
“I’m here. I’m trying . . . I went back to your cottage, and Rocco said you climbed a horse and went down to the sea. I think I gave him quite the fright running after you.”
Maren laughs, rubs her raw throat and hugs her middle when doing so hurts. Her laugh turns to something between it and sobbing. Vivian wraps her arms about her shoulders. They rock there until the rain turns to a drizzle and the sun begins to rise, both shivering and unable to move.
A voice from the shore has Vivian rising, unsteady in her soaked clothes, helping Maren to her feet. They stumble before righting themselves. It’s quite the hike back with slick rocks coated in seaweed and shells. Maren yanks up her soaked skirts with one hand, keeping a grip on Vivian with the other. Her palms sting, but her back no longer aches.
Rogue waves still break over the rocky harbor. Rocco meets them halfway, covered in wet sand and mud from the hike down the cliffs and drenched the rest of the way from the rain. Maren would laugh at the way he throws his hands up if she could catch her breath. He kisses Vivian and catches her in one arm, then drags Maren in with the other.
“You’re safe,” he murmurs, and she squeezes his arm.
Over his shoulder, she sees Albin and others wandering the smashed ships and wrecked shoreline. Vella is standing still, watching them. Maren raises a weary hand and sees the old woman’s rise in return. A few spot them and wave now the storm is gone enough to see across the harbor, making their way toward them.
The storm is gone. Fresh tears burn her eyes.
Vivian unwinds them, holding tight to Rocco’s shoulders with one arm, the other hand gripping Maren’s numb fingers. She leads them back to shore.




AFTER
In a village by the sea, there are many stories.
Two sisters live along the coast. Their windows are lit with lanterns, and a driftwood fence is hung with shells and the feathers of gulls. The eldest stares at the waves and has a quiet husband who works with clay and walks with her along the bluffs where no one else dares approach.
The younger finds her way to the sea. She speaks to waves and sea-foam. Many say it speaks in return. Others claim a young man walks with her through the tide pools, and those who have tried to venture close say he appears oddly like a sailor who once washed onto their shores.
When both sisters find their way to the sands, storms quiet and winds calm. It is as if, many say, the two of them know the waves as a dear friend, and that he will quiet for them and them alone.
They say these stories, and many others, in a village by the sea.
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