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So is the sea great and wide: for therein are things creeping innumerable, both small beasts and great.

There go the ships, yea that Leviathan, whom thou hast made to play therein.

Geneva Bible, Psalm 104:25–26








PROLOGUE

Teresa prayed silently to the Virgin as she hauled herself to her feet, clinging grimly to the bedpost until the room stopped spinning. She could imagine her old nurse María’s horrified cries even now: Doña Teresa, it’s too soon to rise from your childbed! Yes, it was… but Teresa couldn’t afford to wait. Come morning, the servants would be sending word to her husband in Sevilla. When he heard the news…

Ave Maria, gratia plena, Dominus tecum. Benedicta tu in mulieribus, et benedictus fructus ventris tui—beneath the ritualized words, other prayers. That she wouldn’t stumble in her dizziness and fall. That the night air would not be too cold. That the tiny handful of servants her husband had allowed to accompany her out here, to her family’s old estate, were all abed and would not hear her moving about.

That her sole remaining hope would not be in vain.

Teresa prayed as she gathered up her newborn daughter and wrapped the tiny infant as warmly as she could. The Blessed Virgin had laid her son to rest in a manger—but the Holy Land was surely warmer than Andalucía in November. Protect my little girl, please, Teresa thought, clutching her daughter to her chest. And… forgive the blasphemy of what I go to do.

The Virgin watched over Teresa, or else simple luck was on her side. She slipped out of the house without anyone the wiser, and outside the night was cloudless. It made the wind bite sharper, but the moon sailed resplendent in the sky above, silvering the ground with a guiding light.

A childhood of wandering this countryside steadied her feet as she struck out past vineyards whose gnarled grapevines rose from the soil to grasp at trellises like damned souls, past groves of orange trees whose boughs sagged under the weight of fruit still too green to harvest. Too young, too young. Blessed Virgin, I only want my child to live. If that’s a sin, then every mother is a sinner. Planting kisses on the babe’s soft brow, praying it was not the only baptism her daughter would receive, Teresa left the cultivated fields behind and stumbled across the rocky ground beyond, into a copse of trees.

The branches overhead painted the ground with shadow as she picked her way over roots and autumn leaves. Head bowed to watch her step, she somehow still missed the burred casing of a fallen chestnut. Her ankle rolled, pain stabbing up into the core of her even as more warmth rushed down her thighs. Wrapping her arms around her daughter in a protective curl, Teresa braced for the hard ground.

Thin arms caught her, wiry with strength and rough as bark against her cheek. For a moment she was transported back to her girlhood, dark hair crowned with a tangle of twigs, leaves, and chestnuts armored in spikes, skirts hiked and knees scraped from climbing as high as she could into the boughs of her favorite tree. And all around her—taunting from above, urging her on from below, at her side, supporting her when she slipped…

“Castaña,” she gasped. A silly name, a childhood name, given to a creature who could not share her own. “Please, I need…”

“Little Teresita. Back again so soon—weren’t you just here?” With care that belied the roughness of her bark skin, Teresa’s savior settled her gently among the roots of a massive chestnut. Castaña once claimed that tree was old before the birth of Christ, and Teresa believed it. Her friend spoke often of the past: not just the Moors who once ruled this place as al-Andalus, but those who came before them, Visigoths, Romans, Greeks, Carthaginians, the tribes of the Turdetani.

Peoples Castaña had known firsthand.

“It has been a year, my friend,” Teresa said, uncovering her daughter’s head enough for Castaña to see what she carried. “And I have another daughter for you to meet.”

“This isn’t the same one as before? It looks the same.” Castaña peered dubiously at the child. “Are all you humans this wrinkled when you come out? It’s like a dried chestnut!”

Grin splitting her sharp, narrow features, she poked a spindle-thin finger at the crown of the baby’s head. Teresa batted it aside before it could touch the soft spot. “Castaña, I need your help. My daughter needs your help.”

It came spilling out of her in a jumbled mess, past and future mixed together: six previous daughters born to Teresa, her husband’s growing rage at the lack of a son. His threat, when he learned she was bearing again. “He—he said that if I whelped another girl, he would drown her like an unwanted puppy—” She didn’t dare let go of her daughter, but she spared one hand to clutch at Castaña’s arm. “Please, you must protect her!”

The teachings of the Church were very clear: Faeries had no souls. They lacked an understanding of good and evil, and so they could never be trusted. To have any dealings with them was heresy, and those who sinned in such fashion might be burnt at the stake.

But against that, Teresa laid two clear facts: First, that she would burn if it meant her daughter could live. And second, that Castaña was her friend.

Her hopes crumbled like old ashes when Castaña said, “I can’t.”

Teresa had no strength to resist when the faerie took her little daughter out of her arms, tilting the infant’s face into the moonlight. “I’m just a dryfoot faerie, rooted here in the mortal world. Even if my magic could protect her, its strength would not last. The moment she touched iron, or one of your holy relics, or a dozen other wards your kind have against mine, it would burn away like morning fog.”

Gently, she placed Teresa’s daughter back in her arms and crouched at her side, limbs bent and twisted like the branches of the great tree above. “And even if they preserved her for a short while, what of you? That husband of yours will keep plowing you for sons until you’re as dry and dead as overworked ground.”

Teresa flinched, not at Castaña’s prediction, but at the vicious way she spat the word husband. “What else can I do? I must bear him a son.” If she even could. Old María said it was a faerie blessing on one of her ancestors, that they would be fruitful—but not in equal measure. Like all faerie gifts, it was double-edged. The mortal world did not value daughters.

Castaña’s head tilted to an unnatural angle. “What if you had a son?”

Her loins ached in reply. Frustration and desperation forced tears from Teresa’s eyes, despite her efforts at control. “I have prayed and prayed, to no result! All I can do is hope—”

“Or let me help you.”

“What do you mean? Can you—could you—” The thought was too impossible to voice. Surely even a faerie could not effect such a change. If any such herb or charm existed in the Otherworld…

The Inquisition would suppress all knowledge of it. They would not want good Christians thinking they could alter the form God had decreed their bodies should take.

When Castaña spoke, though, her words were not the absurd hope flowering in Teresa’s heart. “I could take your daughter’s place.”

“But—you’re a woman,” Teresa said. Which was far from the only barrier, but it was the one her tongue shaped first.

All around them, the trees rustled, not in any breeze. Other faces appeared among the branches, wilder, shyer. Castaña was not the only faerie in this grove, but Teresa had only rarely glimpsed the rest; they knew all too well what the Church did to their kind. For them to show themselves now…

One twig-fingered hand waved away such distinctions. “Woman. Man. Aren’t these simply games you humans play? What difference is there between the two, save for a bit of extra flesh no one’s allowed to see? When first we met, you told me you’d be in trouble if you befriended a boy, so for you I was a girl. Now you need a son. I could be your son.”

The price, the price, isn’t there always a price? Worry beat in time with Teresa’s heart. She clutched her daughter closer as though Castaña would spirit her off while Teresa was too weak to stop her. “You mean to steal my daughter away.”

She knew the stories: infants snatched from their cradles, changelings left in their place, little cuckoos claiming a human nest. There were ways to get one’s child back, but…

“Not steal. Trade. Your daughter will be raised by my folk.” Castaña gestured at the trees around her, the half-seen faces watching with wide eyes. “And I, by you. Your husband gets a son—albeit not quite the one he imagined—and you are safe.”

Unless someone discovered the truth. But even that would be better than what Teresa had now: a peril farther down the road, with more time to plan and prepare.

Yet the watching fae made her wary. “Why would you offer this? We have been friends since my childhood, yes, but… to enter my world is no small thing.”

The night wind had picked up, and it felt like a portent, like a shift of the world on its axis. Moonlight danced through the leaves, its glimmer submerged in the ageless depths of Castaña’s eyes. “And I would do so with no small purpose. In fact, I would require a promise from you, on your name and your lineage. That you will help me learn how your people are conquering the Sea Beyond.”

Exhausted, cold, wrung out from giving birth, Teresa could not at first encompass Castaña’s meaning. The Sea Beyond, the faerie Otherworld that lay beyond the Pillars of Hercules—conquest, for the profit and power of His Most Catholic Majesty—what did that have to do with her daughter?

Nothing. But everything to do with Castaña.

It was an impossible request, one Teresa had no idea how to fulfill. She was the wife of an insignificant hidalgo, living far from the court in Madrid, from the port of València through which that commerce and conquest flowed. She knew nothing of such matters.

But fulfillment of that promise was a peril farther down the road. Here, now, her priority had to be the safety of her daughter.

Teresa looked down at the tiny, vulnerable infant in her arms. The priceless treasure her husband threatened to destroy, simply because it wasn’t the boy he wanted, the heir society demanded. “My little girl… she will be cared for among your people?”

“Of course,” Castaña said, as the trees rustled in agreement. “Babies are rare among us. We treasure those we have.”

Surely a life in the grove would not be so terrible. Teresa had always been happiest when she could escape to run wild among the trees. And if her husband was pleased with his son, he might allow her to visit the estate. To know her seventh daughter, if only a little. Perhaps even—“Will you let me have her baptized?”

Castaña’s head shook like the limbs of the trees above. “That is the one thing you must not do. She cannot be consecrated to your Lord, or all my protections will vanish. I’ll be exposed as a changeling, and you will burn in your Inquisition’s fires. For my safety and yours, you must not seek her out. Leave her with my people. Forget she exists.”

The words caught in Teresa’s throat like thorns. Forget her daughter? Impossible. As soon forget her own heart.

But the rest…

Castaña was right. She could not be a secret mother to this child. She must keep her and risk her husband’s wrath—or let the infant go, and trust the faeries to love her as she deserved.

“I promise,” Teresa whispered.

Her arms didn’t want to unbend. She forced herself to place a final kiss on her daughter’s brow, biting back a whispered name that baptism would never have the chance to bestow. Then, with almost physical pain, she held her daughter out to Castaña. “Be safe, little one. Safer than my love alone could ever make you. And may God watch over you, wherever you go.”

“Doña Teresa! What are you doing here?”

Teresa dragged herself out of the dark and into wakefulness. She ached all over, her body cold and stiff from sleeping on the floor of the little chapel. Old María helped her upright, joints creaking even more than Teresa’s own. “You should be in bed, my lady, and—”

A soft noise stopped the old servant’s chiding. María almost dropped Teresa. “Is that your daughter on the altar?! She can’t be here; she’ll take a chill!”

Then shocked silence, as María abandoned her mistress to scoop up the child.

Teresa staggered to her feet on her own. The swaddling cloths had been pulled aside, the infant nestled among them like a chestnut in its casing. Showing, very clearly, the male child within.

“I prayed,” Teresa said unsteadily, as María stared at her. “To the Blessed Virgin. She must have heard my prayers.”

It was a thin lie to cover the truth. But surely María would not think a faerie could be here, in a holy place. Or that Teresa might trade away her seventh daughter in order to get a son.

The weight of that trade would haunt Teresa for the rest of her life.

María’s hands moved as if of their own accord, bundling the child up again. “It was dark in the birthing room,” she said, her uncertain tone at odds with the brisk efficiency of her hands. “And I am old. A foolish error—my fault. I’ll make sure the other servants know.”

Servants loyal to this house and this family. Teresa’s family—not her husband’s.

“Thank you,” Teresa whispered.

“No need to thank me,” María said, sounding more like herself. “Now, let’s get you and this babe to bed.”







CHAPTER 1

ANDALUCÍA: 1581–1590

[image: Illustration of a bull’s head with prominent horns and facial features, designed in a stylized manner.]
Whenever the faerie formerly called Castaña risked losing sight of his purpose, the reason for which he’d chosen to subject himself to mortal life, he remembered the auto de fe that he witnessed in Madrid in 1590, eight years after making his deal with Teresa.

This was not like the Inquisition’s other autos, where heretics and relapsed Jews were dressed in their tunics and caps of shame, made to confess their crimes and hear their sentences, before the few “relaxed” to the control of secular authorities—a euphemism that would have made even the most double-tongued faerie of the Sea Beyond blush—were led away to be burned. With or without a merciful garroting first, depending on whether they repented of their sins.

This event, the priests insisted, was not haunted by the specter of death, but blessed by the promise of life everlasting.

The prisoners, waiting in a chained and huddled mass on the stage before the royal dais, wore no tunics. The great theologian Fontesar had argued that, like Adán and Eva before the Fall, faeries had no true knowledge of good and evil, and so they should go without even a fig leaf to cover their nakedness, but propriety had won out: In order for women to decently attend, all prisoners must have loincloths, and breastbands for the ones with a female form. But the rest of their skin was on display, so that all might see the miracle occur.

The king’s confessor, a Priscillianist friar, thundered out lines from the Book of Enoch, while the king himself sat like a statue, Habsburg jaw floating proudly above black Habsburg velvet. Felipe II had once declared to the pope that he had rather lose all his states and his life a hundred times rather than rule over heretics: a sentiment heartily reciprocated by the Protestants of the Low Countries, those Lutheranism-raddled possessions inherited from his father. God had obligingly relieved the king of his Netherlands obligations, freeing him to focus his attention on matters Otherworldly.

With resounding success as a result. Scripture warned man about the dangers of gaining the whole world but losing his soul; Felipe had struck quite the bargain, surrendering only a small part of the world, and gaining many souls in exchange. A great fleet of Spanish ships, funded with silver bled from the New World and bearing a tercio of three thousand ferocious soldiers, had located and subdued the mighty Storm Isles of the Sea Beyond. More faithless children of the angelic Watchers, gathered at last into the flock.

Don Estevan Carrasco, hidalgo of Andalucía, cared very little for theology. Like many of his status, his pride stood in inverse proportion to his income; he had come to Madrid in pursuit of some lucrative appointment that might allow him to debauch himself in greater comfort. Knowing of this celebration, he brought with him his son—named after himself, naturally—in the hopes that seeing these devilish creatures baptized would instill some proper steel in the boy’s spine. He was too much his mother’s son, and the mother too much a creature of unsuitable fancies.

The boy now called Estevan had long ago concluded that anything his namesake approved of should be held in the greatest of doubt. Estevan Senior was an odd admixture of strict, unyielding Catholicism whenever that served his purposes, and careless blasphemy whenever Church dogma threatened to interfere with his gaming, whoring, or violence. Since none of this seemed to bring him much happiness, Estevan Junior questioned its merits as a way of life.

But never where the man he called father could hear. He’d learned that lesson early on.

The preceding few days had been enjoyable enough, if he ignored the cause for all this revelry. Although the auto formed the centerpiece of this splendor, it was surrounded by a nimbus of plays, parades, bullfights, brilliant equestrian feats in the game of reeds. Today, however, the mood was more solemn. Spectators had gathered in Madrid’s great Plaza del Arrabal at the crack of dawn, merchants and apprentices and pickpockets and the poor jostling for the best views of the king and the condemned. Estevan Senior had not hesitated to use his status and the pommel of his sheathed sword to ensure his son would have a clear sight of the proceedings. His reward was having to stand through the Priscillianist’s interminable sermon on the sins of the Watcher angels and their godless descendants.

At least the event itself, when it finally began, was quick. Each body huddled in chains was blessed with the same fate.

There were more than threescore of them, and Estevan watched them all, but it was the first who seared himself into memory. A tall male, whose ink-black hair faded to lightning white at the tips, who held himself with vicious pride despite the iron burning his wrists and ankles. A true denizen of the Storm Isles: He would have smashed the stage with the fury of the skies if he could.

He could not. And he never would again.

The faerie neither begged nor made a futile attempt to run. He only forced his captors to drag him forward unwilling, to where the Priscillianist waited with his cross and his holy water and his prayers.

There was no stench of seared flesh, whatever people claimed. Estevan would instead have believed that scent vanished, as the water of baptism effected its miraculous transformation. Certainly color drained from the faerie, fading his skin to ash and flattening the subtle shades of his hair. The scream that rose from him started as agony and ended as a hopeless, lifeless keen. Everything about him was lifeless now—yet still the newly mortalized faerie moved, stumbling along like an obedient puppet when the guards prodded him aside to make way for the next in line.

The Church claimed that baptism bestowed a soul on a faerie, drawing from a heavenly storehouse that priceless gift all humans were born with, so that this fallen, forsaken creature might at last know God.

Estevan, seeing it firsthand, knew the truth: Whatever else baptism might do, it tore something away. Something equally priceless, which that proud faerie would never get back.

His father beat him later for being sick on the cobblestones.

The memory remained in his mind like an iron scar, warning and spur alike. This was what he sought to stop—and the fate that awaited him, if anyone ever realized he was a changeling, a faerie switched out for a human child. He would wind up like those poor mortalizados baptized that day in Madrid.

But between eagerness and proper caution lay a gulf he spent years learning to bridge.

In the early nursery years, it was easy. His only companions were Teresa, who already knew his secret; little Leonor, barely a year older than he purported to be and incapable of understanding a secret, let alone exposing it; and Catalina.

Poor Catalina. At ten years of age, she was his oldest sister, and smart enough to be certain that someone was playing tricks on her.

In Estevan’s defense, the nursery was a very dull place for a bored changeling.

“He was talking to Leonor. He was!” Catalina swore to their father.

From the rush mat on the floor, Estevan grinned up at his sister and his father with all four hard-earned teeth. Estevan Senior was not a figure often seen in the nursery. He had intermittent employment with the Indies fleet, the annual flotilla of ships sailing to and from the New World, and when he was in Andalucía, he preferred to be in more interesting surroundings than his own home. He took no interest at all in the six daughters provided by his second wife, and only a little more in a son not yet old enough for masculine entertainments. But his laziness and pride were as broad as his shoulders and as deep as his gut: For proof of both, one need look no further than his eagerness to repurpose the name Estevan, after its previous inheritor—the son of his first wife—had inconsiderately died of pestilence, along with the woman who bore him. And naturally, any boy named for him would be exceptional.

“Of course he was talking,” Estevan Senior declared. “My son is brilliant!”

Leonor was across the room on awkward spindle legs, hanging like a monkey from the window casement. At her father’s booming voice, her fingers slipped and she toppled back, bum over brain. Her face screwed up with impending tears, and Estevan scooted over as fast as hands and knees could carry him, burbling nonsense and drooling on her to distract her from infantile tragedy.

“See? You see, Father?” Catalina gestured, as though this were proof of talking. “And before, he was teaching her to open the casement.”

“What I see is that his heart is already too soft from spending so much time with women,” his father said, sounding far less jovial. Hands closed around Estevan’s middle and jerked him away from Leonor, holding him up by the pits to face his father. “Grow up quicker, boy. Papá will teach you about men and women.”

Estevan, more precocious than Catalina insisted and more brilliant than his father believed, managed to respond with a dual stream of spit-up and poop.

The lack of full control over his body was the most galling part. He’d known that entering human society as a changeling would mean going through childhood, but the sheer duration and helplessness of it went far beyond anything he could have anticipated. He had the mind of an immortal being trapped inside a sack of suet, and the latter leaked from every possible orifice for a humiliatingly long time. Even once he learned to regulate those responses, coordination took agonizing years to develop, during which he dropped spoons, fumbled balls, and tripped over his own pudgy feet.

He could have endured it better had it just been him and Teresa, at the rural estate where their friendship had formed. With her he could talk—once his tongue learned to obey him. But even had she been able to bear living so close to her surrendered daughter without ever seeing the girl, Estevan Senior would not have permitted it. She’d only half recovered from the birth when he’d uprooted her and brought her back here, to the village of Tomares outside Sevilla, to resume the duties of running his household. And although their household was far from the wealthiest, Estevan still had six elder sisters and nearly as many servants to contend with; there was always someone around to hear.

“You must keep quiet,” Teresa implored in a desperate whisper as they sat in the house’s patio garden one day, shaded by orange trees. The heat had driven everyone with sense to the cooler shadows of the downstairs rooms. “Catalina already suspects. If she gets it into her head to report you to the Inquisition…”

“Would she do that to her own family?” Estevan asked, as quietly as his disobedient vocal cords would allow.

Teresa sighed and jiggled him as if he needed comforting. He hated that; it made him burp. When he complained, she told him that was the point. Now she said, “If Catalina thinks a faerie has taken the place of her brother, then you are not her family.”

He did try. Not just for his own safety or Teresa’s; he’d set himself a mission, and had no desire to fail so early. But once Leonor started talking, it was hard not to at least rise to her level. As the favored boy-child, he was given the best bread and mutton to eat whether he wanted it or not, so they were almost of a size. Even people who knew better often mistook them for twins, to his father’s everlasting fury.

So, to avoid getting caught speaking beyond his years, he started teaching her language beyond her world.

The language of trees, with its whispering hiss of wind in leaves, kept Catalina from noticing their conversations and raising a fuss, until one day when Estevan was two and Leonor three. The fig tree outside their nursery window had grown well in response to Estevan’s coaxing, trunk thick and branches strong enough to facilitate escape once he wasn’t at risk of falling. Leonor was complimenting the fig on its explosion of flowers when their oldest sister interrupted.

“You make many fruit,” Catalina stammered in the badly accented language of trees. Then she glared at Estevan. “Not like this fruit. Rotten fruit.”

He rabbit-froze in fear before laughing. Too loud. But he’d heard stories of changelings long before he dared become one; he knew the traps. “Silly,” he accused, then made nonsense leaf-rustling noises—the sort trees wouldn’t even stir their limbs for. “Sister is silly.”

“And ‘brother’ isn’t fooling me,” she said, abruptly splashing him with water from a cup. A moment later, she pressed a crucifix to his brow. An iron crucifix.

He giggled again, inanely, and tried to chew on Jesús, earning himself a slap.

Estevan couldn’t blame Catalina for testing him, even though she’d been there at his baptism. It had taken all his will not to hold his breath when the priest poured holy water over his head, and only Teresa surreptitiously pinching him had reminded him to cry instead of laughing in relief afterward. Not for him the fading and hollowing he would later see firsthand in Madrid; Teresa’s promise and the presence of her seventh daughter among his forest kin protected him against sacred rites.

So he learned his prayers like a good little boy, kneeling and piously clasping his hands in supplication of a virgin who had somehow given birth, and he exercised noble restraint in not asking Teresa if faerie assistance had been involved in that miracle. If it had been, the faerie in question had a great deal to answer for, given what Christians did to his people now.

Much of what he knew about that, he learned from his second-eldest sister, María. She was headed for a nunnery, everyone agreed; whereas Catalina could do no more than sign her name, María had begged and pleaded to be taught to read so she could immerse herself in holy psalms and the lives of saints. She had no Latin with which to read the Bible, of course—Estevan Senior would never go to such lengths to educate a mere daughter—but there were cheap texts in Castilian that told the stories: the Watcher angels who had sinned with the daughters of men, siring the nephilim from whom came faeries; the great Flood that had swept most faeries from the mortal world into the Sea Beyond; the might of Sansón that had slain the great bull-beast Behemoth, afterward dragging together his horns—the Pillars named by the pagans for Hercules—to mark the way between the worlds.

Tales seen through a warped and unreliable mirror. The fae told their own stories about how the world came to be as it was, as many stories as there were islands in the Sea Beyond. But on a few points, everyone agreed, faerie and mortal alike: Leviathan and Behemoth, the sea and the land, the children of salt and the children of soil.

Those tales were also nearly his downfall. They offered his first opportunity to learn something of how the Church saw his people, and perhaps therefore the magic that let them baptize faeries and conquer the Sea Beyond. So he listened avidly to María’s stories, and he asked Fray Lorenzo about them when the Franciscan visited their house to catechize him for his confirmation. The chance to learn was as intoxicating as a barrel of his father’s favorite wine: He drank greedily and too much.

“But if Sansón closed the passage between the worlds with the strength given to him by the Lord, why isn’t it heresy for mankind to reopen it?” he asked, dogging Fray Lorenzo’s steps as the stout little man waited for his donkey to be fetched from the pasture. “How can we reopen it, without the Lord’s strength?”

It was a mild spring day, a mix of rain and poor drainage bogging the ground around the pasture fence into mud and slippery grass. Estevan swung his arms in the exuberance of freedom. Fray Lorenzo bore his antics with as much placidity as his old donkey.

“We have reopened nothing, Estevan,” the friar said, tucking the skirts of his robe into his rope belt in preparation for riding. “Some passage through was always possible, as we knew from the voyages of San Brandán and the Portuguese ship that reached Antillia. But the Lord made the means of that passage known to us because the time has come to bring His Word to the poor, soulless creatures there.”

The donkey arrived, and Fray Lorenzo heaved himself into the saddle. Estevan said, “But why now? If He wants the Sea Beyond evangelized, why didn’t He send people to do that a long time ago?”

The friar’s groan was as much for the questions as for the difficulty of mounting. “Perhaps He provided this as a way to unify good Christians against Lutheran heresy. I don’t know, Estevan. If you were not your father’s only son, I would say you should become a monk and devote your life to answering such mysteries.”

Estevan suppressed a shudder. He ached to learn, yes… but not at the cost of living out his existence trapped inside a monastery. The entire point of doing this was to escape God’s holy yoke.

Fray Lorenzo continued to entertain his questions with good humor and misguided wisdom until the time for the sacrament came. Although the Carrasco household usually attended services at Our Lady of Belén in Tomares, for his surviving son’s first Communion, Estevan Senior packed up the entire family for the short trek across the Bridge of Boats over the Guadalquivir and through the city gates into Sevilla.

The city’s fortunes had transformed dramatically during the short span of Estevan’s mortal life thus far. An untimely battlefield death next door not long before Teresa made her deal had put the Portuguese throne under the rump of an elderly cardinal sworn to celibacy. When he died shortly thereafter without leaving behind so much as a helpful bastard, no quantity of claims that his predecessor, the late Sebastião, had survived the Battle of Alcácer Quibir by fleeing to the Sea Beyond could fill the vacancy. Only Spain’s Felipe II could do that—a fact he ensured by efficiently quashing his assortment of rivals.

In a single stroke, the Treaty of Setúbal was rendered meaningless. With the whole Iberian Peninsula joined atop a single crowned head, that agreement—in which the Spains had ceded to Portugal claim to all but a few outposts in the New World, in exchange for dominion over the entirety of the Otherworld—became fit only for wiping the royal arse. Sevilla had always enjoyed a monopoly over trade with the colonies of New Spain, but with the gates to New Portugal thrown wide as well, the wealth poured in like a flood: American silver, hardwood, hides, and more.

And Sevilla grew like a boil in response. From the slight rise on which Tomares sat, Estevan was able to look over the Guadalquivir to the Arenal, the sandy strip outside the city wall where ships loaded and disgorged their cargo, aided by one inadequate crane and the slaves who worked its treadwheel. On that shifting and unreliable ground, dusty in summer, muddy in winter, had sprung up a veritable town of mariners and merchants, fruit-sellers and fish-sellers and sellers of fleshly favors, petty thieves, tax collectors, drunkards fighting duels, their chaos spilling over into the streets of the city itself. Estevan Senior regularly crossed the river to Sevilla, often not returning until days later, but such excursions were forbidden to his wife and daughters and son—until now.

Catalina grimaced when they entered the lodgings their father had secured for the night. She had become a young lady, seventeen and looking ahead to marriage, and from the groaning planks of the floor to the rafters studded with beetles, this inn did not meet her standards. “I don’t see why we all need to come,” she muttered, lifting her skirts away from the threat of splinters. “Or why Estevan couldn’t have taken Communion at home like the rest of us.”

“I think it’s thrilling,” Beatriz said, hurrying to the wooden grating of the window as if she would see much through that barrier.

“It’s only for one night,” Teresa said, peering at the narrow beds and not quite hiding her grimace. “Besides, Catalina, this is a chance for your father to begin seeking a husband for you.”

The invocation of that possibility brightened her daughter’s countenance like the sun had risen in the little room. Catalina to a husband and María to the Church; talk of that was enough to occupy the three eldest women, leaving the younger siblings to amuse themselves. Beatriz shoved as much of her face against the window as would fit, earning the annoyance of Isabel and Juana Inés, who were playing some inexplicable game with marked pebbles and sticks. Leonor wasn’t speaking to Estevan, still annoyed that he received so much attention and a new set of clothes for the occasion when she, older than he, had to make do with their village church and a dress attending its sixth first Communion. She pretended interest in the game as her petty revenge.

Picking at the starched collar poking red welts into his chin, Estevan lingered by the door to their room, listening to boots on the landing and voices raised from the stairwell. A few whispers and nudges, and the weathered oak obligingly tightened in some places, loosened in others, until he could hear the conversations as more than just noise.

The inn took in a wide variety of clientele, caring more for their coin than their breeding. Just a few doors down from Estevan was a room of sailors fresh from the Indies route, looking to spend what pay they hadn’t preemptively gambled away. One had more in his purse than expected: The tropical fevers of the New World had done for the ship’s master, earning the pilot a mid-oceanic promotion. His new rank having been confirmed upon return, and with the prospect of lucrative contraband and spurious fees lining his pocket in voyages to come, he’d offered to buy drinks for all his companions that night. And as they clattered away down the creaking stairs, Estevan remained at his post, cradling a hope as fragile as a baby bird.

Pilot. One of those men who, by some arcane art, guided ships across the waves to their destination.

The waves of the Ocean Sea, not the Sea Beyond—but surely, Estevan reasoned, it must bear some resemblance. He’d tried several times already to question his father about it: The fortune Estevan Senior was busy squandering had been made at sea, via the father of his first wife, a well-connected hidalgo deeply enmeshed in the trade with New Spain. Unfortunately, Estevan Senior had little patience for the prattling of his childish son, and even less for the rough men who did the actual work of sailing the ships. However arcane the art of navigation, it still carried the stink of manual labor, and no hidalgo would sully himself even by socializing with a pilot, much less learning anything from him.

But the man who would be busy celebrating tonight in a tavern was himself a pilot. And among his things, Estevan might find some clue to the magic of the sea.

He had to wait until Teresa and his sisters slept before he could seize his opportunity. At his request, the warped floorboards held themselves as tense and quiet as wild hares while he crept barefoot across them and into the hallway. He was a shadow among shadows as he questioned door after door before finding the room taken by the pilot and his companions. It was empty, the men still out carousing. Their sea chests stood at the feet of the two beds, and a few wooden whispers found him the one that belonged to the pilot.

But that was the end of his success. The chest might be wood, but the lock was cold brass and had no more words for him than a grandee would for a goatherd.

Nor were the chest’s answers much more helpful. What was inside? Cloth, metal things, paper. It could not tell him what was on the paper, nor much about the uses of the metal. Frustrated, Estevan sat back on his heels, wondering if he dared ask the chest to flex open far enough for his hand to fit through the gap. There were limits in what the wood could do without cracking, and if he left behind evidence of his snooping…

“What’s this now—a thief?”

In his haste to go drinking with his friends, the pilot had forgotten the gift he intended to bring to a certain lady of his commercial acquaintance. Returning to find a hip-height intruder in the room, he reacted with predictable force. And while life with six sisters had made Estevan good at dodging, he wasn’t good enough to evade an adult’s grasp; the man got him by the arm, hand wrapping fully around his slender limb, hard enough to bruise. Estevan forced down the panic, the urge to sprout thorns, shred flesh, rip himself free and flee to the safety of high boughs and deep roots. Human, he was meant to be human now.

“I’m no thief, señor,” he whispered, soft as leaves shifting underfoot. Recalling the man’s proud boasting, he added, “I heard there was a pilot staying here, and I wanted to see…”

What? Secret things? He could kick himself for shifting the man’s suspicion. He should have just confessed to thieving.

The man dragged him over toward the thin light slipping through the window’s fixed shutters. “Christ, you are just a kid, aren’t you? No starveling, though.” His fingers plucked at the fine linen of Estevan’s nightshirt. “Where’d you come from?”

“I’m staying in the inn with my family, señor,” Estevan said promptly. His manners earned him a huff of laughter; this was not the sort of man who was often addressed with such courtesy. “My father is Don Estevan Carrasco. I’m here for my first Communion at the cathedral tomorrow.”

“Your father know his son’s in the habit of breaking into strangers’ rooms?”

He couldn’t lie and say he’d mistook the room; he’d already admitted his curiosity. Instead, he ducked his head and mumbled, “We’re meant to have sins to confess before our first Communion. This seemed more interesting than putting frogs in my sister’s shoes.”

The man barked a deeper laugh, his hold loosening. Estevan could have taken his chances at escape… but hadn’t he come here to learn things?

There were many ways of learning. He didn’t try to conceal his hunger as he looked up. “Are you the pilot that’s now the ship’s master, señor? Have you really sailed to the New World and back?”

His respectful words puffed the man up with pride. “I am. I have.”

“How do you do it?” Estevan asked eagerly. “How do you know where to go in the Ocean Sea? And how are the maps made? What magic do you use? Where did you learn it? Where can I learn it?”

“I—” This barrage left the man temporarily speechless. “You want to be a pilot?”

He wanted nothing of the sort. But he couldn’t say, I want to destroy the magic being used against the Sea Beyond so my people will be safe, and so it was his turn to be without words.

The pilot rubbed a hand over his face. “Kid, boys like you don’t become pilots. Your father’s too high for that.”

How could the people necessary to carry out such a voyage be less important than stupid brutes like his father, who only came along with their guns and swords? But this was similar to all the questions Teresa and Fray Lorenzo warned him against asking, like the difference between a cassock and a dress. The mortal world was full of incomprehensible rules, and those in power did not like them being questioned.

“There must be some way,” he said, more to himself than to the bemused pilot.

The man hesitated, then crouched down. “What is it you actually want? To sail to New Spain?”

This time Estevan had a lie ready. “To the Sea Beyond. I want to help the king map the islands of the Otherworld and bring them under his control.”

“Hoo!” The pilot’s exclamation was loud enough to make Estevan flinch, but what followed more than made up for the danger. “That’s not the work of a pilot, boy. They guide the ships, but you’re talking about cosmographers—”

“How do I become one of them, then?”

“Go to school,” the pilot said dryly. “Then go to university. Make friends with the sorts of men who run this kingdom. You’re talking about work handled by the Council of the Sea Beyond, and it takes more than a please and thank-you to make them give you a position.”

He was slated for private schooling with Fray Lorenzo; surely that would count. As for the rest… “What’s the Council of the Sea Beyond? My father’s not too high for that, is he? How long does university take?” He’d already been in the mortal realm for so long. Ages could pass in the faerie realm as light as thistledown on the wind, but every day here dragged with the weight of mortality and the burden of the quest he’d set himself.

“Lord have mercy. Boy, I don’t have time to answer all your questions; I’ve got a very accommodating lady waiting for me, but she won’t stay accommodating all night. The Council serves the king, your father might not be high enough for the likes of them, and you’re talking about more schooling than I ever had. Ten, twenty years—I don’t even know.” The pilot turned to his sea chest and unlocked it with a key from his neck, rooting around in the depths.

No amount of craning could net Estevan a useful glimpse of the chest’s contents, nor ease the shock of that news. The route to his goal was longer than the Way of Santiago. And in eight years as a human boy, he’d barely taken the first step.

Trinket in hand, the pilot herded Estevan out of the room like a despondent lamb. The door to his own family’s room swung open as they neared, and a voice issued from the darkness beyond like an omen of death. “Estevan Carrasco.”

His full mortal name in Teresa’s sharpest staccato made Estevan wince like he’d been struck. The pilot as well; perhaps it was a fear shared by all men with mothers. With a nod of respect for Teresa and a commiserative pat on Estevan’s shoulder, he left.

Teresa shut the door behind her and lowered her voice to a tight whisper. “What do you think you’re doing?”

His explanation came out a jumble, tangled by his roiling thoughts. Even a coherent account might not have mollified Teresa; she was furious with him, for what even Estevan had to admit might be good reason. But guilt didn’t stop him from asking accusingly, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“What—that it would take this long?” Teresa cast her gaze upward for patience, though out of courtesy to Estevan, she avoided praying in front of him. “How was I to know what your plan was? I thought, once you were old enough, you would use some magic to get your answers.”

“You promised,” he hissed, stamping his foot hard enough to sting. All around them the wood creaked as his ire rose. “You gave your word you would help, that you could help. But all you do is tell me to hold my questions, and now I find you’re no use to me at all.”

He knew it was unfair even as he said it. Even as the beams above groaned, and dust sifted down, and Leonor’s soft, sleepy “Mamá” had them both going as tense and silent as mice before a kitchen cat.

In the darkness, he couldn’t see Teresa’s expression, but he heard the frustration clogging her voice. “There is so little I can do. Women do not attend university, nor sit on councils.”

No, men like Estevan Senior did. Estevan wondered if the world would be different were the situation reversed—if women would govern more gently, given the chance—or if it was nothing to do with sex, and everything to do with power. Estevan Senior had it, and therefore abused it; Teresa did not, and therefore was abused.

“You will go to school,” Teresa said fiercely, the fire within her flaring bright once more. “His son cannot be uneducated. I will make sure it happens, and that it’s the right school for what you want.”

There was more than one? But the floorboards were creaking beneath Leonor’s slight weight; for now, Estevan could ask no further questions. He yawned theatrically, and Teresa herded him back into the room, like the child he would be stuck as for many more years to come.

Beatriz, fifth of the family’s children, had taught her younger siblings a game. From an upstairs window in their home in Tomares they would gaze at the spire-needled skyline of Sevilla, selecting this building or that as their residence when they grew up and moved to the city. As the oldest among them, Beatriz always got first pick, and always chose the highest: the Giralda. The bell tower of the Cathedral of Sevilla.

“You’re certain you want to live there?” Estevan asked with a sly grin as they crossed the plaza in front of the great cathedral. His question was nearly drowned out by the head-splitting peals from above, and he only knew Beatriz had sniffed disdainfully by watching her chin go up.

Mass in the cathedral was certainly grander than in Tomares, but it lasted forever—in part because the archbishop read out the Edict of Faith, a reminder of all the heretical beliefs and behaviors one should watch for among one’s neighbors and report at once to the Inquisition. Estevan thought it sounded more like an instruction manual than a warning: how to be a Judaizing converso, how to be an infidel Moor, a Lutheran, an Illuminist, a Valentinian Gnostic, a heretic of every stripe, capped with a list of books one was not permitted to own or read.

Yet the demands of the edict were issued in the shadow of the Giralda, that glorious work of Moorish hands raised for the glory of a different faith, before being rededicated to Christian ends. As the Reconquest worked its way south through the various kingdoms of the Spains, their sovereigns had made promises to respect the faith of their new Moorish subjects. But the Emirate of Granada, last of those conquests, was barely cold in its grave before rebellion gave Their Most Catholic Majesties an opening to force the Moors under the aegis of Christianity. No one could explain to Estevan’s satisfaction why it was more holy for the intricate tracery of the Giralda’s walls to ring with bells rather than sing with a voice, why it was wrong to bathe as often as the Jews and Moors did, why a God said to be so great should also be so choosy.

His wandering thoughts made him fidget, and his father pinched him viciously. Estevan thought about embarrassing the man by crying, but caution stopped him. Estevan Senior always laid the blame for any childish misbehavior at Teresa’s door, for not teaching their son proper discipline. Once he was grown, Estevan decided, he would give Teresa somewhere else to live, far from the monster she’d married.

Such thoughts probably counted as a violation of the fourth commandment, but Estevan had already made his confession before Mass began. What filled his feet with lead as he shuffled forward to be confirmed in the Church was not fear of that unabsolved sin, but a sudden apprehension of what he was about to do. The water of baptism had dripped over his forehead without harm; Catalina’s iron crucifix had not burned his skin. The sacred chrism the archbishop daubed upon him now had been there before, when he was an infant, with no harm done.

But, once sealed with the gift of the Holy Spirit, he was eligible—expected—to take the very substance of Christianity into himself: the body and blood of Christ, given for people other than him.

He was not simply a faerie pretending to be human. He was not an ordinary changeling, stealing away a baby and taking its place. Teresa had made a willing deal. Leagues away, in a grove in rural Andalucía, a human girl was living a carefree life among his kin. She protected him. He had to trust that.

Estevan knelt and, shaking, opened his mouth to receive the Eucharist.

The wafer was dry and flavorless. The wine was sour. He swallowed them both, and they did not sear his throat; as he rose to his feet, he was still, to all appearances, an ordinary human boy.

He reeled with the dizzy relief of it. “Don’t act like a drunken fool,” Estevan Senior snarled as his son staggered back to his place, but Estevan barely heard the rebuke. He was safe.

Thanks to a nameless girl, hidden among the trees.







CHAPTER 2

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER

[image: A stylized illustration of a serpent-like creature forming a circular shape, featuring sharp teeth and intricate details in its scales and fins.]
Worlds away and in years to come, on an island far from most and near to none, in a vaulted hall within a forest of wind-twisted trees, the Hungry Girl tumbled and capered and danced for the amusement of her Lady.

Tiny lights glittered like gems in the high reaches of the hall, doing little to illuminate the space below. Scarcely more sunlight filtered through the windows, and in the dimness, the Hungry Girl misjudged her footing. Long practice let her turn a stumble into an exaggerated pratfall.

“So clumsy!” the Lady said, laughter as sparkling as a sun-shower, as bright as the fair hair that streamed in rainbow rivulets over a cerulean gown. She would have clapped her hands in delight, but the shimmering silk that fell well beyond her fingertips made that difficult. She turned instead to the lone maidservant at her side, clad more sedately in long white feathers. “See how lumpish these mortals are, Swansdown! No one has a jester like mine, I’m sure, anywhere in the Sea Beyond. Tell me a tale, jester, with that clumsy mortal tongue of yours!”

It was true that the Hungry Girl did not speak the language of birds very well. Though she’d lived in the Archipelago of Threnody long enough to acquire fluency, her pronunciation remained no better than acceptable. And the Lady never tired of reminding her jester of all her shortcomings: her solid limbs, her homely face, the ugliness of the birthmark on her forehead, not quite hidden by her hair. The weight the young woman burdened the land with, simply by dint of her mortality.

The Hungry Girl swept a bow and said, “As my lady wishes. I will tell the tale of the Walnut-Headed Boy, who—”

“You’ve told that one before,” said the Lady, with an ominous twitch of her sleeve-covered hand.

The Hungry Girl swallowed her words and almost her tongue, letting the tale die like a strangled newborn. When her mistress was known as the Lady of Celestial Song, dozens had cowered in apprehension of the beating that might follow on that twitch of her hand. Here, now, there was no one left to carry out such an order—but there was always the chance that the bored Lady might take up a new hobby.

“My lady’s memory is prodigious.” Pasting the invitation of a grin on her face, the Hungry Girl leaned conspiratorially toward the dais on which her mistress sat. “As impressive as the tree that sprouts between the legs of the Giant of Three Stones. You heard about the time he—”

“I haven’t, and I don’t care to. You’re trying my patience. Juggle this.”

Only quick reflexes and familiarity with the Lady’s habits kept the Hungry Girl from being struck in the face by the silken slipper lobbed at her head. She caught it, and the one that followed, but two wasn’t enough to make for interesting juggling. Tossing them high into the air, she spun and kicked off her own leather shoes, so at least she had four.

“Swansdown!” the Lady snapped, and with a sigh, the maidservant contributed her own feathered sandals.

Six was enough to make a reasonable show, and to the Hungry Girl’s relief, the Lady subsided into her chair. Still discontented, but there was no getting around that. Not as long as they were on this island.

Once upon a time, music would have soothed the Lady’s spirit, even if she always likened the Hungry Girl’s voice to the croaking of a crow. Fortunately, common sense yanked habit’s leash before the Hungry Girl could do more than open her mouth. That was a sure route to a beating, even if the Lady had to condescend to deliver the blows herself.

Instead she began to extemporize poetry. “Squawking like chickens, Threnodic nobility peck at brown pebbles as if rocks were bread—” The Lady always liked to hear her enemies mocked. It let her pretend she was still powerful, still the force she had been before her exile.

But it worked too well. A scurrilous rhyme made Swansdown giggle—and when she did, the world flickered.

Like a held breath released at last, the grand hall faded around them. Intricately carved pillars of marble and silver desiccated into wind-warped trees, the pastoral murals between them fraying into swaths of half-dead moss. The shining floor beneath the Hungry Girl’s feet lumped into knotted roots, and the Lady’s dais was an uneven rock.

All six shoes thunked to the ground like hailstones as the Lady rose to her feet.

“What is this?” she screeched. Her rainbow hair remained, but it hung limp and tangled, and tattered rags replaced her silken gown. Gone, too, was the melodious voice that had formerly made her the Lady of Celestial Song; her words scraped like an unoiled hinge. “This—this atrocity, this insult—you!”

Swansdown cringed as the Lady whirled on her, then fell to her knees. “I’m sorry, my lady! It’s my fault, I—I’ll put it back—”

She tried. The trees wavered, regaining some of their pillared glory. But she’d chosen poorly, beginning with the illusion of their surroundings rather than with the Lady herself. In a storm of rags, the Lady leapt down from her dais of rock and kicked Swansdown with her bare foot. “How dare you fail me with such flimsy illusions! Such crudity, such filth! Did one of my enemies pay you to mock me like this? I—will—not—have—it!”

Each word was punctuated with a fresh blow. The rags of her sleeves fell back, revealing the feathered appendages beneath, half arm, half wing. Swansdown was smart enough not to raise her own limbs to defend herself. The Lady had never brooked resistance, even when she was the Lady of Celestial Song; now her fury would be redoubled by the sight of Swansdown’s arms, marked with delicate pinfeathers, but not nearly so transformed as her own.

Had the Hungry Girl been braver, she might have intervened. But if Swansdown’s lesser transformation might fan the Lady’s fury, then a reminder that the Hungry Girl’s humanity rendered her immune to the harpy island’s curse…

No. Better for them both to let the Lady exhaust herself. She was capricious; it wouldn’t take long.

I should drape a veil over my face and call myself the Oracle, the Hungry Girl thought with mordant humor as the Lady stormed off in a swirl of petulance and pinions. Stooping, she busied herself with slipping her shoes back on, then brought Swansdown’s to her.

“Steamed Pudding might have some salve for that,” she said, nodding to the cut that split and swelled Swansdown’s lip. The Lady no longer had rings on her fingers nor bells on her toes, but the island’s curse was giving her talons. Though she hated them, she also honed them.

“It’s your fault,” Swansdown snapped through her tears. Her dandelion hair and liquid-black eyes seemed made for sorrow, but they were a lie. She could be as vicious as her mistress, if less capricious. “You made me laugh, and I lost my concentration.”

Before their exile to this island, the Hungry Girl had rarely interacted with Swansdown. The little faerie maidservant had been too busy currying favor, which could never come from the Lady’s mortal jester. The Archipelago of Threnody was a place of beautiful music and soaring tree bridges, masking a cutthroat dance where those not rising were inevitably falling.

Then the Lady they both served had fallen as far as it was possible to go. And Swansdown, deprived of other people to climb above, had turned on the Hungry Girl.

The maidservant had given up on the glamour and was scrubbing one forearm across her face, against the set of her feathers, rucking them so the tiny barbs stuck out every which way, clotted with tears and snot. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this!” she wailed. “My family, they were so proud when they saw I could glamour clothing and my surroundings. Do you even know how rare that is?”

The Hungry Girl had seen more of the Sea Beyond than Swansdown could dream of. A mortal jester was amusing, but the novelty of it palled; ever since her squalling infancy she’d been handed from mistress to master, from island to island, from the heights of luxury to exile out here. Yet time and again the fae spoke like that, as if she were a stupid human who’d stumbled into the Sea Beyond only yesterday.

“Set for life, we thought,” Swansdown ranted. “A treasured asset in some noble’s court. And I would have been. I was. Until she…” A glare like a poisoned arrow shot in the departed Lady’s direction. “It’s a fitting exile for our Lady of Grackles, but what did we do to deserve this?”

The Hungry Girl snorted a laugh. Their mistress had renamed herself the Lady of Graceful Shackles, in a transparent bid to add some dignity to the disgrace of her exile; Grackles suited her far better. But bitterness flavored the Hungry Girl’s words as she said, “I’m sorry, were you looking for fairness in the Sea Beyond? They say the islands here contain every possibility, but I’m not sure that one’s anywhere to be found.”

“What do you know about it?” Swansdown said spitefully, but there was no heat in it, only weariness. She dragged herself to her feet and said, “Stop distracting me. If I don’t have this back in place before the Lady returns…”

As she focused on the glamours, rebuilding the tangled bracken and forest canopy into a beautiful hall once more, a frisson of magic dragged across the Hungry Girl’s skin like a spiderweb. And like a spiderweb, it would stick—if she let it.

But she had the choice. Just as her mortality shielded her from the island’s curse, she could choose to see the beautiful lies… or the reality below them.

She had to remember the truth. Glamours made exile more palatable, but the Hungry Girl had no intention of remaining in exile. She could not let herself forget that they were running out of time.

“Let the revels begin!” the Lady declared, sweeping back into the room as if the previous incident had never happened. “Jester, entertain me!”

And so, on the shores of a cursed island, worlds and years away from the changeling boy taking Communion in the Cathedral of Sevilla, the Hungry Girl tumbled and capered and danced once more for the amusement of her Lady.

The kitchen table was, like everything else on the harpy island, makeshift at best. Even flat objects did their best to slide off; the egg the Hungry Girl set down didn’t stand a chance. She made no move to rescue it, but a quick lunge from Steamed Pudding saved it from the ground. “What’s this, then?” the cook asked.

Their voice was a grating croak, lower than the Lady’s screech, but their stocky form still had proper hands, which now cradled the speckled egg. “Our Lady laid that today,” the Hungry Girl said, biting off each word like it offended her. “It seems more bits of her have transformed than I realized.”

Steamed Pudding clucked as they puttered around the open fire within its armoring circle of stones. The sound might have been ominous, had Steamed Pudding not made it long before the servants were sent into exile with their mistress. They clucked when they were working, and they clucked when they were washing up, and they’d clucked when the knights of the Archipelago of Threnody had stood over them insisting, with utter futility, that their prized bronzewood pots and obsidian-sharp knives could not join them in exile. The one Steamed Pudding pulled out now was the size of a washtub, and might have been used as one before. “Well, this should make a nice meal for you.”

“For me?”

“Who else? Since my food glamours can’t fill that gaping pit you call a stomach. And didn’t the Lady give it to you? What a kind one, she is, always thinking of us lesser folk.” The washtub-pan clanked onto the taller stones that did for a grate over the fire. “Now, how would you like it prepared? I collected some sea grass from the beach earlier. Wouldn’t that add a nice salty, chewy element?”

The Hungry Girl could never tell if Steamed Pudding was serious or not. “You expect me to eat that thing?”

“Always hungry, aren’t you? Says so right there in your name. You humans, needing to eat every day, multiple times even—” Steamed Pudding picked up the egg and sniffed it, as though it hadn’t popped out of the Lady’s nether regions recently enough to still be warm. “Or do you want to tell the Lady you refused her gift, that she made specially for you?”

The noise that came from the Hungry Girl’s gut sounded—and felt—like equal parts appetite and nausea. “Like she cares what I eat. Or whether I even do. I’m not touching that thing.”

Steamed Pudding sniffed. “Suit yourself.” A crack and the brisk sound of whisking chased the Hungry Girl out the door.

That business with the egg had delayed the Hungry Girl longer than it should have; the sun was already sinking low in the sky, ready to douse its fire in the sea. Leviathan’s light, that brilliant reflection was sometimes called, as everything in the Sea Beyond was eventually named for that titanic progenitor. The islands were her eggs, from which untold wonders might someday hatch. The precious metal orichalcum was her blood. The fae were her tears, shed after the death of her brother-mate Behemoth at mortal hands—or long before. There were many tales in the Sea Beyond, and all of them were true. Even the ones that contradicted each other.

For the Hungry Girl, Leviathan’s light was a clock, dripping away the minutes of her safety. She picked up her pace, wishing her shoes weren’t wearing quite so thin as rocks jabbed through the soles and into her toes. There were berries ripening near the cliffs, but they would have to wait; she was losing precious time.

Fog crawled up the coastline as she hurried, slumping over the cliff like it was as exhausted as she. It settled on her skin, mixing with the sweat and leaving her shivering. From the fog, she told herself, and not fear.

“You’re late.”

This voice had the rough quality of rocks scraping past each other. The Hungry Girl turned and gave her best bow. Courtesies mattered, she thought; they held the beast at bay. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s good to see you, Whistler’s Call.”

“No it isn’t,” he said, shuffling through the fog with ungainly steps. “It’s worse every day. But I appreciate the sentiment.”

The Hungry Girl had come to suspect that the Lady’s anger was speeding her transformation, the island’s curse sliding through that crack like an invading vine. Whether that was true or not, contact had proved even faster. The Lady’s manservant had been the Hungry Girl’s best ally here on the island: It was he who proposed their mad plan for escape, he who used to climb down the vines the Hungry Girl anchored to gather supplies in their brief twilight span of safety. Now almost nothing remained of him except a face, perched incongruously atop the stinking, feathered body of a harpy.

A face, and a mind. He hadn’t lost that—not yet.

“It could be worse,” the Hungry Girl said. “Our Lady of Grackles laid an egg today.”

His laugh was a high, wheezing thing where once it had been deep as a bellows. As though laughter, too, could only live in the parts of him that remained him. “That must have put her in a mood,” he said, shifting so she could wrap the vine rope around his middle. She should always have been the one to climb down, since her mortality protected her against the island’s curse. But Whistler’s Call had insisted he go, claiming he stood a better chance of defending himself if he tarried too long. He couldn’t defend against transformation, though, and now he couldn’t climb; all he could do was brace the rope for her. And offer companionship, which was even more valuable. “She didn’t ride you too hard, did she?”

“Swansdown got the brunt of it,” the Hungry Girl said, and then the rope was tied and she couldn’t afford to delay any longer.

Under other circumstances, she wouldn’t have minded climbing the cliffs. It was exhilarating, lowering herself over the edge, dangling in the fierce sea wind as she slid down the rock face one increment at a time. A mad part of her was tempted to just let go, launch herself out into the air and dive into the cold salt of the sea. Start swimming and find out where the Sea Beyond wanted to take her.

Into the belly of a sea monster, most likely. She kept her grip on the rope.

Not that what waited below was much better. During the day, the harpies of the island turned to stone, standing over their nests like hunched, rocky sentinels—a fate Whistler’s Call still escaped, though for how much longer, none of them could guess. At night they came back to life and the Hungry Girl and the others sheltered in the forest, where the harpies could not fly.

But for a brief span of time, as the sun eased itself toward and below the horizon, some things of the harpies thawed before the monsters themselves.

The nest below was fresh, not picked over on previous trips, which meant the Hungry Girl could see all too clearly that she was late. The shed feathers strewn about the place were almost all unpetrified, according to whatever ineffable logic chose which of them would soften first.

Sorting could wait for later. With her stained linen shirt tucked into her waistband, its front became a makeshift bag; she slid past the stone form of a harpy and scooped up handfuls of feathers, barking her knuckles against the few that remained stone, ignoring the dirt and blood and fouler substances caking the shafts. She’d clean and sort them afterward, in safety.

From above, Whistler’s Call, as soft as he could speak now. “There’s a second nest, below and to your left. But you don’t have much time.”

No, she didn’t. Certainly not enough to climb up, reposition, and climb back down. The Hungry Girl eyed the rocks between, then secured a hold with her right hand and stretched out with her left. Yes, she could just barely reach.

Across and down the cliff face, this time without even the dubious safety of a rope. Her toes slipped, and only jamming her fingers into a crevice saved her from a fall. They bled as she attained the ledge where the second nest lay. Would her blood, mortal blood, do anything to the feathers?

Whistler’s Call again, hushed and urgent: “Hurry.” And more noises, too, the ominous crack of stone from elsewhere along the cliff.

Her bleeding fingers stung as she scraped up whatever she could grab—feathers, grasses, eggshells, shit—and shoved it down her collar with the rest of her haul. She had to waste another moment wiping her hands clean before she crawled, crablike, back to her original ledge, because otherwise she was asking to fall.

Slow grinding from below. She grabbed the rope and climbed as fast as she could go. Croaking calls were beginning to fill the air, the harpies waking from their daytime death—or were their minds awake and alive, the harpies aware of her theft, but unable to stop it? She’d never be able to ask. They were incapable of speech, and by the time Whistler’s Call knew the answer to that question, there would be no Whistler’s Call left to tell her. Just another shrieking harpy.

“Grab hold!” he shouted, and that was the only warning she had before the rope went slack a moment later. By then she was clinging to the cliff face, spidering up it with an agility born of desperation. If the harpies had caught Whistler’s Call above…

Wingbeats. Then a plummeting shadow in the fog, Whistler’s Call bellowing “Go!” as he stooped from above onto the peril rising below.

Fighting a harpy would only sink him further into the curse. But all the Hungry Girl could do now would be to fall, unarmed, into the fray—likely snapping bones, and certainly undoing all the good of his defense, the gift he’d chosen to give her. The rest of the harpies would descend to feed on her broken flesh, and she would damn Steamed Pudding, Swansdown, and the Lady herself to an eternity of life as monsters.

With aching fingers and burning arms, the Hungry Girl dragged herself the rest of the way to the top. Clutching her arms around her chest to make sure nothing slipped out the bottom of her shirt, she ran for the forest.

The exile of the Lady of Graceful Shackles was meant to be permanent. Sometimes it happened that a prisoner was reprieved, the fickle winds of the Sea Beyond blowing them back into favor… but those who could hope for such luck were not sent to this island. By the time anyone thought to pardon the Lady, she would be the Lady no more: just another harpy haunting the cliffs. Unless she—or rather, her servants—could engineer an escape.

The Sea Beyond held as many types of craft as it did tales. For every unpopulated island made entirely of spun glass or gentian blooms, others were a patchwork of peoples and tribes. And every one of those had devised their unique way to traverse the waves—ways that often depended on the magics of their crews. Beast-tamers might place great saddles on the backs of serpents that carried a dozen fae for every looping hump, while sea-talkers befriended the waves themselves to skim their skiffs across the whitecaps. A crew with a stormcaller might depend on rigging and sails of spidersilk, but a withywitch and a firespark together might call up a great tangle of kelp and dry it into a floating raft as large as any island.

The Hungry Girl and her companions had none of these magics. What they had was harpy feathers.

And a boat skeleton of driftwood, concealed under a makeshift bower, the trees overhead lashed together to ensure no harpy could destroy their hope of escape. By the light of the torch burning there, the Hungry Girl shook out the contents of her shirt onto the ground next to the boat, then rinsed her hands something like clean in a water-filled hollow before laying one of them on the ship’s prow. The pinions there were from Whistler’s Call, yanked from his growing wings partly in the hopes that it might slow the transformation—it hadn’t—and partly to speed the boat’s construction.

The Hungry Girl wished she could wash the feathers, but they repelled water. Which was both the reason the harpies stank so badly, and the reason why this boat had any chance of floating. After wiping the worst of the filth off her catch, she began sorting the feathers by size, discarding the ones too broken for use. The rest she would stitch together with dried sea grass, tough and springy, into the long strakes that formed the skin of the boat’s hull.

Attaching them was the job of Swansdown, who showed up when the Hungry Girl was nearly out of fresh feathers. “Is that all you have?”

Nettled, the Hungry Girl said, “The Lady delayed me. You know, if you came with me, we could gather more before the harpies wake.”

Swansdown sniffed, picking up one of the new strakes with the very tips of her fingers, as if that added fragment of distance would protect her. “And then I’d look like Whistler’s Call. What good would that do anyone?”

The Hungry Girl regularly feasted on all the things she didn’t say, like: If you’d helped more from the start, Whistler’s Call might not be so far gone. She replaced it with, “Doesn’t matter. We almost have enough, right?” The ribs of grey driftwood, bound together with sea grass dried tight around their joints, still extended well above the feathers, but a few days ago she and Swansdown had tested the boat. Its sides were finally above the waterline.

The maidservant scoffed as she bound the feathers to the side of the craft. “If the boat only needs to hold one person, yes. You’re not planning on running away without the rest of us, are you?”

Then her hands paused in their work, and her black-eyed gaze shot to the Hungry Girl. “Are you?”

“Of course not.” Swansdown didn’t need to know that if the Hungry Girl could manage to bring Steamed Pudding and Whistler’s Call along, she wouldn’t be too troubled about leaving the other exiles behind. Besides—“You know more than any of us about sailing.”

“On a lake,” Swansdown grumbled, but she wore a pleased smile at the flattery.

Their escape would be precarious even had Swansdown been a master sailor. The feathers reverted to stone at dawn, same as they did inside the nests, but to leave at night was hazardous; the harpies circled the island then, diving after fish to eat and anything that attracted their constant ire. The escapees would have to set out as soon as the boat stopped being driftwood inside a rocky shell, hoping first that they could get out of range of the harpies before the flock took to the sky, then that they could get out of range of the island’s curse before the feathers reverted to stone.

After that, they would be at the mercy of the Sea Beyond.

But better that than to remain here. The Hungry Girl was no more eager to be left alone on the island, scavenging for food and dodging harpies, than the others were to become the things she dodged.

So each night they worked until they ran out of feathers—which this time came far too soon. “Since you wasted the twilight,” Swansdown said, “you might as well get some sleep. Perhaps then you’ll be better at distracting our Lady from her troubles.”

Rather than defend herself, the Hungry Girl took the graceless words for what they were: a chance to escape. Her torn fingers ached, and her feet found every tangled root and shadow-shrouded rock on the path back to the depths of the forest, where they’d made their shelter. She ducked into the bower that served as a kitchen, careful not to disturb Steamed Pudding sleeping alongside the banked fire, and knelt by the pot of fresh water there.

There was no getting all the filth out of her shirt, but at least she could give her fingers a better wash. She only wished the wine Steamed Pudding had smuggled with them hadn’t been polished off by the Lady within days of their arrival on the island.

No, she wished a great deal more than that. Escape from the island. Freedom from the Lady. And perhaps, someday, the truly impossible dream: a return to the mortal world, where she would at last find and rescue her mother.

Sighing, the Hungry Girl retreated to her pallet. Swansdown was right to suggest she needed sleep. But her mind wouldn’t settle; it insisted on counting feathers, trying to guess how many more would be needed to build the sides of the boat high enough to support all three—no, all four of them. She wasn’t going to leave this place without Whistler’s Call.

The more days she spent gathering feathers, though, the more he, and the others, would transform.

Perhaps she slept. Perhaps not. It was difficult to distinguish exhausted wakefulness from a restless doze. Then all at once, it became clear that the churning of her stomach was not simply anxiety; it was—

She heaved herself off her pallet in time to throw up outside the bower, at least.

The Hungry Girl wiped her lips with the back of her hand, spat a few times to clear her mouth, and sighed. The food of the Sea Beyond didn’t always agree with her, human changeling or not, but she couldn’t even blame that one on the egg Steamed Pudding had offered to cook for her. Not when she’d refused to eat it.

Fearing Steamed Pudding’s ire if they stepped in a puddle of sick come morning, the Hungry Girl gathered a few broad leaves for cleanup. Her stomach had settled by the time she’d dumped the mess well away, but the taste still lingered acid on the back of her tongue, and her limbs had gone clammy with sweat.

Clear air and fresh water, she decided, eye on the shell pink lightening the sky above the trees. If she cleaved to the border where the stream emerged from the forest, she should be able to avoid notice until the safety of dawn. Ducking back into the kitchen, she tucked the depleted water pot against her hip, then headed down the path toward the beach.

Where the long scrape carved through the sand stopped her dead.

Then, heedless of harpies, she ran.

The bower stood empty. The boat was gone. You’re not planning on running away without the rest of us, are you?—was that the moment Swansdown thought of fleeing on her own, or had she accused the Hungry Girl because her own plan was already formed? The Hungry Girl lurched to a halt in the sand, bile rising in her throat—

Movement, out among the waves, a flash of sodden rainbows and rags. The Lady of Graceful Shackles, staggering out of the surf like some mermaid cursed with a new pair of legs.

She had not gotten far. Yes, Swansdown was right: The hull thus far was sufficient for a single passenger. But setting sail in the middle of the night instead of at the first blush of sunset, the Lady already risked the boat sinking like the rock it might become at dawn; perhaps fortunately for her, she never had a chance to find out. The harpies had caught her. And of the boat, nothing remained at all.

“You… you…” Gorge only recently swallowed surged up anew in the Hungry Girl’s throat, but in place of bile it spewed out as fury. “You tried to leave without us?”

The bucket crashed into the Lady’s chest, knocking her back into the surf. The Hungry Girl barely remembered throwing it. She charged after, weaponless now save for impotent anger. “You stole our boat and ruined our one chance of escape?”

“Your boat?” The Lady’s tattered sleeves, undisguised by any glamour, fluttered over limbs that were far more wing than arm. One swept out, buffeting the Hungry Girl with enough strength to bruise bone. “I think you mean my boat, you ungrateful wretch. You live at my sufferance, and I am only here thanks to your conniving! You and those other useless creatures sworn to my service. It’s your fault I’ve become this… this…”

She sobbed, wings flapping helplessly, as though her theatrics could rouse any sympathy. “I laid an egg today! An egg! I had to leave. You wouldn’t understand, mortal filth. You don’t even belong here, you—you ugly, human lump. Better for everyone if your mother had drowned you at birth.”

If it had been the first time she said it—if she had been the first to say it—the words might have cut deep. But the Hungry Girl was used to the denizens of the Sea Beyond scorning her mortal nature. She’d spent her entire life as no more than an exotic pet, trotted out for entertainment and forgotten when the revelries moved on. This was the first time, though, that it had landed her in exile.

An exile that was entirely the Lady’s own doing, no matter how much she tried to blame others for her folly.

The Hungry Girl smiled maliciously at the Lady. “I may have had the ill-luck to be born mortal… but I’ll still be here when you’re nothing more than a stinking harpy. I have time, my lady. You don’t.”

By the time the screaming Lady hauled herself back out of the waves, the Hungry Girl had disappeared into the trees.







CHAPTER 3

ANDALUCÍA: 1591–1592
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Summer along the Guadalquivir was a biting misery: hot and dry, the air a miasma of insects hungry for blood, and Estevan a walking river with how much sweat he produced. When he was a child, he could get away with running about in nothing but a free-flowing cotton shift. But as a young master of nine years, confirmed in the Church and instructed by the best tutor his mother could wheedle out of his father, he had to comport himself. That meant a hat of felted wool for his head, a doublet and long hose in sober colors for his body, and even the hottest days spent indoors, where at least a selection of insects were kept at bay.

Except he wasn’t indoors now, and it was entirely someone else’s fault.

Each step along a summer-dry tributary sent dust puffing up in his wake, turning his hose from blue to dun. Everything was cloaked in a heat-haze shimmer, until he could almost conjure fantastical visions from the wavering air. This would be no blessed isle of the Sea Beyond, however. More like a faerie Hell.

Grimacing, he paused to shake a scattering of pebbles from his low shoes. Someday he’d get high boots like his father, but right now he was expected to grow—like a weed, Teresa had said with a poke at his frowning cheek—so he only had cast-offs from his older sisters.

Have you seen a human pass this way? he asked a gnarled oak that bent over the dry riverbed like an old man searching for a dropped coin.

There’s one tangled in my hair, the tree grumbled, leaves shaking in irritation.

Even with direction, it took Estevan a moment to spot his quarry half hidden by the thick trunk. “How do you always do that?” Alejandro de Moya called down, laughing. His face was brown from dirt and sun, darkened by freckles and leaf-dappled shade. If he’d ever worn a cap, it was long lost, the sunlight reddening his frazzled hair into a nimbus of auburn fire. His smile held a gap of Estevan’s own making—a common prank on Alejandro’s part resulting in a rare loss of temper on Estevan’s, then blood and a bruised fist and a tooth gone flying. Alejandro had laughed at Estevan’s guilty apology and told him he should strike back more often.

They were the closest of friends, as their mothers had been before them. True, these days Teresa could only see Catalina de Baroja when Estevan Senior was absent, and even then, not often: He didn’t hesitate to dole out his anger at his wife’s idleness and frivolity months after the fact. Not for Teresa the companionable afternoons spent chatting in her private estrado as other women enjoyed, let alone any trips out to stroll along the river; in her husband’s eyes, her girlhood friend had committed a dreadful sin by marrying a common merchant, rather than an hidalgo. But the late Señor de Moya had been a rich merchant, and Estevan Senior was at least willing to let Señora Catalina stand as godmother to his son, if it got him a loan on favorable terms.

“Come up! I have wine.” Alejandro took a swig from the clay jug he held and draped himself over the limb supporting him with remarkable unconcern for his safety, his stomach’s integrity, or the branch’s solidity. The old oak creaked and grumbled in complaint. Estevan whispered an apology for his stupid friend and promised to remove the pest.

Leonor was never this much trouble. Girls, Estevan decided, made far easier friends than boys.

With another apology to the tree, this time for the betrayal, Estevan climbed up and settled on the limb below Alejandro’s. “Where did you get wine?” Despite the death of their patriarch, Alejandro’s family had far more money than Estevan’s, and their steward kept close tabs on the cellar. The jug showed no vintner’s markings or wax seal; it could have held anything from water to piss. Wary of falling victim to another prank, Estevan watched carefully as Alejandro took another swig before passing it to him. But the purple stain on the other boy’s lips and the flush on his cheeks testified to wine even before Estevan caught the fumes rising from its neck.

Hooking one knee over the tree limb, Alejandro hung down even farther—as though anyone besides Estevan and the old oak could overhear the secret he meant to share. “I took a clue from Lazarillo’s tale. Drilled a hole in the bottom of a port wine jug and drained everything inside, then refilled it with watered-down vinegar and covered the hole with wax and clay.”

“That’s…” Estevan drank to hide his rueful admiration. Alejandro was wasted as a human. There were faeries who’d applaud the boy’s ingenuity.

“It’s being filial!” Alejandro exclaimed. “Mother drinks too much. I’m saving her from the gout.”

“Or courting it yourself.” Estevan dodged Alejandro’s attempt to take back the jug. The day was too hot to properly enjoy such a heavy wine; a mere two sips had him burning. He took a third.

Alejandro shrugged. “You’ll just have to help me hobble home.”

“If you fall off that branch, I’ll be dragging you instead.” Wiping his mouth with his sleeve, Estevan returned the jug. “Which you deserve, forcing me out here to find you. We’re supposed to be in lessons. Fray Lorenzo will thrash us for keeping him waiting.”

Alejandro laughed, sucking air and then wine through the gap in his teeth. “That old tortoise wouldn’t dare lift a hand to the sons of his best patrons.”

“Then my father will thrash me for wasting his money.”

“It’s too hot to be in lessons,” Alejandro complained. “And we’re already late. What’s a little more?”

Ten minutes here or there would hardly make a difference to Estevan’s mission, but still, the delay chafed. Under the cover of removing a twig from his shoe, he murmured a soft request to the tree—one the oak was only too eager to grant.

Fortunately, Alejandro had a great deal of practice in falling out of trees. He rolled on landing and came up with dried grass in his hair, making him look more fey than Estevan. “Oof,” he said, rubbing a bruised elbow. “Didn’t think the branch would bend like that.”

Estevan dropped catlike beside him. “Well, you’re down now. Come on—let’s go.”

Lessons with Fray Lorenzo weren’t so bad. He wasn’t like those tutors whose sense of duty ended at beating letters into their pupils with a stick; he had more patience with Estevan’s questions than most, having once been a curious boy himself. He might not know anything about the magic Estevan sought, but he readily answered questions about history, from the beginning of regular journeys to the Sea Beyond onward. And he was reliable, not a layabout or a drunkard.

Which made it all the more peculiar that when Estevan arrived on the friar’s front step, towing an Alejandro mostly shed of his grassy ornaments, there was no answer at the door.

Alejandro was happy to call it a blessing from God and retrieve the hidden jug of wine from the long grasses by the fence. Estevan stopped him. “His donkey’s gone,” he said, frowning at the open gate, the empty enclosure. The dry grass trampled flat by boots rather than hooves.

“So he took it for a ride,” Alejandro said, brushing dust and a few enterprising ants from his precious jug. “Maybe he has a sweetheart.”

“He’s a Franciscan. His only sweetheart is theology.” Estevan looked back at the house, a tiny cottage nestled in the field behind the church. At the dusty boot print too high on the door for anything but a kick.

“Maybe I was talking about the donkey.” Alejandro’s laughter faded. “What are you doing?”

Wood—especially dead wood—neither saw nor understood in the way of humans, but spirits understood some things beyond eyes. And what the spirit of the door beneath Estevan’s palm understood was that it had been made to protect, and it had failed. That the ones who came for Fray Lorenzo were as implacable as roots forcing their way through stone. The door couldn’t describe the cloth standard that hung above them as they dragged the priest away, but it didn’t need to. Estevan could imagine it himself: a green cross, styled in imitation of a tree. An olive branch on one side, a sword on the other.

“He’s been taken,” he said, soft with a dread he hadn’t felt since he took a wafer on his lying tongue. “By the Inquisition.”

Alejandro coughed out the wine he’d just swigged. “What? How do you know? What were you doing just now?”

Cold kissed the back of Estevan’s neck, like a steel blade against his skin. He’d forgotten to be careful. Alejandro was a friend… but friends reported people to the Inquisition all the time.

“Get along home!” The voice was familiar, the shoemaker whose shop faced Fray Lorenzo’s house. The man said, “Your parents should have been told. Fray Lorenzo’s been arrested by the Holy Office. You’ll have to find another tutor.”

“I—I heard a rumor,” Estevan stammered to Alejandro, fumbling for a lie. “But I didn’t believe it until I saw—” He gestured at the boot print on the door.

“You heard a rumor and didn’t tell me?” Alejandro let Estevan shepherd him along, down the street toward his house. “Why would they arrest him? He’s not a converso or a morisco or—”

The cold feeling hadn’t gone away. “We shouldn’t ask,” Estevan said. “It’s better not to ask.”

They’d come to Alejandro’s door. The other boy paused on the stoop, thumb flicking agitation against the rim of his jug. “Better not to ask,” he said slowly, a whistle clinging to the gap between his teeth, where the white tip of a canine peeked through the pink gums. “Right.”

Then he clasped Estevan’s forearm, a gesture between men. “Go home. Your mother will be worried for you, if she heard of this.”

Teresa! Fear seizing his heart in an iron grip, Estevan hurried to obey.

Teresa had heard, but Estevan would have had difficulty guessing it based on her composure. With Catalina recently wed to a respectable hidalgo in Sevilla and María having taken her vows at the end of Lent, Teresa’s attention had shifted to preparing Isabel and Juana Inés for wifehood. He returned to find them with the steward, going over the stores of cheese in the cold larder. A hard look from Teresa kept him lurking in the doorway until she handed the ledger to the girls and told them to triple-check her figures.

“Word came just after you left,” she said, guiding him into the orange-shaded patio. “Estevan… have you ever said or done anything that Fray Lorenzo might find suspicious?”

He’d asked questions. A thousand questions, on every subject that came into his head. Could questions get one into trouble?

He knew the answer to that.

“Listen to me,” Teresa said, her voice a strained hiss. “If anything happens, you must confess right away. Do you understand me?”

“No,” Estevan said. He was trembling in her grip. “If I confess—”

“If they take you, there is no other way out. Anyone the Inquisition arrests, they have already decided is guilty.” She’d never been violent toward him, not like his father. But he would have bruises from her grip on his thin arms. “You confess something small to them, something they will believe—anything you can think of, anything but the truth. And then you blame me for your sins. You must promise me!”

His tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth. He kept thinking of their deal, that night she was desperate and he saw a chance to change fate—his own and his people’s. Kept remembering all the times mortals confused him, all the questions he’d asked, all the warnings she’d given that he didn’t take seriously until his father whisked him off to Madrid and he saw what would happen to him without the protection of Teresa’s bargain. The draining of color, of magic, of faerie essence, when one of his kind was baptized.

And now she was protecting him again, in a way she’d never bargained for.

“Let them think you a foolish child,” Teresa said. “That is the only safety for you, if they come.”

He wasn’t a child—but he was foolish. Because he’d assumed, after Catalina’s cross didn’t burn him, after he took Communion and walked away smiling, that he was safe. That the biggest obstacle in his path was time and schooling, and patience alone would see him through.

A week later, the Inquisition arrested them both.

The most terrifying part was the secrecy.

The Tribunal of the Holy Office of the Inquisition did not advertise its methods or its knowledge. Far better to let people imagine; their fears could be counted upon to generate more monsters than populated the Sea Beyond. In this, their Protestant enemies did them great service, spreading tales of unspeakable tortures—conveniently eliding the tortures routinely inflicted in every prison in Europe.

But the secrecy was not merely outward facing. When the bailiff knocked on the door in the middle of the night, his armed familiars at his back, he said only that Teresa Alcón and Estevan Carrasco were to be detained by the Holy Office for questioning. While the rest of the household stood by, mute with terror, Estevan and his mother were marched out wearing nothing more than the shifts they slept in. Such a state of undress, Estevan realized, was designed to unnerve the prisoners, to make them feel more vulnerable. He hated that it worked on him, too.

They were taken to the Castle of San Jorge, just down the slope from Tomares on the west bank of the Guadalquivir. They could not speak to each other; one of the familiars struck them whenever they tried, and besides, what could they say? Teresa had already delivered her warning, and to remind him of it now would only rouse suspicion. Still, she reassured him, and he in turn reassured her—or they tried. Hollow words, and they both knew it.

The last they exchanged for a good long while. Upon arrival, they were locked up separately, Estevan left shivering in a stone-walled cell. The wood of the door was so stained with filth and fear that he would not have talked to it even if he dared risk being overheard.

Even had he been older, he would have had little information to go on. By law, it was forbidden to share any of the rules and statutes that governed the workings of the Holy Office. He knew only gossip, which said that he and Teresa might be held for days, weeks, even months before the wheels took their next turn. And that would be only the beginning of a long downhill roll, one that would—must—end in a confession of heresy and punishment for his sins. As Teresa had said, the Inquisition arrested only those they had already decided were guilty. The purpose of everything from now until the end was simply to determine how guilty, and of precisely what, and who else was involved.

Blame me, Teresa had said. It made sense, for a boy of nine apparent years. But what price would she pay for his confession?

They barely gave him a few days to stew, an unexpected efficiency that was somehow more unnerving. What did they know, that they wanted him convicted so quickly? Had they learned the truth of him? Figured out how to break his compact with Teresa? Did the dull grey of a mortalizado’s fate await him on the other side of his sentence?

The tribunal chamber was dark and overwarm, compounding the nausea that rolled through him. The skin of his arms was as pale and clammy as a plucked chicken from the larder, his bare toes purple as grapes where they peeked from under the stained hem of his nightshirt. Compared to the austerely dressed judge and his assistants, Estevan felt even more the fey creature. He hastily smoothed his hair as the bailiff led him to a chair in the center of the room and forced him to sit.

The chair was too tall; his legs dangled, kicking and jigging no matter how he tried to still them. Flies buzzed in his ears, and he missed what one of the men said to him.

“I am sorry, señores?” he whispered, giving up his fight to keep the tears at bay.

“I said, state your name for the tribunal.” The man seemed more bored than menacing or annoyed. He did this so often that he found Estevan’s terror dull. Humans were monsters, and Estevan was at their mercy.

But they hadn’t mortalized him yet. He cleared his throat and stammered, “Estevan Carrasco.”

“And your family?”

What followed was a strange exercise in banality. The man ran down his list of questions regardless of logic: His trade? Being a boy. Children? Estevan was a child himself! Where had he traveled? Only to Sevilla for his confirmation and Madrid to see an auto de fe.

Schooling?

An odd intensity infused that question. Estevan’s reply came out a rasp. “I am tutored privately, with Fray Lorenzo.” The kindly old Franciscan, who might even now be in another cell somewhere in this same building.

They made no answer to that. More secrecy: Those arrested by the Inquisition were not permitted to know who had accused them, nor even what they were accused of. Had Fray Lorenzo, faced with this same tribunal, implicated a nine-year-old boy? And if so, what had he said?

Or perhaps the accusation came from a source outside these walls. What had Alejandro seen, that day at the friar’s door?

The questioning proceeded, implacable as a millstone. Estevan dutifully recited his catechism, the Ave Maria, the Pater Noster. His last confession? To a priest in Madrid, before the auto de fe. He was given an iron cross to grip, which he did, without hesitation, trying desperately both to see whether the tribunal paid particular attention to that moment, and to not seem as if he was searching for their reaction. The men of the tribunal continued to look bored.

Only when the next phase began did they come alive. “Tell us, Estevan Carrasco,” the bailiff said, “why it is you think you have been arrested. Make a full confession of your sins before God.”

And this was it. If he left anything out from what they’d learned from other witnesses—from Fray Lorenzo, from Teresa, from others they might have already questioned like his father or his sisters or Alejandro—they would declare him an obstinate sinner and his punishment would be worse.

And yet he could think of nothing, no sin to confess besides the one that he absolutely must not name. Everything he’d invented after he learned of the friar’s arrest had utterly fled his head. “I—I—” He longed to be back in his grove, knowing no time or trouble but the changing of the seasons and his long-standing battle with an old oak over root space.

His thoughts snagged on that, and he grabbed at it like spidersilk catching on the wind. “I… stole wine! Well, I didn’t steal it. My friend did. But I drank it. We were drinking when we were supposed to be in lessons with Fray Lorenzo. And… and… I punched him. Not Fray Lorenzo. Alejandro. Because he knocked my almond cake out of my hand into the dirt. My sister made that cake, so he deserved it! The punch, not the cake. But she didn’t make it for me. I took it from the kitchen when she left it to cool. I sometimes sneak cheese from the cold larder, too, but our cook knows I do it and doesn’t tell anyone. And—”

The memories were flowing faster now, like a creek fed by winter’s storms. We’re meant to have sins to confess, he’d told the pilot at the inn. “I went into someone else’s room at the inn—before my first Communion—the inn in Sevilla, I mean. He was a pilot for the Indies fleet, and I was interested, I wanted to look at his things, but his sea chest was locked so I couldn’t. I’m curious, I know, my father always says too curious, but is that a bad thing? If it is, I’m sorry. I ask lots of questions. And I don’t respect my father like I should. That’s definitely a sin; I’ve broken the fourth commandment. He gambles and he gets drunk and he—he—”

Blame me, Teresa had said.

Not yet. They wouldn’t believe anything that came out too quickly, too easily. “He hits my mother,” Estevan said. “I know I’m supposed to confess my own sins, not his, but when he does that, it makes me want to disobey him, because I don’t think he’s a good man. But I know that shouldn’t matter; I should obey him because he’s my father, and leave making him be a good man to someone else. I’m a bad son. I don’t want to grow up to be like him; I want to serve the king instead of just looking for ways to make money.”

In the sideways crimp of one man’s mouth, just visible through his thinning beard, Estevan thought he saw impatience. One nine-year-old boy who disliked his father was not much of a threat to Catholic orthodoxy. “Do you believe it is a sin to make money?” the other inquisitor asked.

“I—I don’t know.” He racked his brains, trying to remember what the Bible said. He should have studied it more closely. “Isn’t there something about a rich man not being able to pass through the eye of a needle? Or something like that? But the king is rich, and the king is favored by God, so it must be all right. At least for some people. Please, if I’m wrong about that, will you tell me? I don’t want to be wrong.”

He babbled on and on, until his voice dried to a croak. The inquisitor laid his pen aside and said, “Our Holy Office does not arrest people without reason to believe they have said, done, or committed an offense against God and His Holy Roman Catholic Church. Know that you have been brought here because we have such information. Out of respect for Our Lord and His blessed Mother, the Virgin María, you must scour your memory and confess the whole truth of your guilt, and the guilt you have seen in others, without hiding or attempting to protect anyone. Relieve your conscience and save your soul, and you will meet with all due mercy.”

They read his testimony back to him and he signed the record, his childish scrawl even clumsier than usual. They took him back to his cell. Then he was summoned again: another day, another interrogation, another exhortation to confess whatever he thought they thought he might be guilty of.

This time, he was ready.

He prepared the ground with a new litany of peccadilloes, these against his sisters. “… and I pretended Leonor and I had a secret language, a faerie language, because I wanted the others to think we could talk about them behind their backs.” Would they drag Leonor in here next? Surely they wouldn’t, not for something as vapid as childish babbling. “It made Catalina angry, and I knew I should stop, but—”

Mid-flood, he clapped his hands to his mouth. The tears trembling in his eyes, he didn’t have to force; he stood upon a cliff, the ground crumbling beneath his feet, and his only option was to ride the landslide down.

“Confess,” an inquisitor said, scenting red meat at last.

“Catalina,” he whispered, the words leaking out like his tears. “I—I tried to curse her once.”

“What manner of curse? And how did you place it?”

“To make her break out in spots. I took a toad and dipped it in the rosewater she uses to whiten her face. And I—I asked the spirits of the waters to make her as warty as the toad. I don’t think it worked!” he hurried on to say, knowing it didn’t matter. “God protected her. I shouldn’t have done it, I know that, I’m sorry. I was going to tell the priest the next time I went to confession. Can I do penance here instead?”

Penance was not in doubt. But the inquisitors were not done with this line of questioning. “Where did you learn this wicked charm? Who taught it to you?”

Rocks were falling all around him. They would never believe a nine-year-old boy had stumbled across some bit of folk magic on his own. For one wild instant, he wanted to say he’d learned it from Catalina, that she’d used it against some rival girl. But Estevan Senior had no more allowed Catalina leisure time socializing with friends than he allowed it to his wife.

Blame me, Teresa had said.

Estevan could not speak above a whisper. Every word was a betrayal—one she’d ordered him to commit.

“My mother,” he said. “I learned of it from her.”

They questioned him a third time, but he swore wildly that he’d confessed everything, that there was nothing he’d held back. Then, at last, they read out the accusations against him, the testimony provided by other witnesses.

That on certain named occasions, he had asked many questions about matters of faith. That he had expressed doubt about the most holy mysteries and miracles of the Church. That he had spoken to the trees and the birds, and behaved as if they spoke back to him. That he had laughed when he should cry and cried when he should laugh, in the manner of faeries.

Still they did not tell him who had accused him. The witnesses were identified by number only.

Two numbers. Two people had accused him.

The lawyer appointed to defend him guided him through the process. Could he prove these accusations were without basis? No, because none of them said he’d been in one place when he was somewhere else. Could he name witnesses who would testify to his good character? Trembling, Estevan named his father—not because Estevan Senior thought highly of his character, but because the man would defend his only son and heir. Could he name any enemies, who might, out of malice, level false accusations?

Two numbers. One spoke of errors of faith, the other of faerie matters.

The first could be Fray Lorenzo or Alejandro. He couldn’t accuse either of being his enemy; even if he could bring himself to do it, the inquisitors would never believe it, not after three sessions of his rambling testimony. If the second had been Leonor, she would have said far more. No point in accusing by halves: He had taught her to speak to the trees and the birds.

The answer wasn’t hard to guess. “Catalina hates me,” Estevan said. “She always has. Because my father never gave a fig about any of his children until I was born. And then he only cared about me.”

It shouldn’t have hurt, seeing the tiny nod from the inquisitors. Who was Catalina to him? Just a suspicious girl, now a young woman, who posed a threat to his goals. Not a sister—not really. But that nod told him he was right: Catalina had denounced him to the Inquisition. And something in Estevan bled for it.

His lawyer wasn’t really there to defend him. Instead the man helped him write up his confession, in more organized fashion than what had gone before. Yes, he had asked questions, yes, he had expressed doubts, because he didn’t understand. He had only wanted to understand—but he would henceforth accept that some holy truths were beyond him. He had babbled in what he pretended was a faerie language, which was very nearly as bad as the real thing. He had behaved in inappropriate ways. He had tried to curse his sister… and, worst of all, he had failed to denounce his mother as soon as she told him of faerie charms.

After that, things could have gone in many directions. He could have languished in his cell for months, not knowing what was happening outside. He could have been put to the question: Mortals had few compunctions about using pain to extract information, even from children. He could have been scheduled for public whipping and humiliation, branded forever in the public eye as a confessed heretic.

None of these things happened.

He was given a chance to bathe and to dress himself in his proper clothing. The bailiff led him to a different room, one with clean walls and a floor whose russet tiles were uncracked, and Teresa waiting for him there. The two of them were pried apart a moment after they embraced, but she was alive, and she was here. Not stretched on a rack or awaiting death at an auto de fe.

The inquisitor read out the sentences. For their confessed heresies, Estevan and his mother were to be whipped and fined… but out of respect for their good lineages and their station in life, these punishments would be administered privately. No parading through the streets of Sevilla with the other heretics, no year spent wearing a yellow sanbenito, the tunic afterward hung in their church as an eternal banner of their sins. They were not innocent—no one arrested by the Holy Office was innocent—but their punishment was as small as it could get.

Estevan knew better than to think that some kind of heaven-sent mercy. This reprieve had a more earthly origin, and they would pay for it in due course.

They made him watch.

Teresa’s whipping came first. With his sisters at his side and his father at his shoulder, Estevan stood in a private yard as a length of stained leather came down on his mother’s exposed back. He flinched with each sharp crack, each burnt-sienna stripe licked into umber skin. At the first bright rupture of blood, he choked on a sob. His father’s grip on his shoulder tightened to the point of pain; he bit his lip to keep his silence.

Partway through, the inquisitorial doctor examined Teresa and declared her fit to continue. And so it did, until Estevan thought they might never stop.

It was easier after they released Teresa’s bonds and let Isabel and Juana Inés help her limp away from the stump she’d been draped over for her punishment. Easier when Estevan took her place, hugging dead wood in a parody of an embrace. Then he could bury his nose against the exposed rings of ages long past, could let his thoughts slow like sap and the blood trickle down his exposed back like rainfall. He imagined it feeding the long-dead roots of the stump. Imagined it seeping deep into the land, into something old and tired and dead… until blood revived it and gave it a thirst for vengeance. The bite of the whip became the gnash of teeth, a monstrous revenant erupting from the earth to catch every one of these humans in its mighty jaws and devour them…

“You’re done, boy.” The doctor’s voice roused him. “You can put your shirt on now.”

He did, with Leonor’s help, flinching at the cloth she draped over the bloody meat of his shoulders. Distantly, he heard someone commending him on taking his penance so bravely. “Not a tear shed or a sound uttered. I’ve chastised grown men who weren’t half so stoic.”

Teresa hadn’t wept, nor made a sound. But she was a woman: In their eyes, nothing would make her brave or righteous. In their eyes, his fall was her fault.

And in his father’s eyes.

Estevan Senior contained his rage until they were home. He always did; letting it free in public would be an open admission that he couldn’t control his family. But as soon as the girls hurried away to their rooms, leaving father, mother, and son alone, the beast slipped its leash.

The Holy Office maintained strict secrecy, but there was no boat without its leaks. Estevan Senior had learned that Fray Lorenzo’s diary contained notes on the questions Estevan asked, and that was what sent the Inquisition to question those who knew him: Alejandro, Catalina, the servants in their house. But since a nine-year-old boy must learn his heresies somewhere, his parents came under suspicion, too.

“I was almost arrested,” Estevan Senior raged, one heavy hand thudding against the plastered wall of his private study. “If I were not so often away from home—but like a fool, I left my only son in the care of a weak-minded woman. One who listened so much to the superstitions of her old nurse that she led my son into heresy.”

Teresa was a puddle of skirts on the floor, head bowed into the fabric. Above the collar of her dress, a welted line showed; Estevan could only imagine the agony below, being laced into her stays when her back was still raw. “It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.”

“You are the ruin of this family,” Estevan Senior said viciously, dragging her to her feet. Teresa knew better than to lift her tear-streaked face, but meekness would not save her; he shook her like a rag doll. “Six daughters you saddled me with—daughters I must provide dowries for—and now you’ve forced me to bankrupt myself, buying you free of your sins in private. I would have left you to burn in the Inquisition’s fires, if the shame wouldn’t ruin my reputation and my son’s future prospects. How dare you disgrace me like this?”

He punctuated the question with a blow, an open-handed slap that sent Teresa reeling against the wall. Then another, and another, and Estevan knew from past cries seeping through the walls like bloodstains that it wouldn’t stop at slaps.

The next blow stopped midair, and Estevan didn’t care that he caught it with a strength not seen in human children. “Don’t you dare strike her again.”

The old man tried to jerk himself free, but only dragged Estevan closer. Close enough that he could snatch the knife his father wore at his belt. “You would threaten me?” Estevan Senior growled, when steel flashed in the dim candlelight of the study. “After everything I just sacrificed for you.”

He’d sacrificed it for himself and his pride, and if Estevan thought violence would suffice, he would have not just threatened but followed through. But the man who called himself Estevan’s father valued one thing above all.

Instead of turning the knife on the beast in front of him, Estevan set it against the crease of his own thigh. “No. But if you want to continue having a son, you will never lift a hand to her or my sisters ever again. Or I will give you a seventh daughter for your pride.”

Teeth glinted in the dim light as Estevan Senior’s lip rose in a sneer. “Bold words, boy. You’ll never—”

All bravado vanished in a shout of dismay as Estevan dug the knife in. The pain was worth it to see that arrogant man on his knees, stemming the flow of blood with his own hands as he bellowed for a servant to come help. Estevan hadn’t cut deep—the stout wool of his breeches slowed the blade—but he’d proved that his words were no bluff.

Small enough protection. But the tremulous, encouraging smile from Teresa, glimpsed over the bowed head of Estevan Senior, repaid every drop of blood.

For all that Estevan’s father cared more about his own reputation than any harm to his wife—and harm to his son only mattered where it damaged Estevan Senior’s own legacy—he wasn’t wrong about the consequences of the arrest.

Some disgrace settled on their family like dust, despite all their efforts to avoid it. Fray Lorenzo was eventually convicted of heresy; a Lutheran book had been found in his house. He repented before his execution, though, which meant he was saved from the pain of burning by merciful strangulation beforehand. On the stake next to him were the bones of Teresa’s old nurse María, evicted from their grave to be punished in their owner’s stead for the sin of teaching Teresa faerie charms. A tutor and a nurse, both related to the Carrasco household: The tongues of gossips wagged disapprovingly, remarking on those weeks when Doña Teresa and her son were “away from home.”

The bribes paid to keep their absence to mere weeks and have penance meted out in private were substantial, far beyond what an hidalgo of modest means could afford without flinching. Estevan Senior had to borrow money from his first wife’s family, and after that, his former father-in-law cut all ties, lest his own reputation be harmed by association. Deprived of employment in the Indies fleet, Estevan Senior floundered to maintain the lifestyle he was accustomed to.

Certainly he could not be expected to give up his gambling and whoring, so economies must be extracted elsewhere. It no longer mattered that Fray Lorenzo was unavailable to tutor Estevan; there was no money to pay for private tutoring anyway. Instead he was shunted off to one of the little schools in Sevilla, packed like a lamb into a bleating flock of more than eighty boys trapped together for eight hours each day, with only a short break for lunch. Estevan Senior at least paid for his son to learn to read, write, and do basic arithmetic, which meant Estevan was able to sit at the front of the room. And for the six reales his father paid each month, he got actual attention from the master—which in practice mostly meant he was beaten less often than the poorer, more neglected, and therefore more disobedient boys farther back in the airless room.

The pace was so sluggish as to be nonexistent. Estevan already knew how to read, and practicing his penmanship with a diligence never before witnessed in that schoolroom didn’t hasten the slow march of days. With each letter inked onto the page, he wondered more and more why he was bothering. What awaited him, once he escaped this jail? Estevan Senior had little money to pay for a grammar school, and likely would not see the need—not when his son could be taught the basics of stabbing and shooting much more cheaply, and sent off to fight the Ottomans or Moroccan corsairs. University was even more out of reach, and as for the Council of the Sea Beyond… Estevan had better odds of going to the Sea Beyond itself.

Chances to talk to Teresa alone were as rare as righteous men. After she healed, she was busy doing what she could to salvage the marriage prospects of Isabel and Juana Inés. Beatriz claimed interest in neither husband nor convent—a problem for later—and Leonor was still too young. The girls had absolved their mother of any wrongdoing, but they seemed divided on how much blame to lay at Estevan’s door.

And they wouldn’t let him be alone with her. He was a man now, or soon would be. He was away all day, preparing for whatever future he could chisel out of school, while they were at home pursuing women’s lives and doings. For the first time, he truly began to feel the difference between male and female, not in body, but in experience.

Finally, desperate and tired and heartsore, he sneaked into Teresa’s bedchamber one moonless night when Estevan Senior was out wetting his tongue and his cock in some brothel or another.

“I think it’s time I admit defeat,” he told Teresa as she rubbed sleep from her eyes. “It was foolish to think a tree spirit could do what the great fae of the Sea Beyond could not. I’m only putting you and my sisters in danger. It’s time you and I went home.”

“Home…” Teresa buried her face in her hands. “We can’t.”

Warming to his decision, he barely heard her murmur. He’d tried. But he was only a dryfoot faerie, no prince of the Sea Beyond. What made him think he could succeed, where greater powers than his had failed? “We can. Don’t worry, your daughter can remain with me and mine. We’ll still keep her safe. Just tell your husband you need to take me away from the city and the family. I can fake a wasting sickness. You always trusted your servants at your family’s estate, didn’t you? They’ll tell him we died, and we’ll both be free.”

“I said we can’t.” Only when she laid her hand on Estevan’s did he notice his fingers had grown long and jointed as twigs. “My dowry… that property was confiscated by the Inquisition. Those lands aren’t mine anymore.”

Confiscated. He’d heard the word, buried amid Estevan Senior’s rants; he hadn’t paid it any heed. Human notions of property, of ownership—but he couldn’t simply laugh them off. His tree belonged to someone else now.

Compared to the suffering inflicted on the Sea Beyond and its mortalized captives, his loss was laughably small. But it felt like someone had taken an axe to Estevan’s roots.

He laughed, because faerie sadness was not expressed with tears. For days, weeks, months after that night, he laughed; and because they thought he was mortal, everyone assumed he was happy.

Schooling remained easy, so Estevan continued to do it for lack of any other options, hiding the true extent of his skill so his father would not decide there was no more need. But he also made friends with some of the boys in the back, the ones who exchanged shaky letters and poorly figured sums for shouts and blows from their teacher. They teased him for his scholarly ways until he beat the tar and teeth out of their leader. Then they became friends, because that was how human boys worked. Teresa wailed when he came home muddy and bruised, but Estevan Senior grunted his approval. And Estevan wallowed in the perverse joy of finally becoming his father’s son.

He had limits, however, and he found them one day when his friends caught a kitchen cat and trapped it in an alley with a burning match tied to its tail. They were laughing at the cat’s antics, the way it sprang off the sunbaked walls in its desperation to escape the flames. Estevan laughed harder than them all because he knew the horror of that feeling, danger chasing him through a hell of his own making, humans all around and no way to be free, just rising walls and rising fear and rising gorge…

His fist found a home in the instigator’s gut; his punch was returned with interest; and then they were both puking on another boy. Within moments, it was a brawl. Not a cordial scuffle that would be forgotten the next day; the vicious sort that ended friendships. Maybe even lives.

The cat escaped one way, Estevan another. The other boys chose him as the more entertaining prey.

He knew Sevilla, but they knew it better. Soon he was cornered under the Bridge of Boats at the edge of the Arenal, the mud of the low-flowing Guadalquivir sucking at his boots. At the far end of the bridge hulked the Castle of San Jorge: the Inquisition on one side, his pursuers on the other, doom in every direction.

Then a gout of piss streamed over the side of the bridge, right onto the pate of the biggest boy. It splashed onto the others and they scattered in disgust, swearing revenge the next time they saw Estevan.

He had no response for them, too busy gaping up at the sun-washed shadow of his savior. At the laughter that he knew so well, from chasing after it so often during the golden years before the Holy Office knocked on his door.

“Alejandro?” The name tasted bitter on Estevan’s tongue, like poisoned almonds. He hadn’t seen the other boy since that last, wine-soaked day. The de Moya family had distanced themselves from association with him, just like everyone else in Tomares.

The tide had lowered the linked boats of the bridge until Alejandro could jump from the planks of their roadway to the ground, where he promptly sank calf-deep into the mud. “Shit,” he said mildly, not sounding alarmed. “There goes another pair of boots.”

Estevan would have retreated a wary step if he could. “What—what are you doing here?” A weak question to take the place of the strong ones he couldn’t ask. What did you see, that day at Fray Lorenzo’s house? What did you tell the Inquisition?

“Looking for you,” Alejandro said. “Well… skiving off, really. But then I saw you. And since I’m already where I’m not supposed to be, without any nursemaid or schoolmaster watching over me, there’s nobody to stop me from talking to you.”

Estevan found himself wishing there was nothing to stop him from walking away, but the river mud had other ideas. He sat, the cold squelch of mud cupping his rear like an overflowing shitpot in this overflowing shitpot of a mortal world. It was cool against his fingers as he tried to dig his way free. “And it only took you a year to get away,” he muttered.

An embarrassing noise from the mud announced Alejandro’s unwise attempt to shuffle his feet in shame. “I—I’m sorry.”

Then, all in a rush: “I didn’t tell them anything, I swear. The Holy Office, I mean—their familiars came around to ask questions about you. Like, did I ever hear you and Fray Lorenzo talking about Lutheranism, or anything that might make me think you had truck with faeries. I told them no, that you’re a much better Christian than I am. Which is true.”

Estevan just barely stopped himself from rubbing muck all over his face. His fingers were clumpy and misshapen with it. He shook it free and watched it plop onto the churned-up flat like clay on a potter’s wheel. Which is true, Alejandro said. So you lied, he wanted to respond.

“Weren’t you afraid?” he asked, because that said the same thing, but in a way he could deny if the Inquisition came again.

“Pissing buckets,” Alejandro said, chuckling and glancing in the direction the other boys had fled. “But I couldn’t tell them what I don’t know, and I don’t know anything. Here.”

Estevan studied the sheathed knife he held out, the glint of steel at the pommel and hilt. Steel wasn’t as bad a threat as iron, but… “Is this a test?”

“What? No!” Alejandro fumbled tucking the knife back into his belt; it fell to the ground with a squelch. “I meant you could use it to dig out your feet. And then… maybe help me. I think I need it.”

“Oh.” With a bit of contorting, Estevan managed to lean over far enough to retrieve the knife. He unsheathed it, deliberately letting his fingers rest against the steel guard, and began troweling out the mud holding him prisoner.

Once they were both free, Alejandro said, “I have an idea. If you’re willing to help.”

Alejandro’s ideas usually got worse as they went, and this one had started with him burying himself up to the calves in mud. “What is it?”

“School,” Alejandro said with a grimace. “My mother wants to send me to the Jesuits. ‘They have the best teachers in all the Spains—’” A perfect mimicry of the Widow Baroja’s precise diction. “They have the strictest teachers in all the Spains. But she knows you always made me go to lessons with Fray Lorenzo, even if we were a bit late sometimes. What if I misbehave badly enough to convince her you have to come to grammar school with me? To keep me in line?”

When Estevan hesitated, too astonished to think of a response, Alejandro said, “I don’t know what you want—why you’re here—but I know it must involve schooling.” He made a face on that word, like he couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to learn for learning’s sake.

More than astonishment robbed Estevan of his words now. Alejandro did know—or suspected. Which was just as bad, where the Inquisition was concerned. Yet he had held his tongue, saying nothing of the day his friend had a conversation with a door. Or any of the myriad of other occasions when Estevan, all unwitting, might have slipped up.

And Alejandro wasn’t wrong. Estevan did have a purpose. Or had had one, before. Could, possibly, have one again, if Alejandro’s mad plan actually put him back on the correct path.

“Why?” he asked. Once, he’d made a deal with a woman who knew him as well as any mortal ever had, but he understood what she wanted from him. Alejandro barely knew him, didn’t need him, and yet was offering to dare the wrath of the Holy Office, just to help him.

The answer was simple, artless, and dizzying. “Because you’re my friend.”

The heavy mud had been scraped away, and the sunlight was warm as they made their way out from under the boats of the bridge. He took Alejandro’s hand when it was offered to haul him up onto the embankment, and that was warm, too. “I can’t tell you anything,” Estevan said, wise enough now to be wary, as he hadn’t been before.

“I don’t want to know anything,” Alejandro said.

“Then I pity the Jesuits at that school of yours.”

“Ours,” Alejandro corrected.

And the warmth, too much for this shell of his to handle, slid from Estevan in the form of tears. He hoped that Teresa’s nameless daughter, safe among the trees of his lost home, had a friend even half so good.

“Ours,” he agreed.







CHAPTER 4

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER
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With the harpies turned to stone by the sun, the Hungry Girl could go wherever she liked.

Except, of course, off the island.

She scrounged berries and sea grass, then slaked her salted thirst from one of the island’s tiny springs. Usually she spent part of the day sleeping, but she couldn’t bring herself to go back; instead she found a sunny place where the ground wasn’t too hard and curled up there for some uncomfortable rest.

Would this be her life now? She knew the fickleness of faeries all too well: It was anyone’s guess whether the Lady would murder her for her offenses or forget them entirely. The only way to find out was to face her. And the Hungry Girl didn’t want to die.

But she also didn’t want to live here alone. Never mind whether there were enough berries and grasses to sustain her, whether she could bring herself to eat harpy eggs. The solitude would kill her. She had to build another boat, even if it wouldn’t be done in time to save anybody but herself.

And then she would sail into the Sea Beyond, without Swansdown’s guidance or Steamed Pudding’s support or the encouragement of Whistler’s Call, and she would die out there instead of here.

At least she would die trying.

The Hungry Girl forced herself to her feet and headed for the cliffs. Even if it was just delaying death, she would start over. More feathers. More driftwood. And if she could complete a boat in time to save anyone, even the Lady, then she would take them with her when she left.

She stopped dead at the sight of something below, breaking the golden glitter of the sea.

It was a thick shape, higher in the stern than the bow, with gaunt and leafless trees thrusting up from its body, a series of stepped, flat decks. With one hand shielding her eyes against the sun’s fading gold and the other pressing down the hope mushrooming in her chest, the Hungry Girl tried to make out the figures swarming that deck. They were neither giants nor dwarves, she thought, but roughly her own size, without wings or horns that she could see. A group of them clustered along the nearer rail, and after a moment, she realized they were lowering a second, much smaller boat to the water, with a few people inside.

A boat that then struck out for the beach, its oars skimming the surface like a water bug.

Some new faerie sent into exile? Or a group of them; the Lady and her servants had no escort when they were forced onto these shores. But unlike hers, this boat didn’t look as if it would dissolve into sea-foam the moment it touched the sand. Which meant that if the Hungry Girl could keep it here—by trickery or by force…

No more feathers would be needed at all.

She began to run, sure-footed as a goat down the cliffside path. She had to get to that boat before anyone could take it away. Had to befriend these new arrivals, had to secure a future that wasn’t solitary madness on this island or an unknown death in the Sea Beyond, had to—

Leviathan’s light blazed a path across the waves as the sun touched the horizon, and the Hungry Girl heard the ominous cracking of stone.

Her knees locked, thin-soled shoes skidding across the loose scree of the path, as though she’d been petrified by the setting sun just as the harpies came alive. The boat was farther from the cliffs; the harpies would catch the Hungry Girl first, a quick morsel to whet their appetites for the feast on the beach. Unless she hid and let them fall upon the newcomers instead.

It would be easier to take the boat if none were left to defend it.

But there were a score of bodies in the boat, at least that many in the ship beyond, and she doubted five people could sail that great structure even if Swansdown figured out the way of it. Whatever magic propelled the ship, they’d need the faerie who controlled it.

And the harpies destroyed everything they found. It would take them a while to reduce the ship to shattered planks, but wrecking its ability to float might come much faster.

Cursing the moments she’d lost to hesitation, the Hungry Girl hit the beach and angled toward the safety of the forest, shouting as she ran. “This way! Get under cover! The harpies are coming!”

They heard her; she knew they had, by the way their heads came up and swiveled to face her. But no one began moving toward the forest.

“Run!” she screamed. “Don’t you know where you are? There’s too many; you can’t fight them all! This way! You’ll be safer under the trees!”

At the very least, she’d hoped they’d scatter like gulls from a thrown stone. Instead, at the crisp words of the tallest among them, they ordered into a compact block.

A glance over her shoulder revealed a grey cloud rising above the cliffs, blotting the delicate colors of twilight. She shouted again at the strangers. “Over here, or you’ll all be meat for their feast!”

Still ignoring her warnings, the five in the block’s front line raised long, straight clubs of polished wood and metal, each pointed in her direction. They obviously weren’t from the waters around the Archipelago of Threnody; perhaps they didn’t speak the language of birds. With what breath she could muster, she cycled through the tongues she knew: “Run!” in dragonfly-chitter and “Over here!” in salt-talk, “They’re coming!” in Old Foxtongue, and “They’ll kill you if you don’t hide!” in the language of trees.

That last finally got a reaction. A storm-cloud figure in a hooded grey cloak spoke to the tall one, who barked out more words. The five in front pointed their clubs at the bare sky.

“Who will kill us?” called the cloaked figure. Despite the urgency, his tone was as dull as endless rain. A feat, given that the language of trees was a rustling, restless thing that gave the Hungry Girl a sore throat if she spoke it for too long.

“The harpies!” she shouted, with the creak of branches in a gale. She dared not get too far from the forest herself, but she pointed at the sky and the cloud of death approaching fast.

The cloaked one spoke to the tall one. The latter snapped something that sounded like an order, and the block broke apart, people launching into a run.

But there had been too many delays: the Hungry Girl’s indecision, the strangers’ suspicion, the hunt for a common tongue. Before they could reach cover, the harpies were upon them.

Fire thundered from the clubs, and here and there a harpy dropped. Where one fell, though, three took its place. For the promise of this much fresh meat, the entire flock had massed for the assault. The Hungry Girl grabbed every stone and fallen branch that came to hand, hurling them into the chaos, cursing the harpies in every language she knew. Even as the fleetest newcomers reached the trees, she heard screams: two of the strange fae, hauled into the air by harpies already fighting over their not-yet-dead flesh.

The tall one was hampered by the drag of the cloaked figure, who showed no particular eagerness to escape. Not until the former snarled an obvious command; then they both sprinted, an unwilling rear guard.

Several of the strange fae, now sheltered under the cover of trees, were fiddling with their clubs, pouring material into the tubes that made up much of their length. Feeding tiny dragons inside, perhaps; a moment later, fire and acrid smoke ripped forth again, making the Hungry Girl’s eyes water and ears ring. Another two harpies plummeted to the earth in heaps of blood and feathers. More wheeled and screeched, the sky in chaos. Some harpies had descended upon their wounded brethren and the bodies of dead sailors—but some wasn’t all. Wingshadow fell over the tall leader and the cloaked one, stooping for a killing strike.

Then another figure, slender and featherless, dropped from the air onto the back of the harpy, the impact driving the creature to the earth. It was one of the two who’d been dragged into the sky, now bloodied and torn, but still alive and fighting. Silver flashed as their knife swept across the mottled flesh of the harpy’s throat. The creature fell with a garbled, choking shriek; then the last three strangers made it to the shelter of the forest, tall, cloaked, and covered in blood.

“Deeper in,” the Hungry Girl said, remembering to gasp it in the language of trees. “They don’t like to fly in here, but it doesn’t mean they won’t snatch at the edges.”

Cloaked spoke to Tall, and the tall one spoke in turn to the rest of the fae. Their words stirred a faint echo in the Hungry Girl’s memory as she led them deeper into the shadows. That language… where had she heard it before?

When she judged they’d gone far enough for safety, she stopped and turned. It was almost impossible to see in the murk, the sun long gone and the trees tangled thick overhead, but more words were spoken and a moment later, light flared: a small fire, transferred to a lantern.

And the Hungry Girl realized those she had rescued were not fae at all.

“You’re human,” she breathed—then coughed as she drank in the unwashed stink of them. The smoke from their weapons had disguised it before, the breezes across the beach carrying it away, but now, under the closeness of tree cover, there was no escaping it. She raised her sleeve over her face in a futile attempt to block it out.

She’d assumed they were some kind of beast-kin, given the hair that sprouted from their faces. Only the slender knife-wielder was smooth-cheeked. But now she felt the weight of them. The solidity. Even the ground under them seemed to creak, the air to bend. As though their mere presence was too heavy and hard for the substance of the Sea Beyond.

The exact traits others had always complained of in her presence. This was the first time she’d encountered anyone who shared them.

The leader spoke—not to her but to the cloaked figure still keeping close—a string of sounds like pebbles washed down a cliff by a stream. Then the cloaked figure spoke to her.

“Don Héctor Martínez de Riaza gives greetings and thanks for your assistance. He asks why we were attacked, and if this island has other such perils.” The swaying cadence of his speech was slow, even slower than usual for the language of trees, and it creaked like dead wood.

The Hungry Girl rustled a laugh. “You landed on the island of harpies, and you ask why you were attacked by harpies?”

For the first time, her interlocutor turned his attention toward her. In the gloaming twilight, under the shadows of the trees and his hood, he was an indistinct blur of pale skin and dark features. But the shadow of his brow was furrowed, and his pale lips flattened in a frown. “You are not a harpy. You are mortal.”

Was he? She couldn’t quite tell. He didn’t have hair on his face, and something about how he held himself was different. But he neither had the heaviness, the solidity, that she felt from the others, nor the ineffable life she was accustomed to in the fae—a liveliness she knew, from constant and pointed reminder, that she herself lacked. With stiff pride, she said, “I serve a lady in exile here on this island. If you free her…” Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth as she tried to say, she will reward you richly. The Lady had absolutely nothing to give as reward, unless she happened to lay another egg.

The Lady. What would she do when she learned that the Hungry Girl had mentioned her to a group of mortal strangers?

While she dithered, the cloaked figure spoke with the leader, then to her again. “Don Héctor wishes to know your name.”

“I’m called the Hungry Girl,” she said. “And you?” It was plain enough that Don Héctor was the other one, the lead mortal, but the name of his interpreter might clarify his nature.

Rather than answer, the cloaked one turned again to Don Héctor for an exchange that went on for long enough to make the Hungry Girl fidget. Finally he asked, “Your lady in exile. Is she also dangerous?”

It seemed too little for the time they’d spent conversing. The Hungry Girl glanced uneasily at the stinking shadows of the mortals around her, trying to decide how to respond. If they knew the Lady was turning into a harpy—that Steamed Pudding was, too, and Swansdown, and Whistler’s Call…

Before she could answer, a muffled groan presaged a sliding crunch. The mortal holding the lantern spun around, and others raised their fire-clubs—but it was only the smooth-faced one, who’d leapt upon a harpy to save the tall one, Don Héctor. They mumbled something that sounded apologetic, but it was clear that blood loss had weakened them; they couldn’t rise to their feet.

The interpreter spoke to Don Héctor. This time the exchange was much briefer. “Erauso needs his wounds bound. Is there somewhere other than this wood where we can go?”

Steamed Pudding could help. And saving the wounded one’s life might win some badly needed goodwill.

Hoping that Swansdown had the usual glamours in place, the Hungry Girl said, “Follow me.”

“Merchants, you say,” the Lady mused, regal upon her dais.

For the possibility of rescue, Swansdown had outdone herself. Their glade still looked like part of the forest, but rather than a dirty little hollow, it had become a soaring space fit for the King of Ash and Night himself. If the lighting was still dim—Swansdown couldn’t make real light, only disguise the torches as graceful lamps—that only added to the Lady’s aura of mystique.

And hid any feathers that might peek out from her sleeves.

“Ask them how merchants came to wash up on shores as unprofitable as these,” she ordered the Hungry Girl.

Don Héctor had left half his people outside, where Steamed Pudding was doing their best for the injured Erauso, but the eight hovering behind him still clogged the air with the reek of sweat. They gaped openly at the Lady, at Swansdown, at their surroundings, but Don Héctor remained focused. He carried himself with the upright confidence of a nobleman, and even the Hungry Girl could tell his swinging cloak and quilted doublet were of finer cloth, for all that sun and salt had bleached the black fabric across his shoulders to a yellowed grey.

If he and his people were merchants, no sense telling them they’d come somewhere without any trade to offer. The Hungry Girl translated the Lady’s question, but left out the word unprofitable—which was hard to render in the language of trees anyway; she would have had to say “without fruit or nuts.” The mortals’ interpreter then conveyed her words to Don Héctor, because the Lady spoke no language the interpreter shared. Nor, it seemed, did any of the other strangers speak a language of the Sea Beyond. All conversation had to pass through the Hungry Girl and her cloaked counterpart.

“Don Héctor hoped to trade with the seven rich cities of Antillia,” the interpreter said, when asked how the mortals had come to be on the harpy island. “But the enchantments meant to aid him in his sailing blew him off course instead.”

“Did they,” said the Lady, her eyes narrowing. Her fingers tapped inside her long sleeves. “Make the one who speaks to you remove his hood. I will have no dealings with one who hides what he is.”

When the Hungry Girl passed along this order, the cloaked stranger’s whole body tensed. Then, slowly, he drew down the dull wool that hid his face.

The Hungry Girl couldn’t stop her indrawn breath. His skin was the same wyrmwood grey as the driftwood of the lost boat, and polished to the same smoothness. A length of twine tied back hair that started black at his skull, but faded to white by its matted tips. His eyes flashed cat-kin green as they met hers, then darkened as he lowered them. There was more than reflected light in that gaze. There was resentment. There was despair.

There was a mystery. He was fae; she was sure of it now. But—not. Somehow in-between, but not like her. The vital energy that suffused every denizen of the Sea Beyond, from Steamed Pudding’s stout homeliness to the Lady’s grace, was missing.

What had happened to him?

She’d lost her chance to see how the Lady reacted to the sight of him. By the time the Hungry Girl’s attention flicked back to her mistress, the Lady was already speaking again. “They seek Antillia? Tell them that is where I was exiled from. If they take me aboard their ship, I will lead them there.”

This time the Hungry Girl did a better job of controlling her surprise. “But, my lady—that isn’t true.”

Her mistress’s eyes glittered coldly. “You will tell them what I said. Do you want off this island, or not?”

As if the Hungry Girl could trust any such promise. Except—perhaps she could, this one time. Alone, the Lady would have no way of communicating with the mortals, or their oddly faded interpreter.

Mortals. The Hungry Girl had been so occupied with the threat of the harpies, the delicacy of presenting these people to the Lady without offending either side, that she hadn’t fully realized what their presence meant.

They could take her home. She would finally have the chance to do as she’d vowed: to save her mother.

She knew better than to blurt that out right now, when no agreement had yet been struck, let alone fulfilled. Unable to understand the other humans, the Hungry Girl could only study the strange faerie who served them as they debated their response to the Lady’s offer. Whatever spark animated him when he revealed himself had passed as quickly as a summer squall, leaving him blank in his apathy. He showed no emotion even when, the debate concluded, he delivered what any faerie would recognize as a grave insult.

The Hungry Girl wet her lips and stepped back as though that might protect her from the Lady’s wrath. “He… his master requests… that you give your oath to lead them safely.”

Was it some additional glamour from Swansdown, kneeling sedately off to one side, that made the Lady seem to grow taller, or was it the Lady’s own fury? “They dare question my honesty,” she hissed.

With good cause, since she was lying to them. But inspiration struck, and it was all the Hungry Girl could do to stifle a telltale giggle. “My lady… they don’t speak your language. Say whatever you like—sound grave and angry as you do—and I’ll translate it as what they want to hear.”

It didn’t erase the insult. But the Hungry Girl thought she detected a hint of approval, the first since their exile, as her mistress gave a stiff nod. Then the Lady drew herself up as regally as a queen and said, “I intend to profit in any way I can from these cloddish, pathetic creatures, and use them to strike back against those who banished me from my true home.”

The Hungry Girl bowed as if she had just witnessed a genuine oath, then said to the interpreter, “I quote my Lady’s exact words: ‘I swear to faithfully lead these mortals to my home on the island of Antillia, and to do nothing that may endanger their safety.’”

This was duly conveyed to Don Héctor, and the answer returned: “You yourself must swear that what you have said is true, with your hand upon this…” The interpreter paused, searching for words. “Mystical tree.”

The “mystical tree” turned out to be a pendant worn by Don Héctor. The Hungry Girl was glad he removed it from his neck; she did not like getting close to someone who smelled so bad. Despite calling it a tree, the pendant was silver, two bars joined at right angles, with—“What is that?” she asked, peering closely at the figure attached to the front.

The interpreter eyed her strangely, then said, “He is their lord.”

Now was not the time to ask why a lord would be depicted in so much pain, body twisted, mouth agape. The Hungry Girl worried briefly that an oath she made to a lord of the humans would bind her the way truesworn oaths bound the fae, but any more hesitation might make them suspicious. So she cupped the tiny effigy and said, “I swear that my words were true, and that I have conveyed my lady’s words as she spoke them.”

No surge of magic rose in the wake of her oath, shackling her to the lie. She breathed out her fear and returned the effigy to its owner.

“Are we done?” the Lady snapped, rising from her throne. “The sooner we get off this island, the better.”

As much as the Hungry Girl agreed… “My lady, it is still night. And the harpies are in a fury from the earlier fight. I don’t think it would be safe to leave yet.”

The twist of the Lady’s mouth wanted to argue, but she said, “Oh, very well. Find out if they have a jester of their own. I’m tired of you and I want something new. And ask if they have a proper maidservant on board that ship of theirs.”

Swansdown made a muffled, desperate noise.

The Lady meant to leave her behind. The Hungry Girl’s services were required; Swansdown’s, much less so. Let alone Steamed Pudding… or Whistler’s Call. The companions of the Lady’s exile, who had witnessed her humiliations here.

The Hungry Girl pivoted back to the interpreter. “My lady has one more condition. She will not leave without her companions: this maidservant here, called Swansdown; the cook, called Steamed Pudding, who is treating your friend Erauso; and one more. He is known as Whistler’s Call, and we must rescue him from among the harpies before we can go.”

“Is a simple request for proper servants reason for such commotion?” the Lady demanded, when the ensuing discussion among the mortals stretched far too long.

“I wouldn’t know. That’s not what I asked for,” the Hungry Girl answered, keeping her tone low and her expression as placid as her counterpart’s. “I suspect they’re discussing how to retrieve Whistler’s Call, which I told them you insisted on. Don’t raise a fuss; if you do, you’ll give them reason to doubt my word and yours, and then none of us will escape this island.”

The Lady stiffened, and the Lady glared… but in the end, the Lady remained silent.

“He’s usually here by now,” the Hungry Girl whispered, her muscles cramping with tension.

The sun was close to touching the horizon, but the bluff where Whistler’s Call always met her was empty. Had the mortals shot him the previous night? Surely he couldn’t have lost his awareness that fast, attacking them with the rest of the flock… but he might have tried to help. The Hungry Girl hadn’t gone with the Lady and Swansdown and Steamed Pudding to board the ship, so she’d had no chance to search the beach for his body.

At least she could trust that the Lady was unlikely to convince anyone to sail without her. The interpreter was here on the cliffs, and so was Don Héctor, along with six of his men and their smoking weapons, now quiescent. The orichalcum of the metal parts gleamed like Leviathan’s blood in the sunset light.

“You said the island holds a transformation curse?” The interpreter spoke quietly, as though he didn’t want to call down his master’s notice. “Perhaps he is already lost.”

His bored tone made it clear how little he cared. “No, I won’t accept that,” she whispered back. He made a questioning noise, and she realized she’d reverted to the language of birds. In the language of trees, she said, “He remained himself yestereve. But he may need our help, before the harpies awake.”

She bounced impatiently from foot to foot as he relayed her decision. Once it was clear Don Héctor would cooperate, she leaned out and scanned the rough slope of the cliff. Some of the feathers were already turning soft, amid the stony forms of the harpies. Which meant she ought to be able to see—

Movement caught her eye. “There,” the Hungry Girl breathed. “It looks like he’s stuck? Maybe his foot is caught in a crack?”

Don Héctor didn’t wait for the translation. He followed her pointing finger, saw Whistler’s Call struggling, and beckoned for his men to follow.

The Hungry Girl scrambled down the rugged face as quickly as she dared. “Whistler’s Call!” she said, a tight, stifled sound; she needed his attention, but she didn’t dare shout. “Strangers have come—mortals. I’ll explain later. They’re getting us off the island.”

Whistler’s Call went still, staring at the mortals. Then he said, “Leave me.”

“What? No! You’ll be yourself again once we get away from the island.” She hoped it was true. It had to be true. “The Lady’s struck a deal with them, she—”

And then the Hungry Girl grew close enough to see why Whistler’s Call hadn’t come to meet her.

His left foot, the foot that had transformed to talons and pebbled skin sooner than any other part of him, was now stone. Until the sun set further, he was as pinned to the cliff as any harpy.

“Go,” Whistler’s Call said, dead and flat. “It’s too late for me.”

By now the others had caught up. The Hungry Girl started to explain, got tangled up in the conflict between the need for context and the instinct to remain quiet, then was forestalled by an all-too-familiar crack. Don Héctor looked at the Hungry Girl; she, assuming he was asking about the harpies rousing, nodded.

Then she realized he hadn’t been asking that at all.

Three slams of a fire-club’s butt, too swift for her to intervene, snapped Whistler’s Call’s leg at the ankle. Numbed into stone, he didn’t even scream. Don Héctor slung the half harpy over his shoulder, and his men, eschewing the safer but longer climb back up to the top of the cliff, began skidding down the broken slope toward the beach below. The Hungry Girl, frozen in horror, didn’t move.

“Would you rather he lose his leg or his life?” the interpreter said. “Come, before you risk your own.”

She slid down the slope after him, overtaking him and two of the stockier merchants as they raced for the shore. A rising tide of harpy screeches chased their heavy wooden boat out of the shallows and into clear water.

But once aboard, the Hungry Girl had nothing to do but watch the grey cloud of fury approach. The men, seated on low benches, hauled on oars to propel them through the waves. At a barked order from Don Héctor, the interpreter dragged the Hungry Girl down to sit beside him.

“What can I do?” she hissed. In the language of trees, it was the desperate sound of thirsty roots digging for water.

“Cover your ears,” he said, a moment before the fire-clubs wreaked their destruction again.

The Hungry Girl clapped her hands over her ears and twisted on her seat, torn between keeping an eye on the harpy flock and watching the painfully slow approach to the ship. She couldn’t affect either one, and that helplessness galled her.

But the weapons and the growing distance from shore finally made the harpies veer off. The fire-clubs went silent, the Hungry Girl lowered her hands, and they drew up to the side of the ship, where a rough ladder dangled over the side, boards strung between crude ropes.

Don Héctor went up first, climbing with familiar ease. The Hungry Girl followed, a little uneasy at the swaying, but it was no harder than the cliffs. On deck she found more hairy, stinking mortals. The Lady and her servants hovered a little distance away, clustered tightly like they didn’t want to touch their surroundings, but the Hungry Girl waited until a sling was rigged to haul Whistler’s Call up to join them.

Enough time had passed that his leg was bleeding freely. Two men blocked Steamed Pudding when the cook stumbled forward to help, but at stern words from Don Héctor, they were allowed through.

“Poor child—what did they do to you?” Steamed Pudding fussed, removing their apron and wrapping and cinching it below Whistler’s Call’s knee. It was unclear if they were accusing the harpies or their saviors. “I’ve summat in my pack that might help seal the wound, but for now, chew on this for the pain.” The brown wad they popped between his lips looked like beetle dung and smelled as bad, but he gummed it without complaint.

“These men,” Whistler’s Call mumbled around the wad, in a pain-dazed voice so soft the Hungry Girl almost couldn’t hear it. “These mortals. Are they conquistadors?”

“No,” she said, kneeling on the weathered wooden boards at his side. “Merchants.” She’d heard tales of conquistadors; they were monsters with bodies of iron who killed every faerie they encountered. If creatures like that had come to the island, she and the others would all be dead.

Whistler’s Call breathed something in reply, but this time it was too faint to make out. Then a rattling crack came from above, and she looked up to see thick fabric blooming from the skeletal trees rooted in the ship. Filled by the wind, it set the ship in motion… and at long last, the Hungry Girl began her journey home.







CHAPTER 5

SALAMANCA: 1598–1599
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“With our Lord Jesucristo and his holy mother the Virgin María as my witnesses, I swear to faithfully observe all rights, privileges, statutes, and customs of the University of Salamanca. I swear to foster and keep its peace, tranquility, and concord, not disturbing these with discord and riots. I swear to obey the rector of the University of Salamanca in all lawful and honest matters. I pledge my hatred for the dogmas of Luther, the Illuminists, the Gnostics, and all other heretics. I swear that my ancestry is free of Jewish, Moorish, or Agote blood, and that I carry no taint of Otherworldly charms or magics in or upon me.”

Estevan felt the words of his oath bending around him, trying to take hold. It was no small thing for a faerie to swear an oath, and a very large one for a faerie to swear falsely—and this oath was false on more than one count. Estevan Senior, like many others throughout the Spains, had long since pruned a few inconvenient branches off his family tree, long before a changeling found its way into his house. But in this as in all other matters, Teresa’s unchristened daughter protected Estevan; the words slipped away, nothing more than sound.

The clerk, unaware of the metaphysical struggle taking place in front of him, grunted and wrote Estevan’s name in the register—a fat and unreliable tome, stuffed with the names of many who were not students, but who wanted to claim the legal privileges attendant to that status. But Estevan and Alejandro, now swearing the oath beside him in that stifling hall, were here to learn.

At least, Estevan was. He’d come a long way from the ignorant boy who thought he would find magic in a pilot’s sea chest, save his people, and return to his blissfully eternal forest life in the blink of a mortal’s eye. His years with Alejandro at the Jesuit school had done more than instill discipline and fluency in a Latin more recent than the Romans; they had given him a glimpse of human scholarship and science. Mortals had so many writings, on so many topics! He’d once thought of learning only as a necessary stepping stone toward his goal, but now he was eager to read beyond the narrow confines of the classical authors his Jesuit schoolmasters considered suitable.

Alejandro, much less so. Those years had wrought changes in him; he was better now at faking solemnity and studiousness for long hours at a time. But like a donkey not firmly harnessed, he could and did shrug it off the moment they were out from under watchful eyes.

As they emerged from the university hall into the tepid sunshine of late autumn, Alejandro slung an arm over Estevan’s shoulder, hanging off him like a boy in a tree. The sensation was a comfort. Estevan still had far to go: a few years for an arts degree, then studies in law before he could seek a position with the Council of the Sea Beyond, the seat of power from which the magic was controlled. But he had Alejandro at his side.

Although the streets of Salamanca were not as chaotic as those of Sevilla, after six years cloistered among the Jesuits for eleven months out of twelve, they felt almost as alien as the mortal world had during Estevan’s infancy. Half the shops lining its unpaved streets catered to the university’s professors and thousands of students, whether they sold paper, pen, and ink or wine, women, and song. Young men swaggered through churchyards and along lanes with swords on their hips, often putting their hands to the hilts when someone offended them. Alejandro’s purse was full; for the first time in years, Estevan’s was not empty. And their families were a hundred leagues away.

They were not quite carefree. Plague marched down from Castilla to meet famine coming up from Andalucía; in Madrid, Felipe’s councillors wagged their beards in sorrow and clasped pious hands to God, but nothing emerged from their storehouses of Otherworldly treasures to alleviate the common suffering. The poor could not eat orichalcum regardless: It had been tried, naturally, by someone not at all poor, and found to be thoroughly toxic to the human constitution. And so men the length and breadth of the Spains prayed for the king in church and cursed him in their cups, and the Inquisition was kept busy with fines and public penances for blasphemy.

Estevan did not want the peasantry to starve or die of pestilence. As much as he wanted to stop the rapine of the Sea Beyond, it enraged him even more for that rapine to profit so few.

Alejandro’s hand, clapped upon his shoulder, broke him from that familiar spiral of thoughts. “You ready to find out what they have waiting for us back at the college?”

The ground felt dry here in the middle of Castilla, so far from the coast and the winding Guadalquivir. Estevan found himself constantly thirsty, his toes flexing in sweat-salted boots as though they could break through the leather and find relief in the barren ground beneath him. He wanted to divert for a drink—anything to delay the unknown that awaited them. These days he had plenty of experience with the entertainments of young males, and the laughs and knowing winks exchanged between the older students at their college as Estevan and Alejandro hauled their trunks up the narrow stairs had made him wary.

But delay would do nothing other than drag out the misery of uncertainty. “Sure,” Estevan said, trying to sound more confident than he felt. He fooled Alejandro not at all, and the arm around his shoulders tightened reassuringly as they made their way through the streets.

The College of Santo Tomás de Aquino was one of many such institutions attached to the university, providing a modicum of containment and direction for a portion of Salamanca’s scholars. Estevan wished the Widow Baroja had arranged for Alejandro to live in private lodgings instead, but the woman who’d paid to send not only her son but his minder to Jesuit school was not about to risk them enjoying the life of free-roaming students. Instead they had a shared chamber not much different from their Jesuit cell, with two narrow beds and an even narrower window.

Which they did not reach now. No sooner had they come through the front door than one of the senior students collared them—with a literal grip on their collars—and said cheerfully, “Off we go, then, little beasts!”

Estevan groaned. Alejandro laughed, which made the young men gathering around them cackle harder. “Oh, you think you’re ready for what’s ahead, innocenti?” They shoved the pair forward, through to the high-ceilinged hall where members of the college took their meals. The tables had been pushed to the walls, making space for the crowd awaiting them there. Estevan had the urge to cover his ears, as the sound reflected off the walls like the bells of the Giralda.

Not all those at the college were as young as Estevan and Alejandro. The one who waited at the center of the crowd, in a carbuncle of calm, had early silver glimmering in his beard. He waited, black eyes merry, as the others rubbed soot into the newcomers’ faces, stuck hats with long asses’ ears of floppy wool onto their heads, bundled them into parti-color robes that made them look like the king’s buffoons. The finishing touch was a brace of pig tusks shoved into Estevan’s mouth, with dire warnings of what would happen if he let them fall.

A peril that instantly became more real when the student behind him began spinning him around like a top. Only when Estevan had lost all track of direction and reality did it stop, and then a voice boomed out.

“You are fools, innocenti! Stupid boys who don’t know which way is up. Look at you—you can barely stand on your own two feet!”

Silver-beard was Galician or Portuguese, judging by his musical accent. A lurch of movement to Estevan’s right was Alejandro losing one of his pig’s teeth and earning himself a chastising smack from the stick Silver-beard held. Alejandro yelped and scrambled to catch the second pig’s tooth as it went tumbling. Seeing the stick raised again, Estevan spat one of his own out and took the strike as punishment. It was hardly painful, with all the layers they’d been bundled in, and besides, he’d once been whipped by the Inquisition. A band of scholars had nothing on them for cruelty.

“Drunk already, is my guess, on vile liquor and wanton women instead of the wisdom of our forebears. How do you expect to hear the lectures with asses’ ears? How do you expect to understand with asses’ brains?” Their thick cloaks whumped like beaten carpets with every strike of the stick, coughing out dust, and Estevan lost his second tusk to a sneeze.

The young men heckled them for such a poor showing and shoved the teeth back in place. “Tell me!” Silver-beard declaimed, assuming the posture of a professor. “Who was the first to sail through the Pillars of Hercules to the Sea Beyond and return with knowledge of how the passage was achieved?”

Nicolau Mir—but when Estevan tried to answer without losing his pig’s teeth again, it came out an inarticulate smear. The same held true for every question that followed, queries on everything from the orations of Cicero to the mathematics of Euclid, and clearly the whole point was for him to mumble his answers unintelligibly; he suspected Alejandro was answering with utter nonsense. “You are ignorant beasts!” Silver-beard shouted. “But never fear; here you will learn and become men!”

Down came the stick again, but this time with precision: It knocked the pig’s teeth from their mouths, leaving Estevan’s lips stinging. Someone shook him until his hat fell away, a further transformation from beast to man. A wet cloth nearly took off his face along with the soot that stained it, while the parti-color robe fell away to the music of ripping seams.

And Estevan laughed. Nothing, he thought, could be further from the orthodox oath and bored scribe with his ledger, or the austere confines of the Jesuit school, where even the plays they staged were decorous things designed to underscore the dignity and wisdom of the classics. No, he felt like he had fallen back into his own world, where the line between person and beast was permeable and shifting, where solemn occasions were marked with the greatest frivolity, where symbol carried as much weight as law.

When hands came for his belt, he hardly struggled, ready to submit to whatever bacchanal came next. But they were only there to attach a bustard’s feather, striped gold and black and tipped in white. Silver-beard was attaching a similar feather to Alejandro’s belt, stick laid aside in favor of a sharp grin and a jostling backslap.

“Welcome to the world of men and scholars,” Silver-beard said. “May you flourish under proper instruction.”

The king of Spain had a tremendous need for lettered men. For the first several decades of the conquest of the Sea Beyond, progress had happened but slowly… not aided by the tendency of ships to return a few short months after they sailed with years having passed for those on board, or vice versa. Some few had been heard to say—never in the king’s hearing—that Their Most Catholic Majesties, Isabel de Castilla and Fernando de Aragón, would have done better to claim the New World than the Otherworld, where riches could be had for the low price of mercilessly exploiting the natives.

But the annexation of Portugal and its colonies brought American silver flooding into the Spains, and fortified with that wealth, Felipe II had intensified his efforts in the Sea Beyond. The result nearly broke the back of the Spanish civil service. To not merely conquer but rule, Felipe needed not only soldiers and crusading knights from the Order of the Pillars; he needed clerks, councillors, and corregidors to administer what their vanguard conquered. And so the sons of tradesmen, merchants, and even minor nobility flocked to the universities springing up like weeds around the land, hoping to absorb enough education to find a place at the royal teat.

Not that much actual education was required. A few months at Salamanca had taught Estevan to expect half-empty benches at his morning lectures; García was not a good enough orator to attract much of a crowd. He read from Nebrija’s In cosmographiae libros introductorium in a monotonous Latin drone, then read from his own notes without changing pitch, explaining how Nebrija had expanded upon Ptolemy’s Geography with the discoveries then being made about the Circumfluent Ocean, which common folk called the Sea Beyond. Dull as the delivery was, Estevan still scribbled notes until his hand ached and his cuff was stained a permanent brown. What he saved by not gambling and whoring, he spent on ink from an Otherworldly cuttlefish, which improved memory for anything it was used to write.

In Salamanca he was at last beginning to see the scope of what he faced. Mortals didn’t simply wade into the Sea Beyond armed with iron and faith; they also filled their arsenal with knowledge. Dioscorides’s De materia medica took the endless variety of plants and organized them into a sensible scheme according to smell and taste, edibility, and medicinal and magical uses. Regiomontanus’s De triangulis used geometry to corral all the world into the rational order of a map. The land, the sky, the sea itself—nothing was beyond the reach of their curiosity and theories.

For those who cared to reach. Learning was hardly necessary for a degree, and a degree was hardly necessary for a position, at least for those with connections. But Estevan, lacking the latter, couldn’t content himself with a minor clerkship somewhere in the royal bureaucracy; he needed to serve the Council of the Sea Beyond. And so he attended every lecture, wrote down every word, and pursued García out of the hall when the lecture was over.

Professors were supposed to spend time against the post afterward, answering the questions their students could not ask during the more regimented period inside. Many of them fled as soon as they could, caring less about their students than about collecting the fees those students paid to attend. García wasn’t even pocketing all those fees; half of them went to Escudero, who held the Prime Chair of Geography but was away in Madrid, cozying up to those who could free him from the drudgery of university teaching. In his absence, he’d farmed his work out to a more desperate and underpaid man.

“Professor, I have a question about other lands,” Estevan said, speaking loudly enough that García couldn’t pretend not to have heard him. “Is it true that the Moroccan corsair Sayyida al-Hurra has her own means of sailing through the Pillars of Hercules? Or are there other gateways to the Sea Beyond—is that how England’s heretic queen has found a way to stay young and beautiful? And what about the stories they tell in China and the East Indies, about their own fantastical islands? How could they know about those, unless there are ways through besides our own gate? Or do they have their own Otherworldly seas, separate from ours?”

Once he would have been beaten for asking such questions, by his father or by the Inquisition. Even at university, they weren’t without danger, as they implied there might be other true stories in the world besides the ones the Church told. But García, hovering on the edge of flight in the colonnade outside, only looked impatient. “A new student like you shouldn’t concern himself with such things. Read the ancient authorities; they will tell you all you need to know.”

Estevan had read them, and he recognized a dodge when he heard one. Many at Salamanca answered that way, covering their own ignorance with reference to the works that formed the basis of their lectures—works that didn’t tell him nearly enough. He had scoured the town’s bookshops for other titles to read, studying so many hours of the day that the others in his college had started calling him “the library rat.”

When they didn’t interfere instead. The bustard feather still tied to his belt marked him as one of the college’s neovisti, subject to the commands of his seniors. His precious reading time was squeezed in among washing their clothes, making them food, and fetching whatever books or papers they required—that last chore, Estevan suspected, often made up on the spot and out of whole cloth. But he preferred that to when they decided “the rat” needed to loosen up, and so forced wine down his throat until he was sick. Only the knowledge that every man here had undergone a similar trial kept Estevan from having a chat with the doors and sealing them all in their rooms until they starved. They survived this; he would, too.

Alejandro didn’t seem to have as bad a time of it. Mostly his orders came from Silver-beard—the Portuguese man, properly called Dinis, who seemed to behave like an actual mentor. These days, Alejandro could be found more often in Dinis’s company than in Estevan’s. After so many years growing together under the watchful Jesuits, though, Estevan didn’t begrudge Alejandro his new friends and freedoms. This solitude was simply another tithe paid on his long pilgrimage.

So he was moderately surprised when he returned to their shared room to find Alejandro there, stuffing green-tinted oranges in a bag already bulging at the seams and disclosing the neck of a wine jug at the top.

“Ah, good. You’re just in time. Leave your notes for later—we’ll be late if we don’t hurry,” Alejandro said, tossing Estevan’s satchel on his bed and chivvying him toward the door. His hands were sticky with citrus, his breath sweet like he’d already broken into the wine, and Estevan was too tired to play either nursemaid or lackey for whatever adventure Alejandro was determined to lead him into.

“I don’t have time for drinking,” he said, digging in his heels like roots. “And you know how I feel about brothels. Why don’t you find Dinis? He’s always happy for your company.”

He turned away, but the delighted hitch in Alejandro’s breath pulled him up short. “Are you jealous?”

A few pokes had Estevan cringing, then hitting back. “No! Stop… Ow!” A particularly vicious pinch provoked a kick, his boot grazing Alejandro’s thigh.

His friend clutched it dramatically and collapsed to the bed. “So cruel! And all when I’m inviting you to something I think you’ll enjoy.”

“A play?” Estevan said wearily, stooping to catch the oranges rolling out of the dropped bag. “A card game? I told you—”

“A corrida,” Alejandro said. “Sánchez has received his doctorate. Apparently that means he has to fight a bull.”

Estevan stared at him, tempted to check the remaining level in the wine jug. “Why does he have to fight a bull? Is his doctorate in butchery?”

Alejandro rolled off the bed in a smooth curl, belying his pretense of injury. “No, it’s tradition. A hallowed custom of Salamanca, and if we don’t hurry, we won’t be able to see a damn thing. Come on!”

Curiosity as much as Alejandro’s urging hand sent Estevan back out the door. Yes, he needed to study—but those plays the Jesuits had their students perform had taught him that, sometimes, there was as much to be learned from human customs as from their books. Even the ones that still baffled him, like how the wafer could simultaneously be the flesh of God’s son and dry, tasteless flour, were important for understanding how these people thought.

The noise coming from the plaza in front of the university gate crashed over him like a tide of memory, the people of Madrid gathering to watch the fae of the Storm Isles be washed clean of their immortality and magic. Alejandro’s arm, hooked around Estevan’s waist, was the rope keeping him from drowning as they pushed and jockeyed their way through the crowd.

The stands had been erected some weeks earlier, in celebration of medicine from the Sea Beyond saving the king from a near-fatal illness. For all that the Church frowned on the pagan overtones of bullfights, any attempt to separate them from what ought to be moments of pious gratitude—let alone to outlaw them entirely—was a heresy no true Spaniard would accept. Now the temporary arena was being repurposed for a smaller event, the students and townsmen of Salamanca piling into the flimsy stands for the chance to see blood.

“Does Sánchez fail to get his degree if the stands collapse before he kills the bull?” Estevan asked, still not entirely certain what the former had to do with the latter. Bullfighting was a sport for noblemen, and university doctors were ennobled by their degrees, but why did that mean they had to fight? It was as arcane as any challenge set by a faerie. Empty the sea into this walnut, and you will be crowned king.

“Dunno!” Alejandro said cheerfully. “Let’s not find out. Oh, here they come!”

They was Sánchez, atop his horse and looking more than a little pale beneath his feather-decked cap, surrounded by what Estevan assumed were his friends and favored students. Together they paraded around the arena, Sánchez dutifully saluting his audience, as the legendary Frog of Salamanca watched from its perch atop a skull carved into the gate. The frog was supposed to bring luck in examinations to anyone who spotted it. Estevan wondered if that extended to doctoral corridas, too.

Sánchez’s last salute was to a large man across the arena from Estevan and Alejandro. “That’s Geryon over there,” Alejandro shouted to Estevan, over the cheering. “Not literally, of course—no more than Sánchez is Hercules—it’s just what they say. And the bull—”

Whatever he’d been about to say was lost in the roar of the crowd as a bull was let through into the arena. To Estevan it seemed monstrously large, gleaming in the sunlight, a furious demon loosed out of a hellish realm to kill the poor scholar in front of him.

Behemoth.

It was a melding of stories worthy of faerie tradition. Hercules’s tenth labor, stealing the cattle of Geryon from the island of Erytheia in the Sea Beyond: a myth straight out of Greek paganism. Sansón slaying Behemoth: good biblical fare. The pillars of the Philistines’ temple were the Pillars of Hercules—only Estevan remembered when it had been Melqart instead, and the Phoenicians were the ones telling the tale. Round and round the stories went, but all of them sang in the same key, which was the death of the beast of the land.

Sánchez rode forward manfully and thrust out with the first of his small spears. Though he missed, the crowd cheered his effort anyway. The bull snorted, hoof stomping as if to shatter the paving stones. His withers were dark with sweat already, no doubt worked up in the heat and the confusing drive toward the plaza. Estevan found himself in sympathy with the creature, half hoping, half dreading that he would turn on Sánchez and then the crowd.

With a grace and speed belied by his size, the bull skipped to one side on Sánchez’s next pass. The toss of his head was almost casual, but the impact was devastating. Sánchez’s horse screamed as one long horn ripped across its flank. It reared; Sánchez held his seat, but only just. He slipped from its back in a controlled fall as his mount galloped away from the threat of being gored again.

The bull stamped, his hooves now ruby bright. Blood seeped between the paving stones, filling the cracks and feeding the dry roots of the weeds that struggled against the oppressive weight of humanity.

Estevan was a wood spirit. He couldn’t speak to stone. But plants he understood, and these small shoots sang as they feasted. Sang with a magic he’d sealed himself from for too many years, a harmony of deep earth and roots that slumbered in a semblance of death. And for a heart-stopping moment, he was convinced that if Sánchez died on the bull’s horns, if Sansón failed to master Behemoth… that something might slip in the bindings that held faeries fast.

Sánchez rose to one knee, drawing his sword. The bull had affronted him—a trifling word for a vicious struggle whose balance had abruptly shifted—and so tradition now denied him the salvation of assistance. No peons would rush out to hack apart the exhausted bull, finishing a victory credited to Sánchez; he must kill the beast himself, or die in the trying. The man waited, panting with fear and exertion, in the middle of a road that began with studying civil law and ended in death.

The bull charged.

Sánchez rolled to one side. No cries approved or condemned his dodge; the watchers had stopped their breath. He rolled, and came to his feet, and his hands were empty; twenty feet away, the chambers of the bull’s heart were filled with steel. The bull moaned, a peculiarly sad sound for a creature that moments before had been rage incarnate. Then he sank to his knees, to the ground, and died.

“Behemoth! Behemoth!” The cries exploded like shot from a culverin, bidding fair to break the walls enclosing the plaza. Sánchez vanished behind the surging mass of his friends and admirers, only to emerge a moment later bearing a bowl slopping blood. Like the tide flowing out to sea, the crowd surged out of the stands and through the streets behind the victorious scholar, carrying Estevan with it, southwest to the old Roman bridge.

Just outside the gate stood the weathered, headless form of another bull, ancient and obscure. This stone guardian stood silent as, hoisted on the shoulders of his friends, Sánchez dipped his hand into his bowl of blood and swiped it across the city wall, writing out his name. The last splash went onto the neck of the stone bull, and everyone cheered.

But in that crimson stroke, Estevan saw the drained, grey face of a mortalized faerie: something lost, something destroyed, all in the name of human glory. The joyful song of the feasting weeds faded to a dirge, then died.

Time died with it, past and present bleeding together. In ancient times his small chestnut grove had been a vast forest spreading over the hills and valleys of Andalucía. Magic flowed freely through the trees, from the deepest root to the smallest treetop leaf, as vital as any island cradled in Leviathan’s waters. But then humans came; then one of their number killed Behemoth. Magic drained from the land like blood from a beast’s carcass, and his forest diminished until it was a shrunken grove. And whatever the creature now called Estevan had been—a memory that lived now only in half-forgotten fragments he often mistook for a dream—he, too, was nothing more than a sad, shivering creature in its final throes of death.

A square of linen edged with lace was shoved into his hands, his body turned so that his back was to a wall and Alejandro’s chest shielded him from view. “Dry your face,” Alejandro murmured, close to his ear. “The heat’s made you sweaty.”

Estevan obeyed, scrubbing fiercely when the first swipe only called up more misery, more tears. He was so human now that he cried instead of laughing when he was sad, and that terrified him so much that soon he was shaking.

But it passed. The crowd dispersed, off to drink on Sánchez’s tab. The day’s heat abated and twilight softened the sky. Somewhere, a lone cricket called plaintively for a mate. Estevan folded the cloth and found his voice. “Sorry. I—”

“You don’t need to tell me,” Alejandro said, their long-standing code for I don’t want to know. “I have five oranges and three jugs of wine, and we don’t have class until morning.”

Odd numbers. It delighted something deep and contrary in Estevan’s heart. Perfect for splitting. “There’s an old mulberry in the courtyard to the west of the gate. Good for climbing.”

Alejandro didn’t even ask how Estevan knew the tree was there.

The shop run by the Widow Cordovés was about the size of a crate, with even less room to move around. Estevan had to mind not only his elbows but his shoulders and hips every time he entered, and he’d quickly learned to leave his sword in the widow’s custody, because otherwise it would knock into things and send them toppling to the ground. The room’s airless confines were inevitably stifling regardless of season, and he could barely see in the dim light.

He loved it.

The university assigned him plenty of things to read: Sacrobosco’s Sphere; Pomponius Mela’s De situ orbis; Ptolemy’s Almagest, and its accompanying commentary by Theon. Estevan, having devoured them all without sating his appetite, took to haunting the narrow lanes of Salamanca where the booksellers had their shops, hunting anything that might expand his knowledge. The secret to reaching the Sea Beyond and controlling what mortals found there would not be published in any book, but by familiarizing himself with the mathematics of cartography and navigation, the history of exploration and expansion, he traced the outlines of the missing piece he sought.

The Widow Cordovés was a canny lady, much better at managing the shop than her late, absent-minded husband had been. She cultivated Estevan’s acquaintance, questioned him on his interests, and then bent her talents to acquiring things he might buy—like Zamorano’s Compendium of the Art of Navigation, which he paged through one rainy afternoon. The slim volume was concerned with sailing the Ocean Sea, not the Sea Beyond, but it contained instructions on how to build an astrolabe.

As he peered at these, the widow cleared her throat. She had an eloquent vocabulary of such noises; this one meant Estevan would need to pay if he wanted to learn more.

But a gust of damp wind heralded the arrival of another customer, crowding the shop nearly to capacity. “Good afternoon, señora,” the newcomer said, politely removing his hat. “I see you’re busy, so I won’t keep you long. I was just wondering if your daughter would be able to scribe out another copy of The History of the Fortunate Isles by the end of the month? I have enough interested students that one won’t be enough.”

The mere novelty of students being interested in a written work would have drawn Estevan’s attention, but the title jerked his head up like a hook sunk under his chin. “Is that about the Sea Beyond? I haven’t heard of it.”

This time the widow’s discreet cough was a prod to mind his manners. Flushing, Estevan said, “Forgive me. I am Estevan Carrasco, of the College of Santo Tomás de Aquino.”

“Miguel Brasa de Lascaris,” the newcomer said with a nod. There wasn’t room in the front of the shop for more of a bow than that.

Nor light to properly see the man’s face, but the name was enough. “You’re a lecturer in astrology, yes?”

“Indeed,” Brasa said, sounding pleased to be recognized.

Estevan’s mind was racing. Astrology covered everything to do with the stars and their movements, but the book Brasa wanted copied had nothing to do with such matters. “You have an interest in the Sea Beyond?”

“As do you, if the enthusiasm in your voice is anything to go by.”

“Yes, and I’ve never heard of the title you mentioned.”

He didn’t mean to sound accusatory, but the widow’s throat-clearing took on a defensive tone. “It is not a printed book,” she said. “Merely a manuscript.”

“Merely,” Brasa said with a wry laugh. “Manuscripts are the scholar’s friend, for the Inquisition’s censorship does not apply to them. Only to printed works.”

They could still get a person in trouble; the Lutheran book among Fray Lorenzo’s possessions had been a manuscript. But they didn’t have to receive official approval before they could be copied. One only had to know the right people.

Estevan spun to face the Widow Cordovés. “How much would it cost to have your daughter write out a copy of that book for me? And are there other manuscripts you know of, that I might want to read?”

“With all due respect, señor,” she said, in the tone that implied the amount due was very small, “I do not think your purse stretches that far.”

“Nor does mine,” Brasa confided to Estevan. “But who needs to eat more than one meal a day?”

It was hard to tell whether he was joking or not. Estevan hovered while Brasa and the widow negotiated a delivery date for the copy, Zamorano’s Compendium still clutched in his hands. The information on building an astrolabe might be useful; it was one of the most important instruments for navigation. But was it worth the cost of this book, when he might save up for a private manuscript?

Before he could answer that, Brasa finished his business and turned back to Estevan. “Now, my friend—if I may call you that? Any student with a hungry mind is a friend to me. Come, let us continue our conversation somewhere we can sit and drink.”

Zamorano hastily abandoned, Estevan followed the professor out the door. Before long they were ensconced in a tavern, drinking cheap wine and discussing various texts. “None of us have money enough for all the books and manuscripts we’d like,” Brasa said, “but this is why we have friends. If you’ve an interest in cosmography, I could loan you some material to read.”

The word might as well have been a magic spell. Cosmography had no professors at Salamanca because it wasn’t its own field of study; instead it combined many. It was nothing less than the attempt to understand the whole of a place: its geography, its history, its people, how to travel there, all of it.

And it was intimately entwined with the conquest of the Otherworld. There were cosmographers serving the Council of the Sea Beyond; the head of the Hall of Wonders in València was called the cosmographer-chronicler.

This could be the perfect opening. A way to acquire the skills those people needed, so he could enter their realm and learn their secrets.

Brasa laughed. “I feel as if I’ve just offered a starving dog an entire leg of mutton. Are you busy tomorrow night? If not, I’m hosting a gathering at my house—a little circle of friends, some students, some university masters. We get together to read and debate works you won’t find in the curriculum.”

Enthusiasm made Estevan want to leap at the chance; instinct made him hesitate. He’d learned caution the hard way.

Brasa read his conflicting impulses correctly. “Nothing blasphemous or seditious, I assure you. Just food for hungry minds, which—at the rate Salamanca changes—will be added to the usual reading list three years after the End of Days.”

Estevan doubted everything would be quite so innocuous… but if he wanted to get anywhere, this was an opportunity he could not pass up.

“Tomorrow night?” he said. “Just tell me where to go.”

Brasa supplied him with a steady diet of reading material after that: not only scholarly histories but travelers’ private reports and philosophical musings on the grand structure of the world. He turned out to belong to the School of Salamanca, the appellation given to a loose constellation of scholars—not all of them at Salamanca—who, following the founding lead of the Dominican Francisco de Vitoria, were giving deep thought to the basis of law, and its application to such novel contexts as the New World and the Sea Beyond.

It didn’t always make for comfortable reading or debate. Even the most radical members of the School of Salamanca were hardly prepared to argue that the Spains had no business conquering other lands, mortal or faerie. They did, however, insist that the natives of such places had inherent rights, which ought to be respected—even those natives of inhuman nature. Estevan gathered what allies he could, where he could.

Which made for all the more infuriating reading when Brasa loaned a particular manuscript to Estevan, halfway through his second year of studies.

Pacing the space between his neat bed and the mess of blankets that Alejandro sometimes collapsed into—when he bothered to come home at all—Estevan read out loud Pareja’s On the Differentiation of the Fae. “And thus it follows that the division between those profane denizens of the mortal world and the descendants of nephilim banished to the Circumfluent Ocean is more than mere geography,” he mumbled, translating from the author’s convoluted Latin to the Castilian vernacular. “They are of different orders completely, the creatures of the mortal world being minor devils and servitors of Satan, born from the defiling blood of Behemoth as he thrashed in the throes of death, while those that hail from the Circumfluent Ocean, being descended of the Watcher angels, despite the sins of their forebears, carry within themselves a touch of the Lord’s divine grace, and thus, as much as any human from New Portugal, come under the canopy of natural dominium, which to the bestial faeries of the mortal world is justly denied.”

He stopped in his pacing as his thoughts teased apart the words he’d just spoken. Estevan stared at the offending tract in his hands, biting his tongue as if to punish it for giving voice to such… such…

“Shit-wiping idiocy!” he snarled, hurling the manuscript at the nearest wall. Which happened to hold the door. Which happened to be opening just as the papers sailed toward it. Alejandro’s swift dodge meant they only clipped his ear.

“Darling, I’m home?” Alejandro said, his smile and words a lead line to sound the depths of Estevan’s anger. He rubbed at his reddening lobe, lost amid mussed hair that probably hadn’t seen a comb in days.

Estevan’s muttered apology didn’t even come within arm’s reach of sincerity. He was too busy fuming. Alejandro, seeing that the outrage was more than fleeting, gathered up the hand-bound manuscript and straightened the pages bent by their abrupt landing. “Is this something Brasa lent you? I thought you liked reading such things.”

Normally Estevan did. But this particular work… “It’s pure propaganda,” he growled.

Alejandro laid the manuscript on their one unsteady table and shrugged. “Most things are.”

“Most things are human propaganda. That? Pareja’s repeating the kind of bullshit they spout in the Sea Beyond. ‘Faeries of the mortal world are degenerate, inferior, beasts in thought and blood. Not like us, the true fae, the children of Leviathan.’”

He clasped his hands over his head as though that could snuff the fire within. “How? How can humans achieve such success when they don’t know the first thing about faeries? Everything we’ve studied here is based on the premise that a conclusion must follow logically from an assumption, but every assumption you have about us is—”

He stopped, realizing what he was saying, and to whom. This wasn’t Teresa, who knew. This was Alejandro, who didn’t want to know.

But Alejandro met Estevan’s wide-eyed horror with a crooked smile, settling cross-legged on his bed with no regard for the street grime fouling his boots. “You know, it isn’t fashionable to identify too closely with the subject you’re presenting in argument. You’re supposed to be able to dispute any position assigned to you, regardless of what it might be.”

A mentality that had probably done more damage to orthodox thought than any number of heretical texts, as it reduced all subjects to little more than games to be won. But it gave Estevan sudden inspiration.

His pacing this time was as slow and deliberate as his words. Someone must have brought food in from a shop in the streets; delicious scents tickled his nose, even through the barrier of walls and floor. Their neighbors in the rooms to either side were often out drinking or courting their mistresses, but just in case someone was there to hear, he spoke in Latin—exactly as if he were delivering an assigned disputation. The recognizable cadence should bore any eavesdropper out of attending. “Prima quaestio,” he said. “Are the fae of the mortal realm fundamentally different in nature from those of the Sea Beyond?”

“Sure,” Alejandro said promptly, in Castilian. At Estevan’s pointed look, he rolled his eyes and continued in Latin, with exaggerated pomposity. “The fae of the Sea Beyond command great magics and rule vast territories, which is evidence of their superiority and their divine origin. Furthermore, fae within the mortal realm are often bestial or otherwise connected with nature, proving their baser essence.”

There were fae in the Sea Beyond who would agree—not because of any connection with nature, but because of the corruption they believed the mortal world inflicted. To them, creatures like him were mere dryfeet, having never ventured into the magical waters of the Sea Beyond. It was oddly refreshing to resort to the rigid structure of a disputation, citing some existing authority that agreed with the point he wanted to make—or at least came close enough. “On the contrary, Cevellos asserts in De significatio angelorum that ‘the origin of faerie-kind lies in the weakness of the Watcher angels, who lay with human women and sired inhuman progeny.’ He does not distinguish between two sorts of fae, except to say in Historia maris plus ultra that when the Flood swept that progeny into the Sea Beyond, not all were carried away.”

Human stories, and questionable as a consequence. But Estevan could not cite the other stories he knew, Leviathan’s flood of tears at the death of her brother-mate Behemoth.

Alejandro prompted him onward. “I answer that…”

Estevan assumed a lecturing position, tall and proud. “I answer that all the kinds of fae are of one kind, not categorically distinct from one another. They share a single origin in the Tears of Leviathan, and have been separated merely by an accident of history. In this, they are no different from the races of humanity, who are all descended of Adán and Eva.”

The ironical look in Alejandro’s eye said he heard the radical implication in Estevan’s words, but wasn’t going to point it out. Instead he answered his own first comment, as if they were collaborating together on the disputation. “Reply to Objection One: The magic and territories of the fae of the Sea Beyond are vast because until recently, they have not had to… contend with a human presence among them.”

“A very polite phrasing,” Estevan said, with his own edge of irony. “The fae of the mortal world, meanwhile, have had to diminish themselves to escape notice and persecution.” As he himself was diminished. Able to speak to trees, coax a touch of movement out of them, but no more.

“And your reply to Objection Two?”

Estevan gestured contemptuously at the manuscript. “That some who write authoritatively about the Sea Beyond have never been there, nor listened to anything better than thirdhand tales. There are beast-kin and tree-folk aplenty there, as there are other kinds of fae here—or were, in times past.” Before San Prisciliano developed a baptismal rite that would not kill them, and the order founded in his name took that up as their holy cause.

Alejandro began tugging off his boots, followed by his stockings. Estevan expected him to change the subject, diverting to what he’d been doing with Dinis or some upcoming play he wanted to see. To Estevan’s surprise, Alejandro said, “You said persecution. Do you refer to baptism?” He was still speaking in Latin, but without the pomposity of before. And his voice was lower—harder to overhear.

“Objection One,” Estevan said, reading the prima quaestio behind his question. “Baptism cannot be persecution because it is a sacrament, and sacraments were instituted by our Lord Iesus Christus for the salvation of the soul.”

“Objection Two,” Alejandro said. His tone was agreeable, but his expression unwontedly serious. “Baptism bestows upon faeries immortal souls, which may enter into the Kingdom of Heaven. Without that, their spirits descend into Hell and are destroyed there.”

Estevan was headed into dangerous territory… but Alejandro was watching him with dark, intense eyes, and the floorboards of the college creaked far too much for anyone to have come along without him hearing. “On the contrary, it is accepted doctrine among fae that their spirits continue forever in the Sea Beyond—at least, those of the fae who dwell within the Sea Beyond.” The fates of fae like him, trapped in the mortal world, were more in question.

Alejandro’s slow exhalation made him wonder if they would stop here, if Estevan had gone too far for his friend’s sense of comfort. But then he spoke, very quietly. “So you answer that baptism is persecution?”

After a moment’s hesitation, Estevan came and sat on the floor in front of Alejandro, close enough for a mere murmur to be heard. “At the moment of baptism, all color and vivacity drains from the faerie. He may gain protection from holy rites and iron, but he loses all touch with his magic, his connection to his land—and his immortality. Baptism yokes him to the length of a mortal lifespan. I answer that anything which removes something so essential to a being’s nature is more than persecution; it is a curse.”

The word hung in the still air of their room. Alejandro licked his lips, then said, “Reply to the objections?”

“Et per hoc patet responsio ad obiecta,” Estevan said. A direct quote from Santo Tomás de Aquino, for whom their college was named: This is sufficient answer to the objections.

“Is that why you came here?” Alejandro spoke in Castilian, but so softly that Estevan had to read the question from his lips. “To teach other fae to avoid the curse… as you somehow have?”

The silence between them wavered, as tremulous as a raindrop clinging to a leaf. Then it fell as Alejandro jerked back and held up a hand. “You don’t have to answer—”

“No,” Estevan said, answering Alejandro’s question as well as his offer to avoid it. He’d withheld his trust long enough. “No, I didn’t come here—not from the Sea Beyond. I’ve lived in the boughs of my chestnut tree since before the Romans built their roads through Iberia. No, I can’t teach anything. I wish I could, but my protection came by chance, and by the grace of a woman who loved her daughter enough to send her away. No, my aspirations are greater… and probably more doomed.”

He met Alejandro’s dark, liquid eyes, and he said what he had not voiced to any living creature since he made his deal with Teresa. “I came to learn how the islands of the Sea Beyond are brought under control, so that what happened to my people in this world cannot keep happening there.”

Alejandro, from whom chatter flowed as eagerly as a brook, was startled into tongue-tied wordlessness. And before he could recover his wits, the stairs sang out a warning to Estevan, who scrambled to his feet as if someone might find him sitting in front of Alejandro like a lovelorn suitor. The footsteps stopped at the room just past theirs, and Estevan, groping for some safer topic of conversation, said, “What were you and Dinis up to?”

“Nothing,” Alejandro said.

Estevan, having just shed his own lies, recognized one when he heard it—but he did not press the point.







CHAPTER 6

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER
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The merchants’ ship had a name, the San Prisciliano, and it somehow managed to be less pleasant than the harpy island—albeit also less cursed.

Don Héctor made it clear right away, through his interpreter, that neither the fae nor the Hungry Girl were to go down into the belly of the ship. This was easy to obey, as the stench wafting up from those dark recesses hardly invited exploration. Nor were they to go inside the structure that crouched atop the forward end, though they could walk on its roof, where one of the leafless trees sprouted. Only the back portions of the ship were available to them, with a cabin there allotted to the Lady and her servants—a cabin that, the Hungry Girl gathered, was ordinarily the residence of Don Héctor. Dim and noisome as it was, the chamber was clearly the best the ship had to offer, with a chair and curtains hung around the narrow bed, and the Lady took it as her due.

As for sharing it, likely she did so only because she wanted to keep the Hungry Girl close. Don Héctor treated the Lady with courtesy, but it was a stiff, dutiful thing, like an action performed under geas. He was warmer toward the Hungry Girl. And the Lady could not tolerate someone showing respect toward her clumsy mortal servant.

At the first opportunity, the Hungry Girl escaped the stuffy cabin and went out into the open air. By miming a cloak at the sailors, she communicated that she was looking for the interpreter; they gestured her toward the front of the ship. Rather than descend into the dank pocket of space between the tall front and back of the ship, crowded with men and chests and animals and more, she scrambled across the network of thick ropes that crossed it like a ceiling, to the noise of hoots and whistles from below. Passing holes clearly used as latrines, she found the interpreter perched against the railing at the forwardmost part of the ship, where the sides came together in a sharp point and the San Prisciliano kicked up spray as it rose and fell in the waves.

The interpreter didn’t even look her way, though she cleared her throat as loudly as she could. “What?” he said—the ominous creak of branches swaying before a storm.

“I’ve told you what we’re called, but you didn’t share your own epithet,” she said. The fae had layers of names, overlapping like the petals of a rose to guard the truth at the center. But those layers carried their own truth: Whether he was the Knight of Something-or-Other, the Watcher of the Waves, or more humbly known as Saltspeaker or some such, would tell her a great deal.

“I have none to share.” His plain trousers were as grey as the rest of him, his shirt so thin that the wind pressed it to his form like a second skin. His cloak was gone, but he hunched as if to take shelter beneath it.

“People must call you something.”

“Diego.”

The name had a faintly familiar ring, like the language Don Héctor spoke to him. Diego spat it like a slur.

After the faeries came aboard, Steamed Pudding had asked whether the interpreter was under a curse—if that was why he looked so strange. But faced with the hostility of his shoulders, the Hungry Girl couldn’t bring herself to ask what was wrong with him, why he was so faded and flat. Instead she said, “That language you speak with the others. What is it? I would swear I’d heard it before.”

That finally dragged his gaze from the waves to rest on her. He studied her for long moments, then said, “Castilian. The language of their homeland in the mortal realm. Is that where you were taken from?”

A thousand nameless reactions rose in the Hungry Girl’s throat. She remembered a forest, or she thought she did; then she remembered the Sea Beyond. But she must have come from the mortal world originally—she knew that much. Which meant the men on this ship, stinking and hairy as they were, must be her people.

“How did you come to be here?” Diego asked. For the first time, his voice carried a spark of something other than bitterness. Curiosity.

In the language of trees, there was no way to speak of a homeland except to say one was rooted somewhere. The Hungry Girl had never felt rooted anywhere. Not since those hazy, long-distant days, before she was swept out to the Sea Beyond.

But she knew the story. Settling more comfortably against the railing, the wind blowing her hair forward like it wanted to race ahead to their destination, she said, “My mother is a captive princess. A terrible ogre holds her prisoner atop a tower with no doors, and when I was born, she feared the ogre would eat me up in a single bite. So she passed me out the window of her tower to the reaching limbs of a chestnut tree, and the forest took me in. Until one day the ogre came searching, and so, for my safety, the faeries of the trees sent me farther away, into the Sea Beyond. But I have vowed that I will rescue her.”

The curl of Diego’s lips could only be called pity. “More likely that birthmark on your forehead was read as an ill omen, and she left you in the forest to die. Then the dryfoot faeries took pity on you—until they tired of your squalling and got rid of you. That’s more like how the mortal realm works.”

Offense shoved the Hungry Girl off the rail. “That’s not true. I remember the tree spirits—sort of. They were kind, but afraid. They wanted me to be safe.” And to that end, they’d sent her here, where her safety had risen and fallen like the waves. It all depended on which faerie had claimed her for their own, and how that faerie’s own fortunes fared. She hadn’t been very safe on the harpy island.

Diego’s gaze flicked away from her like prey sighting a predator. When the Hungry Girl turned, she found a door opening in the side of the ship’s front hut, Don Héctor emerging. He, too, had removed his cloak, but thanks to his heavy doublet, sweat congealed on his brow and glistened in his beard. He spoke to Diego in Castilian, and the interpreter’s body language turned cold, even the warmth of mockery fading away. “Sit down, Hungry Girl. Don Héctor needs to speak with you.”

In the conversation that followed, Don Héctor never once looked at his interpreter. His gaze was on the Hungry Girl instead, full of an intensity she barely understood. For her own part, she had to struggle to listen to what Diego said, distracted by the cadence of Don Héctor’s speech, the echoes of herself she could see in the man. The warm brown of his skin, the oily curl of his hair, the heaviness of his brows. True, she didn’t have coarse hair sprouting from her upper lip and jaw, but perhaps that was a regional difference—like how some faeries from the outlying isles of the Scattered Petals sprouted lilacs when they walked, instead of violets.

The conversation itself baffled her. Don Héctor wanted to know if she had been baptized—Diego resorted to the Castilian word, since there was nothing equivalent in the language of trees. The Hungry Girl didn’t know what baptism was. No, she didn’t recognize the little man on the pendant he wore around his neck. As Diego had said before, that was Don Héctor’s lord—and apparently her lord, too? It sounded like all humans answered to the same one, whether they knew it or not. All children in the realm she came from were supposed to be named in his honor. Her lack of any such name alarmed Don Héctor.

Searching for some familiar touchstone, the Hungry Girl asked Diego, “Is this like a faerie’s true name?”

His gaze was on the planking beneath their feet, as if he were nothing more than an enchanted marvel, hearing words in one language and speaking them in another. But he answered her question, rather than relaying it to Don Héctor. “Something like.”

She wasn’t sure if the blood was rushing to her head or out of it. It was just rushing, driven by her suddenly pounding heart. When she was very small, a cruel master had told her that when faeries died, their spirits rejoined the Sea Beyond, living forever in the waters of Leviathan—but that humans, bereft of a true name, enjoyed no such immortality. When she died, she would just… end.

More words from Diego. She had to ask him to repeat them. “Baptism is the only thing that can save your immortal soul from the fires of Hell, which is where the Lord God sends all humans who do not walk the true and holy path. If you are not baptized before you die, washing you clean, then you will be tormented for your sins forever.”

No faerie had ever told her anything like that. But the intensity of Don Héctor’s gaze said he, at least, believed it was true—believed with a fervor that surpassed anything the Hungry Girl had ever felt. And he, unlike the fae, was mortal: Surely he knew better than they did.

Even if he didn’t… Vanish into nothingness, or suffer for all eternity. Whichever fate awaited her, she’d been condemned to it since her mother gave her to the tree spirits for safety.

Don Héctor took her hand. His fingers were not as rough as hers, though calluses marked them in places; the touch pulled her back from the whirlpool threatening to drag her down. Gripping her tightly, he spoke again, this time with a passion and a hope that came through even though she didn’t understand the words.

Diego said, “He will see to it that you are baptized. So that you may achieve salvation.”

Relief and fear made for a dizzying mix. “But—I’m not a child anymore. I think.” She’d stopped growing some time ago.

“Anyone can be baptized, at any age.”

The Hungry Girl shot to her feet. “Then let’s do it now!” A true name! A name that was hers alone, that she could hold close like an undying ember. A name that would protect her even after death. A name would be proof that she belonged. That she had a home, even if it was beyond Leviathan’s sea.

A smile broke out on Don Héctor’s face, but his words were less encouraging. “It can’t be done here,” Diego said. “It only works in the mortal world. Don Héctor will take you, though, after his business here is finished.”

For the first time, the Hungry Girl truly understood the Lady’s fear of becoming a harpy. What if she died before she could be baptized?

The press of Don Héctor’s hand against hers answered that, even before Diego translated the words. “He will make certain no harm comes to you before then.”

A strange tightness welled up in her throat. When was the last time that had been someone’s concern? Her protection, rather than how she could entertain them, or help them rise in the fickle politics of a faerie court.

Whistler’s Call. He’d defended her against the harpies. He was her friend, and so was Steamed Pudding.

But neither of them could protect her soul.

“Thank you,” the Hungry Girl said. Not to Diego, but to Don Héctor, with a fervency she hoped transcended language.

He rose, clearly needing to return to his work aboard the ship, but not without one parting comment. “For now,” Diego said, “he will call you María, after the virgin mother of Jesús, in the hopes that she will intercede on your behalf and keep you safe.”

Don Héctor bowed to the Hungry Girl and said, “Doña María.” Then he strode away.

Diego was slower to rise. He stood motionless for a long moment, then said, “I hope your Lady swore a true oath about leading us to Antillia. If she did not… it might go hard for you.” Then he, too, walked away.

The first days aboard the San Prisciliano were the hardest. The mortals plainly had no stormcaller to summon rain at will, and in that absence, water was strictly rationed, with none spared for bathing. Between the omnipresent stench and the incessant rocking, Swansdown became violently ill—or at least faked it so well that there was no difference between illness and health—and Steamed Pudding was so busy tending her and Whistler’s Call that there was only the Hungry Girl to see to their mistress.

The Lady of Graceful Shackles refused to leave the quarters she’d been given while the island’s curse lingered. Which meant the parts of the ship the Hungry Girl became most familiar with were that room, the kitchen, and the point where Diego preferred to perch and watch the waves when he wasn’t needed elsewhere.

No: the cabin, the galley, and the prow. She absorbed the terms for parts of the ship faster than any others, because they were of the most immediate use, but she devoured all the Castilian speech she heard. This was her language, the language of her true people. And it was the language she needed to learn if she wanted to be saved from the eternal fires of Hell.

Except she soon learned there was more than one language among the mortals. Most spoke Castilian, but there was also Portuguese, Catalan, Genoese… Erauso swore often in what others called Vizcayan and he called Euskara, which sounded very different from the others. And then there was Latin, the language in which the ship’s young pages prayed every afternoon. “The sailors fear that if they die in the Sea Beyond, their souls will be caught here forever,” Diego said when she asked. “The pages being the youngest and most innocent, and therefore the most likely to be heard by God, are responsible for asking Him to make sure they don’t die until they return home.”

To the Hungry Girl that seemed like an important task, something that deserved their fervent attention, but some of them, like Erauso, hardly seemed to care.

Steamed Pudding shivered whenever the mortals did religion, the faerie pulling their fluffy brown hair flat like a distressed quail. “Don’t like the sound of that, no I don’t. This whole ship feels wrong. Like there’s a monster below us, just waiting to gobble us up.”

The Hungry Girl might have been more worried about Steamed Pudding’s wyrd-sense, especially when Swansdown and Whistler’s Call echoed it in their own ways, but all the sailors shared a fear of what might lurk beneath the shifting waves. She didn’t need to understand their words to recognize the wary looks they cast over the rail every time the sun shimmered strangely on the swells, or the propitiations of spit and salt they hid from Don Héctor’s keen eyes. That, it seemed, was against religion, and he had them whipped when he caught them.

It wasn’t as though they didn’t have solid reasons for their fear. Leviathan might be the progenitor of the Sea Beyond, but she birthed monsters as well as miracles. There were great krakens that could eat the San Prisciliano in a single bite.

Don Héctor did not do the work of making the ship go. That belonged to the sailors, who seemed to achieve progress through a great deal of unmagical grunting and hauling on ropes. Don Héctor was the captain, which meant he commanded the men in matters of war, but orders about what to do on board fell to the ship’s master. And he wasn’t the one in charge of navigation; that job fell to their pilot, a lazy, gap-toothed man nobody seemed to like. Even just watching, not understanding their words, the Hungry Girl could tell the hierarchy was as complex as any faerie court. When one of the sailors tried to get Erauso to help him shift a crate, Erauso wound up breaking the man’s nose: Clearly such work was beneath him.

Every morning Don Héctor visited the Lady. With Swansdown too ill for glamours, the Lady sat behind a sheet to hide her remaining harpy traits; the Hungry Girl sat at its edge, Diego at Don Héctor’s side, and the two of them relayed some very fruitless conversations.

“I can’t take us where I need to go until I know where we are,” the Lady tried to explain. When Don Héctor asked why she couldn’t use the harpy island as her landmark, she snapped, “Because it’s a cursed island! Nobody knows where it is. It wouldn’t be a very good place of exile if they did.”

“Then how did they send you there, if they didn’t know where it was?” Don Héctor demanded impatiently.

“Where it is when you travel to it and where it is when you leave it are not the same thing!”

From there the conversation degenerated to a point where, the Hungry Girl suspected, Diego was doing just as much revision of his master’s words as she was of her mistress’s.

Diego tried to explain to her how navigation worked in the mortal world, but the Hungry Girl couldn’t make much sense of it. Something about the stars and the sun, and something else about devices called compasses whose iron needles always pointed north—or most of the time; it seemed they were less reliable than advertised. And then there were currents and winds that went in somewhat predictable patterns, though those changed depending on the time of year. But the difference, the Hungry Girl realized, was that islands in the mortal world stayed put, and time passed the same everywhere, always. If you knew what the currents and winds were doing, and you measured the sky correctly, you could be relatively certain of getting to where you were going, and you might even know how long it would take to get there. Which made it very different from the whims of the Sea Beyond.

Don Héctor spoke to her, too, whenever he could get her away from the Lady. He’d been appalled to learn that the reason behind the Hungry Girl’s epithet was the difficulty the fae had in remembering to feed her, and the Lady was more than happy to let someone else take over the task. Despite his exalted rank, Don Héctor ate much the same as the rest of the men—according to Diego, every mortal on board was male. But the Hungry Girl was given a full share of rice, beans, salted meat and fish, cheese, and hard bread that had to be soaked in wine before it could be eaten, and to her it was a feast.

It was over one of those meals that Don Héctor learned that her mother had given her to the fae, and Diego dutifully translated his ensuing scowl: This was a very great sin. If her mother did not repent of it and receive absolution before she died, then she, too, would be damned.

“But what if she’s already dead?” the Hungry Girl asked, suddenly alarmed. Her mother had only wanted to protect her.

“Fires of Hell,” Diego said tonelessly. “Eternal torment.”

Don Héctor, seeing the Hungry Girl’s distress, added something else. Sighing, Diego said, “But once you are baptized, you can pray for her soul’s salvation.”

She got something like a glimpse of Hell the next morning. Woken by Diego from her pallet at the threshold of the Lady’s borrowed cabin, the Hungry Girl was dragged half stumbling to the fo’c’sle where Don Héctor, the ship’s master, and the pilot waited beside a glowering Diego. All stood silent and grim, gazing at a smudge on the horizon that could be a cloud bank, but for the faint echo of howling screams.

“Satanazes,” said the pilot, and spat over the rail into the waves. The Hungry Girl needed no translator to understand that his following words were a rank refusal to sail any closer.

“The Isle of Demons,” Diego told her softly. “It has appeared on mortals’ maps before, as a place to be avoided.”

As if the screams themselves weren’t warning enough. But Don Héctor said something, and although the Hungry Girl’s Castilian was still little more than dim shreds of memory, she was becoming familiar enough with the sound of it to pick out the word “Antillia.”

“What are they arguing about?” she whispered to Diego.

Equally softly, as if he didn’t want Don Héctor to notice them talking, he murmured back, “There are maps that show Satanazes as lying to the north of Antillia.”

A chill raced through her from head to heel. She hadn’t forgotten Diego’s words that first day, about what would happen if—when—the Lady failed to lead them where the merchants wanted to go. I hope your lady swore a true oath, Diego had said. She suspected he knew she hadn’t.

Trying to sound confident, she said, “I doubt your maps are reliable. And even if they are, that doesn’t mean it would be straight sailing from here to there—that’s not how the Sea Beyond works.”

It wasn’t straight sailing even to get away from the Isle of Demons. Sailors swarmed up the ropes to do mysterious things among the sails, and the master shouted orders, and some of the fire-clubs—arquebuses—came out again, Don Héctor’s most trusted men standing ready in case anything attacked. Still they drifted closer and closer to that shrouding fog, as if the Sea Beyond wanted them to go there. Eventually Don Héctor rapped out a command, and Diego said, “Come with me. You and the others.”

The Hungry Girl didn’t question it. They gathered up Swansdown and Steamed Pudding and brought Whistler’s Call out from under the tarp that sheltered him, in a cramped corner of the well of the ship, between the towering bow and stern. They’d been long enough at sea that his transformation was largely faded, his wings reverting to arms, but his maimed leg wasn’t healing very well. He hissed in pain as the Hungry Girl and Steamed Pudding dragged him into the Lady’s cabin.

“What’s this?” the Lady demanded as they crowded in. “What’s that screaming outside?”

The Hungry Girl explained while Diego closed the door and sat against it. Then she asked him, “Why are we in here?”

“For protection,” he said shortly—and then thunder roared and the ship heaved and every faerie in the room screamed.

Every faerie except for Diego.

Whistler’s Call got his voice back first. “That was iron,” he said hoarsely, staring at Diego. “These men you serve—they use weapons of iron.”

“Yes,” Diego said flatly, and refused to say anything else until Don Héctor came to tell them they had escaped the pull of Satanazes.

It was a mark of how unnerving all the fae found such use of iron that the Lady allowed the others to bed down in her cabin. They were still banished during the day, though, and the Hungry Girl was not included in that kindness. Her bed remained a length of sacking laid out before the Lady’s door.

At least from there it was easy to get to the railing when sickness struck her again. She heaved her guts into the sea, then hung there for a moment, panting.

From behind her, Diego’s colorless voice. “Are you sick?”

“I’m mortal,” she said bitterly, the words tasting fouler than her own spew. “I’m not meant to be here. As my body regularly reminds me.”

“How regularly?” he asked, glancing down at the mortal sailors laid out like peas in a cramped pod in the well of the ship—none of whom had evidenced any illness.

“All my life,” she muttered, and wondered if the acid burning in her gut was less about mortality, more some bodily premonition of Don Héctor’s hellfire.

Diego made no response to that, not even the small noise or nod she might have expected from another. He was quieter and more still than anyone she had ever known, like there was no life to him beyond what he consciously exerted himself to show. He simply studied her in silence, then turned and walked away, their conversation done.

The Hungry Girl sighed and went to dip some water out of the barrel on deck to rinse her mouth. A sailor blocked her way, though, and while his gestures made it clear she wasn’t permitted to have any, she couldn’t pick out enough words to understand why.

She got her answer the next day, when they sighted another island. Green and welcoming, which didn’t mean much in the Sea Beyond… but there was a visible stream cascading down its slope in a series of small cataracts, and from Diego she extracted the news that a boat would go ashore to refresh their stores of water, which were running low.

Problems arose when it became clear that Don Héctor intended to bring Swansdown with him. The fae, he maintained, knew the Sea Beyond better than mortals; he wanted Swansdown’s guidance. Of course she didn’t speak Castilian, nor any of the languages Diego knew, but that was no obstacle: She had only to shout and wave her arms to warn the others off, if it seemed they were about to blunder into danger.

“Then I’m coming with you,” the Hungry Girl said.

It wasn’t that she suspected Don Héctor of malice. He mostly ignored the fae, except for his daily visits to the Lady, his guide. But the Hungry Girl had been on the receiving end of such disinterest too often for her not to know what it could mean, if any trouble did rear its head. He would protect his own men first, someone else’s maidservant as an afterthought.

“He’ll insist you stay here,” Diego said. “Without you, he can’t speak to the Lady.” Then, after a beat, he added, “And your soul is, after all, in peril.”

The reminder was hardly necessary. The more she heard of Hell, the more aware she became of how fragile her own life was. Still—“Tell him I trust him and his men to keep me safe. With appropriate flattery as needed.”

That last comment earned her a flat, unamused look. Diego must have done as she asked, though; the Hungry Girl joined Swansdown in the ship’s boat.

No harpies attacked this time. They came ashore without trouble, and Don Héctor’s men fanned out with their arquebuses to scout the terrain. “The island feels… quiet,” Swansdown said, scratching at her arm. She’d shed almost all of her harpy feathers now, but the last, stubborn few were causing her no end of discomfort. “I don’t think there’s anyone here.” Which was not necessarily a good sign.

Don Héctor’s men, finding no monsters, but clear, sweet water in the stream, waved a signal to the ship, and a second boat set out with empty barrels to fill.

It was the first chance any of them had since the harpy island to stretch their legs, away from the cramped confines aboard the ship. The men began to spread out, Don Héctor directing their exploration. Diego warned the Hungry Girl to stay within sight and shouting distance… but she and Swansdown were reveling in the fresh air, the freedom to move as they willed.

They ventured farther upstream first, drinking their fill of the cold water peppered with cress. After a pointed comment from Swansdown about reeking mortals, the Hungry Girl chanced a quick wash. Only while drying did she realize that the runoff from her bath might end up in the barrels the sailors were busy filling.

Swansdown’s laughter at that was as sharp as the growing mist around them was soft. The Hungry Girl evaded it by climbing a rocky incline that left the faerie panting and complaining about the damage to her delicate hands. She could still see Don Héctor’s men, small on the beach below.

And at the top, a shale-flat pool leading to the waterfall, with a lovely wooden hall standing in the mist on the far side.

Shouts from below. “We’ve gone too far,” Swansdown said fretfully.

“Tell them I’ve found something,” the Hungry Girl said, remembering only after she’d set out through the shallow water that Swansdown could do no such thing. The merchants would follow, though.

The door swung open without so much as a creak of reluctance. Inside, the structure was as warm and welcoming as the Lady’s illusory hall in the forest had not been. Sun poured through the windows in sorcerous defiance of the island’s fog, its light gracing the long table, the chairs marching in ranks up its sides, the plates and goblets laid out as if awaiting a feast. A single chamber only, with no doors save the one she’d come through… and there was no one in sight.

Splashing outside heralded the arrival of merchants as the Hungry Girl picked up a goblet, studying the heavy, taloned foot of gold that formed its base. Bird imagery—had they come to some outlying island of the Archipelago of Threnody? The Lady had said nothing about it, but the Hungry Girl didn’t know how much her mistress actually knew of the island chain she hailed from. Nobles rarely cared about anything outside their court.

“Oro,” one of the men behind her whispered in awe. Gold: hardly the most valuable treasure in the Sea Beyond, but the Hungry Girl had heard that mortals craved it.

Something slammed into her back, and she hit the floor hard enough to make her teeth clack. The goblet clanged out of her hand. She bucked against the heavy weight, panic giving her strength. Everyone around her was babbling, the person on her back most of all.

Then the weight lifted. Erauso sat back on his haunches with Don Héctor’s fingers digging into his shoulder. Diego crouched at the Hungry Girl’s side, grabbing her wrist as she reached for the goblet. “Don’t touch it. He says the gold is cursed.”

“What?”

Diego gestured up at the table. “Erauso saw a mouse up there, all of gold. Not a sculpture. Turned to gold by touching the treasures there.”

The Hungry Girl sighed. “I’m fine.” The blood she wiped from the split underside of her chin belied the words. “Faerie magic doesn’t affect me unless I let it.” By way of proof, she picked up the goblet again.

Diego stared, mouth opening with a question, but then there was more shouting, this time from a cluster of sailors standing by the table. One of them screamed, and the others scattered like startled birds.

Leaving in their midst a man whose hand was turning to shining yellow gold. It flowed up from the bowl he held—to his palm, his wrist—and then Don Héctor’s sword flashed down and cut through the untouched limb. The shrieking sailor’s hand clunked to the floor, flesh no more… but the curse stopped spreading up his arm.

The Hungry Girl had picked up enough Castilian to guess at the question Don Héctor snapped at Diego. Why is she immune?

“It’s because I’m mortal,” she said, but the words came out slow, uncertain. The sailor was mortal, too. Yet only her hands remained flesh.

She caught the word baptized in Diego’s response, though he sounded as uncertain as she. And Don Héctor, hand trembling, raised his effigy of Jesucristo to his lips, followed by the crossing gesture all the sailors were fond of making, especially whenever the ship’s pages prayed.

Once the wounded man had been hustled out the door, one of the sailors took out a small sack and gestured at the Hungry Girl. Guessing his intent, she took the severed golden hand, now fused to the bowl, and put it in the sack. But the moment she let go, the sack began transforming as well, each woven thread and fold turning solid. The sailor dropped the sack before the transformation reached him, but he stared at his fingers in dread as he backed away from the table and its golden feast.

Whatever the curse was, it didn’t touch the floors, the walls, the table. No amount of picking at the sack’s mouth could budge the gold into opening; no amount of refusing the magic restored it to hemp. “I can bring it back with us,” the Hungry Girl suggested. “Some curses fade when removed from their island sphere.” She wasn’t certain what they could do with the severed limb even if it became flesh again, but it seemed important to the men not to leave it behind.

On the advice of the sailor who’d suggested the bag, conveyed through Diego, she gathered as much as she could carry—the talon-legged goblet, a candelabrum, the mouse Erauso had spotted, a stack of elegantly hammered plates, and the sack holding the severed hand on top. It was uncomfortably heavy, but more uncomfortable was the feeling of Don Héctor’s eyes on her the whole way back to the boats, questioning why she was immune.

The sailor who’d offered the sack, together with one of his friends, stayed with the Hungry Girl as the San Prisciliano put the island of gold to its stern. Diego had refused to remain and translate throughout, but she gathered that these two were inclined toward investigation. As the island shrank in the distance, they periodically set out a scrap of rope for her to touch with one of the plates. When gold started creeping down the tarred hemp, she’d retrieve both before the transformation reached the ship’s deck, and they’d wait a little longer before trying again. The load nestled in her lap was growing increasingly unpleasant. But each try, the transformation slowed just a bit more, with less of the rope affected before she snatched it back up.

It gave the Hungry Girl a thought. “Steamed Pudding,” she called out, and the cook trundled over. They’d not quite gotten the hang of walking on board a ship under sail, and every step looked like it might pitch them over the rail, even in calm waters. When they were close enough, the Hungry Girl said, “I think I might be able to help Whistler’s Call. Bring him here.”

They had to get the timing just right. By watching how fast the rope pieces transformed, the Hungry Girl gauged her moment; then she shoved the talon-footed goblet onto the stump at the end of the manservant’s severed leg. The mortal sailors exclaimed in fright, but the gold only crept a small way up the leg before the effect stopped. Whistler’s Call stood gingerly, testing his weight on the replacement foot. “It’s heavy,” he said, “but… it doesn’t hurt. Thank you.”

Breathing a sigh of relief for her friend—and for the lack of gold sheen on the planks where Whistler’s Call had tested his new leg—the Hungry Girl waved her friends back and shoved her burden off her lap. With the help of the two sailors, she stumbled to her own feet, wincing when one ankle rolled as dead and useless as if it, too, were made of insensate gold. A wince that became a hiss as the numbness faded into the pincers of a thousand biting ants.

The sailors laughed at her plight, not unkindly, and supported her to the rail where she could weather the swarm. “Diego,” said the one who’d suggested the bag. She thought at first he was speaking of the absent translator, but he gestured to his chest and repeated the name. The other sailor made the same gesture and said, “Nando.”

Their names. The Hungry Girl stared, questions crowding her lips without the right words to carry them into the air. Surely they were baptized, receiving their names from their Lord. Just as Don Héctor had promised her the name María, for the salvation of her soul. But unlike the fae, they handed out their names so freely. The trust confused her as much as it warmed her.

But if this man was called Diego, and so was the faerie interpreter… had he also been baptized? Why did he need that, if the Sea Beyond waited to welcome his soul?

The other Diego—Diego Oro, as she decided to think of him—couldn’t tell her, and Diego the interpreter was nowhere in sight. Only Don Héctor, watching her with an unreadable look.

For lack of any better choice, she ventured aft, to the Lady’s cabin. There she found that whatever tale Swansdown had given to their mistress, it had put the Lady in a proper snit.

“Why did you have to bring attention to yourself?” she snapped. The harpy curse had faded at last, leaving her voice melodious, but it could still twang with discord. “Don’t you realize how dangerous that is? Keep your head down and your mouth closed unless I tell you to open it, and just maybe we’ll make it home safely.”

The Hungry Girl was certainly keeping her head down and mouth closed now as the Lady raged. Otherwise, she might be tempted to point out that the sailors had been nothing but kind to her, had shared their names, had never beaten her for insolence as the Lady had. Or that the Archipelago of Threnody wasn’t her home—that if she had a home, it was in the mortal world, where people cared about the fate of her soul.

She certainly couldn’t ask the Lady about souls now. And before she could go in search of Steamed Pudding or Whistler’s Call, Don Héctor knocked at the door, then gestured for all three of them to follow him out to the deck.

It seemed like the entire complement of the ship had gathered there, crowding the fo’c’sle and the rising decks of the stern, some of them even watching from the ropes and yardarms above. Don Héctor led them to the railing, then left them with Diego as he announced a name the Hungry Girl recognized: “Antonio de Erauso!”

Cheers and shouted comments jostled the smooth-cheeked man to the front. He was young, the Hungry Girl had gathered—only a little older than the pages—which was why he lacked bristles on his face. He was grinning from ear to ear, an expression decidedly at odds with the flat drone of Diego’s translation of Don Héctor’s speech. Erauso, it seemed, had distinguished himself multiple times on their voyage so far: diving into the sea with nothing but a rope tied around his middle to retrieve a man who’d fallen overboard, fighting the harpies to save Don Héctor, arguably rescuing them all on the island of gold. How many might have grabbed for the cursed treasure if Erauso hadn’t warned them? And would Don Héctor’s sword have flashed so quickly if he hadn’t been alerted to the danger?

To the Hungry Girl, he sounded like a rash hothead, but one well blessed by fortune. For his heroics, Erauso received one of the gold plates from the trove—a useless prize, she thought, but the others seemed to think it a noble reward. Then Erauso said something that made Don Héctor frown and the steady flow of Diego’s translation falter.

“What?” she asked. “What now?”

The men kept speaking past Diego’s silence, too rapidly for her to follow, but she caught the name María more than once, and she didn’t think they were discussing their Blessed Virgin.

It seemed they reached some agreement, for Don Héctor’s frown eased and he gave a stern nod. Erauso pumped a fist in victory and the men cheered, making gestures that left the Hungry Girl feeling uneasy.

“What just happened?” she asked, jostling Diego out of his stillness.

His face remained as unexpressive as the stone it resembled as he said, “Erauso was grateful for the gold, but remarked that it does him little good until they return to the Spains. He requested… something else, for the life debt Don Héctor owes him.”

“I don’t understand.” She didn’t want to understand.

But she’d been traded often enough among faerie masters to recognize it happening again.

Diego confirmed her unspoken fear. “You’re to serve Erauso. Still translating for Don Héctor, of course, but you’ll be Erauso’s woman.”

“But… I’m not Don Héctor’s to give.” Or was she? He’d taken responsibility for her protection, for her soul. Which was more than the Lady had ever done.

As though sensing the tide’s turn, that Lady yanked on the Hungry Girl’s arm. “Why have you stopped translating? What’s going on?”

Still staring at Diego, the Hungry Girl said, “Don Héctor wants you to release me from your service. To give me to the one with no hair on his face.”

She knew the Lady. Her mistress would never surrender the smallest particle of her possessions or privileges, and as much as the Hungry Girl hated to be counted among those—

She thought she knew the Lady.

The talons were long gone, but the Hungry Girl felt the ghost of them as the Lady placed two hands against her back and shoved. “Take her, and good riddance. She’s useless to me anyway, the starving lump!” the Lady sang out.

Words the Hungry Girl didn’t translate, but a shove was universally understood. Don Héctor took her by the arm and led her to Erauso, and the laughter grew louder, while Erauso ducked his chin in a welter of nerves and embarrassment.

The Lady had already turned away, retreating to the safety and privacy of her cabin, Swansdown at her heels. So had Diego, fading into Don Héctor’s shadow as the man called out the word for the burning drink the sailors all loved. There was no one she could ask for an explanation—for why Erauso had claimed her as his prize. For why, after Don Héctor had treated her with so much courtesy, so much concern for her soul, he would hand her over as if she was worth nothing at all.

But Diego had already answered that. Among the fae, a life debt was no small thing; it seemed humans valued it just as highly. Even if Don Héctor wanted to protect her, Erauso’s demand and the Lady’s acquiescence had left him no choice.

She barely noticed Erauso taking her elbow. Erauso leading her to a stinking room within the aftercastle crammed with narrow beds. Erauso speaking incomprehensible Castilian and Euskara and gesturing until she understood that this was where she was to sleep from now on. With him. His servant. His woman. His.

She stood silent as he stashed the golden plate in a small, battered chest and wondered if, once she had a name, she’d finally have no master but herself.

The Hungry Girl was not naive enough to misunderstand the looks the sailors gave her and Erauso after that. Like all the faeries she’d known, they assumed that she was a pet meant to amuse her master; unlike the fae, their notion of amusement seemed to take only one form.

But Erauso laid no such hand on her. Not that first night when she was too numb with shock to have fought him off, nor in the subsequent days when she slept with one of Steamed Pudding’s obsidian cooking knives hidden under her borrowed bedding. Although belligerent by nature, he was not cruel; he got into scuffles mostly with men who insulted him, and the Hungry Girl couldn’t communicate well enough to do that. He didn’t make her dance or tumble for him. And with him, she had an unparalleled chance to practice the language that fluttered in her memory like ghostly butterflies.

The first proper sentence the Hungry Girl spoke to him was simple and direct: “Is Diego baptized?”

His answer was even simpler: “Yes.”

She had the words to at least start her other questions: How? When? Why? But she knew all too well the frustration of being able to ask a question, unable to understand the answer—and something in Erauso’s expression said the answer would be far more complex than she should hope to grasp.

So she went to Diego, once again on his favored perch at the ship’s bow. Wise enough not to ask him directly, instead she said, “You’ve been to the mortal realm.” He must have, if that was the only place where baptism could be done. “What is it like?”

Even the white-tipped hair whipping across his storm-cloud eyes failed to break his unblinking stare. Then he flicked his hand with as much derision as the Lady at her most dismissive. “As you see, but writ large. The people are greedy and cruel. They have little regard for those unlike them. They are quick to anger and even quicker to reach for iron to solve their problems.”

“Then why do you work with them?” she asked, perplexed. “I was given to the Lady, just as I was given to Erauso, and to other people before that. I have never been free, not since I came to the Sea Beyond. Is it the same for you?”

He turned away to face the wind. “We are nothing alike.”

No. For one thing, she was immune to faerie enchantments. But she’d seen them often enough to recognize one, or something like it. “Does a geas bind your tongue? Is that why every word you speak seems edged with blood?”

He neither spoke nor moved. And in that unnatural stillness, she had her answer.

Along with a thousand more questions. But if she wanted answers to those, she had to escape the trap that held her, where Diego was her only conduit for speaking with the mortals.

Erauso had few duties aboard the ship, but even less patience. Nando and Diego Oro had more of both, and they were friendly enough to practice Castilian with her in what spare moments they had—especially if she helped with whatever task was at hand. So the Hungry Girl scrubbed decks, stitched sails, and retrieved eggs from beneath the strange birds the mortals had brought with them, and as she did so, she learned things.

The mortal world was called the Spains. The holy lord they served there was called by many names: God, Father, Jesús, Christ, and more besides. They also served a lady; her names were Our Lady and Virgin and María, she too served the Lord God, and it was an honor that Don Héctor had decided the Hungry Girl should also be called María—though she could never think of herself that way. Perhaps after she was baptized, she would. The baptism was necessary because it would wash her clean of her sins, with the blood of God. Not literally, Diego Oro’s horrified, amused expression made clear: The actual baptism was done with water. He tapped her forehead to show her, right on the spot where her birthmark ran up into her hair.

Don Héctor was a sworn servant of the Lord God and María under a particular title, Our Lady of the Pillar. So were a few of his chosen followers, albeit lower in rank. Erauso was thinking of joining their number, but he hadn’t yet taken their vows. As for the translator Diego, his geas likewise had something to do with the Lord God, though the explanations left the Hungry Girl confused. They contradicted what the fae had always told her about their existence, and surely the fae knew themselves best.

When it came to answering the questions others asked of her, the Hungry Girl had to be circumspect, lest she give away the Lady’s lie and her own. And often, she didn’t have answers for the knowledge they sought. Gold? Yes, she’d heard tales of many places like the cursed hall, where one thing was turned into another. Though most often the transformation was animal or monstrous, as with the harpy isle. In the Sea Beyond, water sometimes was shaped—or shaped itself—into land. And the land wanted to shape everything it touched to be harmonious with itself. So a hall formed by a dream of gold tried to make everything gold. An island formed from the corpse of a great roc might transmute every creature who landed there into offspring, or into prey. It wasn’t the only magic that governed the Sea Beyond, but it was one of the strongest. Like called to like. And if unlike was the only thing that answered, then it had to change.

The sailors seemed as confused by her answers as she was by theirs.

Sometimes Steamed Pudding and Whistler’s Call joined her for these conversations, and even Swansdown and Erauso on occasion. Then the Hungry Girl was called to tell stories in two languages, with good-natured corrections coming from both sides.

“No, Leviathan’s Maw isn’t actually a part of Leviathan,” Whistler’s Call said when she described the great whirlpool also known as the Edge of the World. “No more than everything else here is a part of her—which is to say, it is, and it isn’t.”

“You sure it isn’t Leviathan’s other end?” Erauso asked slyly when the Hungry Girl translated, then dodged Steamed Pudding’s swat after he gestured to illustrate.

On other occasions the mortals baffled the fae, as when Nando spoke in terrified whispers of hapless men captured by the Goblin Armada, enslaved, the blessings of God’s baptism revoked. “Imagine anyone being afraid of goblins,” Swansdown scoffed, black eyes bright and pointed nose raised. “Sure, they call themselves an armada now, but my da remembers the days before humans ever came to these waters, when it was just a floating market. And not nearly so difficult to find.”

The Hungry Girl left that remark untranslated, and soon enough Swansdown returned to the cabin to serve her Lady.

Long ages had passed since the Hungry Girl had this, safety and a group of people who felt like friends. She got along well with Steamed Pudding and Whistler’s Call, but too much of their time had been spent on the harpy island. These bantering evenings, even with the challenges of language, felt like her days in the Bay of Eiders, back when she was the pampered pet of the Crownbill King.

Even the challenges of language could have been circumvented, had Diego joined them. But he kept his distance, and he wasn’t the only one: Many of the sailors scowled at their little group, spitting or making the sign of the cross. And someone with authority must have chastised the mortals when the Hungry Girl wasn’t there to hear, because one day Nando and Diego Oro were suddenly and apologetically too busy to spend much time with the fae, though they still spared the Hungry Girl some attention when she joined them at their work.

So when trouble came, she and Erauso were alone atop the fo’c’sle. Once Swansdown revoked her glamours, there had been general consternation about the state of the Hungry Girl’s tattered rags. Erauso spared her a grubby shirt and jacket, but for some reason the humans seemed to think breeches were unsuitable garb for her, and so the two of them were stitching spare sailcloth into a skirt. Erauso was stabbing the needle into the fabric like it had personally offended him when his hand abruptly stilled and his head cocked. “Do you hear that?” he asked, half rising to peer over the high railing.

He’d been in the middle of a halting explanation of his homeland, Euskadi, which sounded like it was one of many islands that made up “the Spains.” Behind that she heard many things: The calls of the sailors as they worked across the deck, the snap of the sails and creak of the rigging. Birds overhead riding the wind, and the constant counterpoint rush of water against the hull, as though the languages of wind and wave were one tongue in conversation.

But she heard nothing out of the ordinary. Which was good. Out of the ordinary was rarely a fair tiding in the Sea Beyond. “What do you hear?”

“It’s beautiful,” Erauso murmured. He stared unblinking into the distance, where a low cloud signaled there might be land.

The San Prisciliano’s timbers creaked as the ship heeled slightly, changing direction. Sails snapped and rattled in complaint, losing their all-important alignment with ropes and spars and wind.

Across the ship’s deck, men were stopping their work and gazing in the same direction as Erauso. Strain her ears though she might, the Hungry Girl heard nothing. And that, she realized, was a sign in and of itself. Enchantment was afoot.

Gritting her teeth, she ran down the steep stairs of the fo’c’sle and onto the harpings, the net of ropes stretched over the well between the bow and the stern, shouting for the Lady.

“She’s sleeping,” Swansdown said, blocking the entry to the cabin as though her frame weren’t as wispy as a thistle gone to seed.

And as easily shoved aside. “Something is enchanting the sailors,” the Hungry Girl said. The Lady—who had indeed been sleeping—roused from her blankets with a murmur like a disgruntled kitten. A glamour that included their bed-tousled mistress settled across the cabin; it shivered down the Hungry Girl’s spine, but she shook it off.

Like Erauso, the Lady cocked her head. Then she groaned and stuffed it back beneath her pillow. Her voice emerged muffled. “It’s nothing to concern me. If we lose a few of the sailors to those waterlogged harlots, that’s fewer we have to deal with when we get home.”

The Hungry Girl was reaching for the covers to drag them away when another ripple signaled the breaking of Swansdown’s glamour. The Lady sat up again, glaring at the empty doorway where her maidservant had been. “Oh, bother. Of course that useless goose-kin would succumb to their song. I suppose needs must.” Flinging the coverlet aside, she smoothed her hair and swept from the cabin.

The decks were in chaos. A few of the sailors had managed to resist the call; those were wrestling their fellows to the deck, binding them with whatever rope wasn’t in use. Diego Oro had flung himself bodily onto Don Héctor, and Whistler’s Call had wrapped himself around Erauso’s leg, though it didn’t stop the young man from dragging him across the fo’c’sle.

But the other Diego…

He stood atop the railing, steadied by only a hand on a rope, a mere step away from nothing but air and sea. For once, his expression wasn’t blank. Instead, it held a yearning so pure, the Hungry Girl’s heart ached at the sight.

Splashes came from the sides of the ship as men who hadn’t yet been tied up succumbed to the call. Diego’s hand released the rope, his cloak taking flight and sailing off to the waves as he maintained his balance by instinct alone.

Then he stepped—

—and the Hungry Girl caught his shirt.

For an instant she thought the worn fabric would tear. Then she thought his weight would yank her arms from their sockets, as the railing dug painfully into her ribs. Diego snarled, twisting in her grip, and one hand found her wrist; his fingertips drove between the bones, seeking to break her hold. “I’m trying to help you!” she ground out, knowing it was useless: He was deep in the sirens’ thrall.

Then another voice rose in counterpoint, just over her shoulder. She didn’t dare look back, but she didn’t have to. Though her only recent memories of that voice were harsh words and screeched demands, she remembered it from the time before. Back when the Lady of Grackles had been known as the Lady of Celestial Song.

Her tune flowed like clear water, washing away the sirens’ sickly, sticky lure. The sailors caught by it shook and came back to themselves; Diego stopped thrashing and instead grasped her forearm with both hands. This music, the Hungry Girl could hear, but it still had no effect on her. Which had fascinated the Lady in their early days together… before it inevitably bred resentment.

The Lady sang of returning to duties, of the rewards of good service and obedient behavior. No translation was necessary; her intent alone coaxed the sailors back to their work, like docile bees before their queen. After the Hungry Girl dragged Diego high enough for him to crawl over the rail, she saw that even Don Héctor, usually above the menial labor of a sailor, had caught a rope and was helping to heave the sails into alignment so they could escape the wind carrying the sirens’ song.

Then Diego shoved the Hungry Girl onto her rump. “Get your hands off me,” he snarled, even though she’d stopped touching him, even though he’d touched her in order to shove.

She scrambled to her feet. “That’s the gratitude I get for saving you? Should I have let you leap in and drown?”

“Yes,” he snarled, and there was still light in his eyes: a wild, desperate despair.

Was he that eager to go to the Lord God? The others made it sound like paradise, but Diego didn’t have the look of a creature who’d lost his chance at eternal bliss. His fire was a fury that, deprived of any other fuel, would burn him to cinders.

“Diego del Agua Bendita. In the name of our Lord Jesucristo, calm yourself.”

The command came from Don Héctor, and it made Diego flinch from head to toe. Before the merchant could say more, however, the Lady’s voice rang out across the ship, not in song, but in jubilant declaration. “Tell that man who keeps questioning me that the sirens have done us a favor. I know where we are now. I know the way to the Archipelago of Threnody—that is, Antillia. I can guide us home.”







CHAPTER 7

SALAMANCA: 1601
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The kingdoms of the Spains had many slaves. Most of those Estevan saw in Sevilla and Salamanca were African, either Moors from the north or blacks from the south. But as fast as American silver poured in from New Portugal, the king and his nobles poured it right back out again, in fleets of ships meant to conquer the Sea Beyond… and for their investment, they reaped a growing return not only of precious materials and magical treasures, but of a new kind of slave.

And if the products of Spanish universities were to help govern the country in years to come, they needed to understand the nature of such creatures.

The man at the front of the room was no university professor. Padre Juan de Hierro was a priest of the Order of the Pillars, clerical brother to the crusading knights who carried war and faith throughout the Sea Beyond. The front of his habit bore their emblem, the blue pillared cross, its upright stroke divided into equal halves. He was the first of the Pilares Estevan had ever seen, and despite everything, he found it hard to credit that a man like this could be part of the force controlling and destroying the Otherworld: a round, unassuming fellow, whose tonsure hardly needed a razor to supplement the natural recession of its edges. Put him in different costume, and he would easily pass for a prosperous shopkeeper.

Yet the truth was there in his name. Where many regular clergy took surnames like de la Cruz or de Jesús, this man had chosen to name himself for iron, the bane of the fae.

The hall had filled to bursting, and then a few more had packed in on top of that. Some of Salamanca’s students could have forgone the lecture; their fathers lived in Madrid, where enslaved faerie jesters had long been a vital accessory for the fashionable, the more grotesque the better. But this was a change from the dull routine of regular lectures and disputations, and so, were it not for Brasa’s patronage, Estevan and Alejandro would never have gained seats on the packed benches in San Bartolomé, the greatest of Salamanca’s “greater colleges.”

Not that Padre Hierro’s speech was exceptionally well delivered, even by the uneven standards of Salamanca. Had the room not fallen to absolute silence at his first words, he would have been inaudible; as it was, some of those listening missed a phrase here and there, its specifics lost beneath the scratching of pens. Padre Hierro was here by the grace of His Majesty Felipe II, may God bless him to reign forever—a blessing that took concrete form as medicine from the Sea Beyond. What would be demonstrated here today was authorized by the Council of the Sea Beyond, for the edification of the students.

And all the while, behind him lay an absence, a ragged wound, a dead zone in the fabric of the world. Estevan couldn’t even bring himself to take notes.

Until Padre Hierro reached the end of his prepared remarks and the grey-cloaked figure behind him stood up. A stir ran across the room, as everyone else finally noticed that the mortalizado was already present.

Estevan didn’t want to look, and he couldn’t look away.

The hood of the cloak went back. Beneath was grey, grey, grey; even the black roots of hair seemed grey, its once-rich luster dulled to charcoal. The flat, depthless gaze slipped across Estevan and kept moving, as though he were nothing.

To this creature who’d lost himself, Estevan was nothing. Just as he’d been nothing when he’d watched it happen, and done nothing but puke uselessly afterward.

Alejandro caught Estevan’s notes and quill before they could fall to the floor. He shoved the bundle in his doublet, half open to relieve the heat, and smiled an apology at the glare of the scholar he’d jostled in his lunge.

“What is it?” he asked, his murmur buried in the sweat-damp hair behind Estevan’s ear. “Do you… know him?”

“I saw him baptized in Madrid,” Estevan whispered back. His eyes were burning; he hadn’t blinked. Padre Hierro ordered the mortalizado up onto a pedestal, so the crowd could better ogle. The shrouding grey cloak was stripped away; beneath, the mortalizado was naked. Here in a room full of men, there was no need to stand on propriety, and a great deal of incentive to expose him to curiosity’s view.

As if anyone really needed confirmation that the ashen skin continued from head to foot—but still, the priest made him turn in a slow circle. “As you can see,” Padre Hierro said, “he is formed like a human male. Earlier writers held many strange notions about this, some assuming that fae were as sexless as their angelic forebears, others ascribing a bestial virility to them. The latter is occasionally true, especially among their degenerate kin in our own realm, but for the most part, in this respect they differ little from humans.”

One of the professors, seated in a prime position near the front of the room, had a question. “What are the scars on his back?”

The priest made the mortalizado turn again, displaying the ridged flesh to either side of his spine. “Some of the fae have inhuman features, which should be cut away before they can join the holy Church. This one, in blasphemous mockery of the angels, had wings.”

Estevan’s fingernails dug deep into his palms. Someone else called out, “Padre, is it true that they are able to change their sex at will?”

“They can be proficient at illusions, and they delight in tricking men into the sin of sodomy, but all such lies fade when corrupt flesh is purified by the Holy Spirit.” Padre Hierro raised a stern finger. “Let this serve as a reminder to avoid the sin of fornication entirely, for you know not what foulness you sink yourself into.”

“Can it speak?” another professor asked, over the discomfited laughter of men who’d no doubt fornicated very recently. “I attended a lecture in Madrid where a bird from New Spain had a vocabulary of over a hundred words, but it was pure mimicry. Can this creature do better?”

Padre Hierro had been waiting, if not for that question, then for one like it. “Diego del Agua Bendita. In the name of our Lord, answer that man’s question truthfully and with courtesy.”

Stripped naked, the mortalizado could not hide the tremor that ran through his flesh at the invocation of that holy name. Obedience was demanded, and courtesy, but nothing could compel him to a pretense of amiability. In curt, accented Castilian, he said, “I am as intelligent as you.” His clenched jaw and clenched fists added, If not more.

“Well, that’s six words confirmed,” the professor commented to his companions, then held up a finger. “Sorry. Five.”

The crowd laughed. The mortalizado’s gaze fell to the floor. Estevan gripped Alejandro’s hand to keep himself from launching at the heckler. There is neither Jew nor Grecian, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female; for ye are all one in Christ Jesus—the third chapter of Galatians said nothing about mortalized faeries. But given how people treated converted Jews and Christian slaves, it would hardly matter if it did.

“Will he do anything he’s commanded to do?” someone at the back asked.

The question called forth a speculative murmur, men imagining the power inherent in such control. Padre Hierro said, “If the command is issued lawfully, yes. It must invoke his baptismal name, and the authority of the Father or the Son. And care must be taken in the phrasing: While a command is no game of law, to be bent and twisted until a loophole appears, the words we choose reflect our intent. For example, if I wish an action to be continued until I command otherwise, I must state that clearly. Otherwise, it will be taken in a more reasonable sense. Let me illustrate: Diego, in the name of our Lord, strut around your pedestal and cluck like a chicken.”

Face tight with fury, the mortalizado made one circuit of the pedestal, voice squawking. Once again Estevan found himself caught between tears and laughter, as his faerie nature fought against years of human pretense. A sound crawled up his throat like an old beldam’s curse: frog or snake, thorned flower or golden coin. What emerged into his muffling hands was a chimera of croak and sob. But everyone else was laughing, and Alejandro had a sheltering arm around him like they were so amused they had to hold each other up.

Then more people started calling out, the crowd growing drunk on its power. “In the name of our Lord, Diego, stand on your head!”

“… Diego, pick your nose!”

“… Christ, sing a song!”

“… Lick my boots!”

“… Spread your arse!”

The mortalizado now called Diego had been a nobleman of the Storm Isles. Estevan could see it in him, the straining after a power that was no longer his to command, which might have destroyed this room and everyone in it. The tempest of conflicting orders pulled him this way and that, half of the correctly phrased ones lost beneath those shouted out on a whim. Men rose to their feet, mercifully blocking Estevan’s sight, but the noise rang from the high rafters of the hall like the shrieking of harpies.

Alarm and censure filled Padre Hierro’s voice when the priest finally regained control of the room. “For shame! This authority is given to us by the Lord so that we may use it to guide His most lost creations to the light. It is not a jape, to be played at like a festival game!”

The silence was only a little abashed. Into it, Professor Brasa asked in a deceptively mild tone, “Can a mortalized faerie be commanded to sin against the Lord? Could he, for example, be ordered to commit murder on another’s behalf?”

The priest’s laugh was anemic. He patted sweat from his tonsured pate. “There is no reason to—”

“And if a command to murder were given,” Brasa continued, “would the sin fall upon the mortalizado? Or is he guiltless because he cannot disobey?”

The tension of a storm was in the mortalizado’s eyes. Twelve years since his baptism; twelve years of slavery, of his will being bent to the name of the Lord. If he was told to kill, he would hate his forced obedience… but he would not hate the act.

“This is why authority over a mortalizado must be wielded with care,” Padre Hierro said firmly. “Those who enjoy their services must lay a careful base of commands, which will prevent any future interference from producing unwanted results.”

It was not an answer to Brasa’s question. And Estevan found he was not interested in the theological niceties: He had heard enough, had had enough. He laid a bare palm flat against the bench beneath him, cast a glance upward. A slow, controlled exhalation, like limbs settling beneath a lading of deep winter snow, and a beam in the ceiling obliged him by cracking.

The college’s archives sat above this room. Those heavy cabinets and chests had been placed carefully so their weight rested on the joists; deprived of that support, they fell like thunderbolts. When the dust cleared, Estevan sighed in disappointment: The chests that had crashed to the lecture hall floor had missed Padre Hierro. He’d been hoping to crack that tonsured pate like a robin’s egg.

It had missed the mortalizado, too. But in that moment, when no one was paying attention to him, his gaze returned to Estevan, and this time it did not slide away.

He’d heard that suggestion, murmured in the language of trees… and he knew exactly who had spoken it.

From the outside, Brasa’s house did not look like much, and its interior like even less. Even those who held tenured chairs at Salamanca constantly complained about the insufficiency of their income, and men in Brasa’s position, waiting with the half-poised wings of a hawk for the next opening, often had to take private students on the side in order to make ends meet. Small wonder, really, that so many of them instead spent half their time in Madrid, angling for governmental appointments that might give them a more comfortable living.

Yet when Brasa had invited Estevan and Alejandro to come live with him, acting as his assistants in exchange for room and board, Estevan had leapt at the chance. Not only to escape the confines of the College of Santo Tomás de Aquino, where he was constantly surrounded by rowdy young men who cared little for study, but because of the opportunities to be found at Brasa’s house.

Books aplenty—but more than just books. Conversation on any topic he pleased, without fear that he would be censured for impertinent questions. Understanding of the world outside the university. And instead of merely reading about and using the tools for measuring the sky—the tools used in navigation and mapping—he got to make them, crafting quadrants, astrolabes, armillary spheres whose interlocking rings modeled the movements of the heavens.

With those, he began to guess at some of what he sought.

Growing up outside Sevilla, he’d become very familiar with the departure schedule of the American fleets. Those headed for New Spain left in April or May; those for New Portugal, July or August. A timing dictated by the vagaries of weather across the Ocean Sea. But in scouring reports of fleets heading to and returning from the Sea Beyond, Estevan found the exchange happened several times a year—yet not the same times every year. Comparing that against other factors, he came to the only possible conclusion.

“Mercury,” Brasa said when he asked, nodding. “Don’t go speaking of it openly; the king and his councillors are very determined to keep secret everything to do with travel to the Sea Beyond. But yes: Anyone with sufficient knowledge of the skies can deduce that the passage between the Pillars opens when Mercury’s movement turns to retrograde.”

The planet associated with the pagan god of travel, of thresholds. Or, under Church dogma, associated with the angel Rafael, whose domain was water. Water, the stuff of transition between metaphysical states, as baptism took fae from the power of the Sea Beyond to the dominion of God. It seemed so obvious, once he performed the calculations.

“That can’t be the whole answer,” Estevan had said. “Otherwise, anyone who sailed westward through the strait at the right time would end up in the Sea Beyond.”

“According to the ancients, that’s exactly how it used to work.”

“So what changed?”

“Alexander the Great,” Brasa said. “Most records of his life have been lost, of course; we have only stories filtered through two thousand years of legends. But we know he attempted to conquer the islands of the Circumfluent Ocean, and we know he built mighty gates to hold back the nations of Gog and Magog—which is to say, the fae. It’s very likely that his ‘gates,’ whatever form they actually take, are the lock on the passage through the Pillars.”

But that was the limit of Brasa’s knowledge, and he was disinclined to dig more deeply. Anything the king wanted kept secret could only bring trouble to another man.

The professor’s house was also a favored haunt for others who wished to engage more deeply with their studies than classes alone allowed. A week after the extraordinary lecture, Brasa gathered five others in the main room of the shabby little dwelling, their chairs a trifle unsteady on the cobbled floor. No Andalusian central courtyard here, and the cramped windows admitted little light; Brasa might have traded his candle budget for a more commodious house.

Estevan had spent the week since the extraordinary lecture waiting for the Inquisition or the knights of the Pilares to come banging on the professor’s door. That mortalizado had noticed him, heard his whispered words in the language of trees, possibly even understood the request he made to the rafters. And, as Padre Hierro had so graphically demonstrated, he was required to follow whatever order he received. He didn’t have to want to expose Estevan; he might not have a choice.

A knock on the door late that afternoon seemed to confirm his fears. By then the light outside had shifted enough that Estevan could not clearly see the two figures there, but the silhouettes were enough: a tall person in a hooded cloak, and a shorter, round man with a tonsured head. The priest of the Pilares, and his enslaved mortalizado. Only Alejandro’s hand on Estevan’s wrist kept him from bolting.

And Alejandro was right. Padre Hierro said to his slave, “In the name of our Lord Jesucristo, Diego, while you are in this house, I command you to speak only when spoken to, to exercise all due courtesy, to offer no violence to anyone, and to wait here until I return for you.” To Brasa, he offered instructions less binding, but no less severe. “And you will not let your students torment him. That display the other day was disgraceful.”

“I agree,” Brasa said mildly. “I promise, we intend nothing more perilous than some vigorous debate, and Diego is welcome among us.”

Padre Hierro grunted as though he found this entire excursion to be a waste of his time, but with a final warning glance at the gathered men, he left his charge in their care.

Just… left him. And for a wild, weird moment Estevan wondered if he could simply take the Storm Isles faerie and run. Would the mortalizado resist? How far could they get? Alejandro would do what he could to help, to delay pursuit, to—

“Whatever you’re thinking, stop.” Alejandro’s warning was little more than air whispering past the shell of Estevan’s ear, as though someone had taught him the speech of the winds. “You’ll accomplish nothing without a plan, and you’ll have wasted all the planning you’ve already done.”

He was right, and Estevan subsided.

The professor was true to his word, offering the mortalizado a seat and a cup of wine like any other guest. The former was accepted, the latter refused, with an air that suggested the mortalizado was going to interpret “all due courtesy” as minimally as the binding power of the holy name allowed.

Brasa took no offense. The easy nature that sometimes led his lectures into chaos was ideally suited for these smaller gatherings, and it would take more than a bit of brusqueness to discomfit him. “Diego,” he said, once everyone was settled. “I believe you hail from the Storm Isles, yes?”

“No.”

Brow furrowed, Brasa asked, “Was Padre Hierro misinformed?”

“No.” And then, as though every word was a bone shard to be spat out: “The Storm Isles are no more, and this Diego was born a mere decade ago in Madrid.”

“I see,” Brasa said. Estevan drank more wine to wash down his bile.

What followed was all the more painful for its intended kindness. Brasa was trying to treat the mortalizado like any other man, asking details about his life before his capture, his experiences with the Pilares, even his opinions on the mortal world. That got a slightly more forthcoming response: He’d never been to mortal lands until he was brought here in the hold of a conquistador’s galleon. But whenever he could, the Storm Isles faerie talked around the questions, giving as little as possible.

Estevan kept to the edges of the room, to the shadows behind the candles, not joining the others in the discussion even when Brasa invited them to speak. The mortalizado watched the scholars warily, but never looked his way. Estevan knew, because he never looked away.

Until something one of the other men said snapped his patience like a dry twig. “That’s pigshit,” Estevan shot back, loudly enough that he stopped all conversation.

The mild lift of a brow was, in Brasa, the equivalent of Geryon loosing a bull into the ring. Now the festivities had truly begun. “An interesting assertion, Don Estevan. Let us pose the question directly, then: Do faeries, whether of this realm or the one beyond the Pillars, fall under the auspices of ius naturale?”

He had lured them all very neatly where he wanted. The simultaneous discoveries of the New World and reliable passage to the Otherworld had raised a host of new philosophical questions, not least of which was this: where other peoples, be they the natives of the Indies or the creatures of the Sea Beyond, fit into the proper relations of society. Did they have rights, and if so, which ones? The School of Salamanca had occasionally attracted inquisitorial attention for arguing that natives should be protected under ius gentium, the customary law common to all peoples… but when it came to the fae, the question was even more delicate.

The man who’d provoked Estevan’s outburst was called Bernat Gisbert, a Catalonian who’d ridden a golden wave all the way to Salamanca. His father’s wealth being derived from conquest of the Sea Beyond, of course he had a deep interest in arguing the negative side of this question. In his elegant Catalan accent, he said, “Human beings are imbued with reason, a divine spark bestowed upon them by God, which makes their lives more precious than those of beasts or fae. By reason of this value, they possess intrinsic rights, which no outside authority can remove. All humans, civilized or savage, partake of this value—but fae, being creatures of irrational whim, are not covered by natural law.”

“And yet, Francisco de Vitoria says that natural law is ‘the moral or ethical essence with which all self-aware creatures have been imbued by God at the time of Creation,’” Estevan flung back. “Vitoria makes no distinction. In fact, he calls out that there is no distinction, when he says it ‘illuminated all thinking creatures with the quality of natural reason… it is what sets men apart from beasts.’”

Nodding as though Estevan’s appeal to authority was an appeal to fact, Brasa said, “Which brings me to the question I wished to explore, and why I invited our guest here tonight. Does Diego here have the quality of natural reason as described by Vitoria? Is he—and by extension, all fae—a thinking creature?”

“Give one a university education and let him dispute that himself,” Estevan snapped.

And the mortalizado, eyeing Estevan as though he were a turtle who’d just sprung out of its shell and hurled it at the stars, started laughing.

Once he started, it seemed he couldn’t stop short of a command, and Brasa and the others were too cognizant of Padre Hierro’s admonition to try it. Gisbert said, “You call this reason? He laughs like a madman.”

“How would you respond if you had to sit there and listen to others debate your intelligence in front of you?” Estevan growled.

Gisbert’s doublet puffed out like a cock’s feathers. “I would draw steel on any man who insulted me that way.”

Estevan smiled poisonously. “May you someday find yourself in the Sea Beyond, bound by geas to offer no violence to those around you, while they speak of you like a dumb animal who cannot understand their arguments.”

Which only made the mortalizado laugh harder. Perhaps it was only the natural reaction of a faerie, even one shackled to mortality, to laugh when the proper response was rage or tears.

But Estevan feared it was a good deal more. He’d shown too much of his hand, even if those around him could not read his cards. Mortals could learn the language of trees—hadn’t he taught Leonor, years ago?—and one might even earn enough friendship from them to break a ceiling with a whispered request. But even Brasa would not argue so passionately in defense of the fae.

He knows what I am, Estevan thought. And, like the gears of a disputation clicking smoothly in their course, the inevitable conclusion: I must do something about that.

Living among the trees, Estevan had often welcomed the rain. The tempest building over Salamanca a few nights later, however, looked to be no gentle soaking. Instead it called to mind one of Andalucía’s great storms, torrential and destructive, and it put his nerves on edge as he crept through the darkened streets. This was the kind of storm that washed out roots, sent trees plummeting down slopes to their doom.

In the brief glimpse afforded by a flash of lightning, the Convent of San Esteban seemed a crouching chimera. On one end, the stately enclosure of the monks’ cloister, where once Cristóbal Colón had come to discuss with the learned men of Salamanca the possibility of sailing to the Sea Beyond; on the other, the half-finished shell of their church, only partially roofed over. The stark illumination cast monstrous shadows off the decorations, the mix of Italian and Moorish and Gothic elements blending into something far more fey.

Or perhaps that was simply Estevan’s fear talking.

The incomplete church was easy to slip inside, Estevan climbing through a gap where a window had not yet been installed. But the door from there to the monks’ cloister groaned beneath the weight of an iron lock, and it could not bend its boards enough to let him through. In the end, Estevan resorted to the assistance of a nearby tree, withered by urban life but still friendly, to loft him up to the roof.

From there, it was easy. The mortalizado was strolling through one of the courtyards, lamp in hand, heedless of the rain beginning to spatter down. As if he was waiting for a visitor.

“I’m surprised you delayed this long.” The mortalizado was already soaked in grey; the spitting rain only darkened it in patches, like shadow on a creature not meant for sunlight. Estevan clung to his shelter under the portico, hoping to avoid more than just rain. Who could say how often the monks looked to make sure their captive hadn’t escaped?

“I had classes,” he replied softly. And doubts. And fears. The storm was building, the rain sheeting down so hard it sounded like pebbles striking the packed courtyard dirt. He searched the area, but it seemed everyone else who lived here had wisely stayed inside. “You were waiting for me? Why haven’t you run?”

“You ask me that. After what you’ve seen.”

Estevan recognized the anger simmering below the words. It was cousin to the anger he’d felt while growing up, futile witness to his father’s cruelty. But Estevan had eventually lashed out, fought back, while the mortalizado… couldn’t.

“What are you?” The anger wasn’t gone, but curiosity bubbled up above it, brightening the mortalizado’s voice. “Not one of them. Clearly. But also not one of—”

The rain drowned the pronoun, unspoken. Us. Was the mortalizado an “us” any longer?

“I’m a changeling.” Estevan had no fear of being overheard, not in this downpour. Not unless Madrid had for some reason granted the monks a charm of invisibility, stolen from the Sea Beyond.

“You are a liar.” As though drawn by siren’s song, the mortalizado stepped closer to the columns between which Estevan stood. “No changeling’s trick has ever been enough to protect us from the iron that seeps through their blood and their water and their words.”

“Oaths may do where tricks might fail.” It was easy to follow the mortalizado’s lead, falling into the rhythms of speech that rolled through all the tongues of the Otherworld like a tide. “And what’s more powerful than a mother’s oath? Her daughter safe among the trees, while I take the child’s place.”

The mortalizado spat, just another drop in the storm. “So you’re of this world. Lesser and weak. You are a fool to trust her, dryfoot.”

His words were those of an arrogant prince—and all fae of the Sea Beyond thought themselves princes. “A fool of nearly twenty years’ success,” Estevan snapped. “Find me a faerie who can say the same.”

Yet his own challenge made him abruptly weary. Twenty years already, and it might be twenty more before his journey ended. Teresa’s seventh daughter would be a young woman now, aging with every passing year—and what would happen if she died? That, Estevan suspected, would end his masquerade, as surely as if someone found her and baptized her. All at once, Teresa’s deal felt like tenuous protection indeed.

He wasn’t about to admit that to the mortalizado. More softly, Estevan said, “I’m sure you can’t tell me your true name, but if I found it… could that break the hold they have over you?”

As if holy water were dripping over his brow again, something drained away from the mortalizado. The arrogance of the Sea Beyond; the sense of himself as fae. “There is nothing to find,” he said dully. “My true name has been destroyed.”

Estevan’s childhood instinct had been right. That day in Madrid, whatever baptism might or might not have bestowed, it had torn something else away. The faerie’s true name, the essence of his self, given voice.

Leaving only the grey shroud of Diego they’d wrapped him in.

Beneath the horror, a worm of suspicion crawled. A creature with nothing to lose might yet gain something, if he had valuable secrets to trade with his captors. Like, say, knowledge of another faerie running freely through their domain.

Estevan could order the mortalizado not to tell. Use the holy words and yoke him to his own will. The thought made Estevan shudder, trying to shake the thought off like deadfall leaves in autumn. No. Even if it might work, he wouldn’t become like them.

The mortalizado thought he was shuddering for other reasons. “Don’t worry,” he said contemptuously. “You’re safe from my fate.”

“Will you tell them? About me?”

A low, vicious laugh. “Of my own free will? No. It’s amusing, knowing that something they despise lives among them, unseen.”

“But if they ask…”

The mortalizado tipped his face upward, welcoming the assault of the rain. Lightning broke his face into fragments and shadow. “They made a mistake, you know. They can take the power of the skies from my home, use it to water their fields… but control it? This storm will wash away the bounty they meant to reap. Yet still they will congratulate themselves on the power they have stolen.”

More lightning should have glinted in the gaze that came down to meet Estevan’s, but the mortalizado’s eyes were scraped clean of life. “If they demand I answer, I will have no choice. But they won’t think to ask. These mortals are fools.”

Thin reassurance, but it was all Estevan would get. And it left behind a calm feeling, like the digging of deep roots to find water in dry soil, the lifting of limbs to seek sunlight on short winter days. He had an ally. And that made him dare to ask, “You were there, when they came to the Storm Isles? How did they do it? How did they conquer you?”

“With iron,” the mortalizado said. His hands curled into fists. “With guns and with swords, with blood and death and chains.”

“That’s it? They just come and kill, and that’s enough?” That couldn’t be all. There was no secret to slaughter.

One stride brought the mortalizado up into Estevan’s face. “That’s how it begins, little dryfoot. But afterward, they pin the islands in place, pin them in time, so they obey the laws of this world and not the other.”

“Yet the magic still works,” Estevan said, gesturing at the sky as proof. “When you cut off a finger, it doesn’t continue moving. When you pluck out an eye, it doesn’t continue to see. How can they make the islands like the mortal world, yet also keep their enchantments? How do they fix them as you say, without—” Without destroying their essence. As they had destroyed the faerie in front of him.

The mortalizado shook his head. “The trick isn’t in the conquest. It’s in whatever they do after.”

The secret held close by the king and his councillors. Estevan had to achieve a place among them.

“If they can figure it out, so can I,” Estevan said. It wasn’t a new oath; he’d sworn it two decades past, but his promise wasn’t for him alone. “And if I can figure it out, then I can reverse it.”

“Not all things can be reversed, dryfoot,” the mortalizado said. This time there was no bite to the derogatory nickname. Only weariness, the last, dying roll of thunder from a storm almost spent. “But I wish you all the luck of the Fortunate Isles in trying—before they conquer another land.”







CHAPTER 8

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER

[image: A stylized illustration of a serpent-like creature forming a circular shape, featuring sharp teeth and intricate details in its scales and fins.]
“I’m going to visit my family. As soon as the Lady gives us leave. My brothers’ eggs will be cygnets by now, and not one of them with a sister to weave them a nettle shirt, poor quacklings,” Swansdown said, the wind ruffling her dandelion hair like it was desperate to make a dozen wishes. Her gaze didn’t stray from the needlework in her lap. She’d joined them topside after the sailors returned to their duties, claiming the light in the Lady’s cabin was too dim to embroider by. The Hungry Girl had her doubts—Swansdown’s glamours meant she didn’t need to do anything by hand—but she kept them to herself. Loneliness was its own kind of darkness.

“I’m going to refill my spice chest to bursting,” Steamed Pudding said, gaze locked on the dreaming distance. “And find a wood-wicken to give my bronzewood pot a good bang and scrub.”

“Just your pot?” Whistler’s Call said with a friendly leer, and easily ducked their swat.

The Hungry Girl crouched on her haunches and spoke quietly. “We’re going to have problems, though. Don Héctor thinks we’re taking him to Antillia. When he finds out we aren’t…”

Swansdown sniffed. “Who cares? By then we’ll be home.”

Whistler’s Call had more sense. “They have iron weapons belowdecks. What if they turn those against us?”

The maidservant laid one finger slyly alongside her nose. “You think our Lady hasn’t planned for that? Trust her. By the time she’s done, she’ll be the Queen of All Threnody.”

The Hungry Girl repressed a shiver. Given the Lady’s feelings about her exile, any bid for power would sail on a tide of blood.

A shadow fell over the fae, and they startled like a flock of birds. “Doña María. Come; I would speak with you.”

Don Héctor. As the Hungry Girl scrambled to her feet, Swansdown sneered, “That’s right. Hop to serve your new master.”

The hand he held out to steady her as the ship rolled was more courtesy than any faerie master had ever offered. Defiantly, the Hungry Girl accepted it, and she followed Don Héctor to the prow.

Diego was not there. Don Héctor, unperturbed, placed his back against the cabin of the fo’c’sle and studied her for long enough that the Hungry Girl leaned on the railing to hide the trembling of her hands. When he spoke, his words came slowly, with crisp enunciation. “I understand your Castilian has greatly improved. Tell me if anything I say is unclear, and I will do my best to explain. I want no lies between us.”

Dry mouth. Sweaty palms. She stifled a giddy laugh at her body’s confused responses. Surely he wouldn’t be so patient if he’d discovered the Lady’s perfidy, her own complicity. “Thou shalt not lie,” she said, a rote repetition of the instruction Don Héctor had given her—what he called catechism. Instruction Diego had translated for her. Why could he not be here now?

Her reply seemed to please Don Héctor. His frown smoothed into a pleased nod. “Yes. You must not lie, or let others use you to lie. Now, tell me what you can of the things that attacked us. And of the magic your Lady used to stop them.”

“The things that attacked…” she repeated, rolling the sounds across her tongue. In the language of trees, she said, “Sirens,” then added in Castilian, “I no have word in your tongue. Maybe no word is. They—”

She didn’t have a verb for it. Instead she resorted to gesture, beckoning as if to draw someone in.

He frowned. “But only some. Not everyone was affected. You, I understand, are often immune to such things. But so were some of my men.”

He seemed angry that he’d been caught by the sirens, and the Hungry Girl remembered what Diego Oro had conveyed to her. Don Héctor, as part of his service to God, had sworn a number of vows: to obey his superiors, to keep no belongings for himself, and to bed no woman. The sirens’ call was a sexual lure. No wonder he was angry at himself.

And the Hungry Girl remembered something else, too: Nando’s revulsion when she had asked whether Don Héctor was permitted to bed men instead.

She had promised not to lie. Lying was a sin, and it would increase her torment if she died before she could be baptized. Reluctantly, she said, “They… touch? They touch those wanting women.”

Don Héctor’s expression darkened, and she bit down on the urge to remind him that Diego Oro’s preferences had left the man free to stop Don Héctor from leaping into the sea. She’d gathered from the others that sexual matters weren’t supposed to be discussed in front of women—though how that made any sense if women were the only ones men were allowed to bed, she didn’t understand.

Sure enough, Don Héctor turned to other matters. “How did your Lady stop them? Her singing…”

“She could not do before,” the Hungry Girl said. “Because of island’s bad magic.” This time she illustrated with a hoarse squawk, imitating a harpy. To her surprise, Don Héctor immediately gestured for her to be quiet—and by the glance he sent toward the rest of the ship, he wasn’t worried about the sirens or any denizen of the Sea Beyond overhearing. He wanted this conversation kept from his people.

Even his own translator.

Which of them had lost his trust? Was this a test of her honesty? The Lady’s? Or had something about this crisis caused him to doubt the strange and sullen faerie who served him?

Ordinarily, her first instinct would be to ask Diego. But she’d saved him from the sirens’ lure, and now her wrists ached with the bruises of his “gratitude.”

“Her singing.” Don Héctor spoke slowly. Not to help her understand, but as though he were thinking out loud. “She didn’t stop the call of these creatures. She took their place—as if she were one of them. She became the one to call. To… control.”

The leather of his glove creaked into a fist. The Hungry Girl tensed for a strike, but none came. Softly, she said, “Yes. She say, listen to me. I control; do what I say. As you see, with sailors.”

Even behind its obscuring beard, she could see Don Héctor’s mouth harden. “And is this ability common in Antillia? Can everyone do it? Or is it something only certain people like your Lady can do?”

She didn’t need fluency to understand his fear. Could the Lady do it to them again? Could someone else?

Despite the ache in her wrists, she wished desperately that Diego were there. Speaking like this, without any shield between herself and Don Héctor, made her feel horribly exposed. There could be no careful alteration of someone else’s words, safe in the knowledge that they would be altered again before they reached his ears; if she let something slip, he’d know instantly.

And his silver pendant hung openly around his neck, the figure of Jesucristo dying to save people like her from their sins. She had already lied to Don Héctor, before she knew the consequences for her soul. But if she told him they weren’t going to Antillia… What if he got so angry, he reneged on his promise to take her to the Spains to be baptized?

One way or another, he would learn the truth. The only question was whether his wrath would fall on everyone from the harpy isle, or whether she could earn forgiveness by confessing her sin.

And why should she continue hiding the Lady’s lie? The Lady had thrown her away, just as every faerie master before her had done, and all for her own profit. Simply so she could return to her home and conquer her enemies, never mind the consequences for anyone else.

The Hungry Girl’s future didn’t lie with the Lady. It lay with Don Héctor, Erauso, and the Lord God Jesús. The only people who had ever cared about her well-being, her ultimate fate.

Pulse beating in her throat like a trapped bird, the Hungry Girl leaned forward and spoke in an urgent whisper. “Don Héctor, the Lady—she lie. Where we go, no Antillia. Her home. Different islands.”

Despite her awkward Castilian, he understood immediately. She expected fury; instead a smile surfaced from the depths of his beard. The smile of a man who has had his suspicions confirmed. “Faeries lie. It is in their nature. The Lady thinks that because I cannot translate her speech, I cannot understand her intentions. I have long suspected some manner of trick. It was too—” His smile softened when he saw her brow furrow at an unfamiliar word. “Too easy, that she happened to come from the exact place we hoped to go. I have sailed these waters before. And I am no fool.”

Stammering, the Hungry Girl said, “You—you knew? And you did not say?”

“I waited to see what you would do, Doña María.”

His gaze made her feel stripped naked, all her dissembling exposed. “I—”

“You have been among these creatures for a long time,” Don Héctor said kindly. “It is not surprising that their ways have corrupted you, or that you should feel you owe your obedience to the only masters you have ever known. But you have chosen the right path, Doña María. Now tell me: Where do we sail? And what will we find there?”

All her secrets uncorked at last, she poured them out like wine at a feast. Like many isles, the Archipelago of Threnody hosted a class of nobles who bore gifts denied to the common folk: in this case, song. But theirs soothed, eliciting obedience and cooperation, rather than luring as the sirens had done. Still dangerous in its own way, but—“Most no strong as the Lady,” the Hungry Girl said.

“Which means some are.” He brooded, lips pinched tight. “Is there any counter-charm that protects against it?”

She shook her head. “If you hear, it works.”

He absorbed that in silence. Then, abruptly, he asked, “These nobles, they have treasures to trade? Gold? Magic? Can they put their songs into things for others to use?”

“Things to trade, a little,” the Hungry Girl said. “No much gold. Pretty feathers. But songs inside things, no.” She couldn’t tell whether he was disappointed or relieved.

Then another thought came to her. “The Lady,” she said, hands jerking in an aborted gesture. “She wants the islands. As queen. Will use you, I think.”

Don Héctor nodded slowly. “Very likely. Never fear, Doña María; the Lady’s goals and mine are not at odds. Find out what you can of her plans, so I may prepare, but she need never know that you said anything. And I promise, you will not have to live under her rule. You have served the Lord well by warning me.”

His promise warmed her like the sun.

With that conversation bolstering her confidence in navigating Castilian and her sense of acceptance among her people, the Hungry Girl dared to confront Erauso the next time he came to their shared bed.

“You no want me,” she said before he could roll over and ignore her. “I thought you no want women, but then they call.” She flicked a hand toward the hull and the waves beyond, where they’d lost two men to the sirens. Were it not for the Lady’s intervention, Erauso would have joined them. “So why you ask for me?”

She was grateful he hadn’t touched her, but also confused. Better to know his reasons, so she could prepare for whatever he might demand instead.

Groaning, Erauso rolled onto his back. An arm draped over his face hid most of his expression, save for the wry twist of his mouth. “It’s not as though you’re a great beauty.”

Years of such insults from the fae had largely numbed her, yet the same words, coming from a human man, stung. “Not as though you have many choices,” she snapped, parroting his structure as well as his tone.

That earned her a glare from under his sleeve. Erauso chewed on his lip a moment before responding, voice low even though she’d chosen a moment when they were alone. “If you’re given to me, then nobody else will try for you. And I’m allowed to make them pay if they do.”

While she absorbed the blunt honesty of his words, he sat up and reached for his sea chest. “You’re a woman, a human woman, on a ship of men. And you can turn goose eggs into gold. Or near enough that everybody here covets you, even those that aren’t looking to fuck you. Don Héctor protects you, but he doesn’t own you. Men respect ownership… as much as they respect anything.

“Also, here.” Erauso shut the sea chest and shoved a bundle of rags at her, rust-stained but soft, and oddly clean compared to most of the sailors’ clothing.

“What are these for?” She scanned him from nose to knuckles, looking for some new injury he wished her to tend; he brawled often enough that she was hardly surprised he expected her to nurse him. But he looked unharmed, for once.

“Your monthly blood. You’re old enough to have gotten it. I don’t know what you did for it before, but…” He waved at the bundle, and then in the general direction of her nethers. He wouldn’t meet her eyes, and that refusal sparked understanding.

“Oh.” The Hungry Girl hugged the bundle, that token of his consideration. So many fae had been baffled by her irregular bouts of bleeding. She had simply accepted it as another oddity, like her sicknesses and her teeth falling out when she was a child, until she met a dryfoot refugee from mortal lands who explained it was a human thing. “You bleed, too?”

“What?!” Erauso recoiled in… fear? Disgust? “No! Don’t be stupid. I’m a man. Obviously, I don’t bleed like you!”

He rolled out of bed and stomped away, muttering angrily in his Euskaran tongue, leaving the Hungry Girl to wonder what was so obvious about that.

A few nights later, as the sun set and the full moon rose like a song in point and counterpoint, the Lady deigned to emerge from her cabin. With the Hungry Girl softening her imperious words, she directed the pilot to steer for the golden path that rippled between them. By dawn the windsong had grown sweet, the waves paling to silver green; the awareness of home hummed in the bones of the faeries on board. Their excited conversation sounded like the springtime chatter of birds.

“Land ho!” came the cry from the crow’s nest—a sad misnomer; she and the others had been disappointed to learn it contained no crows, nor even any jackdaws or choughs. But the call roused the crew like bread tossed among gulls. The ship’s master shouted orders too fast for the Hungry Girl to understand, and soon the chirping talk of the fae was overlaid by the shouts of sailors, the creak of ropes, and the thunder-crack snap of sails aligning to catch new wind. The outlying islets of the archipelago rose around the ship, worn-down teeth of Leviathan now covered in moss and bright crocuses, until the San Prisciliano dropped anchor in a bay of the largest island.

“Don Héctor commands you to the cabin.” Diego’s shadow-still appearance at the Hungry Girl’s side goosed a muffled yelp from her, thankfully caught and carried away by the sweet-water breezes. “You and the others.”

They were already there by the time she squeezed in, Diego shutting the door behind her. The Lady perched regal and imperious on the edge of the bed, with Swansdown tutting around her and making final adjustments to her glamour; Steamed Pudding and Whistler’s Call sat quiet and wary. “Why are we here?” the Hungry Girl asked nervously, glancing around.

“You will wait for Don Héctor,” Diego said, and refused to answer any questions beyond that.

The silence inside the cabin was stifling. Outside, the sailors were less raucous than usual as they called for a ship’s boat to be lowered. The Hungry Girl put her hands against the wall and leaned back to pin them in place, so she wouldn’t fidget. And then, at last, Don Héctor arrived.

At the sight of his frown, fear stuttered across the Hungry Girl’s heart like a skipped rock. But once he spoke, her pulse steadied. “The geography of Antillia is known. A large island, with bays cut into its shores at each of the seven cities. And no more than three other isles sharing its waters. This is not Antillia.”

As he had known it would not be. The Hungry Girl was in no danger; this was theater for the Lady’s benefit.

So Diego translated for Don Héctor, even though it was no longer so necessary, and she conveyed his words to the Lady and the others. And the Lady smiled as sweet as a flytrap’s nectar. “Tell him this is a crucial stop along the way—that Antillia is defended, hidden by charms. Here we can obtain the albatross feather that will allow us to sail straight into those bays.”

More lies. The Hungry Girl parroted them obediently, ignoring the look of flat suspicion Diego gave her. Don Héctor knew the truth; that was the important thing.

The conversation that followed was a farce. Don Héctor wanted to know what the cost would be for this albatross feather, and whether it could be used only the once, or again and again. The Hungry Girl didn’t know why he was bothering, but finally the Lady snapped, “Tell him I’ll gift the feather to him. Tell him I’ll give him a whole albatross. Tell him whatever you like—just get us to the shore.”

Before the Hungry Girl had to figure out how to translate that, a knock came at the door. Don Héctor opened it, spoke briefly with the sailor outside, then gestured curtly to them all. “Come. It is time.”

As the others filed out of the cabin, Diego’s black gaze settled on her. In the language of trees, he asked, “What does your Lady think to accomplish here?”

This close to her freedom, the Hungry Girl had no more will for dissembling. “She’s no Lady of mine.”

He sucked in a breath. “You fool. You don’t know what—”

Don Héctor interrupted him. Diego snapped back something that sounded like a curse. Then the Hungry Girl caught a phrase she recognized: Don Héctor saying, “In the name of our Lord God, Diego.”

And Diego went rigid. Every trace of animation died like a candle snuffed out. When Don Héctor was done, Diego answered him lifelessly, in a voice too quiet for the Hungry Girl to pick out his words, and left the cabin.

Outside, the Lady dug nails still harpy-sharp through the thick linen of the Hungry Girl’s sleeve. “What was that?” she asked. “What are they saying? What did that mortal do to him?”

“I’m… not certain.” She’d suspected Diego was under some sort of geas, but not one where Don Héctor could command him simply by mentioning his Lord. It was as if he held Diego’s true name—yet that name, Diego, was spoken out loud for all to hear, as a true name would never be.

The sailors, it seemed, had not been energetic about their duties; the shore party had to wait for a boat to be lowered. Two climbed down and held it steady while the rest followed: Don Héctor, the Lady, Erauso, Swansdown, Whistler’s Call. Steamed Pudding shook their head emphatically when the Hungry Girl nodded them toward the rail. “Oh, no. Let the Lady do her piece, and then I’ll come ashore. If it’s safe.”

Sensible caution, which the Hungry Girl wished she could share. She felt very fragile and exposed as she climbed into the boat, followed by Diego, and the sailors set to work rowing them to shore. “Please,” she whispered to Erauso, seated next to her on the bench. “If this goes bad… protect me.”

He didn’t acknowledge her words with so much as a nod.

All of the mortals apart from Diego and Don Héctor seemed subdued, with none of the chatter the Hungry Girl had seen on previous shore excursions. They all kept a careful eye on Don Héctor, who’d resorted to giving his brief orders by gesture as much as word.

The Lady clearly shared none of the others’ misgivings. She stood at the prow, an oversized, overdressed figurehead with streaming rainbow tresses and layers of petal-soft silk that snapped imperiously in the rowers’ faces as though demanding they row faster. Swansdown and Whistler’s Call complemented her on each side, a frame in purple-and-gold servants’ livery. But when the Hungry Girl looked down at herself, expecting the same, she saw that her clothes were still the borrowed jacket and sailcloth skirt.

The maidservant gave her a serenely innocent smile, all lips and no heart.

Let her mean it as an insult. The Hungry Girl was more than ready to be rid of all this, the sooner the better. She wanted to go back to the Spains and be baptized, and live in a land where she would have enough to eat and could always trust her eyes.

The green hills of the shore rose before them, hemmed with salt-white sand in front and sashed with trees behind. The moment their boat touched that sand, the Lady leapt from the prow. Little curling waves rose to meet her and she danced across the foam, scattering crocuses and snowdrops in her wake—a performance that made all the mortals frown. Erauso even crossed himself.

Blasphemy, the Hungry Girl thought, recalling the catechism Don Héctor taught her. In the Spains, only their Lord is allowed to walk on water.

When the Lady’s foot touched solid ground, the trees at shore’s edge trembled. The waves stilled, and the birdsong quieted. Into that silence, her voice rose like a bell.

“Do you hear that, my Lords of Threnody? Do you feel the discord, where once was harmony?” Power trilled in her words, vengeful and exultant. “Your command is broken; your rule has gone wrong. My challenge stands waiting! Come face me in song!”

Her challenge was more than mere words. The Three who ruled Threnody had ordered her exile; by returning, she had defied their commands. They were not the supreme lords of this land, not so long as a disobedient subject stood on their shores. The land itself would question their authority. She challenged them, and they must answer.

It took an uncomfortably long time, though. “What are we waiting for?” Don Héctor asked.

The Hungry Girl wet her lips. “The Three. The lords of this place. They are coming.”

The Lady’s gaze flicked to her. “I have asked him to be patient,” the Hungry Girl said, and the Lady’s gaze flicked away again.

Of course the Three did not come alone. They were far too grand for that—and of course many others wanted to see what would happen, whether they would crush the upstart exile who dared show her face, or whether the disgraced Lady would rewrite her tale to one of triumph. A fluttering flock emerged from the trees, skirts and sleeves and headdresses snapping in the breeze, then hesitated at the sight of the Lady’s mortal entourage, the wooden ship standing offshore. They had not expected that.

But the Three continued forward. To turn away would be to concede the battle before it had even begun.

On the fair side stood the Lady of Sweet Whispers and Salt Tears, who made a game of toying with her lovers’ hearts until they cast themselves into the sea or turned their pain into knives aimed at her back. Her cloak was a patchwork of promises and lies. Listening too hard could drive one mad. At her hip she carried a harp crafted from the sternum, finger bones, and golden hair of her most recent paramour.

On the sinister side stood Nightshade’s Favor. The poison gardener eschewed any finery, their knees and gloves stained with mud and moss. It was no modesty, but a pointed insult: The Lady’s return was not worth cleaning up their glamour for greetings. With a grin as sharp as the hand scythe they carried, they lifted a crystal flask in toast and drank deep of a brew that would slay any other.

The central faerie who stepped forth was tall, a slender blade to the Lady’s floral beauty. Diamonds sparkled in the dusky lace of his robe, and his dark skin shimmered like a night sky. The Lord of Pleasant Starfall, he’d been called before their exile.

“Ah, Starfall. Is it still Starfall, now that you’ve risen so high?” The Lady’s greeting was melodious with mocking humor. “I wonder, did your betrayal of me earn your place among the Three?”

“It seems your memory has not returned with the rest of you. Exposing your crimes was no betrayal, Shackles.” More diamonds glittered around Starfall’s fingers, and the Hungry Girl tensed. Those could easily become a meteor shower raining down on the heads of his enemies.

“You used to call me Song,” the Lady said, and for once the hurt didn’t sound faked or forced.

“And you used to sing most agreeably,” the Lord of Pleasant Starfall said. “But your tuneless voice is no longer welcome here.”

“Yet here I stand. And here I will take my place again. Or do the Three forfeit my challenge?”

“Are you certain you do not wish to forfeit?” Starfall asked. A click of his fingers was enough to make stars streak across the daylight sky. Whispers laid her fingers on the strings of her harp, and Nightshade hummed a starting note. “Only a fool stands alone against three.”

“Two against three,” the Lady corrected, drawing Swansdown up to her fair side. The swanmaid preened, her glamour strengthening enough that the Hungry Girl had to work to see past it. “And as you have reminded me of fools… you have suggested my third.”

Her meaning was so unexpected, the Hungry Girl didn’t even understand until the Lady’s hand closed around her arm and dragged her forward, to the sinister side.

She was to sing as part of the challenge? Her voice carried none of the power of a Threnody noble. Nor did Swansdown’s, of course—the maidservant’s talents lay in glamours alone. But she, at least, had accompanied the Lady in previous contests, where it was customary to have a second to provide harmony. The Hungry Girl, being mortal, had never merited such an honor.

And it wasn’t an honor now. She recognized that tone; this was no sudden whim, inspired in the moment by Starfall’s words. The Lady had long since planned this. But why?

Lip curling in disdain, Nightshade began to sing… and the Hungry Girl understood.

The song of the Three was laced with an authority no less inexorable for its deceptively gentle beauty. It murmured that all was in good hands; she need only bow her head to her betters, and they would see to everything necessary. There was ease in obedience. There was peace. She had only to listen, and her worries would vanish.

But the Hungry Girl was tired of letting faeries dictate her fate. And their magic only touched her if she allowed it.

Her spine straightened, and she looked Nightshade in the eye as she joined her voice to Swansdown’s and the Lady’s. True, her harmony was not so pure and rippling as theirs, but it rang out defiant and strong. Why should she kneel before them? The Three were no lords of hers, not anymore. Her rejection of their power sent Nightshade back a step, scowling as they realized the Lady’s gambit.

As for the Lady herself, she took the very harshness of the Hungry Girl’s voice and made it part of her claim to power. After all, wasn’t she the Lady who did the impossible? She sang of her escape from exile, of her mastery over this mortal girl, of the conquistadors she held in thrall—

The Hungry Girl’s breath left her in an unmelodious croak. Conquistadors?

There could be no question of who she meant: The Lady’s sweeping gesture took in all the mortals behind her, sinking slowly toward the ground. Don Héctor and his merchants—only in her telling they weren’t merchants at all. They were the monsters the Hungry Girl had heard of in contradictory whispers, the creatures with bodies of metal who killed every faerie they encountered.

A lie. A bluff, meant to bolster her claim to rule. It must be.

Without the Hungry Girl’s voice, the song was faltering. Swansdown was barely whispering her part, her knees weakening, wanting to bend.

The Lady pinched the Hungry Girl, and she blurted once more into unsteady song.

“Not that one,” the Lady hissed. “Sing what those ship boys sing at all hours.”

Holy songs to the God Jesús of the Spains. They would surely hold no magic, with the Hungry Girl only recently catechized and still unbaptized… but fear asserted its own power. With a guilty glance to Don Héctor and the others, she raised her voice in her best attempt at mimicry. “Ave Maria, gratia plena…”

And the Lady took her song and used it. Not only was she served by a mortal jester and conquistadors; even the songs of Christ, that creature both mortal and divine, paid homage to the Lady’s own glory. What in the human realm or the Sea Beyond did not bow before her?

It was blasphemy worse than walking on water. It was arrogance beyond anything even the Three had ever claimed.

And it worked.

Nightshade’s Favor fell first, their knees thudding into the sand. Then the Lady of Sweet Whispers and Salt Tears, her harp dropping from a nerveless hand to shatter at her feet with a heartsore wail. The Lord of Pleasant Starfall held out the longest, hate twisting his handsome face… but in the end, he too knelt before the new queen of the Archipelago of Threnody.

The Lady trilled one last, triumphant verse, then cut off her song with a flutter of self-gratifying applause.

At the tree line, the assembled fae were all kneeling, heads bowed. With Threnody at her feet, it was time for the Lady to issue her first edict. She brandished a finger at the deposed faeries. “Whistler’s Call… take their heads.”

“My… my lady?” he stuttered. Whistler’s Call was a guard. A man-of-all-work. No executioner, in a place that favored slow and cruel exile to bloodied hands or blades.

“Get to it. Or should I bid another to the task?” the Lady demanded, slanting a look at the wide-eyed and trembling Swansdown.

The Hungry Girl, defiance still thrumming in her bones, stepped in front of the Lady. “You’ve already defeated them. There’s no need for this.”

“So I should leave them alive to someday challenge me, as I challenged them? I think not. Whistler’s Call, by your oaths to me, I command you to do as I say and Take. Their. Heads.”

Like all close servants, he’d sworn an oath of service to the Lady. Unlike the Hungry Girl, he could not simply cast that off at will. Reluctance dragging at his limbs, Whistler’s Call took up Nightshade’s fallen scythe. But he could not look as he struck; it took three blows to harvest the gardener’s head. Whispers submitted silently and died more quickly, her blood trickling down the sand to return to Leviathan’s waters.

Starfall’s glare was a comet’s burning fire. “There is no grace to you anymore, Shackles. If ever there was.”

“So say you. I say that killing you is a kindness, compared to the curse you left me to suffer.” The Lady made a moue, and then raised her voice to be heard by all. “Oh, and for my new rule, I should have a new name. The Lady of Victorious Chorus.”

And the kneeling crowd shouted, “All hail the Lady of Victorious Chorus!” as Starfall’s head fell to the scythe.

Ignoring the bodies at her feet, the Lady raised her voice to address the mass of fae beyond them. “My new and faithful subjects! We must have a feast to celebrate. And as the centerpiece of our entertainments…”

For the first time since the confrontation began, she turned to look at the mortals behind her, those same mortals who had knelt when she sang of her dominion over them.

But they were not kneeling now.

Fast as a striking owl, the Lady began to sing again: another soothing ripple that asked for obedience so sweetly, so reasonably, that surely none could refuse. Don Héctor sagged, but the other mortals did not—

—and then Diego stepped forward and struck her in the throat.

Her song died in a croak of pain. Erauso leapt toward Don Héctor, reaching for the man’s head, and the sea wind lifted his own shaggy hair as he went, revealing what it had previously concealed: that his ears were plugged with wax. Barrier enough to dull the power of the song, to slow its effect.

Don Héctor straightened. His eyes were still dazed, but strength flowed into his shoulders as he gripped his silver crucifix in one hand. He spoke, and Diego—with hopeless resignation—translated his words.

“This island is haunted by faerie demons who take away men’s God-given free will. Such foul magic cannot be permitted to exist. In the name of our Lord Jesucristo and Our Lady of the Pillar, we will bring cleansing to its shores.”

He raised his arm skyward and swung it in a mighty circle.

And the side of the San Prisciliano erupted in iron and flame.

The fae of the archipelago screamed.

The iron shot from the San Prisciliano tore through the green slopes and trees, withering everything it touched. Where a lucky strike hit a faerie directly, it left nothing recognizable: just an explosion of blood and meat.

At the crest of a nearby hill rose a mass of conquistadors: men from the San Prisciliano, sent ashore in secret while Don Héctor distracted his faerie passengers. Just as they had done on the harpy island, the front rank fired their arquebuses at the reeling fae, dropping them screaming to the ground; then they began to reload while the rank behind them fired at those still standing. The thunder was deafening, the stench of smoke and gore choking the air. The Hungry Girl was shrieking and she couldn’t make herself stop. When hands seized her shoulders, she lashed out on instinct, before Diego locked her arms in a hold she couldn’t break and began dragging her across the beach, out of the immediate chaos.

But there was more chaos to come. The ship’s other boat was approaching the beach, bearing a fresh load of armed sailors. Snapping terrapins rose in response, their jaws cracking wood like walnuts. The boat foundered, sagging as water flooded its pierced hulls, but too late; it was close enough for the men to leap overboard and thrash through surf too shallow for the great turtles to follow, their arquebuses held overhead. And then they were on land, and more shot ripped through the air.

“I have to help them!” the Hungry Girl cried out, seeing Swansdown and Whistler’s Call crouching over the throat-struck Lady. She lunged forward the moment Diego loosened his grip, but he tripped her and sent her face-first into the sand. “I’ll stay here,” she pleaded, spitting out grains with each word, “just go get them, help them to safety—”

“There is no safety,” Diego said grimly.

And he was right. One of the new arrivals aimed his arquebus at Whistler’s Call—had Swansdown’s glamours confused him, making him think the fae from the harpy island were among the enemy? The maidservant flung herself at him and knocked the gun down so it discharged into the ground, but he didn’t even pause; he struck Swansdown across the face with the butt of his gun, then snatched out a knife and thrust it deep into her chest.

That was the last the Hungry Girl saw of the slaughter on the shore, because after that Diego pinned her so mercilessly, her world was nothing but sand and tears. But she heard it all: the roar of the guns, the dying wails, and then the terrible silence of waves and wind once there was no one left for the mortals to kill.

And Don Héctor’s voice. She couldn’t understand his words—didn’t want to understand his words—until his boots crunched in the sand near her head and he spoke to Diego.

Something about one of his men. Something about the boats. Then: “You will guard Doña María here and take her back with the first longboat when it’s ready.”

Diego’s hold on her tightened. “It would be better if—”

“Did I command you to argue, mortalizado? In the name of our Lord, Diego, you will hold that girl here and keep her safe until I say otherwise.”

Don Héctor turned away with more shouted commands for his men, words forging a terrible order out of the chaos as supplies and the broken boat were dragged from the surf.

Released at last, she shoved herself upright in time to see all the life drain once more from Diego, just as it had done aboard the ship. Sympathy warred with defiance and lost; she darted toward the tree line. The Three might lie headless in the sand, and many might have gathered to watch their downfall, but that wasn’t the entire population of Threnody. Others lived here. And someone needed to warn them what was coming.

What she had brought to their shores.

She could no more escape the geas on Diego than he could. He tackled her again, this time locking her in place with an arm across her throat and a thigh pinning her thrashing legs. He grunted when her elbow caught him in the ribs, then trapped her wrists in a crushing grip before she could claw his face.

“Stop,” he said. Just that. No threat. No emotion at all. Just a puppet, moving at Don Héctor’s command.

“They’re going to kill everyone,” she snarled.

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you warn me? Why didn’t you tell me they’re conquistadors?”

No response. Just that flat stare. No anger behind it; only the burned-out ashes of a hatred that had lost all hope.

His geas. They’d been speaking the language of trees, out of habit, but now she mustered her Castilian. “In the name of the Jesucristo Lord God, I tell you to let me go.”

Contempt stirred the ashes. “You have not been baptized,” Diego said in the same language, spitting the words as if each one was poison. “Their God cares nothing for you. No more than he cares for me.”

But… “But you have been baptized,” she said, stupid in her confusion.

His arm pressed harder until she grew lightheaded, barely able to hear him over the beat of blood knocking against his hold. “As every breath reminds me.”

He loathed it. She didn’t know why, but he loathed his baptized state. As he loathed his master, all these mortals—maybe even his own existence.

Mortalizado, Don Héctor had called him. Not a word she’d heard before, but she could guess at its meaning. Made mortal.

And made to serve these men.

She didn’t want to pity him. But raging at him instead… hadn’t she helped Don Héctor? Saved him and his men from the harpies, when she could have let them be torn apart and then taken their longboat for herself and her friends. Helped him strike a deal with the Lady—sickness rose in the Hungry Girl’s throat as she realized that the Lady had known, if not all along, then for quite some time, that the men she was manipulating for her own benefit were conquistadors. A knife she thought to turn on her enemies, without ever cutting herself.

As if the Hungry Girl had any right to cast blame. She’d warned Don Héctor of the Lady’s plans, so that he knew exactly how to prepare.

Diego let go. There was no need to continue pinning her, not when all the fight had drained away. The Hungry Girl sat up, and through the tears blurring her vision, she saw that about a quarter of the sailors had been left to hold a small camp here, the rest presumably gone inland to continue their rampage. Some were dragging bodies and severed limbs off to one side, piling them carelessly into a heap.

She flinched when she saw Swansdown tossed on that heap, eyes unseeing and blood a butcher’s apron of red down her front. The maid disappeared under the body of a stranger, then another.

The Hungry Girl wrenched her gaze away, only for it to land on a cluster of sailors led by Diego Oro. At their center, Whistler’s Call hunched under the limp weight of the Lady of Victorious Chorus. One of the sailors shoved him and he fell to one knee, his burden rolling without dignity to the sand. Diego Oro called to the men on the shore and one of them hurried to answer, dragging a stained canvas sack in his wake. Its contents clanked, and the Hungry Girl was on her feet before she could think.

“Do you think you can stop them?” Diego asked, his question as dull as the shackles that cascaded from the sack. And just as constraining. She could only watch in mute horror as iron clapped around Whistler’s Call’s wrists, as another, larger band went around the Lady’s throat. The Lady moaned, head lolling and hands scrabbling at the rusted iron. Even from this distance, the Hungry Girl caught the stink of burning flesh.

She had no love for the Lady, but nobody deserved this cruelty. Yet the protest sat dry as sand in her mouth. Diego was right. She could barely speak to the mortals. How could she stop them?

Shackles for the Lady’s slim ankles, and more for Whistler’s Call. But as Diego Oro knelt to chain the faerie’s feet, a gleam of avarice flashed across his face.

“No,” the Hungry Girl whispered. Her useless protest rose to a shriek when he tossed the shackles aside and drew his knife—a long, thick thing he’d told her was for hacking through island foliage. It had no difficulty cleaving the flesh and bone just above the faerie’s new golden foot.

Whistler’s Call collapsed, howling, the chain between his shackled wrists tangling with his stump. The flesh bubbled and blackened as he tried to stanch the blood.

And Diego Oro, who’d laughed with the Hungry Girl and seemed her friend, wiped his blade on the Lady’s hip and held the golden goblet aloft, shouting, “My quintalada!” Buoyed by the cheers of his fellows, he sauntered back to the longboats with his prize.

The conquistadors did not kill everyone.

Steamed Pudding, left behind on the ship, was still alive. Not safe; no faerie was safe now, as the Hungry Girl understood far too late. But alive, when the bodies of Swansdown and Whistler’s Call burned in the beach pyres and the Lady’s fate was unknown. The Hungry Girl found Steamed Pudding crammed between the chicken cages on deck, arms clamped over their head, trembling with horror.

“You have to escape. Go over the side,” the Hungry Girl urged in a tight whisper. The men had taken many shackles inland, and those weren’t needed for the dead. Would there be any left to chain Steamed Pudding when the sailors came back? If not, would the cook die as Swansdown and Whistler’s Call had?

But the water was frothing pink, thrashed by movement below. The sailors on the beach, tired of building pyres, had begun throwing bodies—whole and in parts—into the bay. In the Sea Beyond, acts like that could change a place’s nature. A frenzy of sharks and snapping turtles and striped lion-manes, summoned to this place by the meat, waited eagerly for more. There was no escape there, unless it was into the abyss of death.

Then Nando came with a pair of shackles just for Steamed Pudding, and another sailor held the Hungry Girl back while her last friend was dragged away, and she found herself hoping that Leviathan herself would crack open the San Prisciliano like an oyster and eat all the meat inside.

For two days the battle raged. Like many in the Sea Beyond, the fae of this archipelago had believed conquistadors to be a distant problem—maybe even a bloodstained boon, if the lands they overran belonged to traditional enemies. But the ceaseless migration of the islands meant no place could stay safe forever, and caught off guard, the fae here were unprepared to face the mortals’ assault. Against a disciplined foe, who could not be lured apart by glamours or the temptation of treasure, they stood little chance.

Only the smoke mingling with the fog gave mute testimony to the destruction happening inland. And even that had dispersed by the time one of the longboats, its holes patched with timbers from its fellow, rowed back to collect the Hungry Girl and Diego, at Don Héctor’s command.

The paths were familiar beneath the Hungry Girl’s feet as she walked from the shore toward the Palace of the Three—a Three now dead. But where soaring bridges had once linked the tree-cradled bowers of the nobility, now she found ashes and bloodstains and shattered glory. And in the great courtyard before the palace, the survivors of the conquistadors’ assault.

A line of faeries huddled miserably on the ground, their ankles and wrists joined by a long, heavy chain. Vicious shadows crept up their arms and legs, the poison touch of iron.

Erauso, sporting a blackening eye and a split lip, stood guard over them. His rumpled clothes were streaked with mud and grass stains, and the Hungry Girl wished she could congratulate whomever had fought against him so valiantly. But they were probably food for the fire or the fish: much good it did them to have landed a blow.

What right had she to wish for vengeance against Erauso? That unknown faerie’s blood was on her hands, too. Theirs, and so many others’.

Don Héctor came out the splintered doors of the palace as they approached. Waving Diego aside, he said, “Doña María, with me if you please. You can speak with these people? Then you can translate for me.”

“I will translate nothing,” she said, forcing the Castilian words out of her mouth. “You killed my friends.” And so did I.

Her hostility didn’t produce so much as a blink. “They were not your friends. Faeries are not like humans; they are not born with souls. Until baptism bestows that gift upon them, they are damned creatures, incapable of understanding good and evil. I would baptize them all if I could, but it is not possible.”

He sounded genuinely regretful. And yet he had not hesitated on the beach; he had planned that slaughter in advance. This man, who had spoken to her with such concern for the state of her human soul, was a conquistador.

There was no moisture in her mouth. “I will translate nothing,” the Hungry Girl repeated.

Don Héctor sighed. “Your feminine kindness does you credit. That is why I want your help. Diego will not care if I must torture these creatures for information, but you will. You can convince them to speak.”

A quick glance at Diego confirmed nothing; his expression was as distant and dead as any of the bodies thrown on that pyre. Which as good as confirmed everything: He indeed would not care. All care had been beaten out of him, or stripped away with his immortality, by the rite that replaced it with a soul.

A tiny voice within scoffed, This is what you want for yourself?

But any glance at the conquistadors showed it was different for them. Besides, a human like her could hope to live a few years at best, with no continuance after her death. The kindest of fae had pitied her for that; the cruelest had laughed and taunted her with her fate. Don Héctor was the first to tell her otherwise. The first to see her as, not lesser than those around her, but greater, because she possessed a mortal soul.

She did not feel greater. Yet if she wanted to go home—to rescue her mother—to find a place she belonged… she needed the help of these men. However terrible they might be.

Dull hatred greeted her as she approached the shackled fae. Even before the Lady’s exile, they’d never welcomed her as kindred, even though she’d lived all her life in the Sea Beyond. Now she wasn’t even the Hungry Girl. In the Sea Beyond, epithets mattered—not as much as true names, but powerful in their own way. And in their eyes, she was Doña María, the tool of the conquistadors.

She forced herself to say, “What do you want me to ask?”

Don Héctor’s questioning was efficient. Were there other fae in these islands who could entrance men with their songs, or pose any other threat. Did they have maps of the Sea Beyond, to Antillia or any other place. Where was the nearest presidio: a term she didn’t recognize, but apparently it meant a mortal settlement. Where did they keep valuable treasures, such as gold or magical objects.

Oro. She saw again Diego Oro cutting the golden goblet off Whistler’s Call, and sickness rose like a drowning wave.

“You are a traitor,” spat the Highstone Squire, who had once been one of the Lady’s many lovers. “Better for us all if your human mother had strangled you in the crib, rather than cursing us with your presence. We will tell you nothing.”

“If you do not answer,” the Hungry Girl said desperately, “Don Héctor will torture you.”

The Highstone Squire rattled his chains in wordless response. The iron was torture already.

But she had no doubt it could get worse. Don Héctor might not be able to do as a previous master of hers had, enchanting worms to crawl through the veins of his captives, but mortals surely had methods of their own. “Please,” she begged, her vision blurring. “I—I didn’t know what he was going to do. I’m trying to protect those of you who still live.”

“We need no help from mortal trash,” someone farther down the chain sneered. And Don Héctor, seeing that the Hungry Girl was making little progress, snapped his fingers in command. A faerie at the end of the line was unclipped from the rest, Don Héctor beckoned to Diego, and the Hungry Girl fled before the screams could begin.

In the Palace of the Three, a faerie’s habitation reflected their status: The closer they stood to the heart of power, the closer their grottos and gardens moved toward the center. It was impossible to find anyone’s chambers unless you knew their current position in the intricate dance of court. And once they left those chambers, once someone else moved in, they might go anywhere at all.

Don Héctor, ignorant of these things, assigned quarters to his men according to his own convenience, but it came to much the same thing. It was pure chance, when he sent the Hungry Girl and Erauso to a set of rooms in the outermost ring, that she wound up in what had once been the quarters of the Lady of Celestial Song, before her exile and fall.

The conquistadors had already looted it of whatever portable treasures they could find, leaving bloodstains as the only epitaph for the one who’d tried to stop them. Numbed by the sheer scale of the slaughter elsewhere, the Hungry Girl fell onto a couch in the garden pavilion, leaving Erauso to hunt for somewhere more comfortable to rest. Let him sleep on a rock by the pond, for all she cared. With any luck, Swansdown’s nephews would peck him to death.

She had no expectation of sleeping herself, and did not know she had until she woke to the sound of soft quacking. Hurrying into the enclosed garden, she found Erauso at the pond’s edge with a half-torn loaf of bread and three swanlings like downy clouds in his lap.

“Get away! Get away from him!” she shouted, making herself large with swinging arms. Never would they get their nettle shirts now; they were doomed to remain swans forever. Might even end up on a spit for roasting if Don Héctor’s men got hungry. And it was Erauso’s fault. His and all the others.

And yours.

Ignoring that guilty truth, she shooed off the last cygnet with an emphatic flap.

“What is wrong with you?” Erauso yelled, on the heels of what she assumed were profanities in Euskara. He leapt to his feet, hands balled into fists, and the Hungry Girl flinched in expectation of a blow.

None came. Erauso was shaking, and it didn’t look like fury. It looked a lot like the tremors racking the Hungry Girl herself.

That recognition didn’t stop her from spitting, “I should have let the harpies kill you all.”

She provoked a wild laugh. “Yes, you were stupid to trust us. Or just desperate to escape the life you’d been sentenced to. But Don Héctor’s right. This is just your soft, woman’s heart making you regret what had to be done. Making you feel pity for these godless creatures and monsters.” He battered his chest like it was his own heart that was at fault. “We’re bringing salvation to the Sea Beyond. It’s God’s work! And it was supposed to be an adventure!”

His stained hands came up to grip his equally filthy hair. “Battle against the fae, like the hidalgos against the Moors! Like the holy crusaders. But they weren’t attacking us. They were doing what she asked, and we had wax in our ears, so what was the danger?” His voice rose in pitch until it sounded younger than his years, his face blotchy red under the dirt. “We started the battle. And I had to—I—”

Erauso spun and puked into the pond.

The Hungry Girl found herself rubbing his back as he sobbed, and heaved, and sobbed again, comforting him as he’d once comforted her during one of her own bouts of sickness. She didn’t hate him any less, but it soothed something in her to know he was at least troubled by what they’d done.

“There are tales of your kind, here in the Sea Beyond,” she said, blotting her tears on her own shoulder—what felt like the only spot clean from neck to knee. “Conquistadors. But your skin wasn’t metal. You said you were merchants. Yes, I was stupid to believe. Yes, desperate to leave the island. Excited to meet mortals like me, to learn about the Spains, to save my soul and believe that someone cared about me.” Even to her own ears, it sounded like weak justification, and it made her lash out. “What’s your excuse?”

“Desperate to leave,” Erauso mumbled. She wasn’t sure if he was answering or just echoing her own words. He peered up at her and said, “How did you get here? The fae, they stole you?”

The Hungry Girl sank back onto her heels. “No. I was sent here for safety.” Her laugh tasted like ashes.

Erauso shook his head. “No good Christian parents would give their child to the fae.”

She hadn’t let herself look at it directly, not since she learned her soul was in peril. Her mother, the captive princess… was she a good Christian? If mortals hated the fae so much, why would one of them give away her daughter, even if the alternative was death?

The Hungry Girl said, “I only know what they told me, the faeries who raised me, before I came to the Sea Beyond. My father was an ogre who wanted to eat me. My mother sent me to them for protection from him.” She thought of Don Héctor and what he’d ordered, of Diego Oro and what he’d done to Whistler’s Call. “From men like you.”

Erauso’s laugh was like the crack of a whip, echoing against the garden walls. Tensing, he cast a wary glance over his shoulder, but they were alone. Even the swanlings hadn’t dared to come back for more bread. “I am not like them.”

“And yet,” she said, gesturing to his bruise-mottled face, his rumpled and bloodstained clothing.

But instead of beating him down further, it made his shoulders straighten. “You don’t understand. If you’d been baptized, if you’d been to church, you would have learned—God did not make this place. It’s the Devil’s work, a mistake in creation. The fae are a mistake. A sin. If some have to die for us to bring salvation, that’s better than us not bringing it at all.”

His voice sounded strong, but also young. A stripling repeating what he’d been told. Just like the Hungry Girl had been told that conquistadors were creatures of metal—but this one was flesh and blood, and not without feeling.

“Is everything not made by God a mistake? Is everything He made precisely as it should be?” She shook her head, as though she could rattle her confusion loose. She could never tell if her lack of understanding came from not knowing the words, or from some inconsistency in what she was being told. “Don Héctor says God is all-powerful, so why is there sin in the mortal world if He doesn’t want it there? And if He’s all-powerful, why didn’t He stop the Sea Beyond from being made? How can He fix what He didn’t create when He can’t even fix what He did?”

Erauso stared at her, mouth agape. “He—no, but He is fixing it, that’s why Jesús—Look, you can’t say things like that! They’ll get you in trouble!”

“I’m already in trouble,” the Hungry Girl said darkly. “And I’m not the only one. Don Héctor tells me I will rejoice in the Lord once I’m baptized, but I don’t see Diego rejoicing. He looks like every moment of his life is a torment. Is this how God fixes mistakes?”

“Yes,” Erauso said. “We’re born to suffer. It’s just how the world is.”

She wanted to say he was wrong, that the Sea Beyond was different. That here, all things were possible.

But her voice wouldn’t answer when she tried.







CHAPTER 9

SALAMANCA: 1602
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The devastation that followed the great Storm of Salamanca disrupted classes for weeks. Dry dirt lanes became rivers of mud; runoff clogged the larger cobbled streets, rendering them unnavigable by any creatures but the sure-footed goats that broke their enclosures when the Tormes flooded its banks. Although the Roman bridge stood, as strong as the day it sank its roots into the banks, its younger, wooden brethren washed away with what felt like half of Salamanca.

The ensuing famine was staved off partly by culling the wandering goats before their owners could retrieve them. Brawls followed, and court cases that descended into brawls. The summer heat came early and dried up the mud, but not before leaving a final gift in the stagnant puddles that remained, midges swarming above them like a return of the storm clouds. Soon the murmurs in taverns and markets turned from the storm’s wrath toward the specter of disease returning, a resurgence of the plague that had rampaged through the Spains not long before. Processions wound through the streets, confraternities of the rosary and the cross praying for safety, some flagellating themselves in penitence for their sins. Magic had rescued Felipe II from the illness that tried to kill him, but the common folk could rely only upon God.

Estevan wondered if the Storm Isles mortalizado was pleased by this vengeance. He couldn’t ask; Padre Hierro had declared their demonstration a “great success” and taken himself and his captive faerie off to València, where none of the Salamancans could gainsay or garrote him.

But the visit had strengthened Estevan’s determination. He needed a position with the Council of the Sea Beyond, which required either good political connections, or a degree more advanced than a baccalaureate in the arts. Since the Widow Baroja was never going to pay for that, he had to find another way.

“Aren’t the becas meant for poor students, those who can’t afford to continue in their studies?” he asked, one hot afternoon at Brasa’s house. Estevan was lying shamelessly atop the stone floor of the main room, which could do little harm to a doublet as worn and dirty as his, while Alejandro fanned himself uselessly with a manuscript. “I could try to obtain one of them—”

“You could try,” Brasa said dryly. “Unfortunately, reality has been parting ways with intent for quite some time now. Men who held becas in the past now see them as an inheritance to be passed along to their sons.”

Why could Estevan’s useless father not have been one of those men? Highly placed in government, a nobleman of the robe rather than of the sword. The sort of man whose son didn’t need a scholarship to pay for the next stage of his tuition. The sort of man who had only to lean on a friend, and his son would be set for life.

But then he would never have met Brasa. “You could put in a good word for me,” Estevan said.

“Ah, yes. They care a great deal for the opinions of the son of a Granadan silversmith. You’d be better served by cozying up to Fuente.”

Estevan snorted. “If he ever leaves Madrid.” In theory, Pedro de la Fuente was supposed to be one of Brasa’s colleagues, a lecturer in astrology. In practice, he spent all his time currying favor in Felipe’s court, leaving the scut work of teaching to a parade of lickspittle assistants.

Brasa said, “He’ll come back for the chair election,” and something resigned in his tone made Estevan sit up. His gut muscles protested; he’d gotten in a row the previous day with Alejandro over a missing book. Their friendship had recovered quickly, but his aching stomach hadn’t.

Ignoring that like a bad omen, he said, “Why the election?” And when Brasa gave him no answer but a look, Estevan protested, “He can’t be standing for the chair himself. He’s never even here! He can’t think he’ll win against you.”

“Ah, my young friend. I remember when I was as idealistic as you.” Brasa’s self-mocking grin failed to take the bite out of his words. “But then, you haven’t been here for a chair election, have you? It doesn’t matter whether he’s here or not. It only matters what support he can muster.”

Drawn in despite himself, Alejandro said, “Do the students even know who he is?”

Brasa poured himself more wine. “They know who they’re being paid to vote for. The ones who don’t take the bribes will be threatened by his toughs, even waylaid on their way to vote. The Priscillianists and the Jesuits like him; they’ll bring in brothers from other convents to tilt things his way.” He paused on the edge of taking a sip, smiling ironically at the two gaping faces before him. “As they say: no life-tenured chair at Salamanca without a million mortal sins.”

“So you’re just giving up?” Estevan’s dismay wasn’t altruistic in the least, but he didn’t care. He’d fixed his star to Brasa; he’d be damned and oath-broken if he’d let the man refuse to take flight. “For what, another chair empty in Salamanca while the ass sitting in it fattens himself at Felipe’s teat?”

Fatalism weighted Brasa’s shrug. “When all is said and done, Fuente has connections, and I do not. Just as Fuente has orthodox opinions concerning the Sea Beyond, and I… well.”

“You’re one of the few who places rationality above venality and greed,” Estevan growled, feeling his own rationality unraveling. “Who cares if the fae might have minds and souls already, might have rights under natural law, when mortalizados make such biddable slaves for the Church to claim.”

“Careful,” Alejandro warned, his tone far more serious than usual. “Talk like that will draw the attention of the Inquisition.”

It recalled Estevan to himself with an unpleasant thump. He trusted Brasa—but he’d trusted Fray Lorenzo, too. Even a friend could turn foe, if that person was put to the question. “You’re right, thank you. Once was more than sufficient.”

Brasa coughed on his wine. Wiping his chin, he said, “Estevan. You’ve run afoul of the Holy Office?”

It was far enough in the past for Estevan to wave his hand and laugh, and recent enough for his laugh to be brittle, his waving hand to tremble before he flattened it under a thigh. “When I was a boy. My teacher at the time had Lutheran sympathies, and I… had too many questions.” A trait he hadn’t lost, just mapped along more accepted routes. He half expected Brasa to laugh at that.

Brasa didn’t.

The silence pressed Estevan into babbling, just as he had when he was nine. “I confessed. Right away. They only held me for a few weeks.” He couldn’t claim innocence; there was no such thing under the Inquisition. Instead, he said, “My father paid the fines for my mother and me to be whipped in private. There was never a sanbenito displayed in the church.”

We gave up so much. Teresa lost her land. I lost my tree. Because my sister hated me, and because a man we knew owned a book he shouldn’t. Estevan couldn’t say any of that, either. He fell silent and looked to Alejandro for help.

Alejandro asked the question Estevan couldn’t. “Why are you…” Then he cut it off without finishing. “Shit.”

“Shit indeed,” Brasa said heavily. Putting down his wine, he braced his elbows against his knees. “Estevan. Your ambition is to get a position with the Council of the Sea Beyond, yes?”

Estevan had never said it quite so openly, but it wasn’t hard for Brasa to guess. “That’s why I want to study civil law.”

“Law won’t help you,” Brasa said. “There are requirements for such appointments. Not just the usual inequalities of wealth and connection, but legal ones: No converso blood. No morisco blood. And no history with the Inquisition.”

The room faded out around Estevan. “But—I was a child. And we were punished in private.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Brasa’s tone was compassionate, but inflexible. “Only men of unimpeachable character can rise so high in the king’s service. Where ‘unimpeachable character’ allows for any amount of immorality and corruption… but not the faintest whiff of unorthodoxy.”

Burn their records. It was his first, insane thought: that if he set fire to the Inquisition chambers in Sevilla, he could escape his past. As if the local tribunals didn’t file copies with the Suprema, meticulously tracking everyone ever accused of heresy in the Spains.

Brasa knelt, lifted him up to a chair. As if the comfort of furniture would make up for the future crumbling to dust before Estevan’s eyes. “You should support Fuente,” he said. “It won’t get you a position on the Council—nothing can do that—but something adjacent, perhaps. A clerk’s post. It’s beneath your talents, but…”

Brasa didn’t know that nothing was beneath Estevan if it could get him to his goal. Not the low grind of a clerk’s position, nor kissing Fuente’s arse. He considered it for the length of a breath, but…

“It’s not enough,” he said softly, bemused at how easy it was to let go. He’d spent over a year of his boyhood wallowing in his failure, until Alejandro offered him the hand of friendship and another path. But Fuente was no friend like Alejandro. Even if Estevan could trade his support for a lowly position, he would never infiltrate the Council of the Sea Beyond, never worm his way to the heart of power and destroy it from within. And if he couldn’t do that, then any work on their behalf would only make things worse. He would be merely another silent, obedient stone holding up the entire rotten edifice.

He wasn’t giving up. Trees were patient; they knew how to sneak roots through the most unlikely of gaps, then grow and grow until they broke even stone. He would find another way.

One that did not involve supporting Fuente—a man who believed all the world existed to serve his glory—over someone like Brasa, who at least treated a faerie like a person. Estevan’s voice firmed. “It’s not worth it.”

Alejandro’s brow eased out of its crease. He knew what Estevan meant. “So—Brasa for the Vespers Chair of Astrology?”

“Brasa for the Vespers Chair,” Estevan agreed, over the astonished sputtering and protests of the man under discussion. “And I hope you’re ready to take the seat, Professor. Because there’s no way we’re going to let you lose.”

No life-tenured chair at Salamanca without a million mortal sins, Brasa had said. He might have underestimated the number.

In theory, the process was simple. Only students enrolled in the faculty of arts could vote in an election for one of their chairs, and their votes were weighted according to seniority: one for a man in his first year, more for those above him, five for graduates pursuing higher degrees. And no one who had matriculated less than six months ago could vote—a measure designed to prevent candidates from adding strangers off the street to the university’s rolls right before an election.

But with several thousand students involved on election day, no one would be able to check each one of them against the records. And it wasn’t as if those records were accurate in the first place; wealthy students regularly enrolled their servants, cousins, even their wives, so as to gain for them the attendant legal rights.

And that, as Brasa had warned Estevan, was only the tip of the blade.

“I can guarantee good marks to anyone who casts his vote for Fuente,” the lecturer for mathematics promised, two weeks before the election. It was a comment repeated often in the halls, with Brasa’s name substituted in far too infrequently.

“You’re poor, aren’t you, Carrasco?” said one of the licentiates from San Bartolomé. “Fuente will pay well for the Andalusian vote, the more, the better. Wouldn’t you like to earn a real or two?”

Anyone could vote in the student elections for tenured chairs, provided enough manipulation was applied. Faced with the resultant chaos, Estevan had no choice but to get creative. “What if we got someone with money who could pretend to support Fuente? He could gather a lot of supporters at a tavern before the election and get them all piss drunk until they pass out and miss the vote?”

His suggestion was met with snorts and groans from the small group of Brasa loyalists that he and Alejandro had gathered in the courtyard of their old college. Everyone was sprawled on the dead grass like so much limp laundry, enervated by demoralization and the midmorning heat. Estevan alone felt chilled, in defiance of the weather. He feared he was coming down with an ague.

“If we had someone with money, he could just bribe everyone,” Alejandro said from under the wet cloth draped across his face—a shield against both flies and sunlight. Nothing at all to do with the hangover he was nursing after a night of carousing and information gathering among their fellow students. “It’s what Fuente is doing.”

“People vote in their best interests,” Dinis argued, jigging the leg that Alejandro was using as a pillow and earning a blind swat for his antics. “We need to let them know they’ll regret it if Fuente wins. The moment he takes the chair, he’ll be off to Madrid again and won’t care what happens to anyone who voted for him. Are you any good with a sword, Moya? Carrasco? We could go teach Fuente’s bootlickers a lesson.”

Estevan’s fists clenched until his bones creaked like dried wood. Alejandro liked Dinis, but the Portuguese man reminded Estevan too much of his own father: always ready to solve problems with violence. “Instead of fear, why not give them something to hope for instead? There’s that beata who’s been gathering followers—what’s her name—”

“Ana de la Sangre de Cruz,” Alejandro mumbled through his face cloth.

“That’s the one. They say she fakes her visions, right? But lots of people still believe her. So we get her to have a ‘vision’ that Brasa will win.”

Dinis sighed and shoved Alejandro off his leg. “Try if you want. But I warn you, she probably smells.”

He wasn’t wrong. Europe’s most pious Christians had a regrettable tendency to decide that caring for the body was a sign of vanity and attachment to worldly affairs, and therefore that filth was the harbinger of true faith. Beatas laid claim to holiness outside the confines of a regular order, being directly gifted with the presence and inspiration of God, and many of them wore their matted hair and draggled skirts as proof of their sanctity.

A sanctity that didn’t prevent Ana de la Sangre de Cruz from slapping Estevan when he proposed his idea to her. “How dare you insult me like that! Worse, you insult our savior Jesucristo!”

Estevan’s jaw ached. The beata had been a washerwoman before her visions began. “I’m only suggesting—”

“—that I’m a liar and a fraud. Did the Inquisition send you to tempt me into sin? I have done nothing the Holy Office can find fault with. I serve the Lord with all my heart. Begone, servant of the Devil!”

He hoped for her sake that she was right about the Inquisition. They often investigated beatas, like they investigated anyone who broke with the rigid structure of orthodoxy. But Estevan didn’t want to be slapped again, and so he staggered back out of the “cave” the beata lived in—a falling-down hovel outside the walls of Salamanca—and accepted the scented handkerchief Alejandro offered him for relief. “No luck?” Alejandro asked.

“No luck,” Estevan said grimly. “That one’s honest.”

Alejandro grinned. “What if we invented someone who isn’t?”

Which was how Estevan found himself painting honey on a molting rooster. The creature was dead to the world—dead drunk, after eating seed softened in the strongest wine Dinis could obtain. “You’re sure this will work?” he asked the Portuguese man, who was so red-faced with laughing that it was possible he’d had more than a little of his own wine.

“Anything that could fool a magistrate of Barcelos must surely fool these hen-brained supporters of Fuente,” Dinis said, arranging the snoozing, honey-glazed fowl on a platter amid a circling of baked apples. Entrusting the platter and a long needle to a well-bribed serving maid, they hid in the tavern’s upper gallery and watched as a commotion started at the door.

Where Alejandro had found his stinking gown, Estevan preferred not to know. He fully intended to demand his friend bathe before they returned to Brasa’s house. The matted wig was horsehair rather than human. Alejandro’s bosoms—two melons in a sling—swung independently of each other as he crooned and cajoled the crowd of students, all blessedly inebriated. No sober man would believe the creature before them was a woman. Sometimes Estevan had to wonder which of the two of them was even human. Wasn’t shame the birthright of every mortal? If so, some careless angel had failed to deliver it to Alejandro’s cradle.

“… and Jesús has shown me, Brasa will win, as surely as that roasted chicken will come back to life!” Alejandro sang out in a falsetto shrill enough to pierce the laughter and taunts of the crowd.

Then an indignant squawk, as the serving maid applied her needle according to her instructions. The rooster launched from his platter in an explosion of apples, flinging his drunken, sticky body through the crowd with more vigor than Estevan would have expected.

How many people actually believed in the “miracle” hardly mattered. The story made the rounds of Salamanca before sunset the next day, and the laughter was tinged with appreciation for the clever tactic. And a crew of students who intended to go hunting for the prophetess suddenly came down with a dreadful flux, so no one was available to refute the tale.

Estevan had no time to congratulate himself or Alejandro. He was too busy plotting their next move—and then a knock came at the door of Brasa’s house, and he opened it to find his mother standing outside.

It was like he’d been riding at a gallop, and suddenly fell off his horse. Estevan regularly wrote letters home: dutiful ones to his father, which always started with the assurance that he wasn’t asking for money, and more friendly ones to his mother, from which he had to censor all the things he didn’t want Estevan Senior to read. Teresa wrote back; Estevan Senior did not. But none of Teresa’s letters had mentioned coming to Salamanca.

Not just her. Leonor and Beatriz stood to either side, both of them laden with bags.

Estevan Senior would never allow the women to go traveling without him.

Teresa drew an unsteady breath. “I’m sorry, Estevan. It was simpler to come ourselves than send a letter. My husband is dead. You are the man of the family, now.”

His mother and sisters could not stay with him at Brasa’s house. Not because the professor was unwilling, but because there was simply nowhere to put them. Estevan had to spend the money he’d been saving for Brasa’s support on a room at a shabby inn.

Teresa had a little money of her own, and she gave some to Leonor and Beatriz to go out and buy food. Seeing the grin on Beatriz’s face, Estevan hoped she would actually spend it as instructed, and not run off to explore Salamanca’s less scholarly delights. It was a measure of Teresa’s mood that she didn’t admonish her daughters, only waited until the door closed behind them. Then she said, “We should speak quickly, to be done before they return.”

“What happened?” That she needed to speak alone was warning enough, but Estevan knew the man he’d been named for. He might have died of venereal disease. He might have pushed past someone in the street, or been pushed past, and the resulting argument escalated into a fatal duel. He might have gotten drunk and fallen into the Guadalquivir.

Teresa studied her folded hands. “There was pestilence in Sevilla. He contracted a fever. In his wanderings one night, he fainted and fell down the stairs.”

Noting her twisting fingers, the trembling voice, he laid his hand over hers. Voice softer, he asked, “And what really happened?”

Breath exploded from her, and then her brow was buried against his shoulder, her own shoulders shaking. He held her, not pressing for answers as she sobbed. Just slow, soothing strokes of his hand until they subsided and she fell limp against him. Not since that night in the grove, not since he’d ceased to be her girlhood friend and become her son, had she sought comfort from him like this.

The man of the family. Another human thing he’d need to learn to be.

“I’m damned.” Her murmur was faint, wrung out. “I can never confess this sin, nor be absolved of it. Not if I wish my daughters to have any future.”

“He didn’t fall?” When she remained quiet, he added, “You’ll get no condemnation from me.”

“He fell… when I pushed him off me.” One hand drifted to the opposite wrist, where he’d seen all too many bruises in the past. He had no doubt there were others, in places he never saw.

Self-defense—but how many judges would accept that, when it was a woman defending herself against her husband? Men were forbidden excessive cruelty toward their wives, but regular cruelty was their God-given right. Estevan wondered how much worse his late, unlamented father’s abuse had grown after he left, when there was no longer any son around to intervene. Teresa had said nothing of it in her letters, of course.

I should have pushed him down the stairs myself was not a helpful thing to say. You did the right thing would only make Teresa feel worse. Estevan finally settled on, “I’m glad you’re safe.”

A broken laugh. “I’ve spent so many years fearing him. I—I don’t remember what it’s like not to.”

No more beatings. No more need to worry if he would lift his hand to the daughters not yet married off, if he—

Estevan’s breath stopped. Fear had driven Teresa into the woods that night more than twenty years ago, the bone-deep dread that her husband would kill her seventh child. With him gone…

“You’ll want her back now, won’t you,” he said numbly. “Your daughter.”

Teresa went still: as good as a confession. She’d pledged all those years ago to forget the child, but since then, Estevan had learned more of what it meant to be a mother. He doubted a day had gone by that Teresa hadn’t thought of her lost daughter, hadn’t yearned to break her promise, defy her husband, and run back to the chestnut grove to see her lost little girl.

And now she could.

The Council of the Sea Beyond was out of reach. He had to find another way regardless; how he could do so as a faerie instead of a changeling, Estevan had no idea, but… the deal only worked because Teresa had made it willingly. He couldn’t force her to maintain it now, insist that her daughter must remain wild and unbaptized. Not when he had no plan for how to proceed. It was time for him to let go of this life.

It shouldn’t have hurt. But it felt like someone had taken an axe to his roots.

“She wasn’t there.”

Teresa’s whisper was almost inaudible. Estevan stared, disbelieving; the gaze she raised to meet his was little better. “I went to the estate,” Teresa said. “Sneaked onto the land, on our way here. I—What you’re doing matters, Estevan; I can’t stop you now. But I wanted to at least tell her that she’s safe now, that her father can’t threaten her anymore. She—she wasn’t there.”

He could hardly draw breath. “My kin—”

“None of them were there.” Panic beat in her gaze, held back only by a will that had survived decades of marriage to a brute. “Half the trees were gone, only stumps left behind. And there was a fence. Slats of chestnut, but the posts… the posts were bound with iron.”

His knees gave out, and the boards of the floor creaked a protest under the fall of his weight. Teresa sank down beside him, the one offering comfort now. His tree—was it one of the survivors? Surely he would have felt the wound if someone cut it down. Surely he was not so far gone to mortality as to not feel that.

Not yet.

He was cold, even though the room was warm. Had been cold, off and on, for weeks now, but without any symptoms of sickness. As if it were not his own chill he was feeling.

Cold. Scents from nowhere, as of food more delicious than anyone around him could afford. Phantom songs, and visions shimmering in the distant air. Things he’d experienced for so many years, he gave them no particular thought. Surely everyone experienced the same.

How long ago had his counterpart left the grove in the south? Where had she gone when she left, that he kept being subjected to so many different effects—enchantments shrugged off onto him, in weakened form, as he shrugged mortal banes off onto her? He racked his memory, trying to catalogue them all, to divine something from their entrails, but the list was incomplete. He’d been distracted. He’d assumed she was safe among the trees.

He’d been a fool.

“She’s alive and well,” Estevan said, trying to sound as confident about the second part as the first. “If she weren’t…”

He regretted starting that sentence, but Teresa gave a tiny nod. “If she weren’t, then you would know.”

Because he would be exposed as his true self. Estevan buried his hands in his hair, gripped hard, and said, “I’ll—I’ll try to find her. Somehow. But you should go home—”

Teresa caught his arm, fingers digging in. “Estevan, we can’t. His creditors called in all his debts. I said this was simpler than sending a letter, but—We had to sell the house, Estevan. There is no money left to dower Beatriz and Leonor. Nearly every coin we have is sewn into our skirts, for security. The whole way here, I was terrified we would be robbed. And now…”

She trailed off, because there was nothing left to say. And now: What? None of them had a future, nor even a present to stand on.

The idealistic side of him was relieved to be rid of his father’s money. However little of it had remained, too much had originally come from Estevan Senior’s employment in the Indies fleet—from rapine that paralleled the kind he wanted to stop. His conversations with Brasa had made him uncomfortably aware of that fact. And the less Estevan inherited from his father, the less obligation he felt to the man’s memory.

The pragmatic side of him noted that without money, he had no hope of success.

He clung to one solid thing, however foolish it seemed now. “I need to stay here another week—until the chair election is done. If I can help my professor, he might be able to help me.” Regret flickered briefly, that he had not supported Fuente; then he dismissed it. “We can afford for you to stay here at least that long. Will you be safe?”

She took the kerchief he offered and wiped the evidence of distress from her face. She was growing old, he realized. She must be nearly fifty. Lines and heaviness and care dragged at her cheeks, her lips, her eyes; her hair was iron dull, where once it had been as black as walnuts. For one wild moment, he wished he could halt time’s progress, before she became ashes and dust.

But then she smiled, a glimmer of the girl she’d been now peeking out between the lines of age, and pinched his cheek. “Look at you. You’ve grown so handsome. But too thin. Of course we’ll be safe. Beatriz swore the entire journey here that she would dress in boy’s clothes and take up a sword if you couldn’t help. I think she was disappointed that we didn’t run into trouble.”

“A shame you didn’t trade me for her,” he said, and she laughed as hard as any faerie.

The day of the election arrived too soon and yet not soon enough for Estevan’s comfort. Brasa only had time to spare for a quick meeting and a quicker promise to consider options for Estevan’s future. With lectures effectively suspended in favor of proselytizing, and his family’s stay at the inn devouring their meager savings, his entire life felt upended. It was with a sense of exhausted numbness that he donned his robe and joined the streams of similarly garbed students flowing through the streets like a murmuration of starlings.

The crowd outside the House of the Shells was enormous. The absent and the dead turn out to vote, people said; Estevan wondered briefly if anyone had yet found necromantic magic in the Sea Beyond that would permit the latter to be true. He and Alejandro joined the jostling, shouting crowd, moving slowly enough that he had time to count the stone shells studding the exterior wall twice over. A cart blocked the entry to the collegiate house that most vocally supported Fuente, its wheels and axle inexplicably fused. An entire convent of Priscillianist friars were pounding at their mysteriously jammed front door, cursing in unsanctified language the ill fortune that had caused the wood to warp at such a time. More than a few students clung to their cots and their chamber pots, the wine barrels they’d emptied the night before somehow infused with wormwood. Yet those efforts felt like grains of sand taken out of an hourglass, and Estevan did not know if the rest he had in store would be enough.

His head and heart were both pounding by the time he and Alejandro squeezed through the entry hall and into the patio, where they beheld the great scale that would receive and calculate their votes.

It towered above the crowd, gilt and brass catching the sunlight and reflecting it so brightly that the many-armed scale seemed almost to be lit from within. A brass bucket hung from each arm, a tag inked with the name of the candidate pasted to the side with a smear of horse glue. A harried proctor guarded a larger bucket filled to the brim with cockleshells, his switch at the ready to strike anyone who tried to palm more than their share, or took too long selecting their lot. With the vote tallied by weight, a single shell slightly larger or smaller than its brethren would make little difference, but everyone was looking for ways to skew the total in favor of their chosen candidate.

If Estevan’s plan worked, those little differences would matter not at all.

The entire point of conducting the vote this way was, in theory, to prevent cheating. The Great Balance of Salamanca was no artifact recently looted from the Sea Beyond; it had stood here long before the House of the Shells was built. Rodrigo Maldonado, rector of the university and knight of the Order of Santiago, had built his palace around it the year after the Pillars were opened, reserving its magic for the election of university chairs. Before that, city officials used it to ensure merchants were giving fair weight; before that, it had survived the incursions of the Moors.

Layers upon layers of history, like the slow growth of tree rings. And at the heartwood, a pagan custom, brought here by the Visigoths: the planting of a linden tree, their emblem of justice, beneath whose branches they were accustomed to holding their trials.

It was almost invisible now. The Catholicization of the Arian Visigoths had made the open use of faerie magic embarrassing, so they disguised it as best they could: lopping off branches, gilding what remained, decking it with emblems of saints where birds had once perched. But underneath the crippling splendor, there was still the spirit of a linden tree, whispering a plea for mercy.

This one, Estevan whispered back, toe of his boot brushing an atrophied root as he dropped his share of pilgrim’s shells into a bucket he feared looked too empty. This one, but slowly.

Remember your promise, the linden groaned.

His promise. He wanted to groan himself. Whether Brasa won or lost, Estevan’s final gambit needed to wait until the election was over.

“Well, that’s done, then,” Alejandro said with an effort at cheer, draping an arm over Estevan’s shoulder and guiding him to the back of the courtyard, where people were exiting. “Nothing to do now but wait and drink.”

“I want to see it through. You think we can sneak into one of the galleries?” He cast his gaze to the upper floor, where students and faculty in robes finer than his were trading boasts and bets about whichever candidate they favored.

“Where do you think the best drinking is? Come on, Dinis owes me two bottles.”

Those bottles were gone far too quickly, while the surging mass of students and ostensible students moved far too slowly. Estevan tried not to count which branch each person went to—a fool’s task to begin with, since some people visited several, the better to disguise their choice.

He didn’t need Brasa to win outright. He just needed it to be close enough that no one would cry out over the Great Balance dipping lowest a bucket that was obviously underweight.

Bells rang out over Salamanca, signaling the six o’clock hour and the end of voting. University officials herded everyone away from the tree, ignoring the shouts in the street from a crowd of angry friars running as fast as they could. The rector approached the Great Balance and knocked three times against the gilded pillar of its trunk, signaling that the time of judgment had come.

The shorn branches chimed. The buckets swayed, and slowly, one descended below the rest.

The rector’s voice rose above the clamor. “The new Vespers Chair of Astrology is Miguel Brasa de Lascaris!”

In the tumult that followed, nobody cared that Estevan slipped quietly toward the gold-encrusted tree. One branch shivered, creaked, bent toward his hand. With phenomenal effort, it pushed out a tiny fruit, no bigger than a pea, which Estevan palmed.

No one would understand, in future days, why the Great Balance of Salamanca had ceased to work. But in some sheltered valley, a linden tree would grow, free of the demands of mortals.

With the number of people claiming now that they’d supported Brasa, Estevan could almost believe his interventions hadn’t been necessary. The first lecture the new chair gave after taking up his position was so crowded that Estevan’s small cohort couldn’t find seats, and there was no approaching within twenty paces of the post afterward, nor of being heard over the questions shouted by so many sycophants.

But later, in the privacy of his home, Brasa took each of his true supporters aside to thank them personally. When it came to Estevan’s turn, he drew a letter from inside his doublet.

“I know this isn’t what you want,” Brasa said. “And it may do little enough anyway; I have few friends in Madrid, and more than a few enemies now that Fuente has no reason to remain here. But this is a recommendation to the Council of the Sea Beyond that you be found a position with the Hall of Wonders, in València.”

As sops went, it stung. The Hall of Wonders was to the Sea Beyond as the House of Trade in Sevilla was to the New World; it handled commerce, not Spanish policy toward its foreign dominions. Estevan would have none of the power behind the conquest, while the guilt of it flowed through his hands. But favor was not a well that would refill forever, and Brasa was spending what little he had, in the belief that it would help.

A spark of humor came into Brasa’s voice as Estevan tried to find a gracious response. “You’re a resourceful young man—I suspect I don’t want to know just how resourceful. If anyone can find a way to succeed, I think you will.”

He spoke in perfect ignorance of Estevan’s true aims, and yet the words brought life back into Estevan’s heart. The Hall of Wonders was under the aegis of the Council; perhaps from there, he could find a route to what he sought. “Professor, I—”

“No, don’t say it. The chair I hold is mine by your efforts; I would not have even persisted in trying if you hadn’t goaded me. This is the least I can do in return.”

Was it human or fae to cry when happy? The tears burning at the corners of Estevan’s eyes had no answer. “I won’t disappoint you.”

If taking his leave of Brasa was surprisingly painful, there was no surprise at all when it came to Alejandro. The mess of clothes and books on Alejandro’s side of their room might have been born of procrastination before packing, but Estevan knew better. “You’re staying here, then.”

Like Brasa, Alejandro pulled a letter from inside his doublet and passed it to Estevan. “Your mother brought this from Sevilla. My mother has… made arrangements.”

She’d done more than that. Where Teresa Alcón had married well and suffered for it, Catalina de Baroja had married poorly and prospered. Her late husband might have been a mere merchant, but he’d loaned money like an alchemist, transmuting New World silver into something more precious than gold: favor in Madrid.

Admittedly, that favor lay with the Marquess of Dénia, the poorest by far of all the grandees of Spain. But that made it all the cheaper to buy. For the low price of a five-thousand-ducat loan forgiven, she had arranged for the marquess to take Alejandro into his service. Her son would remain in Salamanca awhile longer, making a token nod in the direction of studying civil law; then, come spring, he would take up his place in Madrid.

But she had not forgotten her godson entirely. Once at court, her letter declared, her son might of course put in a good word for Estevan Carrasco.

Estevan folded the letter and handed it back. “You didn’t say.”

“You had enough worries with your father’s death and Brasa’s election.” Alejandro’s smile was crooked and false. “You didn’t need me adding extra burdens.”

Estevan knew he should say it wasn’t a burden. Alejandro was on an upward path; he ought to rejoice for his friend. But one by one, the branches beneath Estevan were cracking and falling away. Now he was the one holding up Teresa, Beatriz, Leonor, with no one left to hold him.

He sank heavily onto his fresh-stripped bed. The ropes creaked, the hay-stuffed ticking hard under his ass without linens to soften it.

“Hey.” Alejandro sat at his side, his shoulder lending all the support Estevan lacked. “Once I’m in Madrid, maybe I can help you, with more than just a good word. They say the marquess has the prince’s ear—and one of these days the king will die, right? Then my master might have the king’s ear instead.”

Speaking that lightly of Felipe II’s death was perilously close to treason. Estevan turned to chide Alejandro, and found himself only a breath from his friend’s face. Alejandro’s eyes went wide; his gaze flickered downward. And then, without warning, he leaned in and pressed his mouth to Estevan’s.

This is a kiss, Estevan thought—his only clear thought in a welter of confusion. Why a kiss? As a tree spirit, he’d had neither experience nor interest in such mortal follies. As a changeling child and worldly student he’d witnessed them in a variety of contexts. But he still didn’t understand them. It wasn’t necessary to his mission, so why bother?

Then it ended, as suddenly as it had begun. Alejandro shot up off the bed like someone had put a spring under his rump, then stopped, wavering. “I’m sorry, I… I’m sorry.” He looked ill, and anywhere but at Estevan.

Touching his lips, Estevan found them wet with saliva not his own. They tingled, blood-hot and sore. It was a kiss, but he wasn’t certain it had been a good one.

“I’m confused,” he said, then couldn’t find the end of a thread among his tangle of thoughts. He dragged a loop from the middle. “Why are you sorry?”

“Because I’m not supposed to—We’re not—”

Understanding arrived, tardy and annoyed. Estevan had decided to be a son for Teresa, which put him off-limits for Alejandro to kiss. Yet if his friend were given to wenching like Estevan Senior had been, spending money he couldn’t spare on fallen women and probably picking up some disease along the way, people would do no more than click their tongues in disapproval.

Doing the same thing with a man could bring the Inquisition down on his head.

“You know I won’t tell,” Estevan said. It only hitched Alejandro’s shoulders farther toward his ears, and Estevan made a sudden, educated guess. “It isn’t just me.”

A tiny sound from Alejandro, a gasp choking on its own fear.

His friend’s frequent absences, and the way his time in service to the senior students had dragged on longer than it should—with one student in particular. “Dinis?”

“It’s different, with him.” Like a wary cat, craving affection but ready to flee if it was offered, Alejandro took a step closer. “I thought, with you—”

“Did you not want to kiss him?” Something deeper than roots stirred in Estevan, something old and wild. “Did he force you?”

“No!” That unhesitating denial eased Estevan’s fury before it could build. “No, but it made me realize what I wanted.” Alejandro studied Estevan’s ongoing confusion, then laughed bitterly when he didn’t find what he was seeking. “For all the good that does me.”

His words were a sharp tug, yanking the tangled thoughts into a knot that tightened Estevan’s throat. Oh. Oh.

“I have to go,” he said. At Alejandro’s flinch, he stood and flapped his hands as though he could fan away the misunderstanding. “No, I mean… I have to go. The only reason I came here—” The sweep of his arms conveyed that “here” encompassed the college, Salamanca, the entire mortal realm. “It was to stop them from going there.”

He was speaking in generalities, because specifics were too dangerous. And that didn’t just apply to his mission. Alejandro’s wants were just as forbidden. “I can’t stay here,” Estevan said. Carefully, he touched Alejandro’s hand, and then laced their fingers together. “Even if I’ve just discovered that there’s more I want to learn.”

The laugh this time was less bitter, but it covered a deep sadness. “You and your learning. May you find everything you want to know, Estevan… even if I’m not there to see it.”







CHAPTER 10

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER
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Don Héctor’s efficiency took on a more ominous cast, now that the Hungry Girl had seen the uses to which it could be put.

His men overran all the islands of the archipelago, killing the fae who resisted and putting the remainder in chains. The San Prisciliano disgorged many barrels and boxes, which proved to be filled with stones; these, cast aside, made room for all the treasures the conquistadors could wring from the land. Gold, jewels, tapestries, crystal flowers tenderly nestled for safekeeping into the hair shorn from the heads of the prisoners and the dead—the Hungry Girl even saw two men building a long, flat box to hold the severed wings of the Knight of the Unbounded Sky. Anything of beauty, anything of value, any curiosity that caught their eyes, these men claimed for their own.

She didn’t try to stop them. Diego’s lifeless apathy had become easy to understand: What could she do against this kind of brutality and greed?

Instead she gathered a few treasures of her own. She swapped the sailcloth skirt and Erauso’s soiled jacket for a spare set of servant’s clothes—making certain she got stout shoes, and hiding a good pair of trousers under the sea-green kirtle. Before the sailors realized the significance of the walnuts carried by so many of the fae, she pocketed one for herself. When no one was looking, she packed it full of things she would need. More clothing: the sturdiest and most practical she could find. Food: It would keep very well inside the walnut, where time was frozen and space was infinite. A knife wrapped up in leather, and that was the hardest to get; she wound up stealing Erauso’s, and enduring his rough search of her person when he suspected her of the theft.

What she would do with these resources, she had no idea. But at least she had them now.

The mountain of treasure was loaded onto the San Prisciliano, and the Hungry Girl last of all. Don Héctor assisted her into and out of the ship’s boat with the same courtesy he’d always shown. Nothing could have made it clearer that he placed the Hungry Girl in an entirely separate category from the fae he’d butchered and chained, but this time, the acceptance made her sick inside.

When the shipboard stink slapped her in the face, sickness won. Without Swansdown’s glamours saving her from the worst of it, with the brief shore reprieve softening her memory of the vile stench, the Hungry Girl was unprepared. She spent the launch hanging over the rail, Diego a grim shadow at her side to ensure she didn’t follow what little she’d eaten into the deepening waters.

From there she could hear the wailing and muffled cries of fear from below as the sails filled and the San Prisciliano creaked into motion, before the wind of passage whipped them away. Murmurs in languages only she knew. Calls for mercy and aid from lords and ladies whose blood now dyed the waters of the archipelago a lasting crimson.

“What will happen to them?” she finally asked Diego, reluctantly taking the cup of water he offered. It seemed a shame to rinse and spit when it was still island fresh, but she wasn’t sure she’d keep anything down. “To me? Where is he taking us?”

“Santa Cruz del Fuego,” Diego said. “First of the islands they charted. It was called Hy-Brasil, before.”

The Hungry Girl shuddered, imagining what “charting” had entailed. “What will they call the Archipelago of Threnody now?”

He shook his head, gaze on the endless distance of the sea. “I don’t know. And I don’t care.”

The prow of the ship was the only place she could escape the laments of the chained fae, and Diego silently permitted her to join him during the days that followed. Even from there, however, she could see a difference in how business on the ship was conducted. No more did it follow the subtle signs the Lady had used to guide it before; the pilot called out orders according to the devices he used to sight the sun and the stars. Charted, Diego had said. Hy-Brasil had followed the rules of the Sea Beyond, but Santa Cruz del Fuego answered to the measurements of men.

With high spirits and a sure destination, the sailors seemed less inclined to waste time with a nameless girl. Diego Oro tried approaching once, but he backed off when the Hungry Girl turned her gaze to the horizon and refused to acknowledge him. Erauso she only saw at night, when darkness draped its shroud over the ship and curtailed what work could be done. Grudgingly, she followed him back to their shared bed and rested trapped between his rangy frame and the wall at her back.

“I don’t see why you’re upset with me,” he whispered one night, under the snores of the men sleeping nearby. “I didn’t give the order.”

“There is a tale about a princess who was blessed at birth to always do as she was told,” the Hungry Girl said slowly, searching for the right Castilian. But even if she found the words, would he understand her meaning? “Her mother the queen was thankful to have such an obedient child… until a villain learned of the geas. In the end, she gave him her mother’s crown and her kingdom, then cast herself off a cliff to join the waves before he could order her to do worse. She had no choice in following his orders. You did.”

Erauso was silent for a long time. Then he said, “If I hadn’t, Don Héctor would have punished me.”

She’d seen the rigid discipline aboard the ship, youths younger than Erauso whipped mercilessly for the smallest infraction. She had no doubt he was right. And even so. “You’re the one who thought killing fae would be a grand adventure.”

He had no answer to that.

Then they sailed into the harbor of Santa Cruz del Fuego, and the Hungry Girl realized there were worse places to be than aboard a ship full of conquistadors.

Hy-Brasil was among the most famed islands of the Sea Beyond: a perfect circle, bisected by the sea, its buildings roofed and domed in gold. Every plant that grew there bore flowers and fruit regardless of season; every stone upon its shores was precious. Veiled in perpetual fog, it revealed itself to the Sea Beyond only once every seven years.

But fire was hostile to its enchantments.

A flaming cross stood atop the island’s peak, soaring as high as the masts of the San Prisciliano and pinning Hy-Brasil in place like a skewered butterfly. The roofs and domes were naked to the sky, their gold long since thieved away, and while here and there a garden still flourished, the hillsides were mangy with bare dirt.

Outrage and grief filled the Hungry Girl’s throat, stoppering whatever words might have burst forth. She stood mute with Diego in the bow as the San Prisciliano approached the channel, where a massive submerged rock almost blocked the way. Only when she saw the rippling blackness of its eye did she realize the rock was an enormous cuttlefish, half the size of the galleon and bound in iron chains. Its tentacles thrashed weakly as they passed, as if it longed to seize the ship and drag it to the bottom, but the threat was so impotent, the sailors did not even bother to watch.

Within the channel, a settlement crouched along one shore: an open sore on the island’s coast, pulsing with blood and putrefied life. Greasy smoke stained the air, escaping the palisade that surrounded a mass of squat, graceless buildings. Within, the place teemed as if it had been sown with dragon’s teeth, full of mortal men.

The San Prisciliano dropped anchor in the channel that bisected the island, alongside one of nearly a dozen other ships and almost close enough to leap the gap between. The Hungry Girl found herself at eye level with a massive roc, whose furious gaze was hardly blunted by the iron bars that caged it. Then Diego prodded her with an impersonal hand, and she descended a long plank from the ship to the shore.

The crowds there choked her. Rationality told the Hungry Girl there couldn’t be that many mortals; perhaps a few hundred at most. Nothing compared to the crowds of the Goblin Armada or the cities Don Héctor searched for on the island of Antillia. But after the harpy island and the small crew of the ship, it was far too many.

And whereas the fae in crowds moved almost like fish—many bodies flashing silver and shifting as one mass—the mortals pushed and shoved and jostled as though every one of them was a bullying orca. One of the ship’s pages was doing his pipsqueak best to shout them out of the way, until the boatswain knocked him aside and bellowed in a powerful voice, “Make way for Don Héctor, knight of the Pilares!”

Then people hurriedly cleared a path. Don Héctor nodded his thanks and led her toward a grim stone edifice at the center of the settlement.

The banner that fluttered above its roof was mirrored on the tunics of the men inside: a cross like the Hungry Girl had seen before, but blue and with its upright split into two shafts. The finest of those tunics was worn by a man to whom Don Héctor knelt, saying, “Knight Commander Rafael. I give thanks to God that we were able to find our way to you.”

Diego’s voice was a ghost in her ear, murmuring, “Head of the Order of the Pillars in the Sea Beyond. To him, Don Héctor owes obedience.”

Knight Commander Rafael López de León was an older man, paler than most of the mortals on the San Prisciliano, with a thin mouth that almost vanished into his greying beard. “Don Héctor. Praise be, indeed. One of your ships, the Santísima Trinidad, reached San Telmo about six months ago, saying a storm broke your fleet apart. When the rest did not follow, we gave you up for lost.”

“How long were we gone?”

“It is the year of our Lord sixteen hundred and eight.”

The date meant nothing to the Hungry Girl, but Don Héctor sucked in a breath. “Five years, then. For us it was not nearly so long.”

“And did you find—” The knight commander broke off as his gaze fell upon the Hungry Girl. “Who is this?”

She wasn’t sure if she was angry or glad that Don Héctor answered for her. “An unbaptized girl, stranded all these years among the fae. Doña María must go back to València with the next fleet, so she may be saved and rejoin her proper kind.”

The knight commander’s interest sharpened. “Where did you find her?”

Don Héctor’s ensuing report twisted fury into every muscle of the Hungry Girl’s body, as she heard at last how it had all appeared to him. The San Prisciliano had indeed been part of a fleet searching for Antillia—not for trade, but for conquest of its seven rich cities of gold. When the storm scattered their ships, the conquistadors had come ashore at the harpy island without their armor—the metal skin she’d heard of in tales—precisely in the hopes of lulling anyone they met into a false sense of security. Don Héctor suspected the Lady had guessed their true nature, but her own thirst for conquest had played nicely into his hands.

That drew a new kind of attention. “You say she succeeded?”

“Yes, Knight Commander. And we chained her immediately after. The islands are fit for little more than looting—no need to build a presidio there—but their new queen may at least serve God and His Majesty.”

Through it all ran an undercurrent, a conversation the Hungry Girl could not hear, not merely because they used words she didn’t know. There were things they didn’t have to say, because both of them knew what they meant. And an unanswered question, which led the knight commander to click his fingers without turning around and say, “Don Miguel. What can you tell me of this archipelago?”

The Hungry Girl hadn’t realized anyone was sitting in that corner. The room was full of men with ledgers and pens, people coming in and out and arguing over too many things for her to pick out a single strand, but the person in the corner sat so quietly the Hungry Girl had overlooked him entirely. Now he stood up and came forward, and she saw he was like Diego. Mortalizado.

He wore a heavy, floor-length cassock in the same ashen grey as his lightly furred skin and a cap he removed as he bowed to the knight commander and Don Héctor. At first she thought his pate was partly shaven, but the skin was puffy and rumpled, and too shiny. Then she realized.

“Your ears,” she said in Old Foxtongue—a language every rabbit-kin faerie spoke, for self-protection. “What happened to your ears?”

He bowed humbly and answered in Castilian. “The beastly parts of me have been cut away, that I may better forget my Satanic nature and turn my thoughts to the Lord.”

The mortal men were both eyeing her with suspicion. “You know the prestejuan of this island?” the knight commander snapped.

She didn’t need Diego’s boot stepping on her heel to warn her. Casting her gaze down, the Hungry Girl forced herself to feign ignorance. “I—This word, prestejuan, I no understand—He very strange creature—”

“The Archipelago of Threnody,” Don Miguel said, interrupting her awkward stammer. “Yes, as Don Héctor has said, a very dangerous place. Full of infidels and sirens who enslave their people with their voices. Very little of value there. They prefer to spend their lives in hedonism over labor or godly devotion. I’ve even heard some say they feast on the flesh of other fae.”

“Hmph. And this is why you never mentioned this place before?” the knight commander said, before adding, sharply, “In the name of our Lord Jesucristo, Miguel, I command you to speak the truth.”

“Aaaah.” Don Miguel took a shuddering breath, and then another, before speaking. “There are so many places I’ve heard about, so many tales. Who can say which ones are true? Everything seems dangerous when it’s unknown. That’s why my kind always preferred to stay hidden.”

“Useless. Get out of my sight.” The knight commander’s wave might have been a blow if the faerie hadn’t already jumped back to comply.

“Wait,” the Hungry Girl said. Her question welled up in her throat, too urgent to swallow down. She grabbed the rabbit-kin’s cassock and spoke again in Old Foxtongue. “What is your proper epithet? Not this name they gave you.”

“You will not speak such languages in front of me!” the knight commander growled, and his hand rose again.

But Don Héctor caught the blow before it could land. “Gently, Rafael. The child is all but wild. She learns quickly, but takes faster from an open hand than from a fist.” To the Hungry Girl he added, “Don Miguel is the prestejuan of Santa Cruz del Fuego. That means he is the lord of this island now, ruling under the guidance of my order, the Pilares. You should address him with more courtesy… and always in Castilian.”

This poor, mutilated creature, a lord? A cruel jest; it was clear that those who “guided” were the true rulers of this place. Don Miguel cast his eyes down in shame and mumbled in Castilian, “Don Héctor, Don Rafael, she was merely attempting to be courteous, according to the ways of the Sea Beyond. Doña María, this one has no other name. I am Miguel del Agua Bendita. That is enough.”

It was nothing. They’d made him nothing—or tried to. The story she’d told Erauso rang in her ears. What would happen if she ordered the mortalizados here to turn on their masters? But no… she wasn’t baptized. Neither mortal nor faerie powers could she touch.

“Enough of this,” the knight commander said, stepping in. “Don Héctor, you and the girl both reek to the vault of Heaven itself. Get out of here and go take a bath.”

In the eyes of the conquistadors, a woman could not be left at loose ends. Don Héctor, having performed his duty in delivering a wayward soul to the presidio, took very little interest in the Hungry Girl, apart from reminding Erauso to stand guard over her—as if, the Hungry Girl reflected bitterly, she had any hope of escape. But Erauso was a poor guard, leaving her within the inner palisade while he ventured into the settlement beyond. In the late hours he would stumble back with broken skin on his knuckles and fumes on his breath. She cleaned and bandaged his hands until his curses turned to snores and night turned to day. By the time the great iron bell in the chapel tolled noon, Erauso was up and gone again.

Not that she had much desire to go with him. Their shared room might be small, but Erauso had forcibly evicted its only other occupant, which meant she mostly had it to herself. And the lime wash on the walls kept it relatively free of vermin and softened the harsh sunlight that shone through the high window.

The world outside that window had changed tremendously in the last century of mortal time. When the Spanish first began venturing through the Pillars, Hy-Brasil was the first island they found, and for a time they had maintained an uneasy commerce with the inhabitants. The ruler of Hy-Brasil, thinking—as the Lady had—to leverage mortal weapons against his immortal enemies, even consented to a bonfire holding back the sheltering fog, so his shores might be found more often than once every seven years.

But alliance had decayed, as it so often did, first into imbalance, and then into outright conquest. Hy-Brasil was too valuable to leave in inhuman hands: Pinned into place, it served well as the main waypoint between the Sea Beyond and the mortal world, a place where ships could gather and wait for their opportunity to cross. Now almost no fae were to be found there, and an island of mists, where dew collected like jewels on flowers and faces alike, dried into cracked dirt and blackened stone. The burning cross at its height was smokeless, but a scattered ring of scaffolds on terraces below coughed up clouds of oily black. When the breeze shifted, it carried the stink of dead fish and worse things.

It was easy for the Hungry Girl not to look out that window, because she ultimately spent little time in her sunlit refuge. A scowling man in a green robe accosted her the day after she arrived and, in Castilian strained through rotted teeth, made it clear that sitting idle was among the many sins women were prone to. He dragged her to the kitchens that served the presidio, where dead-eyed and grey-skinned faerie women prepared thick stews and bread gritty with particles of stone for the conquistadors to break their teeth upon.

In that kitchen she had as much as she wanted to eat, but for friendship such as she’d once enjoyed with Steamed Pudding, she starved. The mortalizadas did not hate her, because all passion had been baptized and beaten out of them, but they spoke to her no more than necessary and otherwise shunned her. The Hungry Girl salted the stew with her tears when she realized she did not even know where Steamed Pudding was being kept captive now.

Before long, her friend would be just like these creatures. This was the price of her own soul’s redemption.

The only variation in her drudgery came from Diego, who twice daily appeared to collect a tray intended for Don Héctor. Leveraging her elevated human status against a mortalizada who didn’t care enough to fight her for it, the Hungry Girl claimed the duty of preparing those trays. Diego was as cold and indifferent as ever, but each encounter gave her the chance to ask questions. What was happening? When would the next ship sail for the Spains? Would she still be on it? Would Steamed Pudding? Where were the captives being held?

At first she met only with silence too dull to even be pity. After a few rounds of this, her temper snapped. “Answer me!”

His lips tightened in a parody of a smirk. “You can’t command me.”

Yet, she almost snarled back, and then felt sick. Because while she wanted to be baptized, it wasn’t for control over anything but her own self. Her life and afterlife. Her salvation. Faeries belonged to the Sea Beyond; severing that connection through baptism might be wrong. But she was mortal. She was meant to belong to the mortal world. That she didn’t was only a quirk of fate, a failing that could be rectified. If she could only return and be saved in the waters that birthed her.

She exhaled hard through her nose. “You’re the only one who tells me things,” she said, more softly. “Or you used to. Please—don’t take that away.”

His black eyes flashed cat green as they flicked to the side, toward the other servants collecting trays for their masters. “Stay late,” he said softly, and then he was gone.

She could not offer to take over some of the pot-scrubbing duties of the mortalizadas; they had either been commanded to do that work, or obedience had been graven so deeply into their bones that shirking was unthinkable. To give cover for her own diligence, she contrived to upend the pot of stew that was constantly kept over the fire, to feed the guards standing late watch. In many of her other positions, she would have been beaten for the mistake, but the mortalizadas moved silently around her, leaving her to clean up the mess.

“Someone will go hungry,” Diego observed, and she almost banged her head on the underside of a table.

Crawling out, the Hungry Girl said, “My lack of sympathy is as vast as the Sea Beyond. What could you not say before?”

“Has Don Héctor spoken to you?”

He had not. The task of continuing her catechism had been handed over to the man in the green robe, but she hadn’t seen him since he put her in the kitchen. She didn’t regret his absence. “Why?”

“He’s been talking to Don Rafael about you.” Diego’s hand hovered over the curved lip of the iron pot like a child testing a fire’s heat. Withdrawing, he folded both hands away in the shadows of his cloak. A new one, replacement for the one taken by the winds at sea, but just as drab and tattered as the last. A mortalizado merited no better. “About what happened on the island of gold.”

Her immunity to its enchantments. “Do they want me to do something for them? Help them conquer another island? I won’t.”

Diego breathed out bitter amusement. “Easy to say now, when you haven’t tasted their persuasions. But no—for the moment, at least, you’re safe from that. Why use one convenient mortal woman, when you could instead learn her secrets and teach them to others?”

Wax in the ears had dulled the nobles’ soothing enchantments enough for the conquistadors to overrun them, but not everything could be circumvented so easily. If they acquired the Hungry Girl’s immunity… yet how could they, when she herself didn’t know its source? Even the sharpest of persuasions couldn’t extract information she didn’t have.

That didn’t mean they wouldn’t try.

Diego was watching her closely, as she swallowed down her nausea at that thought. He said, “With all you have seen since you joined us, do you truly wish to become like them?”

“Like who?” the Hungry Girl said, tossing her stew-soiled rag aside. “Erauso is different from Don Héctor. The ship’s pages are different from Erauso. And surely not all mortals are conquistadors. My mother was not.”

He scoffed. “So you wish to become like the woman who sold you to the fae?”

Bootheels on stone and the creak of the kitchen door saved her from offending him back into silence. The Hungry Girl turned to greet the conquistador who entered, already reaching for a bowl and an apology. Diego eased back against the wall, his cloak another shadow, his face stone.

“The stew’s gone off,” she told the man, who wore the armband of the Pilares and thus was probably one of the guards set to man the palisade. They usually visited the kitchen in shifts as they came on or off duty. It must be later than the Hungry Girl realized; she hadn’t heard the chapel bell toll. “But there’s bread and cheese and oranges.”

“How’s a man meant to survive without meat?” The man crowded close to peer into the empty pot. Still crusted with stew; she’d yet to scrub it clean. Reaching over her shoulder, he swiped a finger through the dregs and brought it to his mouth to suck clean. The Hungry Girl grimaced at the wet sound, the drunken stench of his breath. “And a bit of sweetness after.”

The Hungry Girl was no innocent. She’d seen outrages among the fae, heard the snickers of the crew when she was given to Erauso, and she knew full well what other services the mortalizadas were expected to provide. But no one in the presidio had yet tried anything with her, and as much as it stuck in her craw, she knew why—and what kind of deterrents these men respected. “I serve Don Antonio de Erauso, companion to Don Héctor Martínez de Riaza of the San Prisciliano.” She couldn’t bring herself to say she was Erauso’s woman. She was tired of being owned.

The man only laughed. “Erauso’s a beardless boy. Time to show you what a real man is like.”

Diego said nothing, only stepped forward, a reminder of his presence—and through him, Don Héctor. But the man was too drunk for sense, on wine and on the belief that everything in this world was his for the taking. “Get out of here. We don’t need you watching.”

“I am commanded to keep her safe,” Diego said evenly.

“Oh yeah?” The man grinned. “You’re that Pilares slave, right? Diego, I heard your name was. Well, in the name of Christ and his Virgin Mother, Diego, I command you to leave me alone with this whore. And not to tell nobody about this after, neither.”

The shock of it rippled Diego’s body from head to toe. The Hungry Girl gasped, but the man only whistled. “Oh-oh! You really are commanded, aren’t you?”

Diego couldn’t answer. His jaw had locked tight, tendons standing out in his throat as he rasped in a breath.

“Leave him alone!” The Hungry Girl tried to lunge toward Diego—to do what, she didn’t know. The forces clashing within him were beyond her control.

But the man caught her and forced her back, laughing. “They say it makes the blood boil in their veins, two orders that go against each other. Let’s find out! Hey, Diego—in God’s name, I command you to—”

What further torment he had in mind would remain forever unknown. The Hungry Girl, grasping for whatever came to hand, seized upon a small pot, then cracked it full-armed into the man’s head.

He dropped like a side of venison.

And so did Diego.

But the latter gasped like a man rescued from the sea, shuddering with relief. The Hungry Girl dropped the pot and reached for him; he clutched her arm like a rope, and she could feel his fingers trembling. Hoarsely, Diego said, “You stopped it. You killed him.”

“No… no, I…” They had given her the commandments of the mortals’ Lord to recite and memorize. She knew which one she’d broken. “I didn’t mean to!”

But she couldn’t be sorry, not when he was tormenting Diego like that. Not with what he’d meant to do to her. A baptized person could repent, but she was neither baptized nor penitent. She knelt and pushed at the fallen man. His head rolled to the side, farther than a mortal’s head should, revealing a dented curve and a sodden clump of hair she couldn’t bring herself to touch. It stank of the iron that faeries said ran in mortal blood.

Scrambling back like distance would absolve her of guilt, the Hungry Girl whispered, “What will they do to me?”

“Condemn you as a murderess,” Diego said, with brutal simplicity. “You’re not Christian, so you might not even merit a trial. They’ll probably still send you back to València to be baptized first, but after that… if you’re lucky, you’ll be in irons like any faerie. If not, they’ll execute you.”

Chained, like Steamed Pudding. Or dead. Her mortal soul would be saved, but no other part of her would be.

She realized the mortalizadas were standing still, watching them both. And the body on the floor. Was there satisfaction in their drained expressions? Or did she only imagine it?

Diego crouched across from her, and there was a sound she’d never heard before. Like the first drops of rain before a storm. He was laughing.

Not in mirth. In hope.

“Or,” Diego said. A new light burned in his unblinking gaze. “Or… I help you.”

Never trust a faerie offer, unless it’s sworn on oath. A rule she’d long since learned to live by. Did oaths still hold mortalized fae? Warily, the Hungry Girl asked, “And what will I owe you in return?”

Diego leaned in, his breath cool against her cheek. “Escape.”

It was both obvious and absurd. “Aren’t you bound to obey?”

“The commands I’m given, yes. But even Don Héctor, careful as he is, does not command everything—too much risk of what you just saw. For instance, I’m only commanded to protect you when I happen to be in your presence.” Diego eased back, his teeth bared in mockery. “Can’t have that taking precedence over serving him.”

Layers and layers of geasa on him, then. Don Héctor was intelligent; tracing a path out of that maze would not be easy. But she had no doubt Diego had given it plenty of thought already.

Still she hesitated. Because she’d seen enough of the conquistadors to know this much: They might well hold the breaking of a commandment as a lesser sin than helping a prized slave to escape.

Helplessly, she said, “I—I have to be baptized.”

More fool you, his expression said, before he ran a hand down his face and wiped all away. “Then come with me. We’ll escape together, and I’ll see to it that you get to the mortal world. You’re right; they’re not all like this. I’ll deliver you to someone who can help.”

He spoke with the reckless abandon of someone who saw his chance slipping away with each passing heartbeat. And a desperate creature could be more easily bent.

The Hungry Girl said, “Swear it.”

Diego met her gaze. “I swear on my lost true name—I will keep my word.”

It would have to do. Dragging at the dead man’s arm, the Hungry Girl said, “We can talk about that later. First, we have to get him out of here—someone could walk in at any moment.”

Diego spoke a language she didn’t recognize. One of the mortalizadas answered in the same tongue, and then, as he bent to help lift the man, she came with a rag to begin washing the blood from the floor. “Thank you,” the Hungry Girl said in Castilian, wishing she knew that other tongue. The mortalizada didn’t answer.

They lurched out the door in awkward tandem, the man a limp weight between them. A single lantern shed soot-stained light over the yard behind the kitchen; the inner palisade of the presidio was quiet. The Hungry Girl was about to ask Diego where they should go when Erauso’s voice came from the shadows.

“Where’d you get the dead body?”

The corpse thudded ignominiously to the dirt.

Diego had gone utterly still, as if his usual lifelessness could save him from a discovery that had already occurred. The Hungry Girl wished she’d brought a knife. But with Erauso’s love of brawling, her odds of winning that fight were low.

Erauso peered at the body and cursed in a strangely thick, muffled voice. “Pérez, eh? The Devil’s welcome to that bastard. But, Diego, I thought you couldn’t…”

He straightened and looked back and forth between the two of them, then barked a laugh. “Doña María? You did this? Didn’t think you had it in you.”

“He… fell?”

Erauso didn’t seem to mind that the man was dead, nor that she was the murderer. But at her lie, he rolled his eyes and snorted—a thick, bubbling sound that made him wince. Gingerly he touched his nose, as dark and swollen as an eggplant. “Like I fell into someone’s fist, right. What are we planning on doing with him?” He hipped her out of the way, slinging the dead man’s arm over his shoulder and hefting him up like a drunken companion.

Diego shot a glare over the lolling, bloody head. “We don’t need—”

“Is there someplace near the docks where we could leave him?” the Hungry Girl asked in a rush. They could deal with Erauso after they dealt with… Pérez. She didn’t like having his name, even if Erauso plainly considered the man no great loss. “Somewhere he wouldn’t be found right away?” If the blame could be shifted off her entirely, perhaps she wouldn’t need to leave. But she wouldn’t feel safe knowing her crime might be discovered, or revealed by one of the mortalizadas who’d witnessed it. And she’d promised Diego escape.

“You’ve just described half the settlement,” Erauso said. “Hard part will be getting him out of here. Come on, there’s a dog gate nobody pays attention to. We can squeeze him through that.”

Knight Commander Rafael could not have enforced as strict discipline in the presidio as Don Héctor did on his ship, even if he were inclined to. In the settlement beyond the inner palisade, no one even tried. The narrow, irregular streets were a chaos of crates, mud, and bad smells, torches forming small islands of light in a sea of darkness. The Hungry Girl flinched every time someone lurched past them, but Diego’s mortalizado greyness got more sideways looks than the corpse he and Erauso were passing off as a drunken man.

She breathed more easily when they dumped the body in a lopsided corner between two buildings. “The sisters of the Pilares will pray for your soul,” Erauso muttered, then kicked the corpse by way of an amen. “Come on, Doña María. I’ll get you back safely.”

Her instinctive recoil made him pause. “What’s wrong?”

Erauso, who had never laid a hand on her himself. Who had heaved up the contents of his guts into a pond after the slaughter in the Archipelago of Threnody. Who had just helped her hide a dead man without even asking what prompted the murder. Who was charged with watching her and would be punished if she disappeared.

The Hungry Girl gave him the truth. “I’m not going back.”

As though Erauso weren’t gaping at her with a dozen questions dangling from his lips, she caught Diego’s wrist and dragged him to the walk of pitted black stones that ran along the waterfront. At least a dozen ships bobbed in the harbor, painted in the orange flames of the blazing cross on the mount. Those needed whole crews to sail, but there were rowboats, skiffs, and dinghies aplenty to choose from.

“We’ll need to steal water and supplies, but then we could take one of those,” she murmured, gesturing to a few smaller boats beached far enough away that they were lost in shadow. They looked marginally more seaworthy than the boat of harpy feathers, at least. “If we’re both rowing—”

“I cannot travel upon any vessel crafted by man nor faerie.” Diego’s voice had gone flat and lifeless. “From carrack and galleon to the meanest raft of planks and rope, I may not board without Don Héctor’s permission.”

The Hungry Girl rounded on him, staring. “Then how do you expect to escape?”

“You’ll have to force me.”

She couldn’t give him a binding command, and even if she could, they’d be right back where they’d been in the kitchen. “What—club you over the head and drag you on board?”

“And then tie me up, if you please. Otherwise, I suspect I’ll leap into the water and begin swimming back to Hy-Brasil.”

She’d assumed he had a plan. This was no better than a harpy-feather boat that might turn to stone at dawn. “And then what? I row, all by myself, to… where? How do I get back to the mortal world, like you promised?”

“The Goblin Armada,” Diego said.

“The Goblin Armada?”

The Hungry Girl nearly hit Erauso before she recognized that high squeak as his voice. “Why are you following us?” she demanded.

He ignored her, staring at Diego. “You know how to find the Goblin Armada?”

“No. I’ve already been there. But the Hungry Girl…”

Her heart sinking like a harpy-feather boat, she said, “I have, too.” So long ago, she barely remembered. A goblin ship had brought her out of the mortal world, but she’d been sold away so fast she hadn’t had a chance to form more than a few fleeting memories. Even one memory, though, was enough to wake the curse: a yearning to return that could never be fulfilled.

Erauso scoffed. “You’ve both been there, but neither of you knows how to find it?”

Heavily, the Hungry Girl said, “Such is the way of the Goblin Armada. Only those who have never found it can find it.” Which meant neither she nor Diego could.

“Then how do the goblins live there? How do they find it to return? Are the stories about it true? A flagship made of gold, and fruit that makes you immortal, and a mirror that can change your—” Erauso cut himself off, but his eyes, above his broken nose, were hot with the kind of passion that normally led to a brawl. Only this time, his fists were tight with hope.

The Hungry Girl looked at Diego, and found him looking back at her.

“Erauso,” the Hungry Girl said. “Would you like to take us to the Goblin Armada?”

They wouldn’t let her go after Steamed Pudding.

And the Hungry Girl hated that they were right.

The presidio had been attacked more than once before, by fae hoping to free their chained brethren before they were dragged into mortal waters. The prison was accordingly a strong-walled and windowless building, with only one door, guarded by both men and mortalizados commanded to defend it to the death. Even Erauso refused to take on those odds.

“Besides,” Diego said, with his characteristic cruel honesty. “We can’t bring them all with us. Will you walk past hundreds of chained fae to free your one friend?”

“I seem to be doing so right now,” the Hungry Girl said bitterly, but she conceded her defeat.

So she wriggled alone through the dog gate nobody guarded, while Erauso and Diego scoured the shore for a likely boat for their escape. Reaching under her skirts, she retrieved the walnut she’d taken from the Archipelago of Threnody, and set out to stock it properly.

The mortalizadas still in the kitchen said nothing when she slipped through into the larder. Bread, cheese, olives, dried fruit—nothing that would need cooking. These she used to pad clay bottles that she filled from the barrels carried to the open sea to catch the rains that no longer fell on Hy-Brasil. For a moment she contemplated trying to stuff one of those barrels into the walnut, but even if she could get it inside, it would only spill. Besides, the longer she tarried, the more likely she’d be caught. Tucking the walnut away again, she hurried back out into the courtyard.

And blinked in astonishment as the first spatters of rain struck her face. A shout from the watch broke the quiet night, and then the chapel bell began tolling madly. In the scramble of men opening the gates and rushing into the settlement, nobody paid her any mind.

Diego and Erauso had done more than select a boat. While one conquistador deserting to pursue his own fortunes was hardly uncommon, and a wayward unbaptized woman might be abandoned to her own damnation, an enslaved translator was too valuable to let go without a fight. An argument over how fast Don Héctor or Knight Commander Rafael would send pursuers after them had mutated into an agreement that steps should be taken to delay that… and then a plaintive coo from the deck of the Sant Brandà, wholly at odds with the size of the creature it came from, joined mortal and mortalizado in a single mad plan.

The storm roc soared through the air over Santa Cruz del Fuego, lightning dancing between the tips of her pinions. As if to weep for every faerie chained in the windowless building below, the sky opened its stores and rain fell in torrents upon the island, clagging dirt into mud, plastering the Hungry Girl’s skirts to her legs, and making the flames of the Holy Cross flicker ominously.

Cursing the mortal customs that required those skirts, the Hungry Girl yanked the wet fabric over one arm and ran for the shore.

The rain and the roc proved a brilliant distraction, as it seemed every man in town was running in the opposite direction, up the slope toward the great raptor who seemed determined to make the cross her new perch. The Hungry Girl reached the boat where Diego and Erauso waited and nearly slipped in the mud as she bent to catch her breath.

“Here.” Diego held out a truncheon.

She stared at it dumbly until the spots dancing in her vision faded. Then she recoiled, remembering the iron pot, the crunch as it met a man’s head. “No! I could kill you.”

He shook the truncheon as though that would incite her to accept it. “It’s the only way.”

“Have him do it!” She waved at Erauso. “He knows more about such things.”

Sucking air through teeth still bloody from his own recent pummeling, Erauso said, “I know the head’s a fragile thing. And I’m stronger than Doña María—much more likely to fit you for a shroud.”

Tossing the truncheon aside with a disgusted noise, Diego said, “Then cut off my air.”

“Just as dangerous,” Erauso said. “Do you know how easy it is to kill somebody?”

The Hungry Girl asked, “Can’t we just tie you up? Then carry you onto the boat.”

The shouting from the mount was growing in cacophony. Sooner or later, someone would think to look for whoever had loosed the creature. “I warn you,” Diego growled. “I am likely to scream.”

Unfortunately, his screams were only part of the story. The moment Erauso dragged him aboard the ship, the agony that racked Diego for his disobedience not only tore full-throated howls from his lungs, but it sent him thrashing like a hooked eel. It was equal odds whether he would hurl himself into the water, knock someone else there, or brain himself hard enough to prove Erauso’s point. When the Hungry Girl tried to cushion his head, he nearly broke one of her fingers.

Snarling curses, Erauso heaved him back off the boat. Diego lay on the shore, limp and gasping. “We’ll never get out of here like that,” Erauso said. “They’ll track us by his noise alone.”

Cradling her smashed finger, the Hungry Girl knew he was right. And even if they did knock him unconscious, what about when he woke up? He’d be a danger to everyone aboard. The only way to free him from that command was to kill Don Héctor.

Diego rolled over, panting, and the Hungry Girl saw the fear he was failing to hide. They could also leave him there. She only needed Erauso to get her to the Goblin Armada.

With a despairing hiss, the flames of the Holy Cross died. The massing clouds veiled the moon, leaving the night lit only by a few scattered lanterns and the lightning of the roc’s wings.

And at the end of the channel, a faint luminescence, like the moon shrouded by clouds.

The Hungry Girl’s breath caught. “A cuttlefish,” she said, “is not a boat.”

Together, she and Erauso chivvied Diego to his feet. A faint mist rose from the ground as the three of them stumbled through the ink-dark night toward that one dim gleam.

The chains that trapped the beast were heavy but uncomplicated, only held in place by a pin as thick as the Hungry Girl’s forearm instead of any kind of lock. A capstan waited to reel in the chain and drag the cuttlefish onto the landing—to milk it for ink, or perhaps just to torment it.

The great eye shifted with their movement, but other than that the creature remained quiescent, as though all fight had been drained from it along with its ink.

“Have him get on first,” Erauso said when the Hungry Girl reached to pull the pin and release the creature. “No point making more trouble for ourselves if this doesn’t work.”

Cautiously, Diego hopped from the platform onto the elongated head. The frills that ran along the side rippled gently, a faint light chasing along the edges like purple lightning, but the flesh held firm and the creature remained docile.

And, most importantly, Diego retained his senses.

“Let’s hurry,” he said.

Fear and hope lent strength to their legs as the three of them pushed the capstan round. The cuttlefish remained so still, it might have been dead. But when they dragged the pin out and heaved the chains off the creature, it soon proved it wasn’t.

Arms and tentacles thicker than the Hungry Girl’s body slammed against the platform, grasping for the beast’s presumed enemies. The Hungry Girl hurled herself backward; forgetting all secrecy and caution, she began shouting “we are friends” in any language she could think of, as if the cuttlefish had any reason to know Old Foxtongue. Diego, dodging attacks, was doing the same. “I can’t find a language it speaks!” he snarled, as a grasping tentacle seized hold of some planks and ripped them from their base.

Then everything spasmed and briefly dropped. Revealed in their midst was Erauso, who, true to form, had not retreated from battle. Instead he had stepped in and, finding some tender spot, had applied his linked fists. The blow shocked the cuttlefish enough to give it pause, and into that pause came Erauso’s sternly shaken finger. “We’re leaving this island,” he said in Castilian. “And in return for us freeing you, you’ll take us with you. Understand?”

Slowly, the cuttlefish slithered backward into the water. But at the edge, it paused.

Erauso grinned at Diego and the Hungry Girl. “Found a language it understands,” he said, shaking out his fists. He jumped atop the cuttlefish’s head—and was not bucked off for his impertinence.

Diego followed, then held out a hand to the Hungry Girl. “A cuttlefish is not a boat,” he said. For the first time, she saw the seed of what might one day become a smile. “The Hungry Girl has fulfilled her promise.”

Even if they were caught, she’d given him this taste of freedom. As they boarded their unlikely vessel, as the island of Hy-Brasil shed its name of Santa Cruz del Fuego and sank once more into its sheltering mists, she found herself making another promise.

They will not take him back.







CHAPTER 11

VALÈNCIA: 1602–1603
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The price of orthodoxy was constant vigilance. Before any ship that dropped anchor in the harbor of València could unload cargo to the shore, it had to be inspected for anything dangerous: diseased passengers, unauthorized relics of the Sea Beyond, and above all, heretical books.

The manuscript found in the hold of the Neapolitan galley Incarnazione caused a great deal of consternation, once it arrived on the desk of someone who could read it. Penned by a Dominican friar imprisoned for fomenting rebellion against Spanish rule in southern Italy, it seemed to tell of a previously unknown faerie island whose inhabitants, the Solarians, organized the breeding of their own people as assiduously as Europeans did their livestock.

That such an island might exist—even that it might scorn humans for not taking better care with their mating habits—was entirely possible, and hardly alarming. But that Tommaso Campanella, who had already raved that eclipses and ancient prophecies foretold great turmoil for the Spains and their Habsburg king, might know of an island not to be found anywhere in Spanish records… that was cause for concern.

A messenger was summoned, and even a horse. Though the walk from the Grau, València’s port town, to the walls of the city itself was scarcely half a league, speed was deemed of the essence. This manuscript—heretical? treasonous? evidence of espionage?—must straightaway be taken to that body of men responsible for managing all contact with the Sea Beyond: the Hall of Wonders.

By the time the messenger was threading his way through the cramped and crowded streets of València city, his headlong gallop had slowed to barely a trot, but it was still enough to make Beatriz sit up on her donkey and take notice. “He’s on a horse! Do you think he’s a royal messenger?”

“If he were, he’d be coming from behind us,” said Leonor, always the more pragmatic of the two.

It had been a long road: first from Salamanca to Madrid, then from Madrid to València, and none of it on horseback. They could not afford such extravagance. Donkeys were the limit of Estevan’s purse, and even then, he had chosen to spend shoe-leather instead of buying one for himself. Their lodgings on the road had been expensive for the scant comfort they offered, winter rains had drenched them coming and going from Madrid, and Beatriz had shown far too much excitement about the prospect of being waylaid by bandits. He wanted nothing more than to find an inn and collapse for a few days, but duty called: He must first secure his employment.

Trailing in the messenger’s wake, he and his family turned south at a small plaza, then into the narrow lane beyond. Before long it opened out onto another plaza, vastly larger, its wing-shaped space crowded with market stalls. On the left-hand side Estevan saw the crenellated wall that had been described to him, not far from an execution scaffold that Beatriz gaped at.

He paid a young man to hold their donkeys, but he could not leave his mother and sisters out in this chaos. Nothing for it but to lead them to an iron-bound door that towered higher than three men. Grotesque carvings sprouted up the frame and over the lintel: a wood mask rendered in stone, dead branches and palm leaves, naked men stacked atop grotesque animals. The more he looked, the more detail he picked out in the golden sandstone carvings, an orgy of strangeness and symbolism that felt like the Sea Beyond had spilled over into the mortal world.

A guard in yellow livery dragged his attention back to the here and now with an outstretched hand and a smear of words, half familiar, half French-sounding, that Estevan couldn’t quite understand.

“You have to state your business,” said a man in a beautiful half cloak and doublet of Genoese silk, shoving up impatiently behind Estevan. His accent was as thick as the embroidery on his shoulders and collar, but at least his Castilian was intelligible.

“Will he understand me if I do?” Estevan muttered to himself—in school Latin, which he was fairly certain the guard wouldn’t understand. But it made the merchant chuckle. He’d been warned of this in Madrid: Although the royal government preferred to conduct its business in Castilian, València wielded too much power to be forced to adopt the tongue of another kingdom—even one ruled by the same king.

Yet that didn’t mean they were ignorant of it. In slowed Castilian, he said to the guard, “I come from Madrid for a posting in the Hall of Wonders.” He held tight to the letter as the guard examined the address and the seal, wary that if it was opened by anyone other than a secretary to the cosmographer-chronicler, it would be declared invalid and he would be sent on his way with no means of supporting his family.

The guard replied in Valencian so slow he could only be mocking Estevan’s own speech, which almost made it harder to understand. But from it Estevan was able to fish out a few recognizable words: guard, ladies, chapel. The merchant explained, “You’re to go show this to the guard at the base of the staircase inside. The women can wait in the chapel.”

Gathering his mother and sisters close, Estevan led them through the iron door, and into beauty and horror.

The structure now referred to as the Hall of Wonders had originally been intended for uses nearly as lucrative, but far more mundane: the booming Mediterranean trade in silk, rice, and more. But after Nicolau Mir first pried open the way between the Pillars, the favor of a Borja pope had awarded religious authority over the Sea Beyond to his Valencian homeland. Merchants followed closely on the heels of priests—and found themselves a cathedral of their own. A sacred house for the one god all races prayed to, regardless of religion: Fortune.

The spiraling columns of the interior, modeled after the Pillars of Hercules themselves, stood knee-deep in crates and bales of goods too precious to be held in the rougher environs of the port. The chatter and excitement of ship owners and eager buyers rebounded off the soaring vaults, painted celestial blue and glittering with golden stars—which, courtesy of Otherworldly pigments, processed across the ceiling in stately imitation of the sky’s own movement.

But down below…

A caged phoenix belched an anemic lick of flame and was splashed with water by a stern, attendant page. Green-furred ramidreju hides, stacked two paces high, propped up a bored merchant as if their former owners had died for no better cause than his comfort. Medicinal herbs, dried and bundled and stuffed into crates, moaned in unheard sorrow for their native soil.

Unheard by most. But Estevan could not block out their laments, or the doleful cries of the soaked phoenix. Or the overwhelming pressure of magic inside the great hall, more enchantments than he’d ever felt in one place, thrumming with the essence of a hundred islands screaming in a cacophony of tongues.

Teresa’s hands wrapped around his arm, warm and grounding. He nodded in response to her worried glance, without quite knowing what he was saying: that he was all right? That was a lie.

But he had to forge on regardless. The chapel, thankfully, lay to their immediate left, a tiny sanctuary holding aloft the Hall’s square tower above. “This way,” he said, shepherding Beatriz along before she could wander into the maze of merchandise and get them all thrown out. Already men were glaring at the women for encroaching upon this masculine preserve.

Passing through the gate, topped with the city shield and València’s guardian bat, blocked out the worst of the noise. The evangelists stared down at Estevan and his family from the room’s four corbels. The beastly mien of some fae was proof of their diabolical origins, yet the writers of the Gospels could be depicted in animal form: Mark the Lion, Luke the Ox, and John the Eagle, only Matthew in human guise. One of a million contradictions Estevan could never comprehend.

Beatriz was busy complaining. “Can’t we at least go look?” she asked, craning her neck back toward the chapel gate.

Teresa pressed her daughter into a pew. “No. We will sit here and pray for your brother’s success. Go, Estevan. I will look after them.”

The staircase to which he’d been directed was right next to the chapel, curling in a snail’s tight spiral up the tower’s side. But Estevan was not to climb those steps yet; when he presented his letter, the guard made it clear that the cosmographer-chronicler of the Hall of Wonders could not see him yet. Instead he was sent to a door farther down the way, which led to the Hall’s cloistered garden.

Out here in something like nature, Estevan could breathe more easily. Reed fences formed a cross, separating the garden into four plots cut by shaded stone pathways. The trees providing that shade had been stolen from the Sea Beyond as much as the birds and herbs inside the Hall, but they minded their new home less; the crystalline flowers hanging pendent from their branches chimed in peaceful rhythm, and the enchanted waters of the fountain at the center leapt and danced in obedience to their music. Another Valencian bat, crowned in gold, stood sentinel above the jeweled fish and chirping frogs in the eight-pointed star of the fountain’s pool.

Merchants strolled the paths, gossiping and bargaining in low voices, and no one paid heed to Estevan laying his hand upon a trunk for strength. He was grateful to Brasa, truly he was; even a short sojourn in Madrid had made it clear how ill-prepared he was to fight for a position closer to the Council of the Sea Beyond, without patronage and wealth to back him.

But this was to be his daily reality. Working hand in glove with those who profited from exactly what he sought to stop.

The bells of the city’s many churches had rung the passage of a full hour before he was at last summoned back inside and led up the spiral stair, past cells that held criminals foolish enough to cheat in the trade hall and faeries important enough to be held separate from their captive kin. He averted his gaze from both kinds and arrived, at last, where he needed to go.

While the lower floors of this adjoining wing were devoted to the Consulate of Commerce and the Consulate of the Sea, adjudicating disputes of trade and maritime law, the men who led the Hall of Wonders itself had laid claim to the topmost floor. The late afternoon sunlight streaming through windows of tinted glass painted the walls of pale stone and a large armillary sphere in the corner, the earth at its heart cradled amid nested rings whose rotations were used to calculate the timing of celestial events. Above, wisps caught in orbs floated across the buttressed ceiling, each gentle collision between them sounding a soothing, bell-like note. The ceiling itself was painted with fantastical scenes designed to daunt the viewer with the marvels and prodigies that were the Hall’s stock in trade.

Estevan refused to be daunted. He was a graduate of Salamanca. He was a changeling faerie, born of Leviathan’s tears. He was here for a reason. Chin set and heart steady, he strode toward the far end of the chamber.

A small, fair-haired man sat behind a desk there, almost hidden behind the stacks of paper before him. In every respect but one, he was a typical specimen of the policies set in place by Their Catholic Majesties, Isabel de Castilla and Fernando de Aragón: the son of a noble but untitled family, laureled with a doctorate from a respected university, elevated to high position within the civil service as nobility of the robe rather than the sword. Unlike the grandees of the Spains, he lacked vast estates to use as a base of power to scheme against the king, which was why Felipe II favored his kind up and down the ranks of the bureaucracy.

But one thing set him apart from his peers elsewhere in the assorted kingdoms of the Spains. The wealthy merchants, citizens, and nobility of València had put their collective foot down and insisted on one of their own—not a Castilian foreigner—at the head of the Hall of Wonders. Jaume Desclot was a Valencian back to the days of the Visigoths, his pedigree investigated and approved by the local tribunal of the Holy Office.

When Estevan approached, Desclot rattled off an impatient-sounding question in his native tongue. Receiving an awkward Castilian apology in return, he lifted his head and sighed. “Yes, what do you need?”

“Don Estevan Carrasco y Alcón from Sevilla.” He felt a little surge of defiant pride as he bowed. In life, his father would never have approved of his only son and heir acknowledging any lineage but his own; with the man gone, Estevan had decided to lay claim to his mother’s surname as well. “Graduate of Salamanca and student of Miguel Brasa de Lascaris, the new Vespers Chair of Astrology; sent here by the Council of the Sea Beyond for employment. I need nothing except to know what you need, En Jaume. Whatever it is, I’m ready to serve.”

Addressing Desclot as En instead of Don very nearly exhausted the limits of Estevan’s Valencian, but it earned him a faint warmth in a face otherwise perpetually set in harried lines. “Oh, thanks be to Our Lady,” Desclot said, snatching the letter Estevan proffered. “I keep telling the Council we need more educated men here, but His Majesty insists on approving every appointment personally, and the delays that ensue…”

Estevan restrained the urge to embroider upon Desclot’s complaints. Were it not for the agonizing slowness of Madrid’s bureaucracy, he might have been here two months earlier. Desclot assimilated the contents of the letter in one devouring glance—a necessary skill, for a man whose life was paperwork—and said, “What languages do you speak?”

“Castilian, Latin, ancient Greek, some French.” The languages of trees and birds might be of use in this role, but he wasn’t about to admit to those.

“No Valencian? Genoese? Italian?”

“Not yet.”

“Good answer. How is your figuring?”

“Enough for astronomical calculations. And I know how to plot a map or build an armillary sphere.” Estevan gestured at the device in the corner. That wasn’t what Desclot was looking for, he suspected, but no harm in pointing out his higher skills.

Desclot grunted and scribbled notes in the margins of the letter. Then he looked up and took in Estevan’s appearance, road dust and all. “Did you just arrive?”

Estevan bowed. “I thought it better to report in right away.”

“I won’t be so cruel as to put you to work immediately. You have tonight and tomorrow to find lodgings; then be here at dawn the day after. By then I’ll have decided what work most urgently needs doing.” Desclot added the letter to a pile of paper and gestured for him to depart.

The complete lack of formality was jarring after the starched rituals of Madrid. Hesitantly, Estevan bowed and backed away.

A clerk stood ready to catch him as he was flung out of Desclot’s orbit. The man correctly totted up the value of Estevan’s clothing and said, “If you’re looking for inexpensive lodgings, I recommend the old Jewry, north of the Carrer del Mar, near the Church of Sant Josep. They rent rooms to young bachelors.”

“My thanks,” Estevan said, “but my mother and sisters are waiting downstairs.”

The clerk winced. “Ah. In that case, you’ll want to look in a village outside the city. Desclot will probably have you running to the Grau on a regular basis—try Russafa.”

He didn’t dare try anywhere so late in the day, or with his mother and sisters in tow. Luckily, the market outside the exchange was still lively, and they didn’t need the donkeys now that they’d reached València and Estevan could be assured of some kind of income. He sold them for more than he expected, though possibly less than he might if he’d had more time to explore. Leonor blotted farewell tears under the protective shield of her shawl as their donkeys were led to the stables underneath the exchange. Beatriz lifted hers to blow a fart noise at their backs.

“Must you?” Estevan muttered.

“You wouldn’t understand,” she said. “You got to walk.”

Rather than fall into bickering, he led them around the far side of the exchange, to an inn recommended by the secretary as being inexpensive but safe. He quickly learned that inexpensive in València was costly by most measures he knew, and that his donkey money would not go as far as he’d hoped.

“Tomorrow,” he promised his mother and sisters as they beat the road dust from their clothes and washed it from their mouths with cool wine flavored with orange peels and spices. “I’ll find us a home, and then you can rest.”

The house he found was… a disappointment.

Not its surroundings. The ground outside València’s walls was a veritable Eden, fields and orchards pouring forth their bounty of carrots and cabbages, pomegranates and figs, myrtle trees interlacing their branches over the lanes, and all of it vibrantly green after the winter rains. Leonor was charmed by the farmhouses, their whitewashed walls, their thatched roofs sloping almost to the ground. Russafa itself was a small village, but not much smaller than their old home of Tomares.

But they could not afford anything like their old house, with its shaded patio and orange trees, its tiled walls and glass windows.

Silently, the women filed into the earthen-floored room at ground level, devoid of windows, the only light slipping past them from the door. Silently, they climbed the creaking staircase—practically a ladder—to the upper level, where one meager opening in each room, covered in waxed cloth stained by dirt outside and soot inside, offered even less illumination. Silently, they took in the realization that this was to be their life now.

“We’ll make the best of it,” Teresa said briskly. “At least we’ll have plenty to do, scrubbing this place clean. I saw potted flowers and orange trees on some of the other roofs in town; we can have a little garden up there.”

“Pray the roof doesn’t collapse and leave us with worms in our hair and spiders in our soup,” Beatriz grumbled, but she tied up her sleeves, grabbed a bucket, and followed her mother to the well.

Left behind, Leonor studied Estevan. “So now you leave us again,” she said. Soft, but it cut like a knife.

“Not today. But tomorrow I’m to begin work.” Already, his thoughts were racing to what his duties might be, and how much walking would be required. The distance to the city wasn’t far, but he hadn’t yet been to the Grau.

When Leonor’s condemning stare didn’t soften, he said, “I have to work, or even this house will be more than we can afford.”

“And you couldn’t find work in Sevilla,” she said. “Not even in Andalucía. No, you had to uproot us all and drag us to a foreign land, where your ambitions could grow more freely.”

His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. Did she think she was the only one missing the soil of her home? He could barely even feel his tree, in what remained of the grove abandoned by his kin. He would not go even farther from it without good cause.

But he couldn’t tell her that.

Leonor turned her back on him, heading after her mother and sister. “It’s fine. You’re a man now. I should expect nothing more.”

Every child in the Spains—every child in Europe—had heard stories about the Grau of València, where the enchanted treasures of the Sea Beyond were piled as high as the walls of the port town.

An exaggeration… but not by much.

Had Alejandro been with Estevan, perhaps he might have managed to view it with wonder. The water crowded with masts until it looked like a maritime forest, smaller lighters and barges weaving between them to ferry supplies and bring cargo to shore, with warships patrolling beyond to defend against corsairs from the occupied Balearic Islands. The two inadequate piers thrusting out into the water and the third under construction beside them, even the half-built one so crammed with crates when the fleets came in that there was scarcely room to squeeze past without falling into the water. The convent of Pilares sisters whose nuns knelt to wash the feet of all those returning from the Sea Beyond, purging them of Otherworldly influence with the good clean waters of the mortal realm. The two stout bastions defending the entrance to the Grau, and behind those walls, a serrated row of long warehouse roofs sheltering all the cargo that came in, enchanted and otherwise… but it was easy to tell which ones held the most magical treasures, because at their doors stood enormous minotaurs. They were too inhuman to be considered for baptism, but gelding left them docile enough to serve, meaty fists held ready to repel anyone who thought to enrich themself by theft.

But Alejandro was not with Estevan. And so, instead of a port bustling with commerce, ships promising adventure, and wondrous riches of mystical lands, he saw only greed, violence, and theft.

Which it was now his job to organize and catalogue.

“You’ve come at a good time,” said the warehouse overseer, Seguer—in Castilian, thankfully. Estevan suspected mastering Valencian would win him some approval, but if he had to learn that before learning his duties, he’d be off to a rocky start.

Their brief tour of the warehouses ended in a cramped office, where a shelf sagged under the weight of ships’ manifests. Seguer said cheerfully, “Next sailing isn’t until December, so there’s only the usual trade, and that’s not ours to worry about.”

“Then what’s—” Estevan waved out at the warehouse, the shapes draped in canvas and battened down with rope.

“Yours to worry about.” Seguer laughed at his own joke. “That’s everything that hasn’t been dealt with yet. Better start clearing it out, or there will be nowhere to put the next lot.”

Looking at the towering, teetering stacks of cargo looted from the Sea Beyond, Estevan entertained visions of clearing the whole place out—with fire. But that would do no good in the long run; the warehouses would be rebuilt, new islands pillaged, and he would accomplish nothing except to make himself feel temporarily better.

Sighing, he set to work.

By the official procedures of the Hall, everything that came from the Sea Beyond was sorted into one of five categories. Slaves due for mortalization, he had no dealings with; new islands were found and conquered only rarely. When Spaniards clashed with warships from the Goblin Armada or the cities of Antillia, any prisoners they took were locked in the fortress of the Casa d’Armes until it was time for their baptism. Nor did he have to bother with valuables, things like gold that could also be found in the mortal world, which needed no special handling or regulation.

Rarities, by contrast, were unique to the Sea Beyond, but held no magic beyond their unusual appearance: orichalcum, pale blue skywood, tarand hides, six-foot feathers whose origins Estevan couldn’t even guess at. These could be sold to anyone with the money to buy them, which in theory should have meant they were quick to leave the warehouse—were it not for one problem.

Any literate man could have squinted his way through the manifests, water-stained and barely legible though they were. Any dutiful clerk could have tracked down the associated shipment, hunting it through the chaos created by shifting cargo this way and that to access or make room for other goods. But to sort the rarities from the marvels and treasures… that took someone educated in the mysteries of the Sea Beyond. Someone like Estevan.

Marvels were magical but innocuous, like the Otherworldly clay that women all over the Spains chewed to whiten their complexions, the unmelting ice used to chill fashionable drinks in the summertime, or the ink Estevan had bought by the bottle in Salamanca to improve his recall of his notes. Treasures, on the other hand, were powerful—enough so that the king preemptively reserved all such cargo to himself.

Once he knew it existed.

Before Estevan’s first day of work ended, he realized he was in an uncommonly fine position to commit graft at will. The Hall of Wonders, the Council of the Sea Beyond, and the king himself relied on a handful of men like Estevan to examine and classify rarities, marvels, and treasures; until he had done so, they had no idea what they held. Established resources like that clay bypassed sorting, as did obvious treasures like a set of enchanted scrying bowls that could be used to communicate over a distance, but everything else was in his hands.

And exploiting that to enrich himself could be a quick route to an Inquisition cell, followed by death on a heretic’s stake.

He nearly panicked and fled the first time the familiars of the Inquisition came banging through, poking around the warehouse for evidence of malfeasance and adding to the chaos by heaving crates this way and that. Seguer merely looked annoyed and slapped his crossed arm in contempt once they were gone. “Keep an eye on them anytime they’re here,” he warned Estevan. “But if you notice them pocketing anything, don’t call them out; just tell Desclot. Let him be excommunicated again for ‘interfering with the work of the Holy Office.’”

Estevan stared. “Again?”

That was how he learned of the constant brawling between the Inquisition and everyone else in València. He’d grown up fearing their secretive power, but here, they were simply the biggest gang in town. Corrupt and overbearing, they clashed incessantly with every other authority around: the Valencian Corts, the jurats, even the royal Audiència. Their familiars enjoyed special legal rights, which they shamelessly exploited to flout even those laws which the Inquisition had responsibility for enforcing—like the one against illegally selling materials from the Sea Beyond.

Estevan could still try to profit on the side. He was fairly sure Seguer and his fellow clerks did, if only with minor rarities. But that would endanger his position, and therefore his purpose. He told himself he wouldn’t steal, and he kept that promise right up until he sorted through a tangled mass of jewelry stripped from the dead and found himself holding an intricately woven choker that whispered to him in a thousand Otherworldly tongues.

He doubted it had spoken to any mortal, or that they’d recognized the sounds if it had. But when he whispered back, the choker told him it held within it all the languages of the Sea Beyond.

Estevan’s breath shallowed. One of the great obstacles in the path of controlling and catechizing enslaved faeries was the necessity of teaching them a human tongue. A mortal who wore this choker would bypass that in an instant.

He couldn’t let them have it.

Stealing from the warehouse turned out to be frighteningly easy—and that fright followed Estevan all the way back to Russafa, up the stairs and onto the roof where Leonor had set out a few potted plants to brighten the area. It didn’t leave him even when he’d finished digging a hole in the soil and burying the choker as deeply as he could. He expected the Inquisition to surround his house and arrest him as a relapsed heretic, for which there was only one sentence: death.

They didn’t come. He went back to work the next day, and if the fear never quite vanished, something else took shape beneath it.

Satisfaction.

Stealing a treasure from the king was a tiny blow in a war far larger than himself. But he had struck one at last, and it gave Estevan heart.

A few months into his work, a man strode into his office who was neither ship’s master nor clerk from the Hall: Over his doublet he wore the tabard of the Order of the Pillars, a blue cross with a divided upright.

Bile soured Estevan’s mouth. A crusading knight. The paternalistic care of the Priscillianist friars was bad enough, seeking to shepherd all fae into the Lord’s flock whether they wanted to be herded or not… but the Pilares aimed to bring God to the Sea Beyond with cannon and sword.

The knight did not doff his hat as he offered Estevan curt greetings. “I’m told you have in your warehouse a flute that commands the winds,” he said. “I am requisitioning it for my ship.”

Estevan carefully wiped his pen clean before setting it down. “It is not the policy of the Hall of Wonders to hand out treasures to anyone who asks for them, señor—”

The man thrust a paper at him before Estevan was done speaking. Needled by the man’s high-handed behavior, Estevan took his time reading it. The letter authorized Don Héctor Martínez de Riaza, captain of the San Prisciliano, to take the flute of winds for an expedition against the seven cities of Antillia, which posed a persistent threat to Spain’s holy work in the Sea Beyond. The handwriting was a clerk’s, but at the bottom, Desclot had scrawled his signature and impressed his seal.

That killed any hope Estevan had of sabotage through recalcitrance, however minor and ultimately pointless it would be. If this Don Héctor had the influence to get Desclot to overturn one of his own policies, then he had the power to have Estevan removed if he refused to comply.

Or if he just honestly failed. Estevan had never heard of this flute.

“I haven’t come across any reference to it in the manifests,” he said, waving at the overstuffed shelves that defied all his efforts to organize them. “But I’ll do my best to—”

“It was brought back on the Santa Áurea de San Millán last year. When you find it, bring it down to the shore. The longboat for the San Prisciliano will be beached there until high tide tomorrow.” With a perfunctory nod of farewell, Don Héctor left.

Alone in his office, Estevan let his head sink to his desk. You knew this would happen. You knew you’d have to help them before you stopped them. He’d already soiled his hands with his clerking here, and his theft of the choker was scant water with which to wash them clean. This, however… He’d heard the cosmographers talking at the Hall. Mortal legend held that Antillia’s seven rich cities had been founded by Christian bishops fleeing the Moorish conquest of Iberia. The king took it as a personal insult that the fae of those cities should have leagued together to oppose his conquest. Now Estevan had to provide something that might help break their back.

Last year. A treasure like that should already have been sent onward, to the Hall in València proper, or even to Madrid—no, not there. A flute of winds would be of greatest use at sea, not in the landlocked capital of the Spains. But after several months working in the Grau, Estevan was no longer surprised by what fell through the cracks of official procedure. He found himself almost hoping someone had stolen the flute, so he wouldn’t have to deliver it to Don Héctor.

Fetching a lantern for the dark corners of the warehouse, Estevan wished briefly for a seeking wisp. One soft whisper, and it would float away to illuminate his quarry. Then he felt sick: That impulse was half of why mortals wanted to pillage the Sea Beyond. To make their lives easier and more comfortable.

But it did give him an idea. After a swift circuit of the aisles to make sure no one was around to hear, Estevan began murmuring soft questions to the wood of the barrels and crates.

Regrets would come later, when his sleep was disrupted by whispers in dead voices; not all the crates had come from trees in the mortal realm. Some were built of boards hewn by iron tools in the Sea Beyond. He walked through a graveyard, and he spoke to ghosts, and at last they led him to a bundle of mold-eaten canvas around a small, crystalline flute.

Estevan’s fingers closed hesitantly on the crystal. Could he break it, then blame Seguer or one of his fellow clerks? Find some substitute to pass off as the real thing? If only he had more time—

“What are you doing back here?”

It was Seguer, full of suspicion for his clerk skulking about. Estevan bowed reflexively, brandishing the flute. “I have orders from En Jaume to find this. Why is it still here? It came in a year ago.”

The counter-suspicion put Seguer on the defensive. “If he wants me to put this place in order, he needs to give me more men! The Council pisses money like water on sending ships out, but when they come back? No, Christ forbid they give me any help, and then I get blamed when it all piles up…”

Estevan escaped the familiar complaints and found it was nearly dawn. At this hour, the walk to the Grau was a quiet one, but the shore itself bustled, heedless of the niceties of day or night. A thin strip of land between the walls and the sea, it reminded him of the Arenal in Sevilla, crowded with the same sailors, laborers, food-sellers, pickpockets, soldiers, and more.

Only the composition of the crowd was different, more Genoese and Neapolitans and French, the latter watched with gimlet eyes in case they proved to be secret heretics. And moriscos: Whereas the Jews a century before had been given a choice between conversion and exile, Moors had been offered only the cross or death. Then, Mother Church having forced them into her embrace, she refused to let them go. Moriscos were forbidden to leave the Spains—though that didn’t stop them from trying. Especially in the Kingdom of València, where they numbered a hundred thousand or more, officials kept a sharp eye out lest they flee.

Or worse, throw the gates wide to their infidel cousins. For every morisco who secretly passed information to the corsairs of the Barbary Coast, a hundred lived quietly on their farms with their heads down in fear… but those few loomed large in the Spanish imagination.

Especially now that those corsairs, backed by Ottoman admirals and gold, had overrun the Balearic Islands this autumn past, prying the gem of the Kingdom of Mallorca out of the Crown of Aragón. Fifteen years past, the privateer Murat Reis had terrified the Spains by sacking Lanzarote and taking hundreds captive; now he feasted on grapes a mere gull’s flight away in Palma, sending his ships to loot or sink convoys in and out of València—especially those of the Sea Beyond. And if the Moors could retake one part of the Spains, might they not aspire to more?

In the list of concerns that kept Estevan restless at night, that one did not even merit a place at the bottom. Right now, he was far more occupied with the question of how to fulfill Don Héctor’s instructions. Which of the longboats pulled up on the beach belonged to the San Prisciliano? And once he found it, what was he supposed to do—sit there and wait until Don Héctor appeared?

The answer to the former was to ask one of the guards. The answer to the latter, he received in the form of a surprisingly familiar face.

Only two years had passed since he saw the mortalizado called Diego in Salamanca, but they had wrought changes. The baptized faerie stood so still near the bow of the San Prisciliano’s longboat, he might have been an enchanted statue, coming to life only if someone tried to pass him without leave. His expression didn’t even flicker as Estevan approached.

“Hello,” Estevan said tentatively. “Do you remember me?”

The mortalizado said nothing.

“We—” He caught himself before he could say the wrong thing. “I saw you at the house of a professor, Miguel Brasa de Lascaris. There was a debate…”

Still no answer. The mortalizado’s stare somehow grew heavier, without any change in his expression.

Estevan pulled the leather satchel off his shoulder. “Don Héctor told me to bring this to the ship’s longboat—”

“Yes,” the mortalizado said, holding out one hand. “He left me here to wait for you.”

Through the day and through the night—and, it seemed, with orders not to speak to anyone except the errand boy from the Hall of Wonders. Estevan pulled the satchel back, and the tiny narrowing of the mortalizado’s eyes said that was the right choice. Until the flute was handed over, they were free to talk.

How have you been? Shackled to mortality. What brings you here? The orders of his masters. Everything that lay between them rendered common pleasantries absurd. He reached and landed on the inane. “I see that you’re to return to the Sea Beyond.”

“I see you’re working for them now.”

Estevan bristled. “You know why.”

“And have you met with success?”

There was no point in responding to that. The ships even now preparing to sail for the Pillars answered the question. Estevan hadn’t even been able to find out how they managed to pass through—the most minor of secrets he’d set out to uncover.

He glanced down at the satchel and lowered his voice. “I could go back, swap this out for something else. Claim later that it was an error.”

“What would that accomplish? Other than to undo my own efforts.” Vicious anticipation gleamed in the mortalizado’s eyes, when startlement yanked Estevan’s attention back up. “I worked hard to lead Don Héctor to that flute. Let him play it… and see how hard it is to tame the winds.”

Surely that would put the mortalizado at risk of shipwreck and drowning, too. But he didn’t seem to care. Estevan’s shoulders slumped. “You’re accomplishing more than I have so far. My family… we never had a lot of connections, and my father lost most of what wealth we had. Without those, I have to work my way up, one step at a time. I’ve only gotten as far as clerking in the warehouses here.”

“Good thing you’re immortal, then. You have as long as the Sea Beyond lasts to make a difference.” The mortalizado’s sneer twisted his words like a hook; his next comment sank it deep into tender flesh. “Assuming you are still immortal. Maybe there’s more than one way to lose it. You’re practically one of them now, whinging about your father’s lost wealth and clamoring for scraps. Have you forgotten what you are?”

“I—I haven’t.” Hadn’t he? Worried about housing for Teresa and his sisters, worried about impressing his superior, endless worries like mortal shackles, dragging him into a monotony of days that were starting to feel like eternity. But what was he supposed to do, ignore his family and their needs? That was what his father—what Estevan Senior had done.

Then the mortalizado’s posture went rigid as an automaton. “The satchel,” he snapped in a low voice. “Now.”

Estevan handed it over just as Don Héctor approached, his forceful stride cutting deep prints into the sand. “Ah, at last. Diego, give that to me.”

Not a holy command, but the mortalizado obeyed mutely.

“We’ll row back to the—” Don Héctor began, then pivoted sharply. “Off with you! You’ll get no charity here!”

Caught up in their conversation, neither Estevan nor Diego had noticed the beggar woman approaching. With her bony limbs and the sores around her mouth, she hardly presented a threat, but Estevan tasted fear. Had they been overheard?

Not by anyone who understood them, given the broken Castilian with which she asked for alms. She could read Don Héctor’s hostility, though, and the way he interposed his body between her and the satchel. Flinching, she held out a trembling, filthy hand, and Don Héctor snapped, “Diego. Run her off.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Estevan said hastily. To no avail; the mortalizado joined him anyway, and faced with the two of them, the beggar fled before he could offer her a coin. Estevan watched her go and tried not to tremble. He’d been far too careless.

“Forget what I said before,” the mortalizado said, too low for Don Héctor to overhear. “You’re not cruel enough to be one of them—nor cunning enough to get the best of them. Keep your head down, play by their rules, and pray to their God you don’t get caught.”

Another curt order from Don Héctor summoned him away. Dismissed without a second thought, Estevan began walking slowly back, those pitying words stuck under his skin like burrs. Nor cunning enough to get the best of them.

Learning and cunning were different things. Had his years pursuing the former made him forget the latter?

No. He’d proved that in Salamanca.

But in Salamanca, he’d had Alejandro by his side.

Sadness congealed in his throat, a thick and undigestible lump. He and Alejandro had exchanged a few letters; Estevan had even sent him a contraband bit of treasure, sand that, when dusted across paper, ciphered its contents so that only the named recipient could read them. But it was a poor substitute for having his friend alongside him, with wild plans involving drugged chickens and a false beata’s prophecy.

What would Alejandro suggest, if he were with Estevan now?

Cheat. Stack the deck. If they don’t give you a way to look good, then make one.

Estevan swallowed the lump down. He would find a way to do Alejandro proud.

The third pier was not finished, nor were the piers or the warehouses cleared in the days between the departing fleet’s sailing and the returning ships straggling back in. It was a grueling April for the few clerks approved for sorting work, and despite the Paschal season, Estevan made his bunk atop some crates rather than waste time on the walk home and back.

But with the summer came his chance. In Madrid, Felipe the king, ailing and exhausted, determined to prepare Felipe the prince for rule but unwilling to let control slip out of his own hands, displeased with the Hall’s dilatory and understaffed work but determined that no new appointments should be made without his personal approval, finally acceded to the persistent requests of the Council of the Sea Beyond: that a visitor be sent to audit the workings of the Hall and recommend changes.

Governmental bureaucracy grinding as slowly as it did, Alejandro’s letter reached Estevan before the official news. The Council is taking their guidance on this from the prince, but the prince is taking his guidance from my master, the Marquess of Dénia. The visitor will be one of his most trusted men, Don Rodrigo Calderón. If you impress him, perhaps you might get the leg up that you’ve been hoping for?

Estevan wrote back immediately. Tell me what might impress him.

While he waited for the reply, he applied himself harder than ever to his work—not to please Calderón, but rather Seguer and Desclot, so that he might be present when the visitor conducted his tour of the warehouses. And when Alejandro’s next letter arrived, Estevan took a few extra steps, late one night, to be ready for that tour.

For a man serving an impoverished marquess, Don Rodrigo Calderón was very well-dressed, in a doublet so black the dyes could only have come from the Sea Beyond, with silver embroidery and buttons that scoffed at tarnish. Pearls shone like lambent stars across the night of his shoulders, casting rainbows into the folds of his white-starched ruff.

Estevan did not have the honor of joining Calderón, Desclot, and various notables of the city at his welcoming feast in the viceregal palace, but he saw the man when all the staff of the Hall of Wonders were assembled in one of the palace courtyards. Calderón strode up and down their lines with his hands clasped behind his back, as if he were a general reviewing his troops.

Expect mixed luck, Alejandro had written back. The Council knows the Hall needs more men; the councillors are as frustrated as you are by the king’s slowness in approving anyone. But they also know there’s corruption. Calderón will be looking to make examples.

The visitor’s speech that morning made no such threats. Calderón spoke encouragingly, as if he were there only to see how he might help improve matters. But no part of their operation would remain unexamined: He would begin his scrutiny at the Hall of Wonders proper, with the clerks and priority cargo there; then visit the Saïdia, where they taught pilots the arts of navigating both charted waters and the strange waves of the Sea Beyond; then the Casa d’Armes, where slaves were housed before their baptism; then the Grau.

His speech was short, but the audit itself was not. A full week passed before he began at the Hall; that itself took another week. Estevan sweated in the growing heat, fearing that Seguer would discover his preparations. But Seguer’s attention was all on getting cargo off the piers and the beach of the Grau so as not to embarrass himself and, more importantly, Desclot. He had no attention to spare for double-checking anything in the warehouses.

By the time the day came, the aisles between neatly stacked and labeled crates were wider than they’d been at any time since Estevan’s arrival, to better accommodate Desclot, Calderón, and their retinue. Seguer led everyone through, pointing out the docile minotaurs but neglecting to mention that they were drugged to ensure they would not suddenly go into a bull-rage and attack, as they sometimes did when the summer heat got to them. Estevan and his fellow clerks were temporarily demoted to servant status, fetching wine and chilled orange slices, shelled nuts, and other small plates to ease the way and Calderón’s good opinion.

Then, while explaining the difficulties of telling valuable treasures from mere trinkets, Seguer reached for a box he’d had pulled from the inventory when they first learned of the king’s inspection. “Take these, for example. The ship’s master, like so many of his kind, is a fool; his log suggested they were the most insignificant of rarities. Seeds that sprout into simple flowers. But the flowers they sprout into are carnations of the purest, deepest red, which would be a great ornament to our cathedrals during the Paschal season. And they attain full growth in no more than a minute after they touch the ground, which clearly places them in the category of marvels. I will show you.”

Estevan didn’t wait for Seguer to dig his hand into the chest. Taking his cue from the actors in the plays Beatriz yearned to attend, he gasped and cried out, “Wait! Stop!” Lunging for Seguer, he grabbed the casket and slammed the lid closed.

“What are you doing?” Seguer snapped. Rather than letting Estevan take the casket, he tried to yank it back. “Get away from me. Let go!”

Estevan tightened his grip. “Didn’t you see? You’ve miscatalogued this. They aren’t—”

He’d known from the start that he would be humiliating Seguer in front of Desclot and Calderón both. He knew no Spaniard who wanted to lay claim to honor could stand for an insult. He even knew that Valencians had a well-founded reputation for short tempers and quick hands.

He didn’t expect Seguer to lash out with a fist right there and then.

Estevan went flying. And so did the casket.

White bits arced through the air like a spray of snow: not seeds, but dragon’s teeth. And, true to Seguer’s promise, they sprouted the moment they struck the ground—but not into flowers. In the blink of an eye, the aisle to his left became crowded with fully armed warriors, clad in bronze and wielding spears like the hoplites of old. Their battle cries deafened the shouts of dismay from the clerks and Calderón’s entourage.

This, Estevan had not planned for. At most he might have tossed one dragon’s tooth onto the ground, with fair warning, so that Calderón could see he was correct. Now, like Cadmus or Jason out of a Greek tale, he found himself faced with something far beyond his control.

But not beyond his manipulation. The Jesuits who educated him and Alejandro had believed powerfully in the teaching value of ancient myth, pagan though it might be; he knew how Cadmus or Jason had dealt with their own warrior infestations. Lacking a convenient stone, and not wanting to risk the unplanned interactions of magics, he yanked out his own belt knife and hurled it into the midst of the crowd.

No sooner had it left his fingers than he dove for cover behind a crate, so the dragon’s teeth warriors wouldn’t trace the attack back to him. From there he could only listen to the carnage that ensued, as the one who’d been struck—hilt-first; Estevan lacked any skill at throwing knives—blamed his neighbor and struck back. That one in turn began to fight, and so it spread while Seguer shouted futilely for the guards, and everyone else sought out refuge or fought the few strays who had sprung up apart from their fellows, as their inclinations dictated.

Outside, the drugged minotaurs blinked at the sounds of Seguer’s shouting and combat within the warehouse, then sank back into their stupor.

It didn’t last long. Soon, a quick peek around the edge of Estevan’s sheltering crate showed him only four warriors still on their feet, the air around them thick with the cinders and ash that their fallen brethren had burned into upon death. The remainder, having proved their strength, had come to some détente and were now turning their joined attention to the mortals hiding from them.

Estevan had already risked much, replacing the seeds in Seguer’s box with the teeth that had been miscatalogued years before he arrived at the Hall of Wonders; now he risked more. With everyone else scattered and hiding behind crates, he was clearly visible as he stepped forth and shouted in ancient Greek, “Lay down your weapons and kneel before your captain!”

He didn’t know if it would work. He hadn’t known if any of this would work; fae understood better than anyone that many stories could be true at once. These dragon’s teeth warriors might not have behaved as they did for Cadmus and Jason.

But at his words, the four warriors dropped their spears and knelt.

He searched the crates and found Desclot peering through the gap between two stacks. Beckoning the man forward, Estevan saluted him and told the warriors, still in Greek, “This is the man you serve. Do so with honor and fidelity.”

“We hear and obey,” the spearmen shouted in unison.

With that, the atmosphere within the warehouse eased. Desclot exhaled slowly and said, “Well, Carrasco. I see you remembered your Greek.”

Ducking his head in humility—and to hide his smile—Estevan said, “I would not shame my teachers by forgetting, En Jaume.”

Calderón had been one of those fighting the strays. Eyeing the kneeling warriors, he wiped bloody ashes from his sword with a handkerchief and said, “Your man has acquitted himself well, Don Jaume. Who is this? Not one of your Valencian friends, I think.”

Showing favor to one’s fellow countrymen was hardly remarkable, but the implicit rebuke left Desclot’s smile as taut as a sail under full wind. “Don Estevan Carrasco y Alcón, clerk of the Grau. A graduate of Salamanca, approved by His Majesty last year.”

“His Majesty’s judgment is impeccable as always.” Calderón’s hand on Estevan’s shoulder was as heavy as his insincere flattery. “Well educated and quick-thinking. While that served us well today, surely it could be put to better use elsewhere in the Hall’s work. Somewhere less… menial.”

Every courtier knew how to deliver critique wrapped in compliment. A near disaster had been averted by one of Desclot’s men—but it had also happened on Desclot’s watch. Calderón wasn’t about to let the cosmographer-chronicler forget it.

Estevan refused to feel guilty for that.

“I could certainly use his fine mind elsewhere,” Desclot admitted. “Though that will, of course, leave the Grau even more shorthanded than it is already. Today’s… regrettable error is the kind that happens when too few men try to handle too much work.”

“Is it?” Calderón said mildly, his glance cutting sideways to Seguer, who flinched. Leaving that sword dangling above the overseer’s head, Calderón returned to the subject at hand. “No, it’s clear that the expansion of our operations in the Sea Beyond has far outpaced the arrangements here. Have no worries about moving Don Estevan elsewhere; I will recommend in the strongest terms that the Council arrange for more men. Ones who are both educated and honest.”

Desclot’s smile was as shallow as his bow. “Thank you, Don Rodrigo. Carrasco, come to the Hall tomorrow. The Inquisition arrested one of my cosmographers last month—” Catching Calderón’s eye, he hastened to add, “A political dispute only, I assure you. Something to do with unpaid debts to an Inquisition familiar. Regardless, I need someone to take his place.”

Estevan didn’t bother trying to hide his elation. Any kind of promotion was certain to excite a young man of ambition. And he was that—even if his ambitions ran counter to everything Desclot might hope.

But this was more than just a promotion. Cosmographers studied everything to do with a place, from its history, to its landscape, to its natural resources, to the routes and methods one followed to reach that destination. They worked, not with the spoils of conquest, but with the tools used to enable it: maps, celestial calculations, and more.

They did not determine the policies for the Otherworld; that authority belonged to the Council of the Sea Beyond. But the cosmographers likely knew the Sea Beyond better than any of the more prominent men who attended the king in Madrid.

Perhaps Brasa had sent him to the right place after all.

“Yes, En Jaume,” Estevan said, bowing to both Calderón and Desclot. “Thank you. I will make the most of this opportunity.”







CHAPTER 12

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER

[image: A stylized illustration of a serpent-like creature forming a circular shape, featuring sharp teeth and intricate details in its scales and fins.]
A cuttlefish was not a boat—and that meant it offered even fewer comforts to its passengers.

For the first day, the Hungry Girl paid little mind to how exposed they were, to the elements and to each other. All her attention was on the inky wake pointing back to the cloud-limned sea over Hy-Brasil. Every spot of darkness, every gull that swooped in the distance and swell that broke the flat horizon’s line, made her tense until she knew it wasn’t a ship in pursuit.

But after a day and another night, during which sleep finally bludgeoned her into its embrace, she stopped worrying so much about pursuit and started worrying about how to survive on the head of a cuttlefish until they could find the Goblin Armada.

And, more importantly: how to help Erauso focus on what he desired, so that he could lead them there.

Unsurprisingly, he was in no hurry to tell them what he wanted. To find the Goblin Armada, you couldn’t want just any old thing; it had to be your heart’s desire. More, you had to reflect on what you were willing to give up in exchange. Such private considerations were not readily shared with others.

And he didn’t much like them badgering him about it, either. Even had there been a cabin for him to retreat to, Erauso was not the meditative sort. Instead he preferred to question the Hungry Girl endlessly about her “adventures” in the Sea Beyond, as the cuttlefish rippled along with its brow held just above the waves.

So she shared her vague memories of the Goblin Armada: a vast and ever-changing flotilla of ships, some linked by planks and rope bridges, others sailing alongside, constantly coming and going, so that the composition of the Armada was as unpredictable as its location. She told of her time with the Seven-Chord Minstrel, with the Crownbill King. A brief sojourn on the isle of Broas, before her master there traded her away to the court of Zichmni, king of Frisland, in a drunken bet. Islands of perpetual day and perpetual night, islands where cats ruled as queens, islands where every morning the inhabitants traded roles… She’d been exiled from there the day she drew the lot to be empress. Erauso drank up every word of it as no audience of hers ever had, and she was reminded, very forcibly, that he was still quite young as humans counted things. It made her wonder how old she was—though she had no details to give that would help Erauso answer that question.

“Your mother can’t have been a princess, though,” he said, with great finality. “Not if she was Spanish. The king has only two daughters, and neither of them is locked in a tower.”

Diego, pretending not to listen as he sorted through the walnut of supplies yet again, made a sound between a cough and a snort. “Every woman in the Spains is locked in some form of tower.”

Erauso rounded on him with fists clenched. “Not all of… them.”

For a moment, it seemed like Diego might welcome a brawl, but then he bowed and murmured, “No. I suppose some escape,” and went back to his tally of their rapidly emptying bottles.

It was increasingly important that they find some kind of land. Not only so they might replenish their water, but so they could escape the constant sea spray and each other’s incessant company. Anything but the endless blue above and below in all directions.

“We should ask Tinto,” Erauso suggested.

Diego had choked when he first heard what Erauso had decided to call the cuttlefish. The River Tinto was a mortal waterway, in the Spain called Andalucía, with a grim and bloody past—literally bloody. It was there that a mortal called Hercules, or Melqart, or Sansón, or some other name, had slain Behemoth, Leviathan’s brother-mate, for whom she still mourned. His blood had poisoned the river, so that to this day its waters flowed an ominous and lethal red. “Do you want Leviathan coming after us?” Diego had demanded. Erauso, predictably, had responded with a careless shrug. Leviathan had not been seen in an age and more, not even by the fae.

Now he leaned so far out that the Hungry Girl lunged to catch his belt before he toppled into the sea. Waving his hands before the black ripple of a pupil, he shouted, “Ay, ay, Tinto! Take us to land. Laaaand”—with accompanying gestures that were incomprehensible to the Hungry Girl, never mind a monstrous cuttlefish.

But even in mortal waters, cuttlefish were creatures of no small intelligence, and in the Sea Beyond, the mind had little correlation with the body it occupied. In its time chained among the mortals, this beast had indeed acquired some modicum of Castilian. With an undulation that threatened to send them all overboard, Tinto shifted direction so it was swimming into the break of the swells. The passing breeze grew stronger, until the Hungry Girl had to frame her face with her hands to avoid eating her oily, foul-smelling hair.

“A bath,” she murmured to Diego under Erauso’s cheers of encouragement to Tinto. “As soon as we find enough water for one.”

“I will race you to it,” he said, and shared something that looked suspiciously like a smile.

Intelligent Tinto might be, but it either had no understanding of what mortals might want, or in the contradictory way of faeries, it was avenging its imprisonment upon those who had freed it. The first island they found was occupied by headless creatures with mouths in their stomachs, who chased the trio from their shores; the second lured the two men and the cuttlefish into a slumber from which the Hungry Girl nearly couldn’t wake them.

“You have terrible judgment in navigation,” Diego snapped at Erauso—a show of anger he never would have indulged in before, but increasing thirst and distance from his master was fraying the facade of dull submission.

“You told me it’s my job to find the Goblin Armada!” Erauso shot back, shoving him. “Follow your nose, you said. Seek the scent of your dreams, you said. At this rate, my heart’s desire will be fresh water! And in exchange for that, I’ll give up you!”

The Hungry Girl had to break up the ensuing fight—if fight it could be called, when Diego was plainly bound not to strike a mortal man. Erauso would have pummeled him into a bruised heap.

Tensions worsened the next night when she accepted her small ration of water, only to spew it onto Tinto’s frill a few moments later. Crouched on her hands and knees, she coughed up bloody phlegm until she feared her stomach would follow its contents.

When the fit passed she rolled onto her back, ignoring Erauso’s complaints at the waste and the stink and her “womanly” weakness. At a thunk, a cry, and a distant splash, she forced herself to sit up, expecting that Diego had finally braved burning blood to vent his frustrations. Instead, she spied a tentacle waving once overhead before slipping back down to stream alongside the others. Sputtering, Erauso swam back toward them with much splashing and cursing. He caught one wayward tentacle and used it like a lifeline.

“Wonderful,” Diego muttered. “Now you’ve infected one of Leviathan’s brood with your lust for punching things.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Erauso demanded, hauling himself back atop the head. Mostly he glared at Diego, but he kept a wary eye on the innocuously swishing limbs.

“That not everything can be solved with violence. A concept your kind seems immune to understanding.” Crouching beside the Hungry Girl, Diego offered a cup with two fingers of water—his own ration, though he could ill afford to give it up.

Despite her craving, she pushed it back to him. After all, she and Erauso were the same kind, weren’t they? The kind he’d just condemned. “I’ll be fine. These fits pass as quickly as they come.”

“You’re not bearing, are you?” Erauso asked. When she looked at him, mystified, he made a rounding gesture in front of his body. “With child.”

“No! No, this has happened all my life.” She sighed. “Mortals are not meant to live in the Sea Beyond.”

Erauso nodded. “Your environment matters. They say Spaniards who live in the Indies will become more like the Indians with each generation that passes; the Sea Beyond changes you even faster.”

But Diego frowned. “I don’t think that’s it.”

His words produced a brief stillness, Erauso stopping in the midst of wringing out the tattered tail of his shirt. “Your immunity on that golden isle,” he said. “Don Héctor wondered about it a lot. We’re not immune, and we’ve been baptized. Why should the absence of God’s grace keep you safer?”

Diego laughed mirthlessly. “Because God has nothing to do with it.”

Erauso bristled, but only out of habit. His religious faith was a fickle thing, rearing its head mostly in blasphemy, or when challenged from without. “God’s power—”

“Spare me your catechism. She’s protected from faerie magic because in the mortal world, there’s a changeling who’s taken her place.”

“What?”

Both men lost their footing at a sudden jolt. Either the Hungry Girl and Erauso startled Tinto with their simultaneous exclamations, or the cuttlefish understood and was as shocked as they were. Erauso recovered his balance and his tongue first. “That’s impossible! Baptism—”

Diego reached out and tapped the birthmark on the Hungry Girl’s forehead. “Left its stain on her, not the changeling. And when she’s sick… that might be the effect of Holy Communion.”

“But the Inquisition would know!”

An ironic look answered Erauso. “They want you to believe they know everything. I doubt their power stretches nearly so far.”

“What does it mean?” she asked Diego. “A changeling?”

Erauso was the one who answered. Hot and angry, as he often seemed to be, but this anger felt… personal. As though the offense had happened to him. “It means your mother didn’t give you to anyone. The faeries stole you, and left one of their own kind in your place to make a mockery of her love. To laugh as she despairs over her unnatural daughter, until eventually she has no hope but to send the queer creature off to some nunnery to be someone else’s problem to fix.”

“That wasn’t how it happened!” the Hungry Girl insisted. “My mother wanted to protect me from the ogre—”

“There are no ogres in the Spains!” Erauso shouted.

“Or the place is full of them,” Diego murmured, with a tinge of cold satisfaction that made the Hungry Girl abruptly sympathize with Erauso’s desire to shove him into the water.

“You shut your mouth,” Erauso snapped. “Or in the name of our Lord, I will make you shut it.”

“Erauso!” the Hungry Girl shouted, appalled.

Diego’s satisfaction froze to sleet, his tone slick with ice. “Burning blood or not, I will kill the next human who threatens me with such commands.”

It was in this state of fractured harmony that they came to another island.

It looked safe.

Gentle, grassy slopes sported white puffs like cheerful clouds descended to earth, if clouds occasionally emitted peaceful baaing noises. As Tinto swam closer, it became apparent that the sheep were taller than Erauso, and though the Sea Beyond was not incapable of such wonders as a carnivorous fleece on four hooves, it seemed unlikely. Not least because there were people moving among the creatures, and a settlement arrayed along the shore that could easily have been trampled flat had the sheep taken exception to it.

Tinto’s approach excited no little activity within that settlement. Its residents had good cause to be wary of strangers, but never yet had Spanish conquistadors been found riding aboard a cuttlefish; with only three in sight, it was judged unlikely that this was a mortal assault or faerie raiding party. Still, weapons remained at the ready as Tinto entered the shallows. Praying in their various ways that water and, better yet, food and shelter might be found here, the Hungry Girl, Diego, and Erauso slipped from its head and into the mild surf.

The people looked mortal. Olive skin, dark hair, woolen clothing in place of leaves or mist or woven moonlight. The Hungry Girl was almost onto the sand when Erauso grabbed her arm. “Don’t go any closer!”

Wariness stopped her on the spot. “Why not?”

Loathing mixed with fear as Erauso spat, “I think they’re Jews.”

She didn’t recognize the word. “What are Jews?”

“People who follow the wrong religion,” Diego said, weighting wrong with faerie scorn.

The Hungry Girl stared at him. “There’s more than one?”

Erauso dragged her back a few steps. “Look, I don’t have time to explain—you remember Christ? These are the people who killed him.”

Frowning, the Hungry Girl looked at the people on the beach. The bearded ones at the front were all men, she thought, but farther back were smooth-faced people in skirts whom she supposed were women, and a few smaller than the pages of the San Prisciliano. “Even the children?”

“Not these people specifically,” Erauso said with impatience. “That was sixteen hundred years ago.”

How was she to know how long ago anything had happened in the mortal world? “I thought you said that Christ was sent to die, by God, for people’s sins. So weren’t they doing what was necessary?”

Once again, she left Erauso gaping with his sheer inability to explain what was obvious to him. Diego said, “In your travels, have you ever encountered those two-headed giants whose heads hate each other? Think of it like that. Except in this case, the Christian head tried to cut off the Jewish head and throw it away. I’d heard rumors that some of them came to the Sea Beyond. For safety from his kind.” He gestured contemptuously at Erauso.

Indeed, the people on the shore seemed far more concerned with Erauso’s presence than the Hungry Girl’s or Diego’s. Impatiently, she wrenched her arm free and waded forward, wondering if these mortals would at least let her abandon her much-bedraggled skirts. With only the one mortal language at her command, she said tentatively, “Do you speak Castilian?”

Their accents differed significantly from any she’d heard aboard the San Prisciliano, but she was used to navigating far larger barriers than a hundred years of archaism and the occasional admixture from Hebrew. “We do,” one of the men said, warily. His hair was grey instead of black, its crown covered with a small cap. “You come from the Spains?”

Erauso remained stubbornly in the surf, refusing to set foot on Jewish soil, while the Hungry Girl did her best to explain. Although she took heart from Diego joining her, she kept her explanations minimal: She was a mortal dwelling in the Sea Beyond since childhood, Diego was a faerie baptized against his will, and Erauso was, yes, a Spaniard. They had escaped from captivity on Santa Cruz del Fuego, and they asked only for food, water, and if it was not too much, shelter for one night.

“And a bath,” Diego muttered.

The prospect of that last seemed good. These people took far better care of their bodies, their clothes, and their surroundings than the drunken, brawling men of Santa Cruz del Fuego; the streets and tile-roofed houses here showed dirt, but not filth.

The Jews spoke among themselves in voices too low and quick for her to catch what they said. Then one of them asked, “You say you have escaped. So they will be chasing you?”

“Only if they got off the island fast enough,” the Hungry Girl said, failing to restrain her vengeful satisfaction. “Hy-Brasil was in the process of vanishing back into the mist when we left.”

The grey-haired man spoke half to the Hungry Girl, half to the one who had asked about pursuers. “Hachnasat orchim is a mitzvah. We will give you shelter and food.”

“But—” the other man began.

“No! Did we not just declare that all who are hungry should come and eat? Or did we say, ‘All who are hungry, except those who come by cuttlefish’?”

The Hungry Girl could follow their unspoken argument. “We won’t stay long. And after we go, we’ll tell no one we came here.” She jerked her chin at Erauso. “Even he won’t say a word. I promise.” She hoped he would keep that promise for her.

That apparently sufficed. Men came forward to lead Diego off, while a woman did the same for the Hungry Girl. Diego seemed unafraid to be separated, so the Hungry Girl let herself be escorted away. A parting glance over her shoulder showed her Erauso, standing knee-deep in the water and looking stubborn.

She could hardly worry about Erauso while enjoying the glories of a bath. It might have been only a bucket of warmed water in a stone-floored room instead of an enchanted pool, but it came with soap and a rag to scrub with, and the Hungry Girl nearly took off half her skin getting clean. She was working on the disastrous mats of her hair when she mustered the courage to say, “You are not Christian, then?”

The woman had introduced herself as Blanca, then fallen silent while the Hungry Girl scrubbed. Now she spoke firmly. “No.”

“I thought there was only one God.”

“That is true,” Blanca said. “But people… disagree on His nature.”

Hardly surprising; after all, people managed to disagree about everything else. “Why doesn’t God set them straight?”

Blanca’s only response was a puff of dry laughter.

Religion made less sense the more she learned about it. The Hungry Girl ladled clean water over her head to rinse it and wiped her eyes. “Can you baptize me?”

She startled another surprised laugh from Blanca. “No!”

“Why not?” The Hungry Girl flipped her half-combed hair back over her shoulder and knelt on the wet flagstones. “I don’t want to go to Hell, or to have my soul dissolve into nothing, or whatever is the true fate for lost mortals like me. Please. I promise I won’t tell anyone you did it—”

Blanca strode forward and pulled her to her feet. “There is no need to beg. That is not why I said no. Well…” She hesitated. “In part, yes. My people, the Sefardim… we were accused of many things in our old home, and someday those people may find us again, here where we have taken refuge. We must not give them reason to think we have stolen away one of their own, much less converted her to our faith. I doubt your friend would stay quiet about us if we did.”

The Hungry Girl’s mental image divided. Despite all the languages spoken aboard the San Prisciliano, she had thought of mortals as a single kind. They were not. And in this woman’s eyes, she belonged to the other kind.

It made her feel more lost than ever. She did not want to belong to the kind of Don Héctor, Diego Oro, Pérez.

Blanca stroked her shoulders gently. “The Lord’s beriyth with my people is… You would find it difficult to learn, I think.”

Hope blazed up. “I’ve lived my whole life in the Sea Beyond, on one island or another. I’m used to learning different customs, different languages. I could try—”

“No. You belong with your own people. Not with us.”

The Hungry Girl could read fear in the tensing of the hand on her shoulder. She’d promised they wouldn’t be a burden to the Sefardim, then immediately turned around and proposed to put them in danger.

And even this woman, with cause to hate Catholic Spaniards, thought the Hungry Girl belonged with them. Everyone, faerie or Christian or Jew, agreed on that point.

“I have to get to the mortal world first,” the Hungry Girl said bitterly. “We’re trying to find the Goblin Armada, but…”

She allowed Blanca to seat her on a stool, then picked at the tangled ends of her hair while the other woman began unsnarling another portion with a second comb. “Dealing with shedim?” Blanca said. “Be very careful. They are dangerous.”

“You seem safe enough here.”

“We have the protection of a sheyd who thinks us an interesting curiosity. We pay him taxes, and some of our men serve in his court.” She sighed. “Just as my ancestors paid taxes and served in the courts of the Spains.”

Just as the Hungry Girl had served a series of masters. She hoped their position was more secure than hers had ever been. “But… you don’t go back to the mortal world at all?”

“We don’t even know how.”

It was the tugging against her scalp that made her eyes water. Only that. Not the death of yet another hope—a grief she heard echoed in Blanca’s own voice. Whatever safety the Sefardim had here, it had come at a high price.

Then Blanca said abruptly, “If you do make it back, and if you do learn how it’s done…”

She trailed off, but the yearning in her voice hovered in the air like mist. The Hungry Girl said, “Is there something I can do for you in return?”

“Not in return,” Blanca hastened to say. “Charity given in trade is no charity at all. But we have found more safety here than we ever did in the Spains. The shedim may scorn us for being mortal, but our new lord has sworn a binding oath to protect us. We have tried to send messages to our kin, to find someone who can take even a letter across—If we could bring more of our people here—”

“Even though God isn’t in the Sea Beyond?” the Hungry Girl said. “Or do you think He is?”

Blanca leapt at the diversion. “Oh, the rabbis love to argue about that… Are we in Yetzirah? In the waters above the rāqīa, or the waters below the earth? Are we—”

“I don’t understand anything you’re saying,” the Hungry Girl said, helplessly.

She got a reassuring pat. “Never mind. We know the Lord is here with us, and His prophet Elijah. The elders say that when the first son was born here, when the time came for his bris, a man showed up—a stranger. Mortal, but not anyone we knew. We leave a seat for Elijah at the bris, because the Lord ordered him to always observe how we keep faith.”

“So you think he was Elijah?”

“I do! They say he spoke with wisdom, with knowledge of this realm beyond any man. But others think he was simply an ordinary, well-traveled man. Or he was Enoch, or al-Khidr, or some other wondrous person. But it gave us hope that the Lord is with us, wherever we go.”

Did that mean He was with even the Hungry Girl, unbaptized as she was? And if so… what would He do when she died?

They untangled the rest of her hair in silence. Half of it wound up in clumps on the floor, but the Hungry Girl could run her fingers along her scalp again, and that was victory. Blanca poured one more dipper of water over her head to rinse out the last loose strands and traces of soap, then said, “I am no rabbi or scholar, and I should not speak of such matters anyway. But they say anyone can earn a place in the World to Come by following seven laws. Do not worship idols; do not curse God; do not commit murder; do not commit sexual immorality; do not steal; do not eat flesh torn from a living animal; and establish courts of justice. Do these things, and I do not think your soul will be tormented forever.”

She meant it as a comfort. Instead, despair settled over the Hungry Girl’s shoulders like a cloak. She was happy not to worship idols—assuming she could figure out what those were—or to curse God, or to harm animals so dreadfully, though she had known fae who enjoyed that last. She could probably be sexually moral, if she could get a non-confusing answer on what that meant. But how was she to establish a court of justice, when she couldn’t even mediate between two men on a cuttlefish? Who would accept justice from a woman who had to steal for her own survival?

And buried in the middle, the worst of them all: the feeling of impact as her pot collided with Pérez’s skull. She had committed murder. Only Don Héctor had promised her that her soul could be washed clean of such sin—once she was baptized.

“Thank you,” the Hungry Girl murmured, despondent, and endured Blanca’s questions about her life in the Sea Beyond until her bath was done.

She could not let herself look back as the island of the Sefardim receded behind Tinto. That was not, could never be, her home. She had to find another.

But the vast expanses of the Sea Beyond offered little hope of that. Erauso sat sullenly atop Tinto’s head, with the Hungry Girl and Diego as far from his reeking, salt-stiffened clothes as they could get. She approached him only to share out hard bread, strong cheese, and a skin of water, which he took with a grunt that barely passed for thanks.

They exchanged no words before a glint of light appeared on the horizon. Erauso creaked to his feet, staring; soon the Hungry Girl and Diego were up as well. “Is that a ship’s mast?” Erauso asked dubiously.

It was not. Drawing closer, they discovered it was a massive crystalline pillar, flashing blue and silver as the rebounding light of the waves struck its sides. At the top there was a canopy of shining gold, with something green glinting beneath it. “Treasure!” Erauso exclaimed, sounding more like himself than he had in days.

“Will you stick it through your belt like a sword?” Diego’s tone was as sardonic as always. From here its size was hard to judge, but the pillar appeared wider on each side than ten San Priscilianos, taller than all of its masts stacked end to end.

Erauso glared at him. “I’ll just chip some off.”

But Tinto refused to swim near. The water, which seemed so serene at a distance, concealed a floating net that threatened to tangle even the mighty cuttlefish. “We’re not after treasure anyway,” Diego pointed out. “Or is this bauble your heart’s true desire?”

“It’ll do till something better comes along,” Erauso growled, crossing his arms like he could hide the heart of himself from their prying eyes and increasingly pointed reminders. Their willingness to accept Jewish hospitality, even when it meant leaving him behind, had opened a rift between them, and the Hungry Girl feared it would grow into an abyss.

Bracing herself, she braved the smell to sit by him. “Perhaps it would help if you spoke a little of your life before. What was your boyhood like? Why did you come to the Sea Beyond? What did you leave behind?”

“I left that life for a reason,” Erauso snapped. “Why would dwelling on it help? You have to go back, for your immortal soul. But my soul’s just fine, and there’s little back there I’d want to return to.”

Swallowing down irritation at his callousness, she said, “Something you’re seeking here, then. You must have come for a reason.”

“And there it is, floating off in the distance.” He waved at the swiftly receding crystal pillar.

Coaxing him wasn’t unlike coaxing one of her former masters out of a sour mood, though with far less chance of a beating. For all that Erauso liked to answer people with his fists, he’d never raised one to her. She asked, “Are you a dragon, that the sparkle of gems and gleam of gold is all you desire? Most folk want wealth as a means, not as an end unto itself.”

He snorted. “Sure, it’s a means. To living a nice, luxurious life, where I dress in fine silks and feast on roast fowl every day.”

“But didn’t you want adventure?” she prompted.

He pointed past her again. “Yes! And there it goes!”

“The Goblin Armada will give you all the adventure you could want and then some,” Diego called out. “You just need to focus.”

“And you need to—”

Erauso settled with a muttered curse when the Hungry Girl laid a hand on his arm. He didn’t chase her off, but he refused to respond to further questions. Just stared into the distance until the sun’s glint on crystalline waves made his eyes water.

The storm came upon them slowly. First a smudge of grey along the horizon, a chop to the surrounding waters that striped them with crests of white foam. Diego was the first to notice, head lifting like a selkie playing sentinel for his pod. But there was little enough they could do; even were Tinto so inclined, it could not outswim a storm.

By the time the clouds rose to form a looming wall ten times higher than those of Santa Cruz’s presidio, they were all soaked and shivering, despite the thick eel cloaks gifted to them by the Sefardim. Animosity and uneven hygiene set aside, they huddled together under a drape of sheepskin, all other scents overwhelmed by the pervasive smell of wet lanolin. Only Tinto seemed to be enjoying the storm, piercing each swell like a sailor’s awl through thick canvas and throwing up salt spray each time.

Then the muttering began.

“Shut up,” Erauso said, even though no one had spoken.

“Nothing I haven’t heard before,” Diego growled, but it didn’t sound like he was responding to Erauso.

“What?” the Hungry Girl asked, but they both ignored her.

The wind whipped higher. Beneath them, Tinto’s smooth swimming became more ragged, the cuttlefish thrashing its tentacles as if to slap something away.

A rattle of Euskara burst from Erauso, and he threw the sheepskin off as if shucking his cloak for a fight. Rain battered the Hungry Girl like cold stones. “What are you doing?” she shouted, but Erauso ignored her.

Tinto convulsed. Diego curled in on himself, words pouring from him in a waterfall she couldn’t make out. Both men sounded like they were having conversations, but not with each other. And they didn’t seem to hear her at all.

For most of her life in the Sea Beyond, the Hungry Girl had relied upon her ability to ignore unpleasant magics. She could read the signs well enough, when those around her were seeing and hearing things she could not.

Before she could decide whether it was worth exposing herself to an invisible foe to fight it, the downpour thickened into a mass of darkness.

“Tinto, look out!” she cried as the darkness resolved into a basalt column skirted with white foam. Rather than heeding her warning, the cuttlefish rammed into the obstruction, nearly throwing all three of them from its back. Tentacles wrapped around the Hungry Girl and Diego, squeezing hard enough that she struggled to draw her next breath. Erauso was saved from the violent waters only because he caught and clung to the purple-edged frill running along Tinto’s head.

This, the collision, or voices only it could hear, enraged Tinto even more. Its grip tightened until the Hungry Girl wheezed, her ribs creaking.

There was nothing for it; she couldn’t help if she couldn’t hear. Like a swimmer preparing for a pearl dive, she breathed deep and let the magic in.

Worthless, the Lady sneered. You stopped being amusing ages ago. And that’s the only reason to keep you, mortal lump—the novelty you offer. As soon as that palls, your masters toss you away. I should have tossed you a long time ago.

Beneath her, Don Héctor’s voice, hard and deep as the crashing waves. Your time among these godless creatures has tainted you. I thought I could save your soul, but you chose to turn your back and run. You killed a man, broke faith with our Lord’s commandments. Why would He accept you now, when you’ve proven you don’t belong among us?

Other voices laced through them, poisonous words not meant for her. An unfamiliar woman, shrieking, Be a proper lady, Catalina! No man will want you like that, covered in dirt, bruised from brawling! A cold, measured voice: In the name of our Lord Jesucristo, Diego del Agua Bendita, tell us the secrets of your Storm Isles… A laughing man: Your husband will beat that wild streak out of you soon enough, Catalina. Assuming any man will have an ugly beast like you. A feminine voice, broken and bleeding: You betrayed our secrets. You betrayed us all. I wish I had never named you.

Wind-tossed whispers of stormtongue. Furious Euskara. Rough Castilian: Chain it! and Beat it! and Monster? Hah, that’s no better’n a cow. Let’s see how much we can milk from you, cow and Bet those tentacles taste good. The ink’ll still flow if we cut a few off.

Easier to listen to those than the ones that lanced deep into her own heart. The goblin who’d found her floating in half a boat-sized chestnut casing and sold her to her first master: This isn’t your home, nor never will be. Steamed Pudding’s betrayed anger: You left me, didn’t you? Not a care for anyone else, so long as you can save your mortal soul. The tree spirit she’d always thought of as the Warm One, because she was too young to know their names when she was cast from their sheltering boughs: What makes you think that God of theirs will want you, when no one else ever has?

And then, the cruelest of all: a voice she knew, even though she hadn’t heard it since the day she was born. Her mother, whispering, People only give unwanted children to the faeries.

“It’s not true!” the Hungry Girl moaned—but how did she know? Everyone laughed when she told them about the princess and the ogre. Maybe the storm spoke the truth.

In the name of our Lord…

Tinto’s grip had eased. She struggled free, kicking off her heavy skirt to keep from being dragged into the ocean depths. Grabbing Diego’s leg, she pulled him loose and hauled them both onto the solid surface of the basalt island before they could sink beneath the waves. Lash out at someone else rather than face the hurt inside; wasn’t that Erauso’s way? She gave Diego’s face two rough smacks. “It’s not real!” she shrieked, above the howl of the wind. “It can’t command you!”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, his words barely audible. “I betrayed everyone.”

She knew enough of guilt to know it was impossible to argue with. “And if you listen, you betray them again. Back then, you didn’t have a choice. Now you do. What will you choose?”

For a moment, she feared her voice was lost amid other, more compelling ones. No one wants you. No one ever will.

But then Diego shoved her away. “What do you know?”

It was surly, but it was a start. “Help me with Erauso.”

Where Diego had been an apathetic pile, Erauso was fighting mad. “You won’t drag me back!” he snarled, knocking away the Hungry Girl’s hands so both of them fell onto the broken rocks at the base of the outcrop. “I escaped once; I can escape again!” He looked ready to prove his point by diving into the storm-torn waves.

“You’re back there right now, in your own mind!” Diego snapped. “You’re so good at escaping? Get yourself out of the trap of this storm!”

This is no thinking creature; he possesses no natural reason, no rights under ius naturale. He speaks Castilian? A parrot can do as much!

“You speak more languages than I do!” the Hungry Girl cried to Diego. “You’re not a beast, even if they treat you like one!”

Why should he listen to you? No one’s interested in what you have to say, unless you’re translating the words of another. You’ve never been more than a trained pet.

The Seven-Chord Minstrel’s words tightened around her like the strings of his lute, cutting deep. The Hungry Girl faltered. “No—you were kind to me—”

A performance. It’s what I do. I never cared. No one did.

“But once I’m back home—once I’m baptized—”

You’ll never get there. You will die and become nothing. Their God cares nothing for you.

“That’s a lie!” Erauso roared. “God is all-powerful, and no soul of His making is ever lost!”

Thin comfort, from someone who cared so little for religion… but hadn’t Blanca said something similar? Even if the Hungry Girl wasn’t part of the Sefardim’s particular covenant, even if her mother sending her away hadn’t been for her own safety, she belonged among His children as surely as the fae of the Sea Beyond belonged to Leviathan.

She belonged somewhere. The voices couldn’t take that from her unless she let them.

Deflected by her resolve, the storm shifted attention to Erauso again. This time, a woman’s voice, teasing sweet like a lover. A cruel one. No matter how much you swagger like a man, there’s just something missing, isn’t there? But I am fond of these soft cheeks.

“Can’t blame her,” Diego said. “It’s the only thing I can stand about you.”

Erauso snarled a response in Euskara, and the Hungry Girl wasn’t sure she ever wanted the translation for those words.

And so it went, around and around, the three of them huddled and drenched on a platform of slick basalt. The storm constantly tearing into one until another intervened, offering up the counterarguments their own minds could not. What became of Tinto, the Hungry Girl wasn’t certain. At some point the Castilian heckling—the voices calling the cuttlefish no better than livestock, threatening to chop it up and consume it—faded from her ears. When she had the mind to look out to sea, there was no purple-edged curve, no tentacles churning up the water. Just waves and waves and rain and clouds. Then the voices taunted her with being stranded on another barren isle, and she could only resolve to worry about it after the storm passed.

It seemed like it never would. But the Sea Beyond was a changeable place, its uncharted islands drifting freely; storm and rock parted as if they had never been joined. Leaving the three of them in the middle of the waves, without their food, without their water, and without any way off. Even the walnut was gone, lost to the depths with the skirt she’d shed.

All that remained was the memory of everything they’d heard. Not just the vicious barbs directed at them… but at each other.

Uncomfortable silence reigned. Diego would not meet anyone’s gaze. Erauso hunched as if braced for questions about the name the voices had called him: Catalina. The Hungry Girl felt flayed, every raw spot exposed to the salt air.

Then Erauso shivered in the remnant breeze and broke the silence with a hoarse laugh. “Well, I think I know how to find the Armada now. For all the good it does us.”

The Hungry Girl raked her soaked hair out of her face, eyes fixed on the horizon, and a sight she thought never to see again. “It does us a great deal of good. Thanks to you, we don’t have to find the Armada—it’s found us.”







CHAPTER 13

VALÈNCIA: 1606–1607
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Estevan might be in a different city, a different century… but it all felt nauseatingly similar.

Platforms had been erected in the Plaça de la Mare de Déu, hard by the cathedral door where the Tribunal of Waters had met every Thursday for the last six and a half centuries to settle irrigation disputes. One platform held the inquisitors and other officials of the Holy Office; the other held the condemned. Not the word Estevan was supposed to use, of course: The fae waiting in chains were to be blessed, not damned, by the baptism they would receive today. He had to use the right words for such things. The Inquisition and the Hall of Wonders were forever circling each other with teeth bared, the former suspicious of anyone contaminated by commerce with the Sea Beyond, the latter forever braced against inquisitorial interference. He could not afford to be the deer that strayed too far from the herd.

The spectacle was made worse by the presence of his mother and sisters. Teresa knew how terrible this was for him, and only her hold on his arm kept him anchored to sanity. But Beatriz and Leonor had caught his somber mood as well. While everyone around them was celebrating, Leonor sniffed quietly behind the shelter of her mantilla, and even Beatriz—veil flung back like a hoyden—had curbed her usual penchant for making impertinent observations.

The first baptism proceeded with callous predictability. A trembling beast-kin faerie, ears and tail already lopped, was forced forward. Their brow anointed, their baptismal name spoken, grey washed over their fur like years of age accumulating between one breath and the next. The dullness of lead overtaking gold, like some profane alchemical reversal.

The second faerie, having witnessed the horror awaiting her, did not submit so easily. In her struggles, she wrested a knife from one of the Inquisition familiars—but instead of turning it on her captors, she brought the blade across her own throat. Blood spray baptized the crowd at the foot of the stage. Teresa’s and Beatriz’s cries of horror were lost in the louder astonishment of the audience. Leonor buried her softer sob against Estevan’s chest.

Estevan remained blank, fighting back tears that felt like joy as the rebellious faerie collapsed to the stage. Scowling, the familiars dragged her body away, already dripping at the fingertips like icicles melting in midday sun. From Leviathan’s waters she was formed; to Leviathan’s waters her form would inevitably return. The city paid men to suppress dust in the unpaved plazas by watering the ground, but today Anthoni Molina would earn his keep by digging up any dirt the dead faerie had dripped on, lest some unauthorized person try to steal it for themself.

What would happen to Estevan’s own body, if he died as a changeling? Would he leave a corpse of flesh and bone like a mortal, or disintegrate into his elemental essence? He realized, with an unpleasant jolt, that he didn’t know.

That question sat in his heart like a stone as the auto de fe proceeded. Wary of another rebellion, the guards took more care with those who remained. Every time holy water dripped onto the forehead of a prisoner from the Larkspur Tower and washed away their immortality, something inside Estevan died, too. Another island conquered. A little more of Leviathan’s tears replaced by the blood of the Lamb. And he had to watch and smile and pretend it was a wonderful thing.

Soon the last faerie, a flower-kin with rose-pink skin and sunset-bright petals for hair, was washed to grey by baptismal water. Archbishop Ribera anointed her with oil and mockery for a name: Floriana. As she was led away, too dull now for sobbing, Teresa tugged on Estevan’s sleeve. “We should go.”

“I must report to the Saïdia,” he said, glimpsing one of Desclot’s pages hurrying toward him. “There will be much to do after this. Will you be all right returning home on your own?”

“What do you think we do all day while you’re gone?” Beatriz said waspishly, letting loose everything she’d suppressed during the auto de fe. “Earn more money so we can have servants again, and then we’ll think about sitting modestly at home like proper ladies should.”

If he’d wanted to earn more money, he should have remained a clerk in the Grau. Being a cosmographer was more prestigious, but not much better paid, and with fewer opportunities to pocket a bribe. Nor was he necessarily any safer from the Holy Office: To inquisitorial eyes, men who spent their time learning about the Sea Beyond were as suspect as men who studied Arabic or Hebrew. And anyone previously reconciled—like Estevan—could not expect such lenient treatment a second time.

He disarmed Beatriz’s irritation by bowing gallantly. “I will do what I can, so that you may have plenty of leisure for trips to the theater.”

It cheered Beatriz and annoyed Teresa in equal measure, the latter giving him an exasperated look as she towed her daughters off through the crowd. Facade of cheer fading, Estevan followed the page to the train of newly mortalized fae.

Their iron chains were still in place. Until they could be taught the rudiments of Castilian, few would be able to command them. The huddled mass of fae were therefore led through the streets toward the northern wall, where a double convent of Priscillianist friars and nuns waited to begin their catechism. Like the cosmographers, the Priscillianists made a point of studying the languages of the Sea Beyond; unlike the cosmographers, their purpose had no whiff of heresy about it. They sought only to win souls more rapidly for God.

Not all the fae departed in that direction, though. Two were kept apart, a male baptized Juan and the forlorn Floriana, with a brace of Pilares sergeants escorting them. Together they and Estevan crossed the River Túria, fattened on autumn rains, to the Saïdia at the far end of the Pont de Sant Josep.

The Pilares’ commandery bore the fingerprints of many hands. The Moorish palace at the core had for a time housed a convent’s worth of Cistercian nuns, but their sacred obligation to remain cloistered in one place had been deemed flexible after all when the crusading order and their associated nuns needed a base closer to the city of València. True to their military nature, the Pilares had built a defensive wall around the property, and that made it ideal for several of the Hall’s own purposes. Now the sprawling compound hosted crusading knights, charitable sisters, cosmographers, and pilots, in a harmony as uneasy as that suggested by its architectural mélange.

The pilots were there because of the need for secrecy. Part of their work was utterly mundane, a matter of astrolabes and armillary spheres, cross-staves and solar declination tables, the use of a magnetic compass and adjustment for its variation. Thanks to his work with Brasa, Estevan had been tasked for a time with instructing them in the necessary tools and mathematics, which in turn taught him something he had not known: that in the charted waters beyond the Pillars, the skies and seas behaved just as they did in the mortal world. Past the reach of those charts, however, the Sea Beyond retained its changeability. Which explained why, even now, ships sometimes returned decades after their departure, with all those aboard still the age they had been when they left—or mere months later, bearing the few surviving greybeards. Hunting for uncharted islands to conquer remained a hazardous prospect.

For a while he’d entertained the burning hope that he might learn something even more precious: the secret to unlocking the Gates of Alexander, the stricture that prevented all and sundry from sailing through anytime Mercury moved in retrograde. But the defection of a Catalan pilot named Beneyto for independent life as a smuggler, selling treasures to the enemies of the Spains, had tightened the Hall’s already strict controls to the point of asphyxiation. Estevan could no longer get anywhere near the pilots.

Since then he’d been assigned to work he would have loved, had it not served so bloody a cause. He and his fellow cosmographers pored over the ancient texts of the Greeks, the Romans, the Carthaginians, anyone whose literature described possible islands and creatures of the Sea Beyond. They scoured even Mandeville’s Travels, the Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis, and the tales of the common folk of Spain and the Barbary Coast—tales that sometimes made Estevan choke on his own laughter, they offered up such absurdities. They also practiced the languages of the Otherworld, giving him cover for his mastery of the languages of trees and birds, though he had to be cautious in how quickly he “learned” them.

But their work didn’t end with merely studying what had been written before. Cosmography, as he’d learned from Brasa, acquired new information—about the mortal world and the Otherworld alike—and sought to meld it into a holistic understanding of a place. Geography, to describe the location, size, and shape of its subject; hydrography, to lay out the routes by which one might reach one’s destination, and the best means of navigating the coasts and rivers; cartography, to represent those things with mathematical rigor. Moral history, chronicling the discovery and conquest of a place; natural history, enumerating the creatures and resources of the land; metaphysical history, relating the nature and behavior of the sentient faerie inhabitants. Desclot aspired to write a comprehensive work on the Sea Beyond, placing it in context with not only Iberia and the Mediterranean but the East Indies and the New World, but every time he tried to set pen to paper, new reports would come in, and he had to start all over again.

Why, Estevan despaired, could that curiosity not be harnessed in service to peaceful discourse? Why did it have to play handmaiden to warfare and rapine?

His own task, anytime an exploratory ship returned, was usually to question the masters and captains about what they had seen while sailing uncharted waters. Little glimpses of a realm that he, as a dryfoot faerie, had never seen himself. But when he arrived at the Saïdia, Desclot directed him to the warehouse the Cistercians had once used to raise silkworms and weave their products into cloth. It was firmly in the Pilares’ section of the compound, and Estevan frowned. “The knights have need of me?”

“Not the knights,” Desclot said. “I want you to question the mortalizada. She speaks passable Greek.”

Estevan hoped his stammering response would be taken for reasonable surprise. That the Greek language had managed to persist all these centuries in the Sea Beyond was known—and useful—to the cosmographers, but for Desclot to assign this duty to him… “Q-question her? I’ve never—”

Of course he had never. This was the first conquest since he began working as a cosmographer. “You’ve read the reports of past interrogations,” Desclot said. “You know what to ask. The history of her former home, its relations with other islands—anything that might help us expand outward from this new foothold. Other things in due course, naturally, but the king’s greatest concern is that we reach as many souls as possible.”

“But—if she’s not forthcoming—”

“Then command her.” Desclot’s diction sharpened as his patience waned. “Get to work, Carrasco. I will be busy with the male.”

It might as well have been a holy command directed at him. Feet dragging until the soles of his shoes scuffed against the ground, Estevan went to the warehouse, to the cell where the Pilares had locked up Floriana. A windowless room, containing a table, a lamp, and a small, grey girl whose scent of lavender lingered like a ghost.

“I—I’m to question you,” Estevan said in Greek, hiding his nerves by arranging the papers, inkwell, and quill that had been set in preparation. This wasn’t like his encounters with Diego. The Storm Isles faerie was wise in how to trick and deceive his masters. Estevan couldn’t trust this traumatized woman with his secret, or reassure her that he was no danger to her. That one day he hoped to free… if not her, then others who would elsewise be lost. Even if she believed him, even if she wanted to keep the secrets of a faerie who had evaded her fate, there was no guarantee that she could.

He sat on a stool, saw it was the only one, and stood again to offer it to her. She ignored it, ignored him, her gaze fixed not on the rough, lime-washed walls but on lands far beyond the Pillars. Lands she would likely never see again. Estevan cleared his throat. “You are to tell me the history of your land, and your dealings with other islands of the Sea Beyond.” They’ll take that knowledge from you anyway, he didn’t say. Don’t make me be the one to do it, he didn’t say.

Silence was her only response.

Sinking onto the ignored stool, he threaded his hands through his hair. I have to become the evil to defeat it, he thought grimly, and raised his head. “In the name of our Lord Jesucristo, Floriana del Agua Bendita, tell me of your home in the Sea Beyond.”

She didn’t answer.

He’d used the correct formula, he knew. And she was mortalized; he’d watched her baptism, and the effect was plain to see. She had to obey. She had no choice.

But she said nothing.

“You speak this language,” he said, apprehension stiffening his voice. “Yes? They told me you do.”

A tiny, grudging nod.

“Then tell me of your home. Tell me of your neighboring isles. In the name of our Lord God and his son Jesucristo, I command you, Floriana, to tell me what I wish to know!”

She might have been a flower-kin, but she was as stubborn as a weed. Lifting her chin, she said, “Why should I?”

Horror strangled any answer he might have given. The answer should have been, Because you have no choice. It was the bedrock of mortalized enslavement: With their true names washed away and replaced, they had to obey any Christian who commanded them in the name of God.

Any baptized Christian.

But he’d shaken off that rite when he was a tiny, red-faced infant, shedding its power onto Teresa’s true daughter. He was protected—from iron’s cold burn, the Eucharist’s poison, and the haunting shiver of the church bell’s peal. But he hadn’t considered that those protections might be like oiled paper over a window, keeping Christian magic out… and also shedding like rain any attempt on his part to use it.

He threw a panicked glance at the door. Luck was a blessing he could still lay some claim to, as nobody burst through to accuse him of being an unbaptized infidel or a heretic. Desclot was busy with the male prisoner. No one was listening to what was said here.

Brasa had instilled in him a great respect for scholarship. Poisoning that well with falsehoods felt like heresy.

But he had to give Desclot something.

Estevan chuckled with humor he didn’t feel. “It doesn’t matter,” he said, like a villain in one of Beatriz’s plays. “The enchantments we’ve acquired already will let me glean all your secrets, whether you wish to give them or not.”

And, dipping his quill into the ink, he began to write whatever nonsense came to mind.

For once the Hall of Wonders was relatively quiet. No ships were preparing to set sail for the Sea Beyond, nor were any coming in; a caravan of treasures had been dispatched to Madrid under suitable guard. There weren’t even any prisoners in the staircase cells as Estevan trudged slowly upward: no mortals to curse or plead or offer bribes for their release, no fae to stare with iron-scarred eyes at the changeling they justifiably took for one of the enemy.

That memory dragged his steps to a halt as he passed the faerie cell. The prisoner from the Larkspur Tower lot had been an androgynous creature with a great rack of antlers rising from their brow; Estevan remembered them clearly, because the sight had made him ache once again for his lost grove. The two of them had stared at each other for far too long, until someone hurrying down the stairs jarred Estevan from his reverie. That had been on the day before the auto, when all the fae were baptized.

All save for the special prisoner. Even if their antlers had been sawn off, Estevan would have recognized them amid the mortalizados.

Sickness twisted in him like a worm. There were nobles with enough wealth and royal favor to buy themselves special gifts—and to shrug off the Inquisition’s disapproval, too. None of the uses he could imagine that prisoner being put to were good.

Hardening his jaw, he continued up the stairs.

In the hammer-beamed hall above, Jaume Desclot was having an abysmal evening. By law, any flotsam that washed up on Valencian shores must be sent to the Hall of Wonders, in case it was related to the Sea Beyond—but that law was meant to cover cargo. Not a dead body and a packet of papers whose waterlogged state had not quite cleansed the bloodstains radiating from the bullet hole ripped through the pages.

The body was currently reposing on a block of unmelting ice, to slow the decay the sea had begun. The pages, Desclot dried as best he could at his hearth, then began delicately separating the layers. The outermost envelope was unmarked, but fragments of a broken seal clung to the papers within, whose intricate folds and stitches—security against spying eyes and prying fingers—had been unceremoniously torn open. As for the papers themselves, Desclot could not read a word, because the gibberish scribed in waterproof iron gall ink was very obviously written in cipher.

Dread settled over him: the sinking fear of a man who knows he stands on the precipice of a pit meant for someone else. Jaume Desclot had the soul of a scholar and the heart of a clerk; he wanted nothing more than to run a nice, orderly Hall and leave espionage to someone else.

Then God took mercy on him, in the form of Estevan, taking his leave before heading home to Russafa.

“These need to go to the viceroy, with all urgency and secrecy,” Desclot said, thrusting the damp packet at him. “Take them to the palace—not tomorrow; tonight. Calderón is there again; he knows your name and should vouch for you. Do not give them into anyone’s hands but the viceroy’s. Tell him the bearer is dead. Go.”

Estevan went with all the rapidity of a mortalizado under holy command. At the postern gate he hesitated, wondering if he should requisition a donkey, but the viceroy’s palace wasn’t far. With evening fast wrapping the city in its folds, it would take longer to get a donkey past the traffic leaving through the Porta del Real than it would to slip through on foot.

And the time he saved not waiting for the donkey was time he could spend on ducking into an alley too narrow for the last of the sunlight to squeeze its way past the overhanging balconies. On peeling apart the salt-stiffened pages to see their contents.

On cursing the cipher he found there. No amount of blaming crowds at the city gates would buy him time enough to crack it; he didn’t even know where to begin. He finally had something important in his hands—it must be important, for Desclot to treat it with such urgency, and to look so relieved at foisting it off on someone else—and he couldn’t read a word.

A problem whose significance was snuffed like a candle when a cord twisted tight around his throat.

Even a yelp couldn’t slip past that constriction. Estevan dropped the papers and clawed for the hands gripping the cord, but the man kicked his knees out and he fell hard into the mud—his sword, he needed his sword, but already blackness was crowding the edges of his vision—

A woman’s voice hissed out a swift command, and the pressure eased.

Not gone. The cord remained in place, ready to yank tight again at a moment’s notice. Another man slid up to place a knife against his throat for good measure while divesting him of his sword. Estevan was too busy gasping in air to even consider the bad plan of shouting. And then, just as his eyes focused again, someone else came into view.

Rope-soled shoes, without chopines to lift them above the muck of the streets. Plain skirts of good wool, such as an artisan’s wife might wear. The hand that tipped Estevan’s face upward was a little weathered, but not calloused with common labor. He saw very little beyond that, and not only because of the alley’s dimness: The woman had wrapped herself fashionably in a mantle, holding the fabric around her body and across her face so that only one eye could be seen.

“You’ve certainly done well for yourself.” Her laugh was soft, her words softer, Castilian wrapped in Valencian silk. “Though I’m surprised to find you prying into the business of your betters. You seemed so very obedient, not even stealing to line your own purse, as so many of your brethren do.”

“You know me?” Dread warred with hope. Hope, because her interest might be all that was keeping him alive. Dread, because the last thing he wanted to be was interesting.

“One hears a lot, wandering the docks.” Her tongue clicked against her teeth. “You should take better care to keep your conversations private… Otherwise your immortality will be very short indeed.”

Three years working in València had added another language to his arsenal of curses. Fortunately, their collision en route to his tongue kept him from swearing in the language of trees.

The beggar woman. That moment had branded itself on his memory, the free-fall terror of realizing someone had overheard his conversation with the mortalizado they’d baptized as Diego. Her broken Castilian, her determination to beg for alms rather than running and selling her news to the Inquisition, had convinced him she hadn’t understood.

He was a fool.

And yet, a fool still living when her man could easily have choked him. When she could have given him up to the Priscillianists or the Pilares or the Inquisition at any point these past few years. He dared to say, “You don’t seem to mind much, that one of my kind is walking free among yours.”

She huffed and jerked her chin at the man holding him. The cord loosened enough to ease the feel of croaking every time he swallowed. “That friend of yours was right. You don’t seem to be doing anything that my kind need worry about. Why do you serve the people who should be your enemies?”

The answer came easily now; he’d justified his choices to himself often enough. “Even the thickest citadel walls will fall to roots burrowing deep under their foundation.”

Her head tilted, the veil shifting to hint at the line of a strong nose, the arch of a black brow. “You fancy yourself the root?”

“Estevan is the root. I am the patient tree.”

He didn’t entirely like her intrigued hum. Only two mortals knew the truth of him: Teresa and Alejandro, and even the latter didn’t know every detail. But at a nod from the woman, the garrote fell away entirely, and that was good progress.

The knife still hovered ready, though. Estevan took the message and remained kneeling.

“I thought you nothing more than a curiosity,” the woman said. “But perhaps you can be more than that. We will leave you alive, my friend the patient tree… however, I am taking this.” She lifted the packet of papers.

“You can’t!” He jerked toward her, and just as quickly fell back when he nearly impaled himself on the man’s knife. “In one breath you say you’ll leave me alive, then all but condemn me in the next. Desclot ordered me to deliver those papers to the viceroy. The best I can hope for if I fail is disgrace and the loss of my position—as good as unearthing my roots with a spade.”

One shoulder lifted in a laconic shrug. “You must have crafted many lies to get to this place. Surely you can manage a few more. I cannot let your masters learn the contents of this letter.”

Her words made his curiosity burn brighter, but he knew better than to ask. The same went for all the questions crowding his tongue: who she was, why she’d been on the docks, what all this was in service to. He grasped at the one slender possibility she’d left open to him. “Wait. There’s a way for us both to get what we want.”

“Oh?”

She feigned disinterest, but he saw how her eye narrowed at his words. Estevan said, “I have… not with me, I’d have to retrieve it from the Saïdia, but it’s sand from the shores of the Witch’s Isle. It can be used to obscure a message, render it into gibberish to all but the named recipient. Even if they try to decode the message, they’ll fail and assume they have the wrong cipher.”

“Or you’ll lead us to the Saïdia and call your fellows upon us after we’ve fallen for your trap,” said the man at Estevan’s back.

The veiled woman shook her head. “Or you’ll deliver the letter, and they’ll realize this sand has been used and find some way to counter it.”

“It isn’t a trap,” Estevan said. “And they don’t know about the sand.”

She narrowed in on his hesitant admission like a falcon spying a field mouse. “Oh?”

“It was left off a ship’s ledger, back when I worked at the Grau. So I took it.” He refused to feel shame in the face of her chuckle. “I use it to write letters to a… friend.” Letters in which he and Alejandro could say things that would land them in an Inquisition prison, this time for reasons entirely unrelated to the fae. Every message prodded the bruise of what he’d left behind when they parted in Salamanca, yet neither of them stopped writing them.

To her two companions, the woman said, “He won’t dare betray us. Not when the cost to him will be so high. We are not the only ones who know of you,” she added, for Estevan’s benefit.

It might be a bluff, but he didn’t care. He had no intention of betraying her. Together they crossed the river, and after he made a quick dash into his office, they retired behind some trees to doctor the letter. Estevan shook the sand across the paper as if to blot wet ink, then carefully blew it off onto another sheet for capture and reuse. As he blew, he murmured “Alejandro de Moya” as softly as he could. Not softly enough, judging by the woman’s arched brow. But the ink swam and then settled back into place, and that satisfied her.

“I need to get this to the palace,” Estevan said. “And hope Desclot never hears how long it took me to deliver it.”

“Wait,” the woman said. “As you have improved the plan, so shall I. Would you like to use this to worm your roots in a little deeper, my patient tree? To be more than merely a messenger?”

The answer was yes, but the gleam in her one visible eye made Estevan wary. “Why? What do you have in mind?”

She beckoned to one of her companions. “I think we can explain your delay, and make you a hero in the bargain. Now hold still.”

The royal palace of València glittered like a torchlit jewel across the Túria from the walls of the city, so that all the inhabitants could see and appreciate its glory. Thanks to the wealth flowing in from the Sea Beyond, the towers in the older Moorish section now boasted rooftops of clear crystal, while the walls in the newer section could hardly contain the flourishing greenery of the gardens. Whatever could be clawed back from the demands of the court in Madrid was on display to entice and intimidate the envoys from France, Italy, and other parts of Catholic Europe. A reminder that the destiny of the Catholic Kings of the Spains didn’t die with Fernando and Isabel; it lived on in Felipe and his line.

But Felipe hadn’t set foot in València for years, much less taken up residence in this Mediterranean palace. Though chambers were kept aside for him, the palace belonged in truth to the rotating series of viceroys who administered the Kingdom of València on his behalf. And when men of power gathered to discuss matters of state, they did so within its walls.

The topic at hand that night was that perennial thorn in the foot of Church and Crown alike, the morisco problem. To Archbishop Ribera, they were a continuing insult to God and his own episcopal self; after the failure of his colleges to catechize them into orthodoxy, he had declared he’d rather live on bread alone than tolerate them any longer. To the Inquisition, they were both a heretical threat and a drain on the treasury: While some had amassed wealth, the average morisco was a poor farmer who cost more to feed in prison than could be squeezed out of him in fines. To the nobles whose lands those farmers worked, they had once been a valuable resource, but as debts rose and rents fell, the balance sheet shifted. And meanwhile, the Barbary corsairs and their Ottoman helpers continued to occupy the Balears, threatening all Valencian trade.

Something, clearly, must be done—but no one could agree on what. And so, when Estevan stumbled up to the gate and fell to his already-bruised knees, lifting to the enchanted lanterns a face painted in blood, the guardsman who ran inside reported his arrival not only to the viceroy and Rodrigo Calderón, but to a whole assemblage of notable men: the archbishop, two inquisitors of the Holy Office, and half a dozen Valencians of rank.

A scalp wound did wonders for bypassing the niceties of protocol. Estevan was led in right away, and a servant dabbed at his blood-gummed hair with a damp towel while he gasped out his story. “I realized I was being followed soon after I left,” he said, not feigning his wince as the hot water stung his cut. The woman’s lackey hadn’t held back in attacking him; after all, the fellow said, his injuries needed to look like the product of a real fight. “I tried to lose them in the streets of the Carmen, but they caught me on the other side of the river.”

“And who were ‘they’?” asked Calderón. “How did they know you would be carrying anything?” Despite it being the viceroy’s palace and Ribera’s bishopric, despite the Inquisition holding power through all of the Spains, Calderón took charge of both the letter and the questioning.

Estevan turned to Calderón, all earnestness. “I don’t know. I didn’t recognize them. Three men, pícaros. Blond, and pale but weathered; they had the look of the docks to them. I used to work in the Grau. I’ve seen their type before. Maybe they thought they could improve their pickings if they robbed someone leaving the Hall of Wonders?”

Ribera scoffed. “Trash of that sort doesn’t wander into the heart of the city.”

“No, but foreign agents might,” Calderón said, spreading out the ciphered letter. “Blond, you say. Could they have been English? Flemish?”

“I don’t know what English or Flemish sounds like,” Estevan said. Then, much less truthfully: “But their accents were strange.” All three had sounded Valencian, or near enough to it, and they were as dark-haired and tawny as he. But the further he led these men astray, the less likely it was that the woman would be caught, racked, and made to confess what she knew about him.

Calderón grunted. “We’ll know soon enough. My secretary is skilled at breaking ciphers.” He thrust his finger through the bullet hole and sighed. “Latrás was a useful agent—we shall miss him. But whatever they killed him for must surely be valuable.”

Then he redirected his attention to Estevan. “As for you.”

Estevan tried not to stiffen.

“You,” Calderón said, “have twice now shown your valor. My master, the Marquess of Dénia, could use more men like you. I don’t suppose I could lure you away from the Hall of Wonders?”

If it had meant edging closer to the Council of the Sea Beyond, Estevan would have accepted in a heartbeat. But Alejandro’s letters had made it clear that Dénia moved in different circles, far from the lettered and lower-ranking men who staffed the king’s councils. Estevan stood up so he could bow and said, “You do me too much honor, my lord. Besides, I am not the fighter I seem—I lost my sword escaping from those men.”

“Swords can be replaced,” Calderón said, with the indifference of a man whose fountain of coin had never dried up. “And you could strike back at the enemies of the Spains.”

Estevan had never imagined that in trying to climb higher, he might accidentally vault clear over his target. “My lord, as one sword among many, I could perhaps cut down a few enemies. But in the Hall of Wonders, I can help supply His Majesty with all he needs to bring those enemies to heel for good.”

“And under the mantle of the true Church,” Archbishop Ribera said approvingly, while the inquisitors frowned. The Holy Office was forever caught between the twin impulses of defending against unholy enchantments, and using those enchantments to stamp out heresy once and for all.

Calderón folded up the letter and tucked it inside his doublet. “Well said, Don Estevan. Service above personal glory. I will remember that for the future.”







CHAPTER 14

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER

[image: A stylized illustration of a serpent-like creature forming a circular shape, featuring sharp teeth and intricate details in its scales and fins.]
It was a great composite beast, the Goblin Armada. All the floating creativity of the Sea Beyond joined together in a mad, webbed mass, here a flat raft of bones, there a slow-swimming turtle, an upturned bowl, a castle astride the waves. Planks and vines and the backs of helpful sea creatures formed paths between the craft, and when a crew decided to cast off, they had only to pull free their orichalcum anchor and go. The essence of being a goblin was having no fixed place, no island to call home—not even the roving island that was the Armada itself. Only the Sea Beyond.

And like any great beast, the Armada ate whatever prey it caught. With the conquistadors overrunning and mapping any island they could, there were advantages to a rootless life. Although it had not shed its mercantile nature, the Armada had laid atop that a more warlike aspect, its members sallying out to harry their foes.

The conquistadors had tried more than once to find and defeat the Armada. The carcasses of those vessels that succeeded at the first and failed at the second had been roped into the mass, galleys and galleons and carracks yoked alongside everything else. The Armada did not discriminate. Its goblin merchants had even sold a few to faerie lords who wanted the novelty of a mortal wooden tub.

Tiny figures swarmed and bustled over every surface like fish devouring a whale fall. As the Armada drew closer, a great cacophony rose: Come buy, come buy! The Goblin tongue was one very few learned but everyone knew—at least when the Armada was near. The Hungry Girl, letting its magic wash into her, felt the long-buried stir of memory.

Erauso’s fingers dug into her arm. His cheeks were grey as tallow, his eyes wide with an animal’s terror. “You won’t tell them about me, will you? About what the voices in the storm said?”

It seemed pointless to try to assure him that no faerie would care. Mortals cared. She simply said, “Of course not. I don’t sell secrets that aren’t mine.”

“Sell…?”

Erauso still didn’t understand the nature of the Goblin Armada, even after all the tales he’d heard in mortal lands, all the truer tales shared by the Hungry Girl and Diego. He would learn soon enough. An anchor line hurled by a massive cyclops wrapped around the basalt column, its orichalcum hook catching fast on the stone. When the cyclops and his brothers heaved, the column lurched, and their desolate outcropping was pulled into the kelp-tangle arms of the Goblin Armada.

“Well met to you, and well met again!” shouted a short creature from atop the bald pate of the first cyclops. Her own hair was a sleek nimbus of brown fur, with two nubs of ears peeking out and a circlet of gold binding it at a rakish angle. Darker fur masked bright black eyes that fixed on them with friendly avarice. Ferret-kin: thieves from tip to tail, but they preferred slitting pockets to throats. This one wore a doublet of cutwork red leather, finer than anything the Hungry Girl had seen on Don Héctor, but her skinny arms were bare, and hiked skirts showed legs clad in no more than black fur.

She ran down the cyclops’s arm, the better to see them up close. “It’s rare to meet return customers.”

The Hungry Girl bowed. “I was more the custom than the customer, the last time I was here,” she called back. “But as you can see, we have with us a true newcomer.”

“Yes, I do see.” The ferret-kin eyed Erauso hungrily. “Come to sell a slave, have you?”

Erauso stiffened. “No,” the Hungry Girl said, before he could threaten violence. “He seeks his heart’s desire, and we rode in his wake.”

“Well then.” They were close enough for the ferret-kin to cross the line in three quick hops, and then she was on the rocky outcropping. She barely came up to Erauso’s shoulder, her gaze fixed on his chest as she took his measure. He flinched back from her touch, and her black-lipped grin widened enough to flash tiny rose-prick fangs.

“Something held close and precious indeed,” she said, rubbing her claw-tipped fingers together like she was testing the silken weight of Erauso’s desires. “We can do business, or my name isn’t Daring Don’t.”

“And is it?” Diego shot back.

The goblin’s smile faded as she studied his grey-washed complexion, then returned twice as large, with a laugh to carry it. “Of course! I’m not so careless as to lose my name.” Ignoring his murderous scowl, she hopped atop the rope and swept them an acrobat’s bow. “Daring Don’t, Mistress of the Keys and Queen of the Goblin Armada!”

Erauso grudgingly bowed. The Hungry Girl elbowed him in the side. “Don’t be too impressed. You’ll meet at least seventeen fae here claiming to be kings, queens, admirals, and empresses of the Goblin Armada. It has no true ruler.”

Daring Don’t pouted. “You could let him be a little impressed. And we’re all true rulers! The Armada just needs more than one.” Quick as a flash, she swarmed back up the rope, tail flicking from beneath her doublet. “Come on, come on! And come buy, come buy.”

“I can’t,” Diego said bitterly. “I’m bound by mortal geas not to travel upon any vessel made by man nor fae without permission of my master.”

“Huh.” Daring Don’t sniffed the air, as if mortal enchantments had a scent—which, perhaps they did. “How’d you get here?”

The Hungry Girl cast a glance across the waves. Tinto was still nowhere to be seen. “A cuttlefish is not a boat.”

Daring Don’t barked a laugh. “True enough! Though I knew someone once who paddled around in a cuttlebone, all carved like scrimshaw. Living creatures, hmm, or perhaps natural things… can you be carried?”

In the rush to escape Santa Cruz del Fuego, they hadn’t thought to try it. Not that it would have done them much good; even with the two of them to alternate the load, the Hungry Girl and Erauso could not have carried him the whole way. “If I can’t,” Diego said, “we’ll know soon enough.”

A whistle from the ferret-kin got one of the cyclopes to reach out. Diego submitted to being picked up in one meaty hand, almost big enough to wrap all the way around his torso, and lifted over their raft of bones. Though all three of the stranded braced for it, he did not scream.

Daring Don’t leapt atop another of the cyclopes’ heads. “Go on,” the Hungry Girl said, when Erauso hesitated.

“They won’t… eat me, will they?” His gaze slipped from Daring Don’t to the cyclops she was now riding like a jaunty hat. The Hungry Girl decided not to blame him for this sudden onset of nerves. Three islands ago they had barely escaped that fate.

“Not unless you sell yourself to them like cattle,” she said, and took hold of the rope to monkey-swing her way across.

Left no alternative but to stay alone on the barren basalt, Erauso sighed and followed.

Come buy!

Come buy!

The Hungry Girl couldn’t close out that seductive call without closing herself off from the Goblin tongue—an entangling of enchantments she suspected had not happened by chance. Had she taken the effort in subsequent years to learn more than a few words of Goblin, she could have done without the help of magic, but it was too late for that now. Digging her fingernails into the opposite forearm to distract herself, she left Diego to be carried by the cyclops and followed Daring Don’t’s black-tipped tail through the maze of the Armada.

The call to buy came from a thousand directions and no one’s throat. But to that chorus, the denizens of the Armada added their own cries, hawking everything imaginable: dragon scales, leather boots missing their soles, bottled oblivion, maps to hidden treasure. Erauso recoiled from a blue-skinned faerie selling hippogriff manure. “I thought people came here to gain their heart’s desire. Whose heart’s desire is dung?”

Daring Don’t hopped up to grab a spar, swung herself over it, and landed at Erauso’s side. “Don’t judge people’s dreams! But also, we buy and sell all kinds of things here, not just heart’s desires.”

“What use is that,” he asked, craning his neck toward a pearl the size of his fist, “if no one can ever find this place twice?”

“Pah, that rule’s for marks. Any goblin can find this place as many times as we want. Pull anchor, sail about the Sea Beyond to hawk our wares wherever we please. Farming sorts pay good money for hippogriff manure! Then we come back here whenever we want. But no true goblin wants to stay for long. We might be an Armada now, thanks to your kind, but before that we were a market. You ever heard of a merchant who lives at the market?”

“Actually—”

“No, and you never will.” Daring Don’t nabbed a pomegranate from a stall basket, shimmering like it had been dusted with gold and rubies. She tossed a green-shelled beetle to the owner and took a big bite, skin and pips and all. Then she offered it to Erauso. “Hungry?”

“Don’t eat that,” the Hungry Girl said, snatching it from Daring Don’t’s grasp and taking a small bite of just the pips. They sang on her tongue bright and sweet, and she ignored the pull of the magic that would shackle her to the goblin’s service for six moons.

Daring Don’t glared at her. “Who made it so you get to pick and choose your enchantments, Little Miss Priss?”

“That information,” the Hungry Girl said through a mouthful of juice and pulp, “will cost you.”

The ferret-kin’s scowl deepened. Then it dissolved into a yipping laugh. “You’ll fit in here, all right! Maybe we’ll even make a goblin of you.”

“No,” said the Hungry Girl, trailing their guide as she hopped deeper into the Armada’s core. “That will never happen.” Would that first goblin, so many years ago, have kept her instead of selling her away, if the heart’s desire that brought him to her hadn’t been a yearning for home?

The Goblin Armada had many edges, but no center. In some ways, it reminded the Hungry Girl of the great ice floes north of Thule, ever moving, breaking apart and nudging together with creaks and groans and squeaks of protest. She’d spent a season feeding a kennel of puff-furred sledge dogs and sleeping with them like she was part of their pack, before the winter grew too cold for a bare-skinned child and she was forced to move to warmer waters. But she remembered the old teamster’s lessons about how to read the movement of the floes, and found they translated oddly well to the shifting of the Goblin Armada.

Which was how she realized before the others that after walking all afternoon and never passing the same landmark, they were coming again to the cyclopes’ raft.

The basalt column was nowhere to be seen. In its place was a pale mass of intertwined tubes, some thick and encrusted, others so translucent that the sunlight shone pink through them. In a few places, the tube worm shell had been cracked open in a rough approximation of a square, and someone had hung gaily patterned curtains. Anchor lines tethered the misshapen vessel to the cyclopes’ raft and a giant monkey skull with eyes of cracked obsidian and teeth of gold-flecked jade.

“Here we are,” Daring Don’t said, hopping up and sliding into one tube, only to pop out of another a moment later, her pink and pointed nose twitching. “Welcome to the Keys!”

“Mistress of the Keys, eh?” Erauso muttered. “You really expect me to bargain with this creature?”

The cyclops carrying Diego had not bothered to go anywhere. Now he set his burden down on the strange tubes, and Diego spoke to Erauso. “Whether you do or not is your own concern. You’ve done as we required; you’re free to go where you please.” Without waiting for a reply, he leapt across to a tube large enough to accept him and slid out of view.

“I don’t need your permission!” Erauso shouted after him. Robbed of his target, he kicked at the bones of the cyclops raft, then subsided when one of them glared at him. Even he was wise enough not to pick a fight with one of those mighty creatures.

The Hungry Girl caught his sleeve. “Before we go in. What we heard in the storm…”

Erauso’s glare promised violence if she mocked him. The Hungry Girl said, “If your heart’s desire has to do with that, then yes, the Goblin Armada can help you. But don’t let that lure you into agreeing right away. They’ll ask a high price; you don’t have to pay it. Bargain them down. They won’t respect you otherwise.”

He snorted. “I don’t need their respect.”

“You might need your memories, though. Or ten years of your life. Or your ability to tell friend from foe, when you’re in the heat of battle.”

Erauso’s mouth twisted. “What will you pay, to get back home?” Then he caught himself. “To the Spains, I mean.”

She let go of his sleeve. “I don’t know. We’ll see.”

For all that many of the tubes were too narrow for the Hungry Girl and Erauso to squeeze through and some not even large enough for Daring Don’t, the center of the structure opened onto several large chambers, interconnected and cozy thanks to a squat ceramic stove supporting a pot of savory-smelling chowder.

Daring Don’t passed a bowl to Diego before filling one for herself. She made no offer to the Hungry Girl or Erauso. Either being rude, or Diego had bargained with her while they were still sliding down tunnels. The Hungry Girl’s stomach knotted in reminder of her name.

“Been a while since I struck a deal with a mortal,” Daring Don’t said, plucking a snail from the soup and crunching down on it, shell and all. “So forgive me if it takes a moment to knock the dust off my skills. Let’s start with you two, since you’ve been here before. Tell me what you want, and I’ll help you find the right goblin for your desires.”

For once, Diego’s flat, colorless voice thrummed with tension. “Is it true that the Goblin Armada has taken conquistadors as slaves?”

“Yes,” Daring Don’t said, slurping down some chowder.

“Is it also true that you unbaptize them?”

It was one of the rumors Nando had shared on the San Prisciliano, back when the Hungry Girl thought they were mere merchants, and her friends. He’d spoken with many who’d spoken to others who claimed to know of such people: survivors captured by and escaped from the Goblin Armada, gibbering that the fae had washed the blood of the Lamb from them.

Diego must have been listening. No wonder he’d been so quick to suggest finding the impossible-to-find Armada.

Erauso scoffed, much as Swansdown had, though for different reasons. “It’s nonsense. You faeries don’t have the power to sever a soul from God.”

“Sounds to me like you’re trying to convince yourself,” Daring Don’t said, baring sharp teeth. “Maybe because you’re afraid that if we give you what you want, your God won’t have anything more to do with you.”

Bowls clattered and soup spattered as Erauso lunged across the table to plant his fist on the ferret-kin’s pointed snout.

At least, he tried. With a quick hop, Daring Don’t dodged out of the way. Erauso chased, and she hopped back, dooking at him with little laughing chirps as though this were a game and not a murder attempt in progress.

When he caught the trailing edge of her skirts, they simply slipped down her sleek body. With a flash of a black-tipped tail, she disappeared into a tube too narrow for him to follow. The whole chamber echoed with her dooking, until suddenly it didn’t.

Then a whisker tickled the Hungry Girl’s ear, a wet nose bumping her cheek. “He’s so fun to rile up. He’s already almost all the way to being the worst form of what he wants to be. You certain he’s not for sale?”

“He’s not mine to sell,” the Hungry Girl said, wishing the people she met when she first came to the Goblin Armada had been half so ethical about what they could and couldn’t claim. In a goblin trade, you could only sell that which you called your own. But like everything else in the Armada, the interpretation of that rule was highly negotiable.

Diego slammed his bowl down. “Stop wasting time, goblin. What I want is my immortality back. If I can’t have that, I want to be free of mortals’ power to command. If I can’t have that, then I want revenge on the people who did this to me, and on their friends, their kin, the whole of the Spains they came from. Which of those can the Goblin Armada sell me?”

“Hm.” Daring Don’t slid back into the room and straightened her doublet. “Any and all, but let’s start with the first.”

Not all of the battles between the goblins and the conquistadors had ended with the first group victorious. Galleons that failed to find an uncharted island still sometimes returned with captives in their holds, prizes for the Church to claim. Hardly a faerie aboard the Armada did not know someone who had been lost, and Daring Don’t’s eyes gleamed with eager hope as she studied Diego. “Mind you,” she said, “we’ve never tried it on your kind, grey one.”

“If it works,” Diego vowed, “the goblin who restores me can ask any price that isn’t my true name.”

The Hungry Girl’s heart squeezed tight. If it did work… on the one hand, she wanted Diego to be free of his bindings, restored to his proper self. On the other hand, what would it mean for the mortals they’d unbaptized? Would God accept them back?

“I know who you need to talk to, then. But what about you?” Daring Don’t sniffed the Hungry Girl’s shoulder. “Pity you’re mortal. You sure you don’t want to be a goblin?”

“Yes,” the Hungry Girl said sharply. No difference of form or origin defined the goblins of the Sea Beyond; any faerie could become one. They had only to sever their ties to any island, renouncing all claim to a home that wasn’t the sea itself. “I want to return to my true home, to the mortal world. Safely, and without any loss of time.” She didn’t know if her mother was still alive, but she didn’t want to return only to find out that ten lifetimes had passed.

The ferret-kin pouted. “Boring.”

“Very well, my heart’s desire is boring.”

“Fulfilling it is boring. Just put you on a raft and let his kind find you.” Her ears flicked at Erauso, still sulking by her escape tube. “Why even come here when what you want to be is the opposite of what we are? Ah, never mind. We’ll set you on the right path. Now you… are you ready to talk to me?”

Erauso’s fists tightened, but he didn’t attack again. “Why, when you’re just going to send me to someone else?”

“Oh no. That’s for them. You’re the one who called me. Why else would I come?”

“I didn’t call—”

“Your heart did, and the sea brought me to you. Didn’t they tell you?” Her look scolded Diego and the Hungry Girl for failing in Erauso’s education. “Every desire has a goblin who can meet it, and I’m the goblin for yours. So why don’t you tell me what it is.”

Still Erauso hesitated. Impatient with his reluctance, the Hungry Girl said, “Tell us who to talk to for Diego. No sense in the two of us wasting our time here.”

Erauso gave her a look of such naked gratitude, it was embarrassing. Daring Don’t chittered a laugh and said, “Climb out and look for an ice floe. Tell the Helmsman I sent you.”

Anything alive, or formed naturally rather than being built: that was what Diego could cross without pain. The prospect of freedom lent wings to his feet, but he could only fly down certain paths; he chafed every time his explorations led him to a dead end. Eventually the Hungry Girl talked him into waiting while she searched around. No helpful cyclops being available when she returned, she hoisted him onto her own back and staggered across the vessels he couldn’t touch, putting him down again at the first opportunity.

The ice floe lay deep within the Armada’s shifting mass, cast in shade by surrounding vessels until boarding it was like descending into a frozen cave. Its blue-white surface was so smooth, the intricate ice hut built atop it blended into the background, popping to visibility once the dark mouth of its entrance came into view.

Only when they reached the door of the hut did Diego hesitate. His hand shook as he lifted it to rap at the lintel, and then he had to strike again when the ice dampened his first tentative knock.

“Go away!” came a muffled voice from within.

“I’m sent by Daring Don’t,” Diego said. “She told me to talk to the Helmsman.”

“I don’t take requests anymore! Too much arguing, too many conflicting bargains, I want to go this way, no, let’s go that way, nobody can agree on anything! Let desires lead us wherever they may, and meanwhile, leave me alone! What part of me living in the middle of an ice floe fails to communicate I don’t want visitors?”

The Hungry Girl stuffed her hands under her armpits for warmth. “If you don’t want visitors, why don’t you leave the Armada?”

She leapt back as the door banged open. The figure that emerged was a bright red blur against the blue ice, all ticking legs and clacking pincers that snapped shut just short of her nose. She and Diego stumbled out of range, but the Helmsman followed. And so did the hut, lurching on its foundation and rising into the air to ride the figure’s back as it chased them halfway across the ice.

“Because it’s my home, Miss Pert!” The pincers clacked, more emphasis than threat. “If I leave, how will I find it again?”

“You’re not a goblin?” Diego asked.

“Do I look like a goblin?”

“Goblins can look like anything.”

The creature’s legs clacked against the ice like pitons. “I’m the Helmsman. Not one of those scrabbling merchantfolk.”

Diego scowled up at the giant hermit crab. “Then why did Daring Don’t send us to you? She said you were the one to talk to about unbaptism. Like you do with the captured Spaniards.”

“Ha!” A swinging claw nearly knocked the Hungry Girl on her rump, but not out of malice. The Helmsman’s eyes swiveled this way and that on their stalks, bending to survey Diego from all sides. “Ahhh, interesting. I’ve never seen your kind before—only heard the tales.” He hunched partway back into his shell hut, as if mortalization might be contagious. “There is a rite, to be sure. Does it work? That’s another matter. Mortals come out the same color they were when they went in. Is that because they’re mortal, or because there’s no effect? Who can say.”

“I can,” Diego said, steady and sure. “Tell me how.”

“Simple. We throw you into Leviathan’s Maw.”

The great whirlpool of legend, the Edge of the World, which nothing could survive. Diego stiffened. “That would kill me.”

“Oh, we don’t toss you into the center. Just the fringes. Some men forsake their God, catch the ropes we throw to them, and come back out washed clean. Others”—the ice hut heaved in a monstrous shrug—“don’t.”

It’s too dangerous: The words hovered on the tip of the Hungry Girl’s tongue. But too dangerous compared to what? Diego already faced death. The yearning she saw in him now was as pure as the day the sirens called, but no external enchantment compelled him. He would risk anything to cleanse himself.

She asked the Helmsman, “How do we find Leviathan’s Maw?”

The crab clacked its claws in excitement. “Oh, you don’t have to set sail. A mortalized faerie, possibly restored to himself? Everyone will want to watch this. Hold on to your houses—I’m changing the Armada’s course!”







CHAPTER 15

VALÈNCIA: 1607
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Through Leonor’s diligent efforts over the past few years, the rooftop of their house had become a lovely refuge, fringed with greenery. When Estevan’s family sat there, they could almost pretend it was the patio of their lost house in Andalucía—if they ignored the absence of walls behind the plants, and the quarrels their neighbors had out in the streets or atop their own roofs.

They took their supper up there whenever the weather permitted, the table gradually acquiring a blackened scar where they set the stewpot or pans of rice in the Valencian style, fortified with whatever vegetables or meat they could afford. Today being a Friday, Leonor had filled it out with eel and enough garlic to counter the strong flavor of the fish.

Even so, Estevan picked around it, more than happy to look away whenever Beatriz snatched the meaty chunks he was avoiding. He had a rash on his forearms, and it was driving him mad—especially since he was fairly certain the rash wasn’t his. Where was his mortal counterpart now, and what magic was she ignoring?

“You say Señor Gavines traded all these eels for only a bit of mending?” Teresa, as the mistress of their household ledger, was always quick to count their gains against their losses. She laid that focus now on Leonor.

“A bit!” Beatriz laughed, giving them a show of her purloined eel. “That one’s a widower with three young sons. He gave us a whole basket to fix. She should have held out for the same in eels, but our Leonor’s always had too soft a heart.”

“A widower, you say?” Teresa’s interest only sharpened when Leonor shrank from it. “How long since his wife passed?”

“Two years,” Beatriz said.

Teresa managed to brighten and look sorrowful all at once. “Two years, and raising three sons on his own! I can’t fathom how he manages…”

Leonor gave her sister a dirty look. “He has a mistress, is how. One who claims her first husband is dead, while the neighbors all whisper behind their hands about fornication and bigamy. They’ll have the Inquisition down on them at this rate. You know, Beatriz, if Mother is going to marry anyone off, it should be you. Elder sister first, after all.”

Beatriz brushed that suggestion away like a fly. “I’m an old maid of twenty-eight. Who would want me?”

“A widower chasing after three sons already, that’s who.”

“Not for all the eels in L’Albufera,” Beatriz declared, taking another bite with relish.

“We must find you husbands somehow,” Teresa muttered: an argument she’d been losing for several years, with both women aging past girlhood, no dowries, and a brother who did not share his mother’s urgency.

Beatriz exhibited little sympathy, nudging Leonor. “Too bad we can’t claim to be widows.”

Still annoyed at her sister’s teasing, Leonor snapped, “The fool who’d believe a man would have you is the fool who’d wonder if you drove him to his death.”

Only Estevan noticed the way Teresa froze, the way her hand tightened to a fist around her spoon.

The only protection he could give her was distraction. “Such tongues between you, it’s a wonder we haven’t managed to marry either of you off.”

He ducked as two chunks of eel were lobbed at his head.

“That’s enough!” Platters and cups jumped as Teresa slammed her palm on the table, over-violent in her relief. “With this behavior, it’s a wonder any of you are considered old enough to wed.”

“There’s a fair point,” Beatriz said, recovering quickly from the reprimand. Elbow on table, chin in palm, she drawled, “Estevan’s a man now. Why are none of us talking about finding a wife for him? Someone sweet and docile who will do all our work and take all our teasing?”

Estevan froze. His expression made Beatriz cackle with delight. “Oh, see how he blushes, like a shy maiden! Aren’t you supposed to be the man of the house now, Estevan? Get you some sons to carry on the family name! Father must be looking down from Heaven now, wondering if you’re not—”

“I sincerely doubt he’s in Heaven,” Estevan snapped.

It was the wrong thing to say: Teresa went white. Everyone knew Estevan Senior had not died in a state of grace; he hadn’t confessed in years. That had been his own choice. But Teresa… She bore the weight of both her own unconfessed sin and all the ones he’d carried down that staircase, the day she pushed him to his death.

Gathering her dignity, Teresa left the rooftop. Leonor pushed her food around her plate for only a minute or so before she shoved her stool back, glared at her brother and sister, and followed Teresa. Her silent censure killed what little appetite Estevan had left, but Beatriz defiantly ate the rest of her rice and what Leonor had abandoned. Then she, too, went downstairs.

Estevan buried his face in his hands. He needed privacy up here, yes… but he didn’t want to buy it at such a price.

Since he had it, though, he rose and went to the roof’s edge, searching the plaza below. For what, he didn’t know: From up here, one woman in a veil looked much the same as the next. Or the woman from the alley could leave off her veil, and then he’d have no chance of recognizing her. Likely she wasn’t even the one watching his house; those he’d met with since then were all men who claimed to work with her.

An enigma all of them thus far refused to explain. Mortal men were not generally known for being willing to take their orders from a woman, the exceptional queen here and there notwithstanding.

Sighing, he hefted the potted iris, their agreed-upon signal, and shifted it to the front edge of the roof, where it could be seen from the street. Then he began gathering plates and cups because—ostensible man of the house or not—any man living with three women dared not avoid chores just because the rest of the world thought that should be beneath him.

“I’ll get the pan.”

Leonor had returned to the roof. Whatever conversation that had transpired downstairs had unpinched her mouth, but she looked tired. Estevan was about to say he could clear the table himself when his sister’s gaze went past him, and she let out an exasperated sigh. Stomping toward the flowerpot, Leonor said, “Why do you keep putting that at the edge of the roof? I won’t cry if it lands on your head, but what if it falls on some passerby? Do you want us all to go on trial for murder?”

“It’s not going to fall,” Estevan said. “Not unless one of us knocks it off, and we’re too careful for that.”

“You haven’t seen Beatriz dancing around up here,” Leonor said darkly. “Mother needs to take her in hand.”

Once upon a time, she would have feared their father’s heavy hand instead. But Beatriz would never have dared kick against his rule the way she kicked against Teresa’s. Perhaps if Estevan had stepped up—become the man of the house in truth, as people expected…

But he couldn’t imagine taking Estevan Senior’s role. Not even if he vowed never to strike his mother or sisters. Having authority over other people simply by dint of the differences in their bodies was a mortal practice he’d never been able to fathom, no matter how many times the priests thundered about the sinfulness of Eva. He’d rather leave that duty to Teresa, who at least had age and wisdom on her side—not to mention a far deeper understanding of the human mind.

If anything went wrong, though—if Beatriz made a scandal of herself, or if Señor Gavines tried to take advantage of Leonor—responsibility for it would fall on his head. And people wouldn’t be entirely wrong to blame him: not because he was a man, but because all his attention was on matters of the Hall and the Sea Beyond, rather than on his family.

Leonor had picked up the pot and was about to march it back to its original place. When Estevan reached for it, she pulled it away. “Why are you so determined it should be at the front? Sometimes you don’t care, and sometimes you do. Are you signaling to some secret lover?”

“It needs the sunlight,” he said, as though the leaves weren’t tipped in brown and wilting from the heat.

Leonor still wouldn’t let him take the pot. “No, it doesn’t like the sun. It prefers that shaded corner.”

Both of them caught their breath in tandem. Leonor like a rabbit spotted; Estevan like the fox.

“I suppose it told you that?” he asked carefully. Long gone were the days when he’d taught her to speak to trees and the birds that flitted over the Andalusian countryside. She was so young then, he was sure she’d forgotten.

She laughed, as bright as the sunlight that scorched the iris. Too bright. “Of course not. How ridiculous. I’ve just spent more time in gardens than you. You probably think plants should be brown and yellow, with how much time you spent leafing through books.”

“The illuminations were in color,” he said, with great dignity. Easier to banter than to pursue this conversation, to bring out into the light a matter they’d left buried since his arrest by the Inquisition.

Leonor made no response to that. She just shoved the pot at him and snatched up the plates, loading them into the pan and carrying the whole stack with her down the stairs.

The next morning, however, Leonor acceded with better grace than usual to Teresa’s urging that they go to Mass. Estevan should have gone, too; he was scrupulous about appearing pious and orthodox—to the point where he surpassed many actual mortal Catholics, who were prone to declaring that fornication was not a sin, that València’s patron Sant Vicent Ferrer was the only real saint of God, or that the Virgin María was a “true pope” and held equal power to Sant Pere.

But his secret allies only came to him when he was alone, and arranging those opportunities sometimes required extreme measures.

To his surprise, the shadow that appeared in the open doorway not long after his mother and sisters left was wrapped once more in an all-encompassing veil.

“Buy an amulet, señor?” the woman from the alley said, rattling a basket that jingled with cheap tin. “Protect your loved ones from harm? I have medals for many saints.”

All his previous contacts had been with her minions. True to his promise, not even Calderón’s best men had cracked the ciphered letter; he’d confirmed that by gossiping with a gold-leaf palm while awaiting Calderón in the Jardins de Vivers, then set out the iris so he could report his success. To his disappointment, the person who approached him the next morning had been the man who’d garroted him with such enthusiasm, not the woman who seemed, in contravention of expectation, to be the one in command. He’d tried tailing the fellow, only to be wagged off in the narrow streets of the city.

Since then, he’d kept watch for familiar faces wherever he went—outside the Hall and the Saïdia, on the way to the palace, in the little plaza on the nights when he set out the pot. His mysterious contacts were better than most fae he’d known at being invisible.

He wanted to drag the woman inside and shake answers out of her. Instead he said, “My mother is devoted to San Antonio. Perhaps you can come in to show your wares.” His own words sounded as fake to him as they were, and he hoped no neighbors were listening in. Not because he feared being caught, but because he feared what Teresa would think if someone reported that he entertained female company of a certain profession while she was at church.

The woman kept her amusement to herself until the door was swung nearly to, leaving only a crack to admit light. Her laugh was too full and rich for their poor lodgings. He wanted to leave the door open to give it room, but he didn’t dare.

“I’m surprised you came yourself this time.” He put his back to the wall so she could circle the room without feeling threatened. The same trick worked with cats, so why not her?

“You make my men uneasy,” she said, setting her basket down, but not discarding her veil. He doubted it was to hide the sores she’d displayed, that morning on the shore. What he could see of her skin was too healthy to be years gone with sickness. No, she was an example of what the priest had railed about at Mass a few weeks before, the way the current fad for Moorish-style veils let women go about anonymously and escape censure for their behavior.

Though he doubted the priest had been thinking of spies at the time.

Estevan tucked his hands behind his back so he wouldn’t fidget. “Clearly you don’t mind me.”

“Who’s afraid of a tree?”

The wise man, when he walks into a forest. But Estevan was alone here. Leagues away from his butchered grove in Andalucía, and further, it felt, with every passing year. “Certainly not a woman who doesn’t dare share her name.”

Her prowling ceased. She turned to him. “Why should I?”

“You have mine,” he said.

“Not your true one.”

So, she knew enough about fae to know that. She was more intriguing and more dangerous by the moment. “True enough for the mortal world. I was baptized with it, same as any other human child.”

“Yes,” she said, drawing the word out as she adjusted her veil, making sure it was secure. “And how is that, when you bear no mark of mortalization? How did you escape it?”

Smiling at the tug to his lure, he said, “Why should I share such secrets—any secrets—with someone whose name I don’t even know?”

Another rich laugh, like sweetened chocolate. “A point well scored. I will give you a name to use, as I have one for you; if you wish, call me Juanita.”

A plain, ordinary name, for a woman who was anything but. Still, Estevan swept her a florid bow and said, “Then, Doña Juanita, I have information for you. But this time, it doesn’t come free.”

“I did not expect it would. Tell me, what is your information worth? A hundred lliures?”

He flinched. The offer of money was fair enough; many men in positions like his made a living in such side dealings. And he felt his own poor living keenly, seeing his home through a stranger’s eyes: the packed-dirt floor covered by reed mats never free of dust, the worktable warped by damp and time. The eaves that were never entirely cobweb-free, no matter how many times Beatriz attacked them with her broom.

“One hundred fifty,” Juanita said, mistaking his silence.

It made him feel even worse. Like mercenary scum, scrabbling after profit. Estevan’s voice was sharp as he said, “I didn’t take the guise of a mortal just to earn a few coins.” No matter how much he could use them.

She made the same intrigued hum as when they’d met in that alley. “Then what would you want?”

“I want to know who you are,” he said, with blunt honesty. “Not your name—keep that, if you prefer—but who you’re working for, to what end. Is it the French? The English? Italians? Flemings? Moroccans, Tunisians, Algerians, the Ottoman Empire itself…” The list of possibilities was endless. Every great kingdom had enemies that wanted to cut it off at the knees. And since the time of the Catholic Kings, Spain had been the jewel in Christendom’s crown and the tip of its holy spear.

“Why does it matter? You’re already working against them.”

She sounded genuinely curious. Estevan scuffed the floor, wishing he could sink his toes into good, rich dirt. But he had to take root where he was. “I’m still a Spaniard. Don’t laugh,” he rushed to say, before she had the chance. “I know it sounds absurd. It is absurd. But… quia non est nobis conluctatio adversus carnem et sanguinem.”

Her one visible brow arched. Estevan translated and finished the quotation. Ephesians, chapter six, verse twelve; he’d studied the text of his enemy closely. “‘For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, and against the worldly governors, the princes of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness, which are in high places.’”

The Church used that book to grind his people into dust, and yet it contained gems of true wisdom. Estevan’s voice grew more forceful as he went on. “My enemy is the Hall of Wonders, the Council of the Sea Beyond, the Church that insists its story is the only true one and everyone should be forced to live under its law. Not people. Iberia has been my land since before it was called by that name. And if working with you means getting people killed—ordinary people, the starving peasants who reap no benefit from all this violence except seeing a noblewoman drive by in a carriage made from Otherworldly wood—if it just means that different people take over the job of exploiting my kind, enslaving us and stealing our magic so you can get rich and crush your enemies…”

Into the silence, she said softly, “I wasn’t going to laugh. This is my land, too.”

One hand fidgeted with the edge of her shawl. Then she said, “You ask for a very large secret. The truth of who I work for would endanger more people than just me. But I will tell you, if you tell me this: how it is that you have protected yourself for all these years.”

Estevan tensed. “No.”

“I don’t ask out of a desire for leverage,” she hastened to assure him.

“Yet that’s exactly what it could be.”

“It could also protect others! You want to help your kind; isn’t this one way to do that?”

He tried to imagine telling a proud faerie of the Sea Beyond, traumatized by conquest and imprisonment, that they could be safe… if only they found a trusting mortal who would hand over a child of their own free will. Absurd. “No. It isn’t. And it would endanger more people than just me.” Teresa. Leonor. Beatriz. Probably even his other sisters; the Holy Office would never believe they grew up with a changeling and never knew.

Flinging her words back at her produced another silence. Then she bowed her head. “Another point well scored. I apologize for asking. As a peace offering, I give you this: If you ever come to a point where you cannot stomach the work you are doing—if you need to escape, or to aid someone else in doing the same… my people will help.”

“Help… them escape?” Estevan breathed. He’d heard rumors that sometimes a faerie slipped captivity before baptism, or that a mortalizado disappeared without a trace, but he’d dismissed those as false hopes. There was never any way to prove that it was more than human error or inhumane cruelty at work. “To where? The Sea Beyond?”

Warding off his questions with an upraised hand, Juanita said, “You’ll get no more from me now. But if that day comes, go to the Hospital de Sant Vicent, at the southern gate, and ask to speak to Miquel Torralbi.”

Something in the way she said it made him certain that if he visited that gate or spoke that name before such a day came, with no cause but his own curiosity, then he would never see her or gain another offer of aid again.

But it was a gesture of trust all the same, and one he might very well need someday. With a bowed head, Estevan said, “If I’m ever able to without endangering what I’ve come here to do, then I will. Thank you.”

“And in return?”

Juanita’s shameless prompting made him laugh. “You know of the escort fleet that accompanies ships making for the Pillars?” Of course she would. València’s calendar could be set by those frenetic weeks when every ship that could be fitted with a pilot and crew made for the passage to the Sea Beyond. The weeks when other ships straggled back with full holds and haggard crews, sometimes reporting years had passed, sometimes mere days. Those sporadic stretches of time when Mercury’s silver star ran backward through the sky, signaling the passage to the Otherworld could be made.

The next of which was still months away.

Juanita’s one visible eye narrowed. “What of it?”

“They’re readying it now. I don’t know why, but Calderón has been arranging it with Desclot.”

“But it’s not time yet.” She wasn’t protesting; she was thinking out loud. “Have they found a way to traverse the Pillars at will?”

“I thought of the same thing. But—” He hesitated, then dismissed it. Of course she knew the work he did. “I don’t think something like that could happen without the cosmographers of the Hall knowing. Nor are they readying other ships for the voyage. Besides, if a vessel sailed at an unexpected time, there would be less need to protect it. The corsairs know exactly when to expect the fleets.”

She muttered a soft, unintelligible curse. “Yes, they do. Which means this is for some other purpose.”

A distant bell’s toll startled them both. He grabbed for her arm and the door. “You have to go. If my mother finds you here, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Ah yes. Your mother. The terror of every young man, no matter their origin.” She retrieved her basket and let herself be ushered out the door, the church bells louder in the street. “San Antonio, I think you said?” She drew one medallion from the lot.

The cheap tin figure could have been any of a dozen male saints, the blob in his arms a sheep instead of an infant Jesús. San Antonio: patron saint of those who had gone missing. Estevan’s fingers tightened on the stamped surface. “Thank you.” And when Juanita didn’t release it, he huffed and rooted out a coin to flip at her.

She had to catch it with her other hand, which left her veil sliding free. He caught a brief glimpse of smooth skin, a strong nose, a sculpted mouth. The eye that had been hidden gave him a playful wink, and then she was gone.







CHAPTER 16

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER
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After the Armada changed course, the Hungry Girl spent days hunting through its warren of vessels, trying to find someone who could—who would—take her home. Erauso was no help; Erauso was nowhere to be found, though Daring Don’t airily reassured her that he was fine and no bargain had yet been struck. Mindful of his vow, Diego tried his best, but his inability to set foot on three-quarters of the Armada’s vessels limited the aid he could provide.

She had several options, and none of them were good. Plenty of goblins were willing to drop her somewhere that a mortal vessel would find her; the problem was, all those places were near presidios like Santa Cruz del Fuego, and the people who would find her would be conquistadors. If she wanted to go that route, she might as well have stayed with Don Héctor.

Not all the mortals in the Sea Beyond were there for conquest, of course. From time to time ships slipped through by accident, and some of those who plied faerie waters considered the men of the Spains their enemies. Finding one of that sort, however, was even more difficult than finding a specific island. Meanwhile, a tiny number of goblin ships risked passage through the Horns—what Don Héctor called the Pillars of Hercules—to wreak havoc in the mortal world, but none of them were currently anchored to the Armada. So she could wait for one of them to return… which, given the habits of goblins, could be tomorrow or a century from now.

Or she could bargain for a vessel of her own and follow the routing they gave her. Sail back under her own control—assuming she didn’t drown along the way.

In the meantime, she’d have to find lodging for herself that wasn’t a hammock strung between the Keys and the cyclopes’ raft, and some way to earn her supper. At least the goblins understood the necessity of regular meals—even if one of the cyclopes asked if she was a famed glutton, to earn such a fine moniker. He did this while offering her a haunch of something that looked a little too close to human for her comfort, which only added to his confusion when she declined.

Erauso found her as she was tightening the knot on one end of her hammock to keep it from sagging into the water below like it nearly had the previous night. “That’s never going to hold,” he said, taking over and undoing the knot, then tying it into something she was pretty sure would never come undone again.

“Where have you been?” she asked, in lieu of: Did you get what you wanted?

He looked the same, albeit cleaner than she’d ever seen him, in a new tunic and fresh linens that bore no stains. Still smooth-cheeked, though, and chin jutting with belligerence. How long did it take a mortal man to grow a beard? Assuming that was part of what he wanted—to so thoroughly become Antonio that he left Catalina behind for good. The heart and its desires weren’t always simple things of this or that, yes or no.

“They bathe strangely here,” Erauso grumbled. “Doused me with oil and scraped it off. Said that’s how they used to do it in the Spains, back when the Romans were there.”

“I suppose they would know.” In her journeys through the Sea Beyond, the Hungry Girl had met many fae who counted their years in eons. Some might be exaggerating, but surely among the goblins who sailed with the Armada and the refugees who found safety on the flotilla, there were at least a few who had seen the days before Behemoth died and the Sea Beyond was amputated from mortal lands.

Sitting at Erauso’s side, she tucked her hands under her thighs and let her feet dangle over the becalmed water between boats. “You smell very nice.”

“Roses and oranges now; fire and brimstone after I die.” His boots knocked together alongside hers. “Do you… do you think Tinto made it to safety?”

His gaze was fixed on the horizon, beyond the hulls and anchor lines. Slowly, testing the waters, the Hungry Girl said, “Probably escaped the storm before we did.” And the sea was Tinto’s home. Unless dashed against some hostile shore, the cuttlefish was far safer there than the rest of them were.

“But he’s still alone. Those things we heard in the storm—what they did to him…” Erauso’s gaze fell to the loose ends of the knot, his ragged nails picking at the ink-black cap of tar that kept the rope from unraveling. “What if they capture him again?”

“You.”

His head jerked up. “What?”

“I think you mean, what if your people capture him again.”

The Hungry Girl hardened her heart against his wounded scowl. At sea they’d been comrades of a sort, dependent on each other for navigation and survival, but as soon as they got to the Armada, Erauso had vanished. Leaving the Hungry Girl surrounded by fae, the way she’d been for her entire life until the San Prisciliano came to the harpy island. All the old, familiar comforts and all the old, familiar insults, tied together like the ships of the Armada. These weren’t her people, but they were the only people she truly knew. Now she saw Erauso as a stranger again, and the strain of the last few days made her lash out.

“You’re a conquistador, too,” she said, harshly, an accusation and a truth that had been festering in her heart for too long. Ever since he wept on her shoulder in the Archipelago of Threnody, mourning the people he’d helped kill. “You chose to sail with them. You came seeking riches and adventure, but those are bought with conquest and enslavement. How are you different from the men who tormented Tinto?” The men who killed Whistler’s Call, who took the Archipelago of Threnody with blood and iron because they could.

“How are you different?” he snapped back. A pointless retort: They both knew the only thing she shared in common with Don Héctor and his ilk was her mortal soul. Theirs saved, hers not.

It snuffed her anger all the same. The Hungry Girl stared out at the waves, letting the sun’s light blind her. Better that than seeing her own memories, the slaughter she’d helped bring about. “They belong somewhere. You belong somewhere. I don’t.” Like a goblin. But no: She refused to accept that. She was going to rescue her mother from the tower, and then…

She didn’t know how to finish that thought.

The waves slapped the great bones of the raft, and then Erauso spoke, quietly. “I don’t know that I do, either.”

She swallowed the hurtful response that wanted to leap forth. When she was sure it would stay down, she said, “Tell me truly. What are the Spains like? Is it all violence and greed? I’ve met so few mortals—just conquistadors and Jews. You admire the conquistadors and despise the Jews, but the conquistadors are murderers and the Jews were kind to me. What am I to think, except that the mortal world admires cruelty and despises kindness?”

“Not always,” Erauso said earnestly. Dropping the rope end, he turned to face her. “There is goodness in the world, I promise, and beauty, too. You should see València—it’s a city in the midst of gardens and orchards, with five bridges over a beautiful river. They have hospitals where they care for the poor, and convents where people can go to contemplate the glory of God for the rest of their lives. When there are great festivals, they parade through the streets with giant puppets and beautifully decorated carts that tell the stories of the saints’ lives—the battles they won and the good they did. And they light fireworks in the sky, and there are poetry contests to celebrate the occasion.”

It sounded idyllic. And Erauso sounded very young.

The Hungry Girl breathed out a sigh. “Yet your mother sent you away, as mine did.” She’d pieced that much together from the voices. The same start to the story, but paths that diverged. The Hungry Girl so young and unformed that she hadn’t yet been given a name, drifting from place to place with no destination and no home. Catalina, grown up at odd angles and uncontrollable, so she was sent to a place where conformity would be beaten into her. And then she escaped. And escaped again. Until she escaped herself entirely by becoming someone else.

“Why did you come here, Antonio de Erauso?” the Hungry Girl asked. “Why did you come to the Sea Beyond, if not to become like the men you sailed with?”

His new tunic hung more open at the neck, revealing a collar of skin paler than the rest. Now it flushed pink. “I wanted to see the world, instead of only hearing stories about it. I’m no martyr or monk, swearing off earthly treasures, but… some of our saints are heroes. San Jorge slew a dragon, and Santa Marta tamed a tarasca. I thought, why not see if I could slay a monster and claim its treasure for my own?”

“And if the monster is a creature like Tinto?” she asked gently. Many terrors dwelt in the Sea Beyond, but even the ones that would devour ships whole had reason to fear the conquistadors. “And if taming one means tying them down and bleeding treasure from their flesh?”

“I don’t know,” he muttered.

She knew better than to press him further. Using his shoulder as a lever, she pushed herself to her feet. He flinched under the gentleness of her pat. “I think you do,” she said, and left him to his solitary thoughts.

The roar of the whirlpool was audible a full day before its thrashing fringes came into view.

While the Armada drew as near as it dared, every faerie on board gathered to see if their desperate cousin could be unmortalized. Many among them had lost kinsmen and friends to the conquistadors, whether to baptism or to death. The latter could not be redeemed, but some small comfort lay in knowing the spirit of the fallen faerie would live on in the waters of the Sea Beyond. The former had seemed far more dreadful a fate—until now. If the bleaching horror of baptism could be washed from Diego, if he could be restored to himself…

To see that chance at a miracle, they crowded the railings, the yardarms, the arches, the roofs, any vantage point offered by the craft on the correct side of the fleet. They piled onto the flying vessels and winged creatures until those sagged in the sky, threatening to plummet under their burdens into the frothing waves. Only one option did they forgo: Even the hardiest of swimmers declined to venture into the water. Not this close to Leviathan’s Maw.

The whirlpool seemed to stretch to the horizon, a roaring, ravenous beast. White at its fringes, where the calmer blue began to whip into motion, at the center it darkened to a black abyss. The Hungry Girl, staring at it in horror, tried to read a favorable omen into that, the way it echoed the fade of Diego’s hair from black to white. Perhaps it meant he was destined to be the one who showed the way.

She couldn’t make herself believe it.

“Tie the rope to him now,” she begged the Helmsman, whose ice floe had somehow worked its way through the Armada to the edge. Salt spray stung her face, even at this safer distance, and she had to shout to be heard. “Making the conquistadors swim for it—very well. You don’t care if they die. But we all want Diego to succeed.”

“No.” The answer came from two throats at once, the Helmsman and Diego. The Helmsman went on: “Nothing the Goblin Armada offers comes free. If he wants his immortality back, he has to risk his life.”

Even with a rope, his safety was far from assured. The knot might slip; the whirlpool might tear the rope asunder. They could drag him back in only to find they’d retrieved a drowned corpse. Without a rope…

The conquistadors had done it. Some of them. How many of those who died had refused to forsake their God, and how many had reached for rescue, only to fail and meet Him with the stain of apostasy on their souls?

“We can’t hold position forever,” the Helmsman said to Diego. “If you’re going to do this, you have to do it soon.”

The Hungry Girl’s ragged fingernails bit into her palms. She wanted nothing more than to grab Diego’s arms and tell him not to go, that it was a death sentence. His washed-out eyes, never breaking from the sea, were resolute, but she feared what conclusion he’d reached. If Leviathan’s Maw failed to restore him, would he even try to swim for the rope?

Like Erauso, Diego had availed himself of a bath, and clothing that wasn’t a humiliation forced on him by his masters. Now he removed his cloak and tunic, letting them fall to the ice. “The sea is my womb and my tomb,” he said, his trews following the rest until he was bare as a selkie. With his sleek muscles and grey-tinged flesh, he could almost be mistaken for one—were it not for the two ugly scars ripping up his back like paired bolts of lightning. “Leviathan is my mother and my executioner. Nothing will keep me from returning to her waters.”

“Don’t forget your promise to me.” The words leapt from the Hungry Girl, unbidden. And then, in a whisper, “Don’t leave me here alone.”

She couldn’t be sure he’d heard. Without so much as a glance her way, Diego flung himself into the churning vortex.

Cacophony erupted around her, cheers and exhortations to guide him back to safety. But what was there to guide? The Hungry Girl’s eyes raked the waves, but he’d been swallowed immediately by black water and white foam.

Erauso’s hands closed around her shoulders. “Don’t you fall in, too,” he shouted, and that was when she realized that she’d begun leaning perilously far forward.

She tore her gaze away from the water long enough to look at Erauso. “He’s going to die.”

Her whisper was too soft to be heard above the whirlpool’s roar, but he read it on her lips. His expression said, Probably. The Erauso who had arrived at Santa Cruz del Fuego would have said it out loud.

The fae of the Armada continued to shout encouragement. Some claimed to have seen Diego’s head bobbing above the surface, but they all differed as to where. A thousand ropes had been flung out, from the Armada, from the fliers above, and the mass of them swirled along the vortex’s curve like a drowned woman’s hair.

Don Héctor had once told the Hungry Girl that she should pray for the safety of everyone aboard the San Prisciliano. But even if God listened to the prayers of an unbaptized soul, would He want to help a faerie shed the blessing of His sacrament?

She sent her thoughts fiercely skyward, where Don Héctor had said God did and did not dwell. If You would rather see Diego die than be himself again, then I’m not sure You are worthy of my worship.

“There! I see him!” shouted Daring Don’t from her perch atop a cyclopean head. She lowered an orb of clear crystal from her eye and pointed toward an eddy indistinguishable from the others.

Several of the flying craft shot toward him, a shifting cloud of starlings reaching him first. Their riders, piskies no bigger than the Hungry Girl’s finger, each threw down a string, the movement of the murmuration twisting and twining the strands until they formed a rope thick enough to hold him.

“Come on,” the Hungry Girl whispered, her words lost beneath the shouts of the fae. “Take it.”

The rope bobbed and spun in the whirlpool’s churn, sweeping past and brushing up against the lump that Daring Don’t swore was Diego.

He didn’t reach for it. Couldn’t? Wouldn’t?

Erauso’s fingers dug into the Hungry Girl’s shoulders, hard enough to bruise. “Come on, you fucking useless lump!” Erauso roared at the top of his lungs. Thanks to the magic of the Armada, his words came out in Goblin, a language profoundly suited to vulgarity. “My grandfather could swim out of there with one hand stuffed up his ass! Don’t tell me you’re weaker than he is!”

The Hungry Girl’s eyes burned with salt. Leviathan’s Maw was no enchantment she could ignore at will; it was a raw physical phenomenon, like a storm’s winds or the fall of a stone. But the strictures applied to Diego had no reason to apply to her—and she had no baptism to lose.

She grabbed the nearest rope and began hauling on it. Erauso lent a hand, dragging its sodden weight back onto the ice floe. “What are we doing?” he asked as the end of it pulled clear of the waves.

By way of answer, the Hungry Girl tied it around her waist.

“What the fuck are you—”

The rest of his question was lost as she dove into Leviathan’s Maw.

She instantly lost sight of everything: Diego, the Armada, anything other than rampaging water. She could barely find the sky. The Hungry Girl was a strong swimmer, but the mightiest sea serpent couldn’t fight this force. She could only ride the current, expecting at every moment that the rope would go tight around her middle as Erauso pulled her back from her stupidity.

It didn’t. And as she passed other ropes flung by other helpers, she managed to seize hold of one, steadying herself long enough to look for Diego.

He wasn’t where he’d been, of course. The currents swept him along, too, every circuit a little closer to the devouring center. But he was headed her way.

She held on until the last possible moment, then struck out at an angle, hoping to intercept him.

She missed.

He was gone, swept past her while she flailed through the waves. The Hungry Girl slammed to the end of her tether and clung to it, gasping, trying to locate Diego again. Already he was receding into the distance. She would have to wait for him to come back around.

How many more chances would she get, before all chance was gone?

This time she kept her head as high as she could, slowing her stroke for the sake of aim. As he drew near, she went flat and thrust herself forward, with all the force she could muster.

Wet skin slipped against her, offering no purchase for her hands. She hooked one arm around something and grabbed with the other; when she bobbed back to the surface, she realized she had hold of one shoulder and his hair.

Not for long: Diego fought her, trying to slide free, to let the waves take him. She drew a waterlogged breath and gave up on swimming, wrapping her legs around his waist, clinging like a limpet he couldn’t shake off. Elbows bruised her hips; his skull cracked against her sternum. It was like trying to control him when they attempted to escape on the boat. Was this some command from Don Héctor taking effect, something they’d failed to anticipate?

Diego went limp. She feared his blood had boiled in his veins. Her lungs screamed their lack of air; she had to unwrap herself and kick to get her head above water.

He wasn’t dead. But he was still as grey as ever, his mortalization untouched by the whirlpool’s scouring force.

He whispered something in another tongue. She recognized the language of storms, of which she had only ever learned a little. Not enough to translate his words, but she didn’t need that to guess his meaning.

Let me go.

“No,” she said. In the language of trees, because she couldn’t answer him in his own tongue, and at least this was better than Castilian. “If you die now, they win.”

The rope cut painfully deep into her midsection, a steady tug against the current’s drive. They were dragging her back in, and Diego with her. She shifted her grip to be more comfortable, but he could slip out of it if he tried.

He didn’t try.

As they came out of the water back onto the ice floe, the Armada’s cheering withered into a heartbroken groan. Diego lay in an unmoving heap. She could not untie her knots; Erauso had to cut the rope from around her. Daring Don’t handed her a cloak, and although the Hungry Girl could have used its warmth on her own shoulders, she bent instead to drape it over Diego.

It was as different from his old wool one as a cloud was from rough sand, and yet he sagged under its weight. Kneeling, the Hungry Girl caught up his limp hands. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she said. Bitter words; she was too aware of the irony that the curse he sought to be free of was the blessing she craved. She could only promise him, “We’ll find another way. In the Sea Beyond, all things are possible.”

Diego’s laugh was edged with acid—the only kind he was capable of. “If you live long enough to find them.”







CHAPTER 17

VALÈNCIA: 1607
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Sending ciphered letters to Madrid all the time risked attracting attention. Even before Estevan began working with Calderón, he suspected that the king’s agents periodically intercepted and read the correspondence of those at court; after that shift, he knew the king’s agents weren’t the only ones. The Marquess of Dénia had his own intelligence service—ostensibly Prince Felipe’s, of course, as the aging and ailing king shared more of the burden of governance with his son and heir, but Dénia obligingly managed it, on behalf of a man who preferred to spend his time on other matters.

So the messages Estevan exchanged with Alejandro were innocuous on the surface. Only the most sensitive parts were ciphered, and to keep them from drawing curious eyes, those were written in the gaps and margins, with colorless vitriol. To read them, Estevan had to brush the page with the juice of oak galls, then murmur his name to the letters thus revealed.

The most recent missive had wide margins and generous spacing. These turned out to be so crammed with Alejandro’s script that in some places he accidentally wrote over himself without realizing.


… to think my mother paid for your education in the hopes that you would keep me out of trouble! I am become sober and serious enough that she no longer wishes you were her son in my stead, but she still makes me read your letters aloud whenever they arrive—her eyesight failing enough that she no longer can manage script on her own. As such, she’s asked me to relay to you the following questions, so that you might satisfy her curiosity about your health and your mother’s well-being…



But between those innocuous commonplaces twined words as sober and serious as Alejandro now claimed to be:


… not delusional in your concern. The more secret something is in Madrid, the more the courtiers speculate: That beyond the Pillars, a great armada of goblins and grotesques has amassed and awaits only the next opening to conquer Spain. That Henri the Prince of Condé is a changeling and secretly works with the Huguenots to overthrow all of Christendom. Even nonsense like the English heretic queen and Moroccan pirate queen forming an alliance—as if Protestants and Moors would ally, simply because they are both the enemies of Catholics.

What I know for certain is this: The king has been meeting almost constantly with his Night Junta. Unsettling enough, but he’s also been sending a barrage of missives to the Council of Castilla, the Council of Aragón, the Council of War, even the Council of Italy! I have only speculation as to why, but I heard the marquess saying that the last time His Majesty interfered this much with something, it was the Enterprise of England, and look how well that turned out.



The candle’s flame could not warm Estevan’s cold fingers as he burned Alejandro’s letter. So: This went well beyond simply the escort fleet. Castilla, Aragón, and Italy… The target could be almost anything, from England to North Africa to some daring strike deep into the Mediterranean, against the Ottomans. The king might even dream of retaking the Low Countries, bringing them once more under the aegis of Catholicism, and expunging Spain’s shameful defeat in the process.

It might have nothing to do with his own goals. Or it might have everything to do with them.

He had to find out.

The Grau was much as it always had been, chaotic and stinking and loud. This time, however, instead of skirting the entertainments that had never held much appeal for him, Estevan had to dive directly into the cesspit.

The tavern in which he found himself reeked of cheap wine and cheaper tobacco. Everyone there save him was some degree of drunk; some had not been truly sober for years. The rushes on the floor had long since been scuffed to dust, the lanterns gave barely enough light to see by, and the only reason his stool didn’t threaten to give out under his weight was because he had begged it to hold firm.

And he was losing badly at dice—very much as he’d intended. But not as badly as the man to his left.

“Ah, my friend, maybe this new bottle will fill our luck as it fills our cups,” Estevan slurred, pouring clear wine for the man and taking the dregs for himself. As a ship’s master, Luis Morales had a reputation for being strict past the point of cruelty. But relieved of his duties and awaiting orders ashore, he was happy to make friends with anyone willing to share a table with him—so long as he was winning.

That had been Estevan’s original plan. He could coax wins out of wooden dice as easily as lure ants with oranges. But Juanita had pointed out that sailors rarely shared secrets with friends made in fair weather; true camaraderie was born of withstanding gales together.

So tonight the dice favored the balding man across from them, the selfsame pícaro who had garroted Estevan in that alley and cut his scalp open afterward. His name had been given as Juan, which was likely no more true than Juanita… but in this case, Estevan didn’t much care. He was looking forward to the conclusion of their game.

With every loss, Morales’s mood darkened, and Estevan waited for Juan’s signal.

It came on the pícaro’s turn, in the form of him scratching his ass. When his hand came up again, Estevan shot to his feet, with a mental apology to the long-suffering stool he knocked to the floor. “You swapped the dice!” he slurred, pointing an accusing finger at Juan. “That’s how you’ve been winning all this time—using false dice! By God, you changeling morisco gitano Jew, I’ll have your ears for that!”

“These ain’t false,” Juan growled. Standing, he was shorter than Estevan but a good deal thicker, and at least twice as menacing. “They’re the same dice we’ve been using all night, you drunkard. Not my fault that whore Luck favors me tonight instead of you.”

Morales was on his feet, too, though not very steady. Estevan seized on Juan’s words. “Luck favors you, does she? So you have some kind of charm, some magic you stole! You’ll give us back our money, and your own purse to boot!”

“I’ll give you my boot instead, scoundrel,” Juan shouted, drawing what eyes had not already been on them. He lashed a kick at Estevan’s knee, only to trip on the fallen stool. And as he fell, several dice with six pips on three different sides tumbled from his sleeve.

“Cheat!” Morales cried, swinging so widely that Estevan had to duck to keep from dining on ham hocks. That ensured he was out of the way when the serving girl—her cheeks pocked with scars but her strong nose and saucy smile familiar—dumped her full tray over both men.

The distraction was meant to give Juan a chance to escape, but Estevan justified his next action with the rationale that Morales’s friendship might not be fully secured yet. Drawing his new sword, he smacked the flat of it across Juan’s fleeing back. When the man turned with a startled yelp, Estevan only barely managed to dodge a slash to his midsection.

“I said, your purse!” Estevan demanded, before closing in under the guise of a tussle for the purse dangling from the man’s belt. Around them, others had taken the fight as an invitation to enjoy a more interesting contest than the fall of a few dice. Juanita’s voice rose to give odds and take bets.

“What are you doing?” Juan hissed.

“Making it look real,” Estevan said with a certain vengeful relish, before he cut the man’s belt and pulled it free, purse and all.

Clutching at his sagging trousers, Juan stumbled back, then fled before Estevan could enact more vengeance on him for their first meeting. Satisfied, Estevan untangled the purse strings from the leather belt and tossed the pouch to a laughing Morales. “Your winnings, my friend.”

“Friend, indeed,” Morales said expansively, his face flushed with a combination of exertion, exaltation, and the wine he’d been drinking so freely. “Let me buy you a bottle to celebrate.”

Experienced pícaros had ways of seeming to drink far more than actually went down their throats. Estevan, on his first night in that disreputable underworld, lacked any such skill. By the time he stumbled out the landward gate of the Grau, scratching ferociously at the persistent rash his changeling counterpart had gifted him with, he didn’t have to feign unsteadiness.

“Walk me home, señor? It’s dangerous for a lady at night.”

“It’s dangerous for anybody at night,” Estevan mumbled, before realizing he knew that voice.

Juanita had left her pockmarks behind at the tavern, and there was no longer any point in troubling with a veil. “True enough,” she said, coming to join him. “My men had to stop no fewer than three fellows intent on robbing you.”

Even that splash of cold surprise hardly dented his inebriation. “So you’ll protect me on my way home?”

A knife twirled around her fingers and vanished. “If I must.”

They walked for a time in silence, as Estevan tried to drag his thoughts into order. The last bottle he’d split with Morales made itself known as they neared the city walls, which swayed in his vision like the masts of a ship. He could hardly take Juanita to the Hall, or to the Saïdia. Nor to his house in Russafa, even with his mother and sisters surely abed. He asked, “Do you have somewhere we can go?”

At her exaggerated gasp of modesty, he groaned and tried to scrub sobriety back into his face. “To talk! I don’t… I’ve never had… I’ve never understood men’s preoccupation with those kinds of things.”

Something that had been entirely true until that awkward moment in Salamanca, the one whose ghost touched his lips every time he received a coded letter from Madrid. It was still mostly true now. Alejandro’s kiss hadn’t made him understand any better the whoring everyone else took for granted, nor awoken a desire for marital bliss—if he was even willing to endanger a woman by wedding her to a faerie.

“Would that more men felt as you do,” Juanita muttered.

The city gate was closed for the night, so she led him into one of the sheds interspersed among the fields. The scent of orange trees couldn’t entirely mask the earthy stink of cow dung, but those reminders of home helped settle Estevan’s spinning head. He dropped gratefully onto a pile of sacks. The grain inside shifted to accommodate his rear, and he closed his eyes. He could sleep here, so easily. Leave his hangover and the terrible things he’d learned from Morales as problems for tomorrow.

But Juanita had no such patience. “Tell me what you know.”

He’d leaned on his connections with Calderón and his position at the Hall to convince Morales he’d known everything already, lest the man panic over having spilled too much. It worked in the moment, drawing the ship’s master more deeply into his confidences. Estevan only hoped it wouldn’t burn him later, Morales knowing who he was.

It all depended on what Juanita did with his information.

“The islands,” Estevan said. “The Balears. The king means to retake them—not just attack and burn some ships, but claim the islands again.”

Her flirtatious manner dropped away, leaving her as intent as a falcon. “The escort fleet won’t be nearly enough. The sultan has sent Murat Reis to organize the corsairs, and with support from Algiers—”

Estevan kept talking, slurring right over her response. “It’s not just the escort fleet. He’s bringing in the ocean-going ships from Galicia, the kind with big guns, more galleys from Italy—they’re mustering the tercios to occupy the islands afterward. They want to attack now so they’ll have time to fortify over the winter, when the storms make it too hard to send a fleet back against them.”

Her hands tightened on each other until her knuckles went white, and her lips vanished between her teeth. Then she said, “I see Calderón’s role. But Desclot? Surely the Hall doesn’t need to be so deeply involved if His Majesty is only commandeering the escort fleet.”

That was far beyond Morales’s ability to drunkenly spill. But Estevan, playing liaison between his master and Calderón, could speculate. “Desclot’s got whole warehouses of magic that could be used. If anything, they’re stymied by too much choice.” He recalled the storms over Salamanca, the flute of winds the mortalizado had manipulated Don Héctor into acquiring. Alejandro had referenced the Enterprise of England; weather was one of the factors that had dragged the Great and Most Fortunate Armada to inglorious defeat. Would the king try to turn that against a different enemy?

No. The king was the sort of man to personally approve every appointee, to make a plan of thirty steps when three would have better chance of succeeding. He’d want assurances that whatever magic they used would do exactly as he wished.

Which meant the answer might be somewhere in the Hall’s records. While some things slipped past Desclot’s eye—smugglers like the renegade Beneyto landing in tiny coves, or ship’s masters pocketing a bit extra before they came in to port—anything sent to Madrid was duly logged.

He opened his mouth to say that, and he saw Juanita’s face.

She was trying to analyze the problem, to think it through logically. But her white-knuckled hands and fixed, staring gaze spoke of everything she was holding back. Learning the king’s target had not brought relief; it had driven a knife between her ribs.

“That’s who you’re working for,” Estevan breathed. “The corsairs. You’re a morisca.”

She startled back to life, reaching for where her knife was stashed. Estevan held up his hands. “You don’t have to fear me.”

“You said it yourself. Whatever else you may be, you’re also a Spaniard. You have loyalty to this land.”

“It’s your land, too,” Estevan said. “You told me that yourself.”

His echo of her words made her scowl, but her hand eased away from her knife. “València is my land,” she said. “Not Castilla. And before that, in the days of my other ancestors, Granada.”

The Granadan moriscos had been scattered all across the Spains after their failed rebellion, after the first of many edicts forcing them under the Christian cross. Meant to dilute their power, it had instead sown seeds of resentment throughout Iberia—a resentment she no longer needed to conceal from him.

He felt like he should have guessed before now. But how? Unless they distinguished themselves with dress, moriscos looked no different from most of their Old Christian neighbors; half the population of the Spains was the product of the same centuries of mixing, however passionately the Old Christians tried to deny it. They were marked wherever they went only because of memory—that, and inquisitorial records, which made sure that even generations of sincere and devoted Catholicism would not suffice to expunge the stain of infidel ancestry.

But on the fringes of society, that net unraveled. Cities attracted a pícaro underworld, where the poor man and the foreigner and the morisco and the gitano could try to slip free of their ties. A city like València, so full of trade and the chaos it brought, attracted more than most.

Juanita was still tense, and Estevan realized his drunken musing had left them in awkward silence. València might be her land, but the same was not true of Murat Reis. And by telling her of the fleet, he had just warned Spanish enemies of a threat.

He breathed out slowly. “Tell me what your corsair friends want. Do they intend to invade València?”

She ducked her chin, but he read no deception in her body language. “There are some who talk of retaking the whole of the Spains. But it’s a stupid, bloody dream with no chance of success. For now, at least, Murat Reis is content to raid Spanish shipping.”

“And in doing so, he reins in the conquest of the Sea Beyond.” Fewer ships could dare the passage; fewer profits filled the king’s treasury. It didn’t stop the problem, but Estevan gathered what allies he could, where he could. “What about the future? Do you think that will change? Or will your friends try to conquer the Sea Beyond for themselves?”

“There’s no point in pretending the wealth flowing from the Sea Beyond isn’t attractive, especially if we can deny it to your king. But my Granadan forebears traded for it; they did not aim to bring all jinn under their yoke.”

“Jinn,” Estevan mused, snuggling into his cradle of sacks. “Been a long time since anyone called me that.”

She exhaled softly, relief and the ghost of a laugh. “You are by far the strangest man I know, Estevan Carrasco y Alcón.”

His eyes were drifting shut. “Not a man. Not really. S’only that my mother needed a son, not another daughter.” A yawn stretched his jaw as wide as a snake’s. “You can leave me here. I miss sleeping under the stars.”

“I should rob you myself and spare others the disappointment of your empty purse,” she muttered, chivvying him to his feet, against his groans of protest. “Come. Let’s get you home and save your mother from worry.”

The list of magics that could aid the assault was not as long as the king would like it to be, but it held more than enough possibilities to dizzy Estevan. Was His Majesty most determined to arm his fleet with weapons? They had a variety to choose among, ranging from minotaurs to what everyone called Greek fire, for its ability to cling and burn… but minotaurs were only useful after landing, and Greek fire they had only in quantities too small to tip the balance. Did he wish to negate the corsairs’ defenses? Rumor held that they had salted the waters around the islands with stones that leapt onto the hulls of ships, dragging them to the bottom, and only the corsairs knew the safe channels through that field. The conch shell that summoned great waves might sweep the seabed clean… but so far as Estevan knew, no one had yet mastered its use, and so it would be as likely to sweep away the king’s own fleet. Or perhaps something to affect the minds of sailors on the opposing ships?

No. In the record from three years prior, Estevan found an item that caught his eye, and a casual allusion within Calderón’s hearing confirmed it. What the king loved, second only to God, was control. Assembling a massive fleet against the Balears required coordination, and there was no plan to muster all those ships in a single location before they commenced the attack. Instead they would arrive on the same day—and for that to work, in defiance of the sea’s variable moods, the commanders of the three flotillas had to be able to communicate.

Scrying bowls, a set of three. Fill one with water collected from the Fountain of Eyes in the Sea Beyond, and the other two filled as well, allowing those who peered into them to see and speak with each other as if through a window of glass.

They were supposed to be stored in the cellar beneath the Hall of Wonders, where Desclot kept those treasures not sent on to Madrid. When Estevan contrived a reason to go down there, though, he found the strongbox was gone.

He couldn’t rule out the possibility of theft, even after Calderón had done his best to root out corruption in the Hall. But he doubted it.

When he left the Hall for his noon meal, he saw a familiar face browsing one of the stalls outside in the Plaça del Mercat. Gleaming lusterware from the potters in nearby Paterna—morisco potters. He wondered if Juanita would have chosen that stall had he not guessed her heritage the other night.

The noise in the plaza covered his murmured explanation after he sidled up to join her. “They must have kept at least one bowl and the ewer here in València,” he added, admiring the coppery gleam of a plate as if he could afford to buy anything so fancy. “They’d need the bowl to command the Valencian fleet, and they wouldn’t dare send the ewer out where it might be captured. I just need some way to find out where they’re keeping them.”

“Give me a week,” Juanita said, running her finger around a vase’s rim as if it would sing for her.

“Do we have a week?” he asked. The twisted smile she gave him in response asked, Do we have a choice?

But she was just as cognizant of the threat as he, and had more reason to rush. Three days later, Leonor bemoaned the broken pot she found on the rooftop, the drooping iris she needed to replant. Estevan met Juanita that night in a tavern much like the one where he’d befriended Morales.

He’d already seen the various councillors and military men flocking to the viceroy’s palace, each of them with their entourage of pages and priests and slaves. “Ordinarily,” Juanita said, “an unfamiliar face wandering about the palace would rouse suspicion. But not with so many there at present. We have someone inside who can find the treasures.”

“Who?” Estevan asked, then gave an impatient look at her raised eyebrow. “I can help, you know. Thanks to Calderón’s patronage, I’m able to enter the palace. But I have to know who to look for.”

She ran the tip of her tongue back and forth across her upper lip as she considered his words. Then, relenting, she said, “A mortalizado.”

It rocked him back on his bench. True, people paid little heed to the grey-skinned slaves; what need was there to fear creatures whose obedience could be guaranteed? But—“How is he going to get around his commands?”

“He’s free. We got him away from his master years ago, and the name they gave him is unusual enough that they won’t catch him by issuing orders to Pere or Miquel or Francesc.”

“Don’t give me his name,” Estevan said. “But describe this fellow to me.”

The following Sunday saw a special Mass hosted at the viceroy’s palace, with prayers offered for the success of the fleet. As Archbishop Ribera declaimed from the pulpit, Estevan slipped through the front gate with a message for Calderón—a message which, of course, he would never dream of interrupting holy services for. His lingering gave him occasion to search.

There was an order to where mortalizados were allowed to serve. Those with unusual features were either kept on display if they were beautiful or exotic, or else hidden from sight if human aesthetics deemed them grotesque. That left most common mortalizado servants as generally human, their most defining features the grey-washed complexions and lifeless countenances that made them so easily overlooked. Even they, however, were often dressed in hooded robes, so their nature would not trouble any sensitive souls.

As a consequence, Estevan didn’t find Juanita’s contact until a slender, androgynous mortalizado whose slit pupils suggested a draconic or serpentine lineage bumped past him and dropped a basket of overripe oranges, sending them rolling across the grass.

“So sorry, señor,” the mortalizado whispered, soft and sibilant as his forebears, kneeling to regather the deadfall fruit. When Estevan bent to assist, out of both courtesy and habit, the mortalizado shot him a warning look before nodding to a window across the courtyard. A streak of soot marred a glass pane. “It is unlocked. I could do no more.”

An unlocked window was less likely to be noticed than an unlocked door… but the window was three stories up, and in full view of the courtyard. Estevan bit down on his curses. How was he to get up there?

Whatever the answer, he had to find it fast, while the gathered dignitaries were busy praying for the success of this expedition. Circling to the far side of the building, Estevan found a tall cypress tree shading the windows there. The thought of being caught climbing it made him understand the human impulse to pray, even though the Lord officially frowned on those committing crimes. Instead he murmured to the cypress in the language of trees, and it obligingly swelled its bark enough to make handholds for him. He longed for a squirrel’s speed as he scurried up the trunk, high enough to attain the concealment of the branches, and then higher still, onto the tiled roof.

Only the birds were present to take notice of him up here, and he could peek over the edge and wait until the courtyard was empty of everyone but the mortalizado slowly gathering rotten oranges. He used the tip of his sword to catch the casement and nudge the window open; then he dropped down and swung through, wincing slightly as his ankle bent under the hard landing.

With no time to worry about small pains, he wiped the soot from the glass, then limped around the room in search of any place big enough to hide a basin and ewer.

It was an easy search; Calderón and the viceroy were too confident of the palace’s security. White silk brocade was draped over a stand, its glossy surface embroidered with the arms of the king: the blazons of Castilla and León, Aragón and Aragón-Sicily, Granada, Austria, Burgundy, and Tyrol, with the Pillars of Hercules standing bold at the fess point, castles and lions and eagles stitched together into a chimera worthy of the Sea Beyond. Using his sleeve to protect the silk from dirty fingers, Estevan lifted the edge. Silver as bright as pure mercury shone underneath, the bowl and ewer shaped like raindrops or tears.

He had a waterskin under his doublet ready to pour in, but first he had to empty the ewer. Estevan snatched it up, its contents sloshing as he looked around the room. Shelves of books, carpets, couches, tables… but nowhere safe to dump a jug full of magic water. And even if he wasn’t seen pouring it out the window, the wet patch on the ground below might attract attention.

A thousand warnings given over a thousand years cautioned him against drinking strange brews… but he’d already risked this much, and couldn’t give up now. With a deep sigh, Estevan tilted the ewer back and drained its contents dry.

He belched. Waited.

Felt fine.

Encouraged, he moved more swiftly. The water he poured in had been taken from the dancing fountain in the garden at the Hall of Wonders; if anyone happened to look at it, they would still see the subliminal shimmer of enchantment. Stopper replaced, brocade once more in place, he swarmed back out the window just as the priest concluded Mass and the congregants began to stream out the door of the chapel, already boasting of the victory they would achieve.

He was halfway down the tree when he realized he could see those men. And also Juanita, loitering in the shadow of the city wall, just across the river. A fleet of over thirty, new-built galleons and older merchant carracks, sailing through a narrow strait, banners with golden lions and black-feathered griffins streaming from the top of every mainmast. Men in Moorish clothing gathering firearms and swords, preparing for the battle they knew was coming. Estevan’s hands tightened on the tree, and the bite of the bark sent his thoughts spinning onward to all the trees he’d climbed in childhood, in happier days with Alejandro—Alejandro, dining now at a table with his mother and laughing as she scolded him. Estevan gasped, and Alejandro looked up, straight at him. Or straight through him. He lurched back, thought of Teresa, his oldest mortal friend, and the closest thing to a mother he’d ever known. She was in church now, praying for her daughters, her lips shaping names. Catalina, scraping gruel off her cheek as she dandled a toddler on her hip. María, on her knees among her conventual sisters, hands clasped and eyes at peace. Isabel and Juana Inés. Beatriz, veiled coyly in a cloak, flirting with a young man. Leonor in a familiar kitchen, scraping burnt rice from her favorite pot.

A face he had never seen, yet knew at first sight.

A haggard, dirty young woman, hovering next to a wooden railing as a faerie with a bleeding stump where a foot should be was lifted over it. But all around her… those weren’t fae. They were mortal men, aboard a ship like the ones even now sailing toward the Balearic Islands.

His seventh sister. The girl whose place he had taken, to protect her, to protect Teresa. Who’d vanished from the grove where her mother had left her—and somehow wound up in the Sea Beyond.

Estevan hit the ground hard enough to drive all the breath from his lungs.

He staggered upright, heedless of the pain in his ankle and knee, sucking desperately at air that wouldn’t come. The Fountain of Eyes, and now he had eyes everywhere, anywhere his thoughts directed his inner vision. He clutched desperately at his purpose: get out of the palace. He had to go back through the courtyard, where he’d spoken with the mortalizado. The serpentine man was still there, head bowed under the verbal assault of a stranger. But someone else was approaching them, and Estevan realized with interest that it was him, the enchanted water showing himself as if from a vantage overhead. Was that really what his hair looked like? His hat was still in his hands. He watched himself cram it onto his head, and then he was at the mortalizado’s side.

“Ah, José, here you are,” he said, the first name that came to mind, and thank Fate and Fortune both that it was a Christian one. His voice sounded loud, echoing like he’d wandered into a cathedral. He saw the inside of the cathedral at the heart of the city, the priests and altar attendants cleaning up after the service, returning the consecrated hosts to the gilded tabernacle.

He shook his head, but that just made everything swim. The man who’d been yelling at the mortalizado had turned to him. Had… said something? “What?” Estevan said, then grabbed the mortalizado’s wrist. “No, no worries. I’ll keep better track of him. They told me he’d obey. Didn’t mention I’d have to consider every word of every order I gave him. Come along, José.”

“You have changed your plans, señor? We are not going back to the city?”

The mortalizado’s words and the resistance of his arm made Estevan realize he was wandering the wrong direction, toward the old part of the palace. Estevan swung them both around and saw the man watching them both suspiciously. “No, of course we’re going to the city!” Estevan said, artificially bright, as his vision flew down the bridge to the waiting Juanita. The man must think him drunk. Yes, there was the head, shaken in disgust as Estevan and the mortalizado departed. Drunk, and on the Lord’s day. He hoped Calderón never heard of this.

Were it not for the mortalizado, he wouldn’t have made it back across the bridge without pitching headfirst into the mud of the summer-parched Túria. Estevan sank gratefully against the stone of the wall and closed his eyes, trying to discipline his thoughts. He had this opportunity; could he use it to see what he sought? The magic used to control the Sea Beyond, to fix the islands to mortal maps and mortal time. But either that was too vague a lead for his visions to follow, or something defended against his prying; his sight remained where he was.

Even through his eyelids, he could see Juanita conferring briefly with the mortalizado, then turning to him with a worried expression. “What happened?” she demanded.

“Couldn’t leave a wet spot,” Estevan mumbled. “Had to drink the water.”

“And that made you drunk?” She sniffed at his collar and hair, as though enchanted water had a smell.

He pushed her away. “Not drunk. Seeing things. Do you want to know what’s happening in the islands right now? Because I could tell you.”

“Not out here, I don’t,” Juanita said. She and the mortalizado who was not named José helped him up, then took him to a run-down inn near the Porta del Mar. The innkeep didn’t bother to disguise his leer as they stumbled upstairs. Even if he had, Estevan would have seen it.

His visions were pulling him apart. On the one hand, the world he lived in and the people he cared about; on the other, the sea that called to all his kind. He was a dryfoot faerie, living out his whole existence in the mortal world, but he was also a child of Leviathan. He saw her: the progenitor of his people, adrift in her sorrow as great as the ocean, tears flowing endlessly from her colossal eye.

Juanita said softly, “We’re alone. Why are you weeping?”

“Because Leviathan mourns,” Estevan whispered. Her sadness seeped into his bones, too great even for faerie laughter. He saw his grove in Andalucía, but with the eyes of a stranger. Trees felled and only stumps remaining, all of it banded by rust-weeping iron. None of it a part of him anymore. He scrubbed at his face. “I see too many things, too many places I’m not. I miss my tree.”

He felt a touch upon his hair, and his enchanted sight flickered briefly back to his surroundings. Juanita was gently stroking his head. It grounded him, giving him something other than visions to hold on to. “You’re here. Stay with me.”

“Whoever you are,” Estevan said.

He hadn’t meant to sound bitter. Her hand paused, and then she said, “Jalida.”

Not quite Juanita, but close enough for her to answer to it readily. And no wonder she hadn’t wanted to give her name, when it proclaimed her Moorish ancestry. “I remember the Moors,” Estevan whispered. For a mercy, his vision did not reach through time to show him the days when the Spains were al-Andalus; he remained rooted in the present. “And the Visigoths, and the Romans, and the Greeks and the Carthaginians and—”

She exhaled slowly. “It is easy for me to forget what you are. How much you’ve seen.”

“I know.” He covered her hand with his own. His eyes were heavy, the promise of ceding control to dreams too tempting. He should use this, find a way to turn his thousand eyes to a single purpose, but sleep was dragging them closed. He sighed and gave in.

“I’ve forgotten, too.”

A bird landed on a windowsill in the viceroy’s palace and trilled a brief song.

Inside the room, the water filling a silver basin leapt in response.

The men there were important and powerful, but they were relatively unversed in matters of faerie magic. They only knew that the treasure they’d been given was not working as it should. Their arguments and recriminations had been going on for several minutes before Calderón, remembering the fountain he had seen at the Hall of Wonders, put his theory to the test and hummed a tune. Off-key though he was, the waters began to dance.

They guessed it was sabotage, but by then it was too late. The Italian and ocean fleets were already at sea, their captains and masters huddled around bowls that refused to fill, awaiting the signal that the Valencian galleys had set sail to close the trap around the Balearic Islands. The ships sent by the Ottoman sultan, commanded by the feared admiral Murat Reis, fell upon the Italian fleet first, scattering it to the four winds and the Mediterranean depths. By the time the Valencians hurried belatedly to their support, it was too late; they fell back to the safety of home waters, preserving their strength for the next passage through the Pillars. The ocean ships, tacking fruitlessly back and forth, were harried by darting assaults from the North African shore. Their commander eventually ordered them north, toward their goal, but their deep keels kept them at a distance from the islands. They hurled a few cannonballs for form’s sake, but without the Italians and Valencians bringing them tercios to carry out the ground assault, they could accomplish little.

It was a humiliating defeat for the Spains. Though only a few ships were sunk, the loss of face was much greater—and the Balears remained triumphantly in corsair hands. The Valencian coast was still under threat, and with it, the wealth of the Sea Beyond, which God had bestowed upon His most faithful realm.

In the aging, furious mind of Felipe II, only one explanation was possible. God was punishing the Spains and their king for too long having tolerated heresy and apostasy inside their borders. The peril without was sent as a reminder of the peril within, and until the latter was purged, the former would remain.

The moriscos. They were to blame for not becoming good and faithful adherents of a religion most of them had neither chosen nor been educated in. They were the reason for God’s wrath. They—farmers, potters, ordinary Spaniards whose ancestors had been rooted in Iberian soil for centuries—were the foreigners, the enemy.

Edicts went out. No morisco was to be allowed within five leagues of the coast. Paterna and Manises, Xàtiva and Alacant, Elx and the city of València itself, all were to be emptied of anyone known to descend from infidel Moors. They were marched up in sullen lines to the drier fields of the interior, to join the tens of thousands of their kin long since forced off more productive lands.

Half measures at best. But preparation for more to come.







CHAPTER 18

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER

[image: A stylized illustration of a serpent-like creature forming a circular shape, featuring sharp teeth and intricate details in its scales and fins.]
“Aren’t you trying to get home?” Erauso asked, baffled.

It was a fair question. In contrast to the way he’d disappeared before, now he trailed the Hungry Girl from one side of the Armada to the other as she questioned fae, trading what favors she could—none of it on her own behalf. Everything was aimed at the promise she’d made to Diego, that there must be some way to return his immortality.

A hollow, desperate promise, and not one anyone else seemed to believe in. The dreams of the Armada—of the entire Sea Beyond—had briefly ridden upon the waves of the great whirlpool, that the thunderous power of Leviathan’s Maw could eat away the effects of his baptism. If that were true, they would have staged a raid upon the Spains to steal back all their mortalized kin. Instead he’d returned as grey and drained as he was before, and in the wake of that disappointment, no one wanted to hope anymore.

“I can’t just abandon him,” the Hungry Girl said. Without her aid, he’d be stuck sitting in Daring Don’t’s tube worm shell, waiting for the impossible to happen. “If I do that now, I might as well have let him drown.”

“You could…”

It was unlike Erauso to swallow a thought rather than coughing it out immediately. “What?” the Hungry Girl demanded, blocking the plank they were crossing so he was forced to face her rather than speeding ahead.

Slowly, reluctantly, he said, “There’s a way to expel people from the Church. Excommunication.”

“You knew of a way, and you said nothing?” She understood now his desire to punch things that upset him. Her hands balled into fists.

He raised his own as though to stop her. “I don’t know anything! Not just anyone can do it. Only important clergy—and besides, it isn’t the same as unbaptizing somebody. There’s not supposed to be a way to do that.”

The Hungry Girl made her fists uncurl. “Who counts as ‘important clergy’?”

“Oh, no,” Erauso said. “You’re not going to hunt down the pope and make him excommunicate Diego. Truly, I don’t think it would do any good. It’s a way of damning people, not helping them.”

The way Don Héctor had described it, damnation was the natural fate of fae. And it wasn’t as if the Hungry Girl had any better prospects.

But before she could make up her mind to tell Diego they needed to go to the mortal world together, Daring Don’t found her and Erauso, ferret tail lashing with excitement. “No luck yet? I thought so. Come on—there’s someone you want to talk to.”

The vessel she led them to must have just arrived, because the Hungry Girl had never seen it before, and she had crossed the Armada enough times to start making sense of its shifting dance over the currents. This ship was of mortal make, but nothing like the San Prisciliano with her high curved sides and many sails. Instead it sat long and low in the water, bearing only one sail, but many oars bristling from both sides like legs. With the eye painted on the bow, it looked less like a ship and more like a water-skimming wooden centipede.

A tall figure, their pleated robes flowing from each shoulder like a fall of thick wine or blood, met them at the boarding plank with a spear and shield. “The Oracle has been waiting,” they said, like an accusation.

“She always does this,” Daring Don’t grumbled. “Acts like you made an appointment and then accuses you of being late, even if you just came on a whim.”

The guard said, “There is no such thing as whim. Only fate.”

“Well, then, it’s our fate to keep her waiting, and she shouldn’t complain. Will you let us pass?”

The spear rose gracefully to point at the Hungry Girl. “Only that one. No others.”

Daring Don’t scoffed and tried to dart past the guard. However quickly she moved, though, they were faster—as if they anticipated each way the ferret-kin would leap. Finally Daring Don’t flicked her tail in annoyance. “Fine. See if I care. Go on, don’t keep the Oracle waiting!”

The Hungry Girl was rooted to the empty turtle shell beneath her feet. She’d heard tales of the Oracle—no further title because none was needed. There were many oracles in the Sea Beyond, but only one true Oracle. All of the tales were cautionary, with people bringing about the very doom they sought to avoid, or misunderstanding the message they’d received until it was too late for them to benefit. Thinking one was smart enough to avoid the pitfalls was the surest way to trip into them.

But when everything else had failed…

She glanced at Erauso. “Don’t tell Diego just yet. I don’t want to get his hopes up.”

“Not sure there are any hopes to raise,” Erauso said. “But don’t worry—I won’t.”

At a gesture from the guard’s spear, the Hungry Girl crossed over onto the boat, ducking beneath the roof of planks laid above the benches with their oars. No one seemed to be there, so she made her way down the central aisle, a walk that felt seven leagues long. Then, abruptly, she was in the stern of the ship, where a veiled figure no higher than her two hands sat atop a chest banded with orichalcum.

Days of being scolded for everything from her presumption to her manners left the Hungry Girl impatient with the Oracle’s silence. After one polite moment, she drew breath to speak.

“I—”

“Yes, I know,” the Oracle said, in a soft voice like the whisper of snakes through grass. “And what will you offer for the information you seek?”

Don’t you know? The Hungry Girl bit her tongue to keep from snapping those words.

“No, because you don’t.” The veil fluttered with a sigh far heavier than the Oracle’s slight form. “I’m not your goblin. That connection faded after your first visit here, your want unfulfilled and your price never paid. But this want is new, and you have not yet decided what you are willing to give up to get it.”

The Hungry Girl opened her mouth to bargain.

“Do you think that a worthy price for what you seek? Come, now; you know better. This is no trivial trade, for wealth or vengeance or the innermost heart of another. What you seek is a priceless treasure, a deep mystery of the Sea Beyond.”

A priceless treasure, taken literally, could not be bought—

“Not bought, only traded for something equally priceless,” the Oracle said, even as the Hungry Girl fumed again. “I do apologize for my discourtesy, but our time is short; I cannot wait for you to pick and choose your words. Let us fly at once to the end. Your trade is acceptable. Take the one bereft of hope, and seek out Alexander’s sister. If you can win her favor, what you wish for will be yours.”

This time the Hungry Girl waited, jaw clenched. The silence stretched on. Then, with a hint of annoyance, the Oracle gestured with one tiny hand for her to speak.

“What trade,” the Hungry Girl said through her teeth, “do you think I’ve agreed to make?”

A delicate laugh floated from beneath the veil. “You will see.”

Before the Hungry Girl could open her mouth again, the ship vanished from beneath her, and she fell into the Sea Beyond.

She surfaced in the channel between the cyclopes’ raft and Daring Don’t’s tube worm shell—quite on the opposite side of the Armada from the Oracle’s ship. One of the cyclopes fished her from the drink with a whale’s rib bone and set her directly inside one of the tubes. Between the water streaming off her and the weight of her wet clothes, she had no choice but to slide down in a soggy heap. Her sleeves and trousers stuck to each other and to her limbs as she hauled herself to her feet.

“Yeah,” Daring Don’t said, standing ready with a towel. Somehow, she and Erauso both had arrived back before the Hungry Girl, even though the conversation and the dunking had only seemed to last for a moment. “Nobody likes talking to the Oracle. Little git doesn’t let anybody get a word in edgewise, and she’s smug about it to boot. But it didn’t sound like you were finding answers anywhere else.”

The Hungry Girl wasn’t certain she’d found answers there. At least… “What price does the Oracle think I’ve agreed to?” she demanded. “And who is Alexander’s sister?”

Daring Don’t bared her teeth on reflex. “You mean Alexander the king?”

A name as hated as it was legendary. The Spanish were not the first with ambitions to conquer the Sea Beyond; ages past, a mortal king had attempted the same thing. Unlike his later imitators, he had come in person, at the head of a mighty fleet; and, after many adventures and even more tales, he had died. Leaving behind, so far as the Hungry Girl knew, only one thing: bindings of iron and bronze around the Horns of Behemoth, which he had tried to name the Gates of Alexander.

In the days since his failed unbaptism, Diego had hardly shifted position from his apathetic curl in a bend of the shell. Now he rose slowly to his feet, eyes unblinking and fixed on the Hungry Girl. “Thessalonike.”

“She’s a faerie, no sister to a mortal king,” the Hungry Girl said. Every island she’d ever drifted through, the sailors who came there spoke of a terrible creature—mermaid, siren, gorgon; no two tales agreed—who asked riddles like a sphinx. Except her riddles had no correct answer, and everyone who answered wrong soon rejoined the Sea Beyond. If that was who the Oracle meant, the seer was sending them to their deaths.

“Thessalonike was born mortal,” Diego said. “But now… now she is one of us.”

His own wording made him flinch. The old wound: Was he truly fae any longer? But if Thessalonike had once been mortal, and now was not, the question might be rendered moot. She had done the impossible. She had done what Diego craved.

“How?” the Hungry Girl asked.

Daring Don’t’s tail swished. “Oh, a dozen different ways. Her brother washed her hair with the Water of Life. She ate a magic onion. She was cooking an enchanted soup, and some of it splashed on her hand; when she licked it off, she became immortal. Her mother dipped her in the Fountain of Youth, all except her heel, which is the one part of her that remains human—hmmm, would that have rotted away by now?”

Erauso coughed on his own laugh. “Next you’ll tell me she mocked Christ on the way to the cross and is condemned to wait for the Second Coming.”

The ferret-kin shrugged. “Sure, if you like. Maybe all the stories are true. Maybe none.”

“Are there any stories of how to answer her riddles?” the Hungry Girl asked. The thought of facing Thessalonike still made her cold, but Diego’s rising energy warmed her. “Or where to find her?”

At her second question, Diego dimmed. He sat, studying the white knuckles of his clasped hands. “There is a way. Ages ago a faerie aided her, and in thanks, she gave him seven of her tears. Each tear can lead someone to her, if they dare.” His shoulders were as tense as ship’s rigging. “I know where they are… assuming they haven’t been taken.”

The Hungry Girl’s pulse fluttered in her throat, anticipation and dread. “Where?”

The expression he raised to her was as dead as she’d ever seen him. “The Storm Isles.”

Once there had been a spiraling constellation of islands known throughout the Sea Beyond as the Storm Isles. The skies above them were never clear; on a bright day the cloud cover was a silken haze of grey, which the next day or hour or minute might thicken to a fierce, blue-black tempest. Countless waterfalls cascaded from the high cliffs where the rocs nested, and the dwellings of the noblest inhabitants were soaring towers between whose spires the lightning danced.

Now there was only the presidio of San Telmo, hunched beneath the incessant rain.

“It’s where he’s from, isn’t it?” Erauso asked, after Diego turned and forced himself through a narrow tube to leave the den. “I was only four when it was conquered, but I remember hearing about it.” Daring Don’t arched a sardonic eyebrow at him, and Erauso scowled. “We need the magic there to help the Spains! Fewer people would starve if we could control when the rains come.”

“And instead of trading for that magic,” the Hungry Girl said acidly, “you killed people for it.” And baptized them: a slower form of execution.

“I didn’t kill—” Erauso’s hands jerked in an abortive gesture. He breathed out through his nose, then said, “We have to be able to find the place to trade with it. Without our maps, we could sail around the Sea Beyond for a lifetime and never find the Storm Isles twice. But to map any place in the Sea Beyond…”

To map it, they had to conquer it. Had to claim it for their own.

“Seems to me your people could stand to learn how to find a thing without owning it,” Daring Don’t said, hauling a damp basket of green-tinted cockles from one of the narrower tubes. She pulled out two shucking knives and slapped one flat against Erauso’s chest. “You help me with dinner. And if you find a pearl, it’s not yours, so don’t go pocketing it. You”—she waved her knife at the Hungry Girl—“need to find a ship your friend can travel in.”

As good as confirmation that whatever help she might offer, Daring Don’t wasn’t mad enough to sail into a Spanish colony for any price. The Hungry Girl crawled up the same tube she’d slid down before, and found Diego at the lip.

“If I were as I used to be, I wouldn’t need to find a ship,” he said. Daring Don’t’s voice echoed up from below, haranguing Erauso on his shucking technique. Diego had heard everything they’d said. “I could call a storm and fly home on its back.”

“If you were as you used to be, we wouldn’t need to seek out Thessalonike in the first place,” she countered.

Like the isles of his homeland, he thrived better under the rain of dark honesty than the sun of sympathy. The corner of his mouth twitched in acceptance, and he bent his head. “You need not come. If they recapture me, I’m too valuable to kill. But you were lucky before: Don Héctor is, in his fashion, an honorable man. Any other captain will likely have more interest in exploiting your body than saving your soul.”

The Oracle’s cryptic words echoed in the Hungry Girl’s mind, like the whisper of the sea inside a conch shell. If you can win her favor, what you wish for will be yours. Did she mean only Diego’s immortality? Or something else—the rescue of her mother? The salvation of the Hungry Girl’s own soul? There had to be a reason that the Oracle spoke to her, and not to Diego. Only a fool or a mortal would discount such a sideways faerie command.

Mortal she might be, but no fool, at least not of that sort. And she’d already made her choice, when she devoted the past few days to searching for a way to aid him, instead of a way home. “They’ll wonder about a faerie like you roaming about on his own. I could—that is, if you trust me—”

He completed the sentence she was stumbling over. “Pretend you’re my master.” Diego shook his head, lank hair almost too matted to swing. He’d bathed, but refused all offers of a comb. “I do trust you. But they would never believe a woman in that role.”

Of course not. There had been no mortal women in the presidio, no women at all aboard the San Prisciliano.

Diego frowned at her. “Why are you laughing?”

Instead of answering, the Hungry Girl bent to shout down the tube. “Erauso! I have a question for you!”

Most of Erauso’s advice on behaving like a man was contradictory, or it made no sense at all. Walk with her head held high and her legs spread wide. No, not that wide. Speak with a lower voice, but not so low as to sound like she had the ague. Wear his old doublet, bind her chest, pad her waist, wear boots with higher heels, and stop washing her face—dirt would help hide the lack of stubble on her jaw.

“I don’t know!” he finally wailed, when all his instructions left her looking more ape than man. “Just act like you have the right to do whatever you happen to be doing, and punch anyone who tries to tell you different!”

A cracked noise from Diego might have been a laugh. “That does seem to be the essence of a mortal man.”

No amount of presenting the Hungry Girl as a man would avail them, however, if they could not reach the Storm Isles in the first place. Diego could only set foot on craft that had formed naturally instead of being built: Daring Don’t’s strange mass of stone tubes, the hunk of basalt she’d roped in when the Armada found them, a mat of kelp. All were either too difficult to sail on their own, or the current owners refused to trade them at an acceptable price. Flying or swimming creatures offered another way, but none of them would risk approaching San Telmo. Not even for the possibility that a mortalized faerie might eventually be restored.

“I’m going to find Tinto,” Erauso declared after days of fruitless searching. “Daring Don’t and I have already struck that bargain, so there’s no use talking me out of it.”

The Hungry Girl set aside her scaling knife and began plucking the feathers from the fins of a parrotfish. Helping with chores was a small price to pay for Daring Don’t’s continued welcome in her home. “I wouldn’t dare question a goblin deal already struck. But… this is what you want?”

He shrugged, taking up her knife and another parrotfish from the basket. The lessons he’d given her wrought changes in him as well; he no longer held himself quite so stiffly, no longer responded to every question as though it were a personal attack. “I came here seeking adventure. That’s what I want.” His squint-eyed glare through a fall of mussed hair dared her to question him. “I never meant for creatures like Tinto and… others… to pay the price. So I need to find him and make sure he’s well, to make it right. But it might take a while. And we’ll need to take the Keys.”

Leaving the Hungry Girl and Diego with a choice: go with them and hope that Tinto would risk swimming back into a mortal net, or find new lodgings in the Armada until they could secure some other transport. As with her routes back to the mortal world, neither option seemed good.

She redoubled her efforts to find some ship that could carry them, or at least a berth to house them in the meantime. But though the goblins might feel sympathy for Diego’s state, the mere sight of him was too painful a reminder of the fate that awaited them all, if the conquistadors won.

Stalls started closing, boarding planks swinging up, when the goblins spied her approaching. The calls of Come buy, come buy fell silent, and she half feared someone would take it upon themself to boot her from the Armada rather than face a bargain they couldn’t make. Stymied, she ventured to the hub around which everything circled. Perhaps the Helmsman, who by his own admission was not a goblin, could take them to a sympathetic island, the way he took them to the whirlpool.

Approaching the ice floe, she was surprised to see not one crystalline hut but two. The second was more of a cottage, with flower boxes of ice roses and a chimney that belched white clouds like smoke.

“Ah, it’s you,” the Helmsman said, emerging from the cottage. Now that she looked more closely, the old shell had the forlorn look of the cast aside. “What do you think? Made from the finest whirlpool waters. Gathered them while your friend was taking his swim. And about time; the old place was getting a bit cramped.” His claws clacked with satisfaction, eyes rising and lowering on their stalks to let him examine his new home from all angles.

The Hungry Girl barely spared it a glance, attention caught on the abandoned home. “It’s very nice,” she murmured. The Armada’s cry rang out through the air, Come buy, come buy. “Watertight, I imagine.”

“The old one, you mean?” the Helmsman said. “One of my better efforts, I must say. I almost regret having to smash it up.”

Her eyes felt like they were going to pop out on their own stalks. “What?! Why?”

“Can’t leave it lying around, can I? Someone might use it against me. There’s powerful magic in laying claim to someone’s home, even after they’ve abandoned it.”

That struck all too close to the bone. “But—” The Hungry Girl’s tongue felt like someone had placed an enchantment on it, rendering her mute.

The Helmsman’s eyes dipped to peer at her. “What’s got you tangled in seaweed? Don’t you smash up your home after you’re done with it?”

Her answer came out as broken as his old shells, Thessalonike and Don Héctor’s commands and the Oracle and the Storm Isles, tumbled around in no kind of order. “I think this would work,” the Hungry Girl said, gesturing at the abandoned hut. “But—”

“But you want to take it to where there are mortals,” the Helmsman said. His voice rumbled like the deeps. “Do you realize what would happen, if they got their hands on it?”

He was the Helmsman. The core around which the rest of the Armada had formed. An Armada the conquistadors both sought and feared, kept safe only by human greed, which refused to pay a fair price to someone seen as lesser.

“I will smash it,” she promised. “Sink it, melt it, until it has returned completely to the waves. Only please, will you let us use it?” Not only was it a house—seaworthy, but never built for sailing, and thus exempt from Diego’s geas—but if some measure of the Helmsman’s magic still clung to it, then steering such a craft safely to their destination might actually be easier. “I’ll pay any price.”

“I’m not a goblin, to demand a price,” the Helmsman said, clacking at her in admonishment. “Only… I would ask for a promise.”

A promise was a price by another name, but she wasn’t going to argue that point. The Hungry Girl nodded.

“Rumor says you’re making for the place now called San Telmo.” He gave a particularly violent clack at the Spanish name. “You must destroy it before you reach that shackled shore.”

Her tongue cleaved to the roof of her mouth again. She had imagined finding a secret cove in which to hide the shell, then taking it to Thessalonike, and destroying it after Diego was free of his orders. Even if the mortals found the shell, surely they wouldn’t know its significance at once. There would be time to steal it back. Or destroy it then. Or—

Or risk the entire Armada, and everyone on it.

Come buy, come buy…

The Hungry Girl bit her lips together until they hurt. No. She would not sell their safety in order to make her own life easier.

The roc at Santa Cruz del Fuego had come from the Storm Isles. There might be others, eager to escape the mortals who hunted them. Or she could lash some logs together; if holy commands worked like faerie enchantments, a raft built by a mortal woman might be permissible. Or she could tie Diego up and endure his screams. Or carry him on her back while steering a craft she had no idea how to sail.

Right now, their best chance lay in the Helmsman’s discarded shell.

“I promise,” the Hungry Girl said.







CHAPTER 19

VALÈNCIA: 1608
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Standing outside the closed doors of the House of Comedies de l’Olivera, waiting for the noon bell to ring and the theater doors to open, Beatriz bounced on her toes to see over the crowd until Estevan tugged her down. Even Leonor and Teresa giggled as they dug into the bag of nuts, oranges, and wine they’d brought to enjoy—and throw—during the performance of The Widow from València.

“I hear the playwright used to live in València.” Beatriz had to shout over the noise. “Do you think he’s here?”

Estevan caught her wrist before she could hie off in search of a man she had no way of recognizing, who certainly wasn’t present for a play more than a year out of date. This traveling company was good enough for València’s playhouse, but not good enough to summon one of Spain’s most popular and prolific playwrights to witness their efforts.

“Ow!” Beatriz said, recoiling. “You didn’t have to grab me so hard.”

He hadn’t grabbed her hard at all. Estevan suppressed the urge to hide his hands behind his back. The gloves he wore covered the jaundiced yellow tinge that had spread up to his forearms this morning, but not the fact that his skin had become as hard as old cheese. Given that his mortal counterpart was apparently sailing with conquistadors now, he had the dreadful suspicion that something had tried and failed to turn her into gold.

“This is very exciting,” Teresa admitted, her cheeks flushed a little pink. “I’ve never been to a play! Your father alwaaaaays—”

Her words dissolved into a yelp of alarm as the crowd surged forward like a single, composite body. The doors had opened and everyone was fighting to get through first, to lay claim to their space and then defend it against all comers until the play began. In the chaos, the bailiffs at the doors were hard-pressed to stop anyone from slipping through without paying, especially when they got embroiled in arguments about whether an attendee was truly a playwright, and therefore entitled to enter for free.

Estevan led the way, trying to shelter Beatriz and Leonor behind him, while Teresa brought up the rear less like a sheepdog and more like the oldest and most bewildered sheep. He was relieved to find the women’s balcony not too full yet, and he handed his sisters up into it with mischievous bows. His mother, following, hesitated. “It’s so loud,” she said.

No louder than a street festival, but the sound reflected off the ceiling. “It will quiet down once the play begins,” Estevan said, hoping that was true. It all depended on whether the self-appointed critics who called themselves “musketeers” liked the performance or chose to boo it down.

He’d talked his mother into this outing by explaining that the fees for admission to l’Olivera went to fund the General Hospital of València—a clever maneuver that yoked the infamously licentious nature of theater to a more noble cause. What he’d left out was that, erected almost on the doorstep of the Estudi General, it soon became a greater temptation to students than any lecturer the university could boast. The reales that should be going to support bearded elders who spent their days repeating the words of dead bearded elders were instead thrown away on playwrights of questionable talent and actresses of questionable repute.

Whoever planned that, Estevan felt, might be the most brilliant trickster in recent history.

Beatriz leaned over the railing. “You should get one of your rich friends to let us use their seats up there!” she shouted, pointing at the upper boxes reserved by the wealthy.

He would have shouted a reply, but she was already distracted by some students younger than him calling up to her. For a moment he worried he might have to defend his sister against such effronteries, but then a woman as broad as a galleon leaned over the rail, blocking his sight and pelting the hecklers away with oranges gone oversoft.

He raised his hands in defense when she took aim at him. “Go with God, senyor,” she said. “No boys nor men allowed here.”

Reassured that his family would be safe, he waved at Teresa and pointed to the corral where the men who couldn’t afford seats were left to stand. At her nod, he lost himself in the crowd.

In, and through: back toward the entrance, where one of the attendants promptly beckoned him over. “This way, senyor,” the man said, and led Estevan up the stairs to the private boxes.

He wasn’t there to watch the play in comfort. The box the attendant pointed him toward still had the curtains drawn, dulling the sound from the theater beyond to no more than the lowing of cattle from an Andalusian hillside—if the cattle were particularly rambunctious.

The dust, however, was a problem. It puffed up from a moth-eaten velvet cushion when he sat, and he covered a sneeze with his sleeve.

“The university rector’s box,” Jalida said from the shadows. Only a thin slice of light through the curtains illuminated her, a faint golden stripe across her face. “He refuses to use it or to lend it out, but also refuses to let anyone else buy it. His way of expressing disapproval. So long as we don’t cough ourselves to death, we can talk here.”

Their meetings these days were awkward. Neither of them had anticipated that the king would punish innocent morisco farmers for the failure of the armada sent against the Balears—farmers who, logically, could have had nothing to do with it. But anger did not want logical answers; it wanted someone to blame. And the moriscos, increasingly exposed to persecution by noble landlords who no longer profited enough from their labor, were an easy scapegoat.

Jalida swore she would have done no different even if she knew. The protection of the islands, or rather the concomitant ability to threaten Spanish enterprise in the Sea Beyond, was too vital to surrender easily. But Estevan knew the weight of it dragged at her conscience, and by extension, her association with him.

He drew a careful, experimental breath, mindful of the dust. “What do we need to talk about?”

“Beneyto,” she said, and had his instant attention.

The smuggler was a thorn no one had managed to remove from the foot of king and Hall. After three perfectly obedient journeys to the Sea Beyond and back, he had abruptly thrown off the royal yoke and gone into business for himself, selling anything he could find to anyone who would pay. And no one could figure out how he was getting away with it: Despite a sharp watch kept from both the northern and southern shores of the strait, no one had ever seen his ship come through.

Which was more than just a loss of revenue to the Spains. It raised the possibility that, like Sayyida al-Hurra, he’d found a way to traverse the Pillars at will, outside of Mercury’s retrograde periods. Al-Hurra’s method seemed to be unique to her—no one since the fall of Granada had been able to replicate it—but if Beneyto had found his own way…

Spanish ships would be a good deal safer from corsair attack if they were not confined to predictable periods.

Jalida clearly preferred the corsairs to remain a threat. A preference Estevan shared. “What have you learned?” he asked.

His eyes were adjusting to the dim light. Jalida’s sculpted mouth curved in a wry smile. “Just before this last passage through the Pillars closed, one of our galleys was… minding its own affairs off the coast of Algeria when it saw the oddest thing: a galleon, appearing out of nowhere! Empty water one moment, a ship unfurling its sails the next.”

So it was the other possibility: Beneyto crossed at the usual time, but had found magic that let him slip through unseen. Estevan’s shoulders unknotted. “Some treasure that disguises his ship? No wonder he felt safe to strike out on his own. But it must have some limitations if he appeared in sight of another ship—especially a possible enemy.”

“A definite enemy,” Jalida said. “We’ve heard that he seeks to treat with the French king. I fear Beneyto is ready to retire from sailing, and he seeks a fine life in France in exchange for what he has. And perhaps worse, what he knows.”

Dread settled on Estevan like fine dust. Beneyto was a Hall-trained pilot, which meant he knew the secret Estevan had not yet been able to uncover: what, besides timing, was necessary to traverse the Pillars.

For the moment, France opposed Spain’s Otherworldly excursions and tacitly supported anyone who gave trouble to their treasure convoys—even the infidel Ottomans. But if the French learned how to enter the Sea Beyond, allowing them to join the pillaging and rapine there…

“He cannot be allowed to do that.” Estevan’s voice sounded like a stranger’s in his own ears, hard and cold.

“Agreed,” Jalida said. Her people would be in trouble themselves if the secret became more widely known; then two countries would have reason to want them driven out of the western Mediterranean. Or more than two: The Hall of Wonders had done an admirable job of restricting that knowledge to a select few, but would France have as much success?

Restricting, or plugging leaks when they happened. Estevan chewed on his lip, and Jalida correctly read his thoughts. “You want to tell your masters.”

“I want to stop Beneyto. If I can benefit from it somehow, fine, but France cannot learn the truth.”

Jalida’s gaze flicked toward the curtains as a burst of hooting laughter came from the theater. The play had begun. “He seems to be anchoring somewhere along the Valencian coast—we aren’t sure where.”

Because a corsair sailing too close to that coast would be committing suicide, declaring war, or both. “North or south?” Estevan asked.

“They lost him near the Cap de Sant Antoni.”

That narrowed it down. Estevan sighed. “If only I had more water from the Fountain of Eyes.”

“You were half mad for three days,” Jalida said tartly. “We will find another way.”

He massaged his temples and tried to think what the Hall had in its possession, what he might steal from the Grau. Nothing suggested itself: If they had anything that could locate an errant ship, they would have used it by now. And his own magic was of no use; trees saw ships only as their slain brethren, not as individual vessels worthy of note.

Trees didn’t. But other things might.

Jalida said wearily, “What enchantment do you intend to swallow now?”

“Not swallow,” Estevan said, smiling. “Wear.”

The flaw in his plan was that he was not very good at swimming.

His boyhood by the Guadalquivir was many years gone, and he’d had little occasion to practice since then. He had to rely on the rope tied around his waist to drag him back to the boat after each dive, then lie sputtering in its bilge before he could tell the fishermen to try the next cove.

But he learned what he needed to know. Wearing the woven choker he’d stolen from the Grau years ago and buried in a flowerpot, he could talk to the fish until he found a massive school of silver anchovies eager to tell him of a ship whose barnacled hull still tasted faintly of the Otherworldly waters through which it had sailed. So great was their excitement, they gave him a headache to rival the one he’d woken to after drinking that enchanted water the previous year.

“Fish are very stupid,” he said to the clouds, the gulls, the sky. These paid no more attention than the fishermen, who were too busy laying out their purse seine nets and chattering about the bounty they would soon bring in. Clawing the choker from around his neck, Estevan sat up and said, “Put those away. We need to return to València at once.”

He didn’t tell them that he’d promised the anchovies safety for the day. The fishermen had been paid well to take him out to open waters and not to ask any questions. If the school was gone tomorrow, he felt as little guilt as he would if the fish didn’t remember his warning.

Especially not when something else had him far more deeply worried.

As the boat rode the wind back north, he stared westward, toward one of the many small settlements perched along the flatter parts of the shore. There was little to distinguish it now from any other fishing town, having declined from its glory days under the Moors. It was a fief, but a poor one, bringing only meager income to the marquess who owned the surrounding lands.

Dénia.

Did Alejandro’s master know what was happening here? He might not; like any grandee, he spent most of his time at court. But the cove where Beneyto had hidden his ship lay scarcely one league away. Even if the marquess was wholly innocent of the smuggling happening right under his nose, the association would disgrace him.

And Estevan could not assume that innocence.

He wanted to write to Alejandro, to get his friend’s advice before he took any action that might affect the marquess. But he couldn’t risk waiting, not when Beneyto might shift at any moment to a new anchorage, or worse, set sail for France. The safety of the Sea Beyond had to come first.

“He’s in a cove west of the Cap de Sant Antoni,” Estevan reported to Jalida, under the cover of the same noisy tavern where he’d cheated Morales. “Directly north of Xàbia. Used something to make his ship fit inside a cave there, fully out of sight.”

She was veiled to avoid attention other than his, but it couldn’t hide the fierce gleam in her dark eyes. “Have you told your masters?”

Her choice of word scraped his nerves like a rasp, after spending the whole sail to València worrying about Alejandro. “If I do, they’ll just take all his tricks for themselves.”

He bit down on what he wanted to say next, but Jalida saw it anyway. “You object to us taking them instead?”

“You can have those,” Estevan said. “But…”

She lowered her veil so he could see her expression, intense and earnest. “But what?”

Even with all the clamor around them, he had to be circumspect in his phrasing. Any gossip-monger or Inquisition spy would leap upon the first hint of treasonous or heretical talk. “I don’t want you taking what he knows any more than I want him selling it to others.”

The method of passing through the Pillars when Mercury was in retrograde. Even the cosmographers weren’t privy to that secret; it might be the most closely held treasure in all of the Spains. “I know you say you have no ambition to use it,” he went on, before Jalida could object. “And I believe you. But can I trust everyone you work with? Is there no one among them who, given a chance, might not be tempted to profit from it?”

They both knew the answer to that. Christian, morisco, or Moor, no community of people was perfect in virtue. Tugging her veil back into place, Jalida said, “How do you intend to protect it, then?”

“However I have to.”

A bold declaration, when he had no idea what that would mean. Was it some enchanted artifact he could destroy? A technique Beneyto had been taught as part of his pilot’s training? Would he have to kill the man to protect his people?

And even if he did… would he be able to turn what he learned against the Hall, and lock the way so mortals could never use it again?

Jalida hesitated, then nodded. “For what you have already done, we owe you this much. I’ll do what I can to make sure you and you alone see… whatever it is.”

He’d thought, when he first made his deal with Teresa, that he would do all this by himself. The lone dryfoot faerie, sneaking into mortal society to accomplish what all the might of the Sea Beyond could not. That wasn’t how any of it turned out. He’d needed Alejandro to bring him to Salamanca, so he could learn what was necessary to begin his infiltration. He needed Teresa now, feigning illness so he had an excuse to absent himself yet again from his duties at the Hall. He needed Jalida and her people, with their boats and their firearms they weren’t supposed to have because the law forbade such things to moriscos.

But that cut both ways. They needed him, too, to warn them about the fleet sent against the Balears. To steal treasures like the choker from the Grau and find where the smuggler hid. To talk to the trees around the smugglers’ camp above their docking cavern so that, when the surprise attack began, branches bent to conceal the attackers and roots rose to trip the defenders.

Not that he did any of the fighting. He was too busy managing the trees and trying to keep from being shot or stabbed himself. But the voices of the wood didn’t block out the screams of men, and the stench of blood and shit was thick on the air. It lasted forever and was over shockingly fast, and as soon as the fighting ended, he tore off the mask they’d given him to hide his face and bent double, fingers digging into his thighs, shoulders heaving as he fought and failed to keep down his bile.

Jalida was at his side, not touching, but close enough to be a comfort. “Very few died,” she said quietly, her voice muffled by her own mask. “None on our side. That is thanks to you.”

He didn’t deserve all the credit, but he tried to take some comfort from it. Estevan spat, wiped his mouth, and accepted the skin of wine she offered him. Weren’t Moors supposed to avoid alcohol? Then again, they did many things to hide themselves from the Inquisition’s eyes. He swished the wine in his mouth, spat it out, drew an unsteady breath. “Anything else I need to know?”

“Beneyto is still alive,” Jalida said. “We haven’t begun questioning him. He is yours to do with as you please.”

Her phrasing made him shudder, but he couldn’t demand control over the smuggler’s secrets and then object when it was handed to him. Pulling his mask back into place, he said, “Nothing to be gained by waiting. Let’s go.”

Not waiting meant Beneyto was still as drunk as he’d been when the attack began. Now he was tied to a pine tree and yelling, spittle and slurs and every kind of bile hurled at the men set to guard him. “—know who you’ve crossed? There won’t be enough of the lot of you left to fill one grave once my friend hears about this!”

One of Jalida’s men looked around ostentatiously. “Is your friend here? Shout all you want; I don’t think he can hear you.”

Red-faced and stupid with wine, Beneyto sneered right back at him. “You swine-swivers should cut me loose and run now. Maybe I’ll forget your faces when Franqueza asks what happened.”

Estevan’s blood ran cold enough to freeze him in his tracks. Franqueza. A name he knew from Alejandro’s letters… because the two men shared the same master.

“Ah, you know Franqueza, too?” asked one of Jalida’s men, laughing. “Funny, he’s the one who sold us these weapons. And how do you think we found you, anyway? I think he got tired of your stench.”

That lie punctured Beneyto’s threats, making him cringe against the tree as though he’d been threatened by the Holy Office. “N-no, he—he wouldn’t—”

Estevan squared his shoulders and finished his approach, Jalida at his heels. “Why? Because you’ve kept his master in coin all these years?”

The Marquess of Dénia, of noble but impoverished family: their estates in Castilla lost generations ago, their remaining foothold in València insufficient to maintain the style demanded of a grandee. The man was drowning in debts like the one owed to Alejandro’s mother. No wonder he reached for whatever he could, when that foothold was so conveniently placed to skim a bit off the trade with the Sea Beyond.

Did Alejandro know?

Beneyto didn’t deny it. Hardening his voice, Estevan said, “While you were a profit to him, he protected you. But the marquess is not Judas, to accept thirty pieces of silver while you sell our secrets to France.”

Beneyto’s weathered face went ashy as he collapsed under the lies. “I—I—”

“You betrayed one master for your own profit, and then when you tired of that life, you betrayed another,” Estevan said remorselessly. “Because that’s all you people care about. Money, and finding a way to avoid ever having to work again. Did the French king promise you a dukedom? Or did you sell out your homeland for a mere barony?”

When all else was gone, masculine pride tried to rally to the defense. Beneyto straightened as much as he could and snarled, “I made my own way. That’s what everyone has to do. Grab what you can, while you can.”

The mask hid Estevan’s expression, the sickness that threatened to overtake him again. It was men like this who were pillaging the Sea Beyond, all to feather their own nests in comfort.

His voice went cold as winter. “Let me show you what I can grab.”

The pine tree groaned in response to his whispered request. Wood did not like being asked to strain this hard, carrying out a decade’s worth of growth in the space of a few breaths. But Beneyto’s men had concealed themselves here again and again, fresh from the Sea Beyond, without any nun ritually washing their feet to cleanse them of Otherworldly touch. Leviathan’s salt had seeped into the very ground where this pine rooted, and strengthened by that water, the tree had become something a little more than ordinary.

Its bark shifted and flowed, and the trunk grew over Beneyto’s bound hands, gripping them tight.

The man screamed as he felt the tree move. Even several of Jalida’s people shied away. Jalida herself merely held up one palm, steadying them. “I told you, he brought a charm from the Hall. Stand your ground.”

Still cold, Estevan said, “It’s all right. I’d like a moment alone with Beneyto anyway.”

Once the others had gone, he bent and pulled off his boots. For more than twenty years he’d missed the touch of the earth, confining himself to human clothing, human ways. But the water that fed the trees here also called to some part of him that had lain diminished and dormant for eons. Since long before he became a changeling. Since Behemoth died.

Setting his bare soles against the soil, he relaxed the control he’d held rigid for years. He couldn’t shed his mortal form like dead leaves; his deal with Teresa bound him for as long as his counterpart remained alive and unbaptized. But he could and did push against the constraints that held him in check, limiting him from all he could be. If only he didn’t need their protection. If only Behemoth’s death and Leviathan’s exile hadn’t left the mortal realm so parched for magic, it drank up even the slightest returning drop. If only the years hadn’t eroded so much of what he’d once been, until his grove in Andalucía felt as distant as the Sea Beyond itself.

Very softly, Estevan said, “I will pose you three questions, and for every answer true, I will leave you a boon. Your life. Your heart. Your mind.”

“What?” Terror and agony had given away to confusion. Though Estevan suspected that would be only a temporary reprieve.

He dug his toes into the soil, rooting himself as best he could. “For your life, tell me the secret of passage through the Pillars of Hercules. The one you were so eager to sell to Spain’s enemies.”

“I’ll tell you noth—”

At a wave of Estevan’s hand, the pine tree creaked and twisted. The force was minimal, but Beneyto, terrified, screamed like a man on the Inquisition’s rack.

“The coins!” he gasped when the tree stopped moving. “The Alexander coins.”

Alexander the Great, who had built his great gates to close off the Sea Beyond. “He made magic coins?”

“Not magic. I don’t know—maybe they are. Old coins, with Alexander’s image on them.”

He’d seen images like that in his studies at Salamanca, woodcut reproductions of the great conqueror’s most favored iconography: Alexander costumed as Hercules. The man who, according to the Greeks, had slain Behemoth.

Beneyto, thinking Estevan unsatisfied, was still talking. “Why do you think the king collects coins? Doesn’t want anybody else to have them and trip over the secret, I’m betting. Two for passage out of this world, like the old pagans used to do with the dead.”

Coins on the eyes. But all a ship had to do was carry them: two images of Alexander as Hercules, and passage timed to when Mercury turned its course backward through the sky. It was that simple.

And that impossible to stop. Estevan could not find and destroy every coin minted in Alexander’s reign. And knowledge was even harder to hoard than coin; Beneyto’s quick answer was proof of that.

Estevan’s voice hardened on his next question. “For your heart, tell me what you used to hide your ship, and where to find it.”

Beneyto didn’t need further persuasion. Prisoned as he was, he couldn’t stop them from ransacking his ship down to the keel and finding it anyway. “The mainsail. There’s a cloak of invisibility stitched onto it. But you have to keep the others reefed, or they cloak the cloak and it stops working.”

That explained why they couldn’t stay invisible all the time. Beneyto was being cooperative, offering more than he had to—or should. Just as he’d done when castigating his guards and threatening them with another man’s vengeance.

It made Estevan’s third and final question obvious. “For your mind, tell me of the work you did for Franqueza. What did he have you acquiring for the Marquess of Dénia? Just anything of value, or something in specific? What does he mean to do with it?” He could not ask: What does this mean for Alejandro?

Beneyto choked like he was bound by a geas. For a moment, Estevan wondered if he was, if some magic he’d stolen from the Sea Beyond had allowed his masters to enforce his silence. But then he clenched his eyes shut and shook his head. Not magic, only mortal stubbornness and self-preservation. “I might be the kind of man who’ll sell my country to another, but I’m still Christian enough not to sell my soul to the Devil. Or to give such secrets to his agents. Get thee behind me, Adversary!” And he began to laugh.

Estevan’s fists clenched. The tree shook, and Beneyto with it. He laughed so hard, he choked on it and coughed up bile. Then laughed more. Laughed like a faerie deep in sorrow.

Laughed like a madman.

For your mind. Beneyto had refused. And magic had taken its toll.

Estevan recoiled as if from a bonfire. He spoke to trees—he had no power over a man’s mind! It had been a bluff, a way to make Beneyto afraid enough to talk, nothing more!

I will pose you three questions, and for every answer true, I will leave you a boon. Your life. Your heart. Your mind. Ritualized words, spoken with his bare feet upon ground touched again and again by the waters of the Sea Beyond. Spoken to a man soaked in those waters, year after year, with no cleansing to return him fully to this world.

Jalida was there, knife held ready to fight an enemy too far gone to pose a threat. “What happened? What did you do to him?”

“I broke him,” Estevan whispered, more sick than he’d been when men were shot down around him. “I don’t know how I did it. I—I said the words, but—”

She dragged him away, while others hurried to muffle Beneyto’s noise. “What do you mean, broke him?”

Estevan’s knees gave out from under him, and he sank to the ground. Dug his fingers through the Leviathan-salted dirt like that could grant him any comfort. “His mind. I drove him insane.”

Jalida absorbed that quietly. She still wore her mask; they both did. To protect their identities if they turned Beneyto in. But Estevan had unmasked himself in a different way, showing his true nature to someone who might wind up questioned by the Hall, the Inquisition, the Council of Castilla itself.

He was a fool.

Jalida said, “We would have had to kill him. This way… this way, perhaps there are still alternatives.”

“Other ways to profit, you mean,” Estevan said dully. “Grab what you can, while you can.”

She made no answer to that.







CHAPTER 20

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER

[image: A stylized illustration of a serpent-like creature forming a circular shape, featuring sharp teeth and intricate details in its scales and fins.]
It had the sound of one of the Sea Beyond’s many legends: two adventurers embarking upon an impossible quest, setting sail in an empty shell to brave monsters in search of a miracle. But the monsters were human men, the adventurers were a lost young woman and a bitter, desperate faerie, and none of it felt nearly as grand as it sounded. The Hungry Girl had to force herself not to look back, at the receding mass of the Armada, at the twisting coils of Daring Don’t’s Keys, each headed away on a different bearing. She kept her gaze forward, toward the waves that would lead them to the Storm Isles.

“I know the way,” Diego said when she asked. His mouth compressed into a flat line. “I no longer feel it in my bones… but I still know the way.”

While he took charge of navigation, the Hungry Girl explored their temporary home. It was larger inside than its outside suggested, and everything was upside down; the coiling spiral of the shell contained bedrooms, a parlor, a kitchen that Steamed Pudding would have approved. That thought reignited the dull ache in the Hungry Girl’s heart, and she sank down onto a curving window seat, staring out at the aquamarine world beyond the shell’s crystalline wall. Beauty that Steamed Pudding would never see again.

But if they succeeded in their quest, perhaps she could rescue her lost friend after all—even from a mortalized fate.

To find the Storm Isles, one followed the weather. Diego could not touch their makeshift sail or rudder without pain, but he’d learned something of sailing in his time aboard the San Prisciliano; he instructed the Hungry Girl in the basics and told her to aim for any cloud they saw. Tack by tack, the water darkened to storm blue and thunder grey, matching the skies above. Rain disturbed the surface, little diamonds that drew schools of fish flashing silver. They darted up to the ripples, but turned away when they found them as empty of sustenance as a faerie’s glamoured feast.

But if Diego knew the way to the Storm Isles, so did the Spaniards who’d conquered them. The closer they got, the more the waves carried tangled flotsam of rope and tar and waterlogged wood, carcasses of floating feathers and bones picked clean. One evening, Diego had to flee below when the rising moon caught the ghostly flutter of sails in the distance. The crystalline clarity of the Helmsman’s hut served them well: Even the keenest-eyed sailor would see it as only light sparkling on distant waters.

“How much farther?” the Hungry Girl asked. There was no way her voice could carry to that distant ship, but apprehension kept it low.

Diego shook his head. “I don’t know. They’ve pinned the isles in place. It makes the old routes harder to gauge.”

She’d not yet told him all. A dangerous omission… but his hope was such a fragile thing, it hardly even merited the name. She feared anything could break it beyond repair. Still, they were underway now, and it would be worse not to warn him. “I promised the Helmsman we would destroy his shell before we get there. To San Telmo. He can’t risk it falling into their hands. We—we’ll have to find another way to Thessalonike.”

“Of course.”

She couldn’t tell if Diego was agreeing or grimly acknowledging the next obstacle in their path. Perhaps both. He turned his gaze to the murky waters outside, and she let the silence stand.

A silence that lasted through a meal Diego only picked at, through a brief squall that saw the Hungry Girl bending her weight to the tiller, through the exhausted sleep she fell into afterward—

—and then shattered when a grinding, juddering impact catapulted her back into wakefulness.

She flung herself toward the door so fast she left her wits behind. When she peeled back the curtain of sharkskin, she found they had reached an island: soaring stone and towering trees, their foliage a thousand shades of grey and blue, bursting here and there with white and purple flowers. Still half asleep, she gaped at it, uncomprehending.

Her wits caught up. They weren’t on the island. They were a little distance away, on a reef of rocks. And the shell hut no longer rocked gently on the waves, but lurched every time a breaker swept through.

“Outermost of the Storm Isles,” Diego said, nodding at the shore. “The presidio is at the heart. We’ll have to swim—several times.”

The Hungry Girl shoved him. Grey as stone, he didn’t weigh a quarter as much; she sent him staggering. “And you didn’t warn me we were about to run aground?”

More groaning cracks from below. The smile he offered her was serene, and totally unnerving. “You were the one who said we needed to destroy this vessel. Now that we’re caught in it, the riptide will drag us right into the Talon.” He gestured at a nearby jut of land. “That should shatter the shell very thoroughly, and wash what remains back out to sea.”

As though commanded by Diego, a swell surged and swept into the rocks. Instead of breaking, it was swallowed whole, only to be violently expelled a moment later. The roar made her flinch, the spray rising high before it drenched them both.

And the shell lurched closer, lifted free of the scraping reef by another oversized swell.

She gauged they had one, maybe two cycles left before the blowhole swallowed them and spat them out. Meaning there was no time to gather provisions, no time to gather themselves. It was only good luck and a shred of modesty that she’d caught from the Spaniards like a rash that had her sleeping in her men’s clothes. Now she’d have to swim in them. “Then let’s go,” she said, ripping the sharkskin free. It was enchanted to repel water; perhaps they could ride it across the breakers like a sled on snow.

He followed her, down the side of the shell, where they had to leap to reach the reef. The knee-high rocks were slippery with algae and jagged from the breaking waves. She would have gone under if Diego hadn’t caught the end of the sharkskin tarp and dragged her up by it.

“A little… warning… in the future,” she said through chattering teeth. Most of the islands she’d lived on were like the Archipelago of Threnody, with mild, warm waters and soft sand beaches. The Storm Isles were neither warm nor soft.

By the time they reached the shore, she was battered and angry—and as he’d said, that was only the first transit. They didn’t have to follow the full spiral, but it was still several more cold swims, more bruising collisions with rocky shores, before they were able to cut across to the island at the center.

“Up,” Diego said when she flopped like a landed fish onto the last, shingled beach. “We’re on the opposite side of the island from the presidio. The tide is rising; if we don’t hurry, we’ll be trapped here overnight.”

The Hungry Girl restrained the urge to snarl at him as she heaved herself to her feet. All this time she’d thought Diego was surly because of his mortalization, but maybe it was a natural consequence of the harsh land that birthed him.

Her teeth rattled like castanets as she followed him across the rocks. She had to clench them to stop from biting her own tongue as she spoke; it made her sound even surlier. “So I’m a sailor from a ship that wrecked—”

“Not a sailor. An hidalgo in service to the captain. Otherwise they won’t respect you.”

“An hidalgo, then.” She racked her brain for names. “I can’t call myself Diego. Or Héctor. Are there lots of people named Antonio?”

Diego paused. Then: “Estevan. It’s a common enough name.”

A current ran under his words that she couldn’t identify. “Estevan, then. Do I need more?”

He started to reply, but went as still as stone.

Sunlight knifed a break through the clouds, bright enough that she had to raise a shielding hand to see what had caught Diego’s attention. Against the liquid gold streaming through the clouds, a winged silhouette soared. At the apex of its flight, the wings parted and sunlight gilded the figure: not a bird, but a faerie, with slender limbs and a storm-shock head of hair fading from raven black to lightning pale.

“Impossible,” Diego whispered.

He jerked as the Hungry Girl dragged him beneath some wind-twisted trees. “What are you doing?” Diego snarled, fighting to free himself from her grip. “That’s one of my people—if the isles are free—”

“It’s one of your people,” the Hungry Girl said. “That’s all we know. And until we know more, I say we approach carefully. Even if faeries are back in control here, that doesn’t mean we’ll get a warm welcome.”

With him in her hold, she couldn’t miss the spark of life draining out of him. You betrayed our secrets. You betrayed us all. I wish I had never named you. Hurtful words flung by a tempest of scorn… but even if it had lied, as it lied to the Hungry Girl, the bolts had struck a true wound.

“Fine.” Settling on his haunches, he peered through the bracken like a starveling kept from a feast.

The flying faerie skimmed along the sunlight cracks, dipping a hand into a satchel at their hip and casting its contents behind them. Wherever they flew, the clouds eased apart, dispersing their bruise-purple burden into a lighter haze. The drops rattling against the leaves above the Hungry Girl’s head like pebbles on a drum softened to a faint roll.

Before the Hungry Girl could ask, Diego said, “Taming the clouds. Without that, the storms would drown the isles. I wondered how they avoided it, without one of us…” He shivered, nothing to do with the cold, and dragged free of her grip to wrap his arms around himself. “Unless.”

She’d seen the scars, when he stripped to dive into Leviathan’s Maw. “But… they cut off your wings, didn’t they. And the prestejuan in Hy-Brasil, they shaved him and cut off his ears. Would they leave a mortalizado their wings?”

“If it meant keeping these isles afloat,” Diego said, “they might. Men like Don Héctor put faith above profit, but his kind are few.”

He rose and crept forward, up to a ridge. The vista below offered no foothold for continued hope. Mortal ships rode at anchor in the bay; a mortal palisade encircled the presidio of San Telmo, wooden buildings carbuncled onto the sides of the soaring towers. The winged figure glided to the top of one of those towers, through a window, and vanished from sight.

“Let’s go,” Diego said, and, rising, strode forward.

A mortalizado would not be permitted to walk in front of his master. The Hungry Girl ran to catch up, then slowed to a more dignified walk just before a rough voice hailed her in Castilian. “Stop where you are! Name yourself!”

The winged faerie had cut their planning short, and Diego had given her no more time to prepare. “Estevan… Pérez,” the Hungry Girl said, wishing that hadn’t been the first surname to rise to her tongue. “Don Estevan Pérez. Survivor of a shipwreck—thank God we came ashore here.”

“And the one beside you?”

Juan had been the name they agreed upon, so as not to give any of the men here the power of Diego’s name. But before the Hungry Girl could raise that scant protection, another man on the wall called, “Isn’t that Don Héctor’s mortalizado, Diego? The one that came from this place? You—Don Estevan, was it? What ship did you say you were on?”

Fear told her to take flight, but Erauso’s advice kept her in place. “The San Prisciliano. Don Héctor was my captain. Is he here? Did he survive the wreck? Praise God for such grace!”

“No,” the man said, and his discouragement gave the Hungry Girl new life. “I’m of the Santísima Trinidad. We were the only ship to make it here, after the winds from that damnable flute scattered the fleet. We feared nobody else had survived. The Devil take this sea and its storms!”

They were not permitted entrance right away. Enough fae of the Sea Beyond had talent at glamours and deceptions that no one, not even the presidio’s own trusted men, was allowed inside without testing. The Hungry Girl stumbled over her prayers, but no one took that amiss; plenty of men swore by the Virgin without being able to hail her correctly. Diego recited his in the flat monotone they would expect. Both of them knelt to kiss the iron crucifix presented to them, and as wet as they were, a little rain of holy water made no difference at all. Their bona fides established at last, the gate creaked open.

Whereas Santa Cruz del Fuego had been cursed with mud, here the incessant storms washed the stone as slick as ice. The Hungry Girl hoped her unsteadiness would be taken for lack of balance. Diego caught her when she slipped, cover for a swift hiss in her ear: “We have to find that faerie.”

She couldn’t blame him for that desire, but they could hardly fly after their target like an arrow. Especially not when her stomach let out an embarrassing growl just as the sailor from the Santísima Trinidad asked, “Have you eaten? Not recently, I’ll wager. Come, follow me. You’ll need to report to the corregidor here, but we can at least get a hot meal inside you first.”

She’d steeled herself for the necessity of meeting the man in charge, but it still strangled her appetite as she ate what she could of a pungent fish stew. Then, after tidying her appearance as best she could, she presented herself to Don Benito de la Cueva and gave a brief report of the San Prisciliano’s fate: lies clad in enough knowledge of the ship and its crew to give them the veneer of truth.

“Don Héctor’s last command to him was to follow and obey me until such time as we were reunited,” the Hungry Girl said when Don Benito started making noises about taking charge of Diego. “That he still follows gives me hope for Don Héctor’s well-being.” She let a quaver creep into her voice, using that hint of weakness to persuade the corregidor not to strip away that last comfort by testing its limits.

Then the quaver had another cause. Her gut burned with the old, familiar curse. She barely had time to blurt an apology before the stew came back up, and no time at all to deposit it anywhere other than the flagstone floor.

Don Benito cringed back with a curse of distaste. “My apologies,” the Hungry Girl said, wiping her mouth and silently grateful, for once, to the changeling who subjected her to this misery. “I think the fish in that stew was off.”

“Have the mortalizado clean it up,” Don Benito said, throwing a length of burlap at them before fleeing.

Leaving the two of them alone. “Well timed,” Diego murmured. “I know the way to the tower the faerie landed in. We should go at once.”

The Hungry Girl wished Don Benito had left behind some wine to rinse her mouth. “We need to find Thessalonike’s tears.” They’d taken the form of pearls, Diego had said. There wouldn’t be many places here that might house pearls—though this office was one of them.

“The faerie first.” Diego turned toward the door.

She wedged herself in the jamb before he could go through. “No. What do you think will happen when someone comes back here and finds the floor still a mess?”

“I don’t care.”

“You should.” He had no leverage to pry her out of the door frame, and she wasn’t inclined to cooperate. “They know your name. If they think I’m failing to control you, they’ll just enslave you themselves. Then how will you help that faerie?”

He exhaled hard through his nose. The Hungry Girl softened her hard whisper. “I won’t command you. I wouldn’t even if I could. But please—don’t ruin this before it’s even started.”

She cleaned the floor while he searched the corregidor’s belongings, finishing both tasks just before the sailor from the Santísima Trinidad came to find them. “Don Benito has sent me to tell you—we’re to gather in the chapel. To give thanks for your survival, and pray for Don Héctor and the rest.”

The chapel was the largest of all the buildings in the presidio, and still not big enough to shelter every guard, sailor, and servant from the rain. But as Don Estevan, the Hungry Girl was allowed a place of honor in the front pews alongside Don Benito. She trailed him into the vestibule, where everyone scraped their boots dry on a mat under the narrowed gaze of Don Benito himself, and thence into the nave.

Where she stopped, her breath stolen from her lungs.

Outside, rain and cold stone, the harsh beauty of the storm. In here, warmth and light. Columns hewn from whole tree trunks rose to a ceiling bright with painted figures and gilt, lit by candelabra whose tapers burned with smokeless flame. For an instant she thought the images there showed Storm Isles fae, winged with glory, but no: These were the angels of which she’d been told, the servitors of God.

Heaven above; earth below. In the small transepts to either side, dozens of candles burned before finely painted statues: a kind-looking man in simple clothes to the right, a beautiful woman holding a child on the left. And between them, sheltered by a hood, the finest statue of all, a man hanging from a cross. Jesús, His body degraded, but His face raised to the sky in joy instead of suffering. Because He knew His suffering and sacrifice redeemed all mankind. And that in death lay the promise of life everlasting.

For the first time since she threw her lot in with the mortals of the San Prisciliano, she saw for herself the radiant light that animated Don Héctor’s words to her. Something created by mortals that was beautiful enough to rival any faerie glamour.

Surreptitiously, she wiped away tears. Don Benito smiled with pride. “When I first came here, this chapel was a drab place,” he said. “But I oversaw church restorations in Valladolid before being appointed to this post. I’m quite pleased with the results of my efforts.”

The others had filed in while she was distracted, but now Don Benito led her forward, to the single pew at the front. The others stood behind as a friar in green robes began to sing in Latin.

And the Hungry Girl realized her mistake.

Don Héctor had made it very clear: While she could attend Mass in the much less splendid church at Santa Cruz del Fuego, she was not permitted to receive the Eucharist, the wafer and wine that were—somehow—the body and blood of Christ. Not until she had been baptized and confirmed within the Church. To take what she was not yet worthy to receive would be blasphemy.

But Don Estevan Pérez could not abstain. Not without raising questions.

Diego, kneeling on the ground at her side, did not look up. She couldn’t ask him anyway; Don Benito would overhear. The Hungry Girl’s gaze darted from statue to statue, Jesús, the unknown man—San Telmo? Someone else? There were so many saints—and the woman who was surely the Virgin María, cradling the Christ child, as the Hungry Girl’s own mother must have cradled a changeling impostor. They looked so lifelike, painted and even dressed in real clothes. If she blasphemed by taking the wafer and the wine, would they leap down from their pedestals and cross to condemn her?

She stood, she knelt, she sat, she stood again. She mumbled responses, grateful that her hesitance was lost in the echo of many voices. The warmth that at first seemed so welcoming now made her sweat. She wished she could tear off her clothes and run wild and naked out into the rain. But an act that would spark cruel laughter in a faerie court would bring down far worse on her here.

And yet, Don Héctor had been clear: There could be no salvation for her, until she was washed clean of her sins.

She stared at the effigy of the suffering man, the one who had died for those sins, if only she could make it back to the mortal world and be anointed with water blessed in His name. Surely He wouldn’t blame her? Surely a being who accepted suffering for the salvation of others would understand?

Understand that you are doing this to perpetuate a lie, she thought, her entire rationalization crumbling like gold into leaves. And then it was too late: The green-clad priest came to the front of the altar carrying a large goblet, flanked by a page carrying a similar burden. Don Benito stood, but Diego remained kneeling; she had to go alone.

At least she had Don Benito as a model to follow. She knelt, opened her mouth, received the dry wafer and a too-small sip of wine, hands clasped in a semblance of prayer to hide their trembling. She’d been taught the words, but she didn’t recite them; that would just compound blasphemy upon blasphemy. She waited for her punishment.

Nothing happened. The statues remained statues. She returned to her pew; the men behind her filed through and away, an interminable line with a grey, lifeless tail. Baptism might bring mortalizados into the grace of God, but Diego still had to receive His blessing after the lowliest of his mortal betters.

But he was not the last one.

When all the men had been served, the friar and his assistant turned to their right, to the shallow transept watched over by the Virgin. There a window joined the neighboring tower to the chapel, permitting those inside to observe Mass and receive the Host.

Two women. An older mortal in a blue robe… and the mortalizada they had seen in the sky.

Diego, on his way back to kneel at the Hungry Girl’s side, went rigid.

Should the Hungry Girl hiss an order at him? Would it disrupt the solemnity of the rite? She cleared her throat, and that got through; with slow, dragging steps, he returned to his appointed place. But his gaze remained locked on the two at the window, even after the friar had finished with them.

The service ended, but when the men shuffled out of the pews, not all of them streamed from the nave. Some instead lined up at the transept as though preparing for a second Communion.

Watching them go one by one to the window and kneel, the Hungry Girl finally dared voice her question. “What are they doing?”

Instead of remarking upon her ignorance, Don Benito chuckled and led her toward the window. “Our prestejuan has also become something of a beata for the men. Her blessings are a comfort and guide them away from sinful and… rough behavior.”

Reaching the window, he gave the women inside a respectful bow. The Hungry Girl was quick to echo that gesture, lest he think her given to rough behavior herself.

“Sor Ágape,” he said, gesturing first at the mortal in blue. “My sister in blood as well as a sister in the Second Order of the Pillars. And Doña María Ángela del Agua Bendita, an obedient and penitent child. Ladies, Don Estevan here is the only survivor of the San Prisciliano. Perhaps you can offer a small blessing to bolster the grace he’s already received from God.”

The mortalizada’s moonstone eyes flicked from Don Benito to the Hungry Girl, before settling on Sor Ágape. The older woman nodded encouragingly. “Go ahead, child.”

From a distance, limned in sunlight and framed against the clouds and dwarfed by her shining wings, Doña María Ángela had looked small. But not as small as she looked now, a slip of a thing either still young enough to be the child they called her… or so ageless that childhood was a forgotten memory. With her wings a pale halo, it was not hard to understand why the men here saw special sanctity in her, naming her for the Virgin and the angels.

Copying the men who had gone before, the Hungry Girl knelt again. The mortalizada’s voice had the flatness of her kind, but she spoke high and sweet, as if seeking to rise above that. “I will tell you what I have told the others—that someone like me has no blessings to give. But I will offer special prayers of thanks to San Telmo and Our Lady for preserving you from the perils of these seas.”

She crossed herself as the Hungry Girl rose, casting her gaze upward. The sincerity in her face and voice banished all doubt. Whereas Diego wore his mortalization like chains, this one cradled it like a precious gift.

“A true wonder,” Don Benito murmured as they bowed and left. “Raised in a convent from her earliest years; she hopes to swear her vows soon. Some say that fae should not be permitted to take holy orders, but those like Doña María Ángela are surely the exception.”

Diego stumbled over the threshold as they left the chapel, going out once more into the incessant rain. The Hungry Girl pled exhaustion, which wasn’t a lie; she and Diego were sent to a room they would later share with others, but which for now lay empty. He made it as far as the center of the floor and then stood, unblinking, as the Hungry Girl shut the door behind them.

“Have you seen enough?” the Hungry Girl asked, doing her best to gentle the frustration from her voice. She’d assumed the restoration of his immortality was his driving purpose, yet ever since they’d come to San Telmo, it almost seemed like he’d forgotten it. And if so, why were they endangering themselves in the first place? “Perhaps it would be best to avoid María Ángela and focus on our search. She wants to be here. Like this.”

He answered by falling to his knees.

Not a careful genuflection. Impact hard enough to bruise. The Hungry Girl rushed forward, too late to catch him, and saw clearly the anguish he’d been locking away since—when? Since he saw María Ángela during Mass? Or earlier, in the sky?

Since he was dragged from these isles and bleached of his immortality. But whatever healing that wound had achieved in the intervening time, now it was torn wide open.

The Hungry Girl laid a tentative hand on his shoulder, more accustomed recently to herding him than giving comfort. “I’m sorry. I knew this would be hard for you, but—”

“She is my daughter.”

“Oh.”

That inadequate reply came forth of its own accord, a puff of air driven out by a bodiless punch. His daughter. She hadn’t thought—Fae had children so rarely. It was why they’d been fascinated by her when she was young. Swansdown and her brothers were hatched all in a clutch, but ages might pass before her parents bore another. Diego could have lived for eons without children.

But he had a daughter. One he had clearly given up for dead a long time ago. To find her alive—alive, but like this…

Sinking down before him, the Hungry Girl took up his unresisting hands. “I… didn’t know.” Still inadequate. “What do you want to do?”

His silence was answer on its own. What could they do? María Ángela had looked upon him without recognition. God was the only Father she knew and loved. And yet…

The Hungry Girl wanted to save her mother. She’d be a fool if she expected Diego to abandon his daughter.

The tower adjoining the chapel was the one they’d seen María Ángela fly to. Most likely that was where she lived, safely secluded from the rough men of the presidio. “We can try to talk to her,” the Hungry Girl said. “Away from others. But we have to find the pearls first.” Whether it went well or ill, the likelihood that they would have to flee after talking to María Ángela seemed high.

“What’s the point, when they’ve taken everything?” He stared at his hands, stone grey against her sun-browned skin. “No doubt they’ve stolen Thessalonike’s tears as well, and they’re a rope around the neck of some conquistador’s wife.”

“We don’t know that. You saw how the chapel was decorated. There were gems on the cup used for the wine.” Not pearls, fortunately. She could easily imagine Diego seizing the cup in the middle of the rite.

Before he saw his daughter, at least.

She tightened her grip when he tried to pull away. “Promise me. Promise you won’t go after her yet. Not until we’ve found the pearls, or we’ve given up on them being here.”

“I won’t,” Diego said.

There were three possibilities: that the pearls had been taken away to the Spains; that they had been lost or destroyed in the conquest; or that they remained in the Storm Isles. The first two were not to be borne, as they would mean the Hungry Girl and Diego had come here for no reason and now had no way to escape. She therefore fixed her mind upon the third, and the question of where those pearls would be.

Not the general environs of the presidio, which, although blessed with relative cleanliness by the rain, were no grander than function required. Not the chapel, whose friar wore humble robes and whose only treasures locked away were the items she’d seen brought out for Mass. Not the private chambers of Don Benito; emboldened by desperation, she finagled an invitation to dine with him and his sister. While he enjoyed more comfort and wealth than the common rabble, neither his rooms nor their clothes were adorned with pearls.

She returned to her room to confer with Diego—perhaps the tears of Thessalonike were moved to another island for safety during the invasion—and found him still gone.

He’d spent the day braving the slick rooftops to repair their myriad of leaks: a chore he’d suggested, and that the Hungry Girl pretended to order him to do with “all care and caution.” Don Benito had thanked her with an avuncular pat to her back, while the men who’d just escaped that miserable assignment cheered her and invited her to join them later for wine. Setting those men loose to easier chores meant setting the story loose as well. Nobody asked questions when they saw a drenched mortalizado wandering through private areas, poking at rafters, loitering on rooftops, scaling walls. But now it was night, and Diego had not returned.

The room’s two other residents snored as the Hungry Girl lay awake, dreading every call from the guards on watch, every muffled peal of the chapel bell. She didn’t have the excuse of an inviolable order to explain why she might be wandering the compound when everyone with sense was abed.

The moment the gulls started greeting the dawn with raucous squabbles, she was up. Others were already about their morning chores: a man loosing sheep to graze the rocky slopes, a cadre of kitchen workers turning the cookhouse into a cloud of smoke and steam. Two figures in green and blue conferred just inside the chapel, the friar who’d led the mass and Sor Ágape.

But of Diego, she saw no sign. Had he run mad into the interior of the island? Found some raft of storm wrack and left her? No, he wouldn’t abandon his daughter like that. But—

The Hungry Girl’s breath caught. He had promised… or had he? I won’t—meaning he wouldn’t go after María Ángela, or he wouldn’t promise? As if the distinction mattered: It wasn’t an oath sworn on his lost true name, and she didn’t know if that would bind him anyway. All that mattered was that the Hungry Girl had taken it as reassurance enough. But it was not.

She looked up at the tower, at the rickety wooden steps vined around its exterior. In the days before the conquest, the nobles of the Storm Isles had lived atop those stairless towers, above and apart from their non-winged subjects, but Sor Ágape could not be expected to haul her aging bones up a rope. The conquistadors had made alterations.

And at night, darkness provided convenient cover for a desperate, wingless father. Especially if he was willing to conceal himself atop a treacherously slick roof until Sor Ágape left for morning devotions.

The Hungry Girl had no such cover. But when she spotted a familiar grey figure easing himself down onto the top landing, she threw herself at the stairs without concern for who might see.

She retained enough caution to peek downward each time she approached the curve overlooking the bulk of the presidio. A low haze slouched through the lanes, helping to veil her from sight. But as she rose above it, a sheen of light reflected off the sea between the isles… and in that spiraling strait, a ship was approaching harbor.

One whose prow she had occupied for too many hours not to recognize it, even at a distance.

Of course Don Héctor, having mislaid his mortalizado, would look first in the faerie’s old homeland.

No longer caring who saw, the Hungry Girl bounded up the stairs two at a time. The muffled voices above suddenly burst into clarity: “You have no idea what it’s like!”

A shaky murmur followed, a child staving off a wild man, and then Diego’s words sleeting down like ice. “You think these islands were empty before they built their mud-frog hovels? There were people here. Your people. Kindred you betray every time you touch your lips to that cross. If the mortals hadn’t come, you would know how wrong this is, but they snatched you from me when you were no more than a squall. Left you your wings, but fed you on a diet of lies while they butchered or enslaved every other member of your family. Is that kind? Is that righteous or good or just?”

The Hungry Girl shoved through the door, cricked to one side to ease the pinch in her lungs. She barely had breath to give her warning. “Diego! There’s no—time for this—the ship. San Prisciliano. It approaches.”

“Thank the Blessed Virgin!” Wrenching free of Diego’s grip, María Ángela darted across the room to hide behind the Hungry Girl. “Don Estevan, your servant has gone mad. I beg you to command him to stop.”

“Command me yourself,” Diego said, with poisonous, self-destructive fury. “Prove you have abandoned everything to be their obedient slave.”

His words made María Ángela falter. “No, I—It is not my place! Such authority is for the Lord’s true people, those who are worthy of His love. You and I, we are far too fallen to direct our own courses, let alone each other’s. Our place is to obey, not to command. Only then can we hope to attain salvation.”

“Only then can we hope to serve their greed and bloodlust.” Diego gestured at the room: a tiny chapel, far more austere than the one below, bare of almost everything save a crucifix on the wall. The Christ there showed no joy, no transcendence—only agony. “For every one who truly believes their teachings, who places charity and forgiveness above self-serving hypocrisy, there are a thousand who would see us ground underfoot. Or do you think we all live such cosseted lives as you do here? While you’ve been playing their little angel in the tower, your kindred are kicked and starved and whipped until they bleed.”

María Ángela came out from behind the Hungry Girl and sank to her knees, hands outstretched to beseech Diego. “It is holy to suffer as Christ did. I would welcome such torments, for the chance to be closer to Him.”

“Diego!” The Hungry Girl could not, would not command him… but she put all the strength she could behind the name they’d forced upon him. “We have to go. Or do you want to fall back into Don Héctor’s chains?”

Silence fell, broken only by the patter of rain, and the soft sound of María Ángela praying.

“Do you turn to their God because you believe, or because you are afraid not to?” He spoke so quietly. To María Ángela; to the Hungry Girl. To himself. “That is what they took from you: a life without fear. You feel it all the time, don’t you? The abyss just below our feet. Mortality. Death. The inescapable promise that it will come for us. Today, tomorrow… What difference are a few moments, when you should have had eternity?”

His head sank low, a perverse mirror to María Ángela in prayer. The same lightning shock of hair, black fading to white; the same grey skin that might, once, have carried the violet edge of the storm. But storms could only rage for so long before their fury was spent, and his could carry him no further. No sirens were needed now to lure him to his death. The tower was high enough; if María Ángela did not command him, the Hungry Girl didn’t think she could hold him back from one final, wingless flight.

“They took that from you,” he whispered. “Took the true name I gave you and everything you could have been. I can’t save you, any more than their God can. Not when you don’t even see the need.”

His head lifted, face set in grim lines. “So I will take what I came for.”

The Hungry Girl and María Ángela both shrieked when he lunged at the girl, but he didn’t attack. Only ripped away the string of beads she clutched to her chest. A rosary, to guide her prayers.

Beads. Little grey stones, but interspersed among them… pearls.

“Let’s go,” Diego said, shoving past the Hungry Girl as the chapel bell began to toll.







CHAPTER 21

VALÈNCIA: 1608
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The hidden parts of the letters between Estevan and Alejandro were growing longer than the more innocuous parts used to conceal them. Estevan had to talk at length about his discovery that Beatriz and Leonor were both known in Russafa by the sole surname of Alcón—damnatio memoriae for their late, unlamented father—to make space for explaining what he’d learned from Beneyto and how that encounter had ended. He closed with a plea to Alejandro to suggest how this should be handled, given that it touched so closely upon the marquess.

Alejandro’s reply was much briefer, and it arrived barely in advance of its subject matter. Dénia is sending me and Calderón to deal with it. Be ready.

There was just enough time to transfer the babbling Beneyto from wherever Jalida had stowed him to a stable outside Russafa, a place Estevan might plausibly have used for the purpose. Before she departed, Jalida caught Estevan’s eye. “Are you sure this was a good idea?”

Given that there was no way to retract his message to Alejandro, her question was more an invitation to express his misgivings than a sincere query. Estevan swallowed them down and said, “I’m not going behind my friend’s back. Not when it could ruin his master.”

“Very well,” Jalida said, and hurried off through the fields.

Estevan barely had an hour to sweat under the afternoon sun before two men strode down the parched and dusty road. No one was around to see them—all people of sense were indoors or sleeping on their rooftops under cool awnings—yet the hoods both men wore spoke to the concern for how this situation might reflect on Dénia if it became known. As did the fact that Calderón had come alone, with no entourage besides Alejandro.

Estevan wished he could spare a moment to greet Alejandro, to take in the changes that six years of letters couldn’t communicate. To clasp hands and be comforted in the presence of an old ally and even older friend. But Calderón strode up and, with no greetings or pleasantries, demanded, “Where is the man?”

“Inside.” Estevan jerked his chin toward the stables. “Last stall.”

Calderón hesitated at the entry, scouring glance coming to rest on the sword he’d gifted Estevan, a high-quality perrillo blade to replace the cheaper one “lost” when he was attacked for the ciphered letter. “Why did you send word of this to your friend? You could have written to me directly.”

“It was urgent, and secret, and I wasn’t certain my letter would reach such an esteemed man in time. Or with its seal intact.”

Calderón grunted. “I would have liked to have read your report myself. You should not have burned it, Moya.”

Alejandro’s bow and words both had the worn edges of an apology repeated many times of late. “I was not thinking, Don Rodrigo. I will do better in the future.”

Relief slipped down Estevan’s back like sweat. He didn’t recall saying anything in his letter, either the overt or hidden parts, that could be used against him or Alejandro… but he did not like the thought of Calderón seeing how they communicated. Bad enough that the man knew now that they did, on subjects of more import than routine familial gossip.

Pushing his hood back, Calderón made to enter the stable. Estevan said, “I must emphasize what my letter described. Beneyto’s state of mind is not… congenial. I think his many ventures into far waters have affected his mind.”

Calderón muttered, “It was never strong to begin with,” and went inside.

They had a brief moment, before Calderón would expect them to follow. But when Estevan tried to catch Alejandro’s gaze, his friend merely ducked under the low lintel of the stable, vanishing into the shadows.

Swallowing hard, Estevan followed.

Beneyto had been gagged to mute his ramblings, but a steady, monotonous drone of noise came out of him anyway, interspersed with hiccuping laughs. When Calderón yanked the gag off, Beneyto segued without pause into the same nonsense he’d been spilling ever since Estevan broke his mind. “—flowers said they would only bloom if the orange apologized, but the donkey climbed up the mast and kicked the sun. Now it is always night, and the stars are all inside our heads, twinkling like little eyes…”

He brought up his bound hands, straw clenched in each fist, and began jamming the flimsy ends at his temple. “Poke them out, make holes to the heavens. I said I didn’t know, but I did.”

Hay falling from his grasp, he looked up and locked eyes with Calderón. “You shouldn’t give reales to beggars. They’ll break their teeth on the gold.”

Estevan’s fingers itched to replace the gag. Beneyto had yet to say anything that would betray his secret, and the more he rambled, the less likely it became that such a comment would be believed, but still: He breathed easier when the man couldn’t form words. “As you can see, quite—”

Calderón cut him off. “What did you know, that you said you didn’t?”

Beneyto tilted his head, thinking… then crowed like a cock.

The blasphemy Calderón muttered would have him doing penance come Easter, if he bothered to confess it to a priest. “Quite mad. If anything, you understated it.”

He made no objection and Beneyto made no resistance as Estevan came forward and tied the gag back into place. Alejandro was pressed against the post of a facing stall, oblivious to the donkey nipping at his sleeve. Even in the dimness of the stable, he looked pale and sick. Calderón merely looked thoughtful.

“I read an interesting report,” Calderón mused, scratching his scalp. “Back when you first came to my notice. A small thing at the time, but I’m reminded of it now. When you were a boy, you were put to the question by the Holy Office, were you not? Something about cursing your eldest sister with a faerie charm?”

Now Estevan was the one feeling pale and sick. How did Calderón know that? Inquisition records were supposed to be secret. “I—I—”

Calderón waved his protests away unspoken. “I don’t care what you did to your sister. I only want to know if you did something to Beneyto.”

He had. Every muffled sound coming from Beneyto’s gagged mouth was Estevan’s fault. Not intending an effect didn’t absolve him of its consequences. But he couldn’t say that.

Calderón took his horror as fear of the Inquisition. “I’m not going to denounce you,” he said impatiently. “Come, now. Working in the Hall of Wonders, you must have any number of opportunities to pocket useful little items. If you have something of the sort, it could be of great use—to His Majesty, of course.”

Like an inquisitor, Calderón seemed already to have determined some level of guilt. To deny it now would only invite more suspicion—few people trusted an honest man—and worse retribution.

But the Holy Office had taught Estevan that little lies could conceal greater truths.

He fell to his knees, the straw doing little to pad the impact, and pulled off his hat and bowed his head like any good penitent. “I will not deny that… on occasion… a small rarity or two has found its way into my pocket. I have a mother and two unwed sisters to provide for, and little inheritance from my father besides my name.”

Much like Calderón’s own master, mired in debts and burdened with the responsibility of upholding his illustrious lineage and rank. Calderón’s faint grunt said the unspoken parallel had been recognized.

Estevan rushed onward. “But I would never keep a genuine treasure when it could serve our glorious land. What good would come of such treason? Far better to give it to His Majesty and let him, in his prudence, decide how it should be used!”

Calderón spat into the straw. “His Prudence would probably order it destroyed. They say faeries sent his eldest son insane, you know, and his grandmother before that. My lord’s grandfather and great-grandfather were tasked for years with guarding Juana the Mad, and Don Carlos died in my lord’s father’s arms. No, anything that could cause madness like this, neither His Majesty nor my lord would make use of it.”

He sounded both irritated and insinuating. Sighing over their shortsightedness, while still trying to bait Estevan into surrendering what he didn’t have. A man who did that could win real favor from a marquess, or even a king.

Estevan dared to look up. “Truly, Don Rodrigo. Beneyto’s madness is nothing more than the consequence of his own actions. Or perhaps a gift from God, protecting you and your master from… inadvertent association with such a traitorous pig.”

“Inadvertent. Indeed.” Calderón lifted Estevan to his feet and even replaced his hat atop his head. “My lord is grateful for your discretion and understanding, Don Estevan. You needn’t worry yourself anymore about Beneyto. I will take care of him.”

It took two peremptory gestures before Alejandro got the message and hastily unlatched the stall holding the donkey. Together, the three of them hefted Beneyto over the donkey’s back like a sack of rice, Alejandro sacrificing his cloak to throw over the man until the donkey looked like every other brought to market. He also tied a kerchief inside the stall door, sagging from the coins tucked into its folds: The farmer might be vexed to find his beast gone, but at least he wouldn’t start shouting about thieves.

But when Alejandro made to follow Calderón out of the stables, he was waved off. “Some business is better finished with fewer hands. Moya, I will see you this evening.”

Calderón and the donkey had long since vanished down the dusty lane when Estevan finally drew in a deep breath and reached for his friend’s arm. “Alejan—”

“Don’t.” Alejandro cast off the touch, not quickly enough to keep Estevan from finding the tremors he’d been hiding. They broke through into his breathing, too, harsh and uneven. He raked shaking fingers through his oiled auburn hair, knocking his hat to the ground. It rolled, collecting a band of dust around the rim. “You did this. Lie to Calderón all you want, but you can’t deceive me. You caused that madness.”

Alejandro’s wild gaze begged Estevan to deny the accusation. All he had to offer was cold comfort. “I—I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know I could.”

“How? I thought you could only talk to trees!”

The languid siesta hour was not cloak enough for comments like that, not when Alejandro’s voice spun high and loud. Estevan gestured frantically for him to lower it. “So did I! But he was soaked with the Sea Beyond, right down to the soul—this land is soaked with it, they’ve brought so much through—” He was taking the wrong angle. Alejandro didn’t care about the metaphysics; he cared about what Estevan had done. Desperately, he said, “I was careless. Beneyto saw what I was, some of it. Jalida said if I hadn’t done this, we would have had to kill him.”

“What do you think Calderón is doing now?” Alejandro snarled, gesturing down the road. “He’s not heading for the city, to some hospital where they take care of poor madmen. Tomorrow or the day after, they’ll find Beneyto in a ditch.”

An end many might call kinder, for all that the Christian commandments forbade it. And yet, Alejandro seemed angrier over Estevan’s transgression than the one Calderón set off to make.

Like the day’s muddling heat haze settling into a clear night, Estevan realized that six years was a long time for humans to be apart. To let them grow apart. Letters were a thin and flimsy bond to hold two people together, especially when Alejandro’s fate and fortune were now linked to the Marquess of Dénia. Who was Estevan to him anymore?

You’re a threat to me. The things you know about me, they could see me burned at the stake, the sodomite condemned alongside the heretics. Or worse: I might die not because of anything I’ve done, but simply because I have the misfortune of knowing you. Faerie spy, faerie traitor.

For one nauseating instant, Estevan thought Alejandro had actually spoken those words. But they were distant, ghostly: some cruel enchantment flung onto him from his counterpart in the Sea Beyond.

Which did nothing to crack the kernel of ugly realism at their core.

Sooner or later the siesta would end and the farmers would return to their fields. Estevan dragged Alejandro back into the stables. Beneyto’s stall had already housed one madman; it could hold two more for a bit. “So what I did is enough to rouse your anger, but murder is no great concern? Beneyto was working for them. Smuggling valuables and treasures pillaged from the very place I’m trying to protect—”

“I didn’t know about him—”

“—all to enrich your master. But the moment he becomes a liability instead of an asset, they strike him from the ledger! These are the men you would affiliate yourself with?”

Alejandro yanked free of his grasp. “And what of those you associate with—this Jalida of yours? You’ve told me little enough about her.”

“Because I don’t dare put it in a letter!”

“Not even with magic to hide it,” Alejandro said. “You’re not worried about the marquess learning about her, or the king’s spies. You don’t want me to know. That tells me plenty.”

Estevan smacked his palm against the splintered wood of the wall. “You want to know things? Ask me!”

“And if you don’t like what I have to say, will you drive me to madness, too?”

Estevan didn’t realize he was moving until the stables echoed with bone striking flesh, and pain shot up his arm from the hardness of Alejandro’s jaw. For a moment they stood, staring at each other.

Then a fist slammed into his gut and they were rolling on the dusty floor alongside Alejandro’s fallen hat. They’d both filled out in their time apart, Alejandro’s lanky height now supported by muscle; Estevan could not squirm free as he used to in the past. He wound up on his back, Alejandro kneeling over him and pinning him flat—and there, again, they froze.

The moment stretched out, breathless, tense. Then Alejandro recoiled as if he’d pinned a burning brand, scrambling to his feet and retreating into the back corner of the stall. It wasn’t a large space; he was still within arm’s reach. Estevan, rising more slowly, did not try to touch him.

Addressing the wall, Alejandro said dully, “I’ve avoided it all this while, but my mother’s finally lost patience with me. She’s found me a prospective wife. I’ll be promised to her as soon as I return to Madrid. I’m surprised your mother hasn’t done the same… though. Well.”

His hands rose and gently laid themselves against the rough boards. Then his knuckles whitened. “I know you don’t want—what I want. I knew both of us would always have to go the way society expects. That all I might hope for is letters. But I didn’t expect you would leave me for some morisca.”

“Don’t call her that,” Estevan snapped, when he really meant Don’t say it like that. Like Jalida not being Christian made her inherently lesser.

It was the only thing he could respond to. The rest—wives and desires and what society and mothers expected—he hadn’t donned a mortal guise for those things, and he didn’t care about them.

He hadn’t come here for other things, either: the feelings he had for Alejandro, the feelings he might, possibly, be starting to have for Jalida. But apparently he had no more control over those madnesses than he did over what he’d done to Beneyto. They consumed him anyway, and he didn’t know how to reconcile them.

Rubbing tender knuckles, he muttered, “She’s done more to help my kind than I ever have. She’s done more to help me than…”

“Than I ever have?”

That wasn’t what he’d meant. But too many raw spots were exposed now, the protective covering of the comfortable friendship they’d enjoyed in Salamanca worn thin by time and distance. Estevan’s stomach muscles ached from Alejandro’s blow. They’d always scuffled before, but those had been boyhood fights. They were men now. Which apparently meant they could hurt each other more deeply.

Estevan drew in a deep breath, despite the pain in his gut, and let it out slowly. “I don’t want to get you in trouble. You have your mother to think about, and soon a wife, too.”

Picking up Alejandro’s hat, Estevan brushed off the worst of the dust and straw and handed it back to him. Awkwardly, he said, “You should come to our house. If only for a moment. It’s not far from here; you probably came through Russafa on your way from the city. My mother will want to hear news of yours.”

He barely waited for Alejandro’s grunt of acknowledgment before he fled the stable.







CHAPTER 22

THE SEA BEYOND: LATER
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Diego knew the paths across the island, and they didn’t have to go far. Just out of sight of the harbor, where the San Prisciliano was being hailed with cheers and puzzled questions that would be answered all too soon.

There wasn’t even a beach, just a rocky drop that left them ankle-deep in cold water. “We don’t have a ship,” the Hungry Girl said.

“We don’t need one.” With a vicious jerk, Diego broke the cord holding the rosary together, throwing away the smaller stones and keeping the pearls knotted between them. Thrusting one at her, he said, “Take this. Cast it into the water and say, Thessalonike, the time has come to repay your debt.”

Her toes were already going numb. She did as instructed, and Diego did the same.

She expected Thessalonike to rise from the water. Or two little coracles of pearl to bear them across the waves.

Tails as grey as Diego’s skin thrashed the water, and two dolphins surfaced with eager squeaks.

“Do you speak salt-talk?” Diego asked, as the dolphins watched them with a friendliness that could turn all too quickly to violence. They weren’t as ornery as orcas, but dolphins could be capricious, and they took too much pride in their native language to stoop to learn another.

She’d spent a short time in the court of the Old Man of the Sea. The dolphins, like so many creatures of the Sea Beyond, laughed at her terrible grammar and even worse pronunciation; nevertheless, they turned to present their dorsal fins, an invitation to grab and hold on for dear life.

Not a moment too soon. A shout sounded from the ridge above, the words lost in the wind and rain and waves, but she recognized a command to halt. She flung herself prone, the better to get past the cold shock as quickly as possible, and took hold of a fin.

Then she was coughing into a spray of spume as her dolphin launched itself into the waves with a few flicks of its powerful tail. More splashing rose at her side, Diego handling the sudden launch no better than she was. She thought she heard the crack of an arquebus, but the dolphins were too quick, their pursuers too slow.

A rough ride was preferable to death, but only a little more comfortable. The Hungry Girl had no attention to spare for the outlying rocks of the Storm Isles sliding past; she was too busy spitting out salt water and failing to hold her legs somewhere out of the bruising path of the dolphin’s tail. She could feel the subtle shift, though, when they passed outside the island’s influence, the water easing to a more welcoming temperature, its taste perhaps a little sweeter. Even if she could have asked Diego how long their journey would take, he would have had no answer: In the Sea Beyond, it took as long as chance dictated.

Just when the cramps in her fingers threatened to become unendurable, the dolphins glided to a halt.

The Hungry Girl risked letting go with one hand so she could flip the sopping mass of her hair out of her face. All around was open water, Diego and his dolphin the only landmark in sight—no. A swell lifted her, and before she rocked back down into the trough, she saw greenery in the distance.

“Should we swim for the island?” she asked Diego.

He shook his head, gaze directed not forward, but down. Slowed by dread, the Hungry Girl looked… and saw a monstrously large shadow sliding beneath.

She reached for her dolphin, but her hand slipped down the sleek flank as it flipped and danced away. Diego’s dolphin leapt high and dove deep, and soon the two capricious creatures were nothing more than glimpses among the swells and squeaking laughter on the wind.

The ocean surged, lifting them, and the Hungry Girl swallowed a mouthful of brine before something solid rose under her treading feet. Sputtering, she regained her balance and clung to her courage as a figure emerged from the depths. Water sheeted over the creature’s head and shoulders in a crystalline meniscus before breaking into sea-foam. Underneath, her hair streamed like ancient shipwrecked bronze, and her skin shone the iridescent nacre of the interior of a mussel. She wore a garment similar to the Oracle’s, its draping folds the palest gold of woven sea silk. And she towered above them on a tail of flashing silver, her brows drawn down like a threat of doom.

Wiping spume from her chin, the Hungry Girl did her best to look like more than what she was: a bedraggled mortal woman inches from drowning for her foolishness.

“Two pearls at once.” Thessalonike’s voice was the cry of gulls and the crashing of waves upon the shore, and it shook her listeners’ bones. “Two favors to ask… or one mighty boon.”

Diego’s hands, outspread for stability, lowered to his sides. He even managed a bow. “The mightiest—and I will surrender all the remaining pearls of those you once bestowed, great Thessalonike, if it is necessary for what I seek.”

Droplets spattered the waves as Thessalonike leaned down. Undaunted, Diego went on. “The Oracle said your favor can return the immortality that has been taken from me.”

The ground supporting them shifted with her movements. Not ground at all, but a muscled coil of her tail. She was massive, her bronze-crowned head and pearl-shadowed shoulders blotting out the sun as she peered at them both. “Those boons were promised to the noblest scions of the storm. You have no right to claim them, wingless one. Still less the mortal at your side. But if you come by way of the Oracle, perhaps she has given you something else to win my favor. Tell me: Where is Alexander?”

That was her riddle? The would-be conqueror’s body could lie anywhere: on one of ten thousand islands, or in the abyssal deeps. Or his followers might have taken it back to the mortal world. Thinking of the Goblin Armada and the trades made there, the Hungry Girl said, “I do not know, great Thessalonike. But it is my intent to travel back to my homeland, and I will ask the people there for an answer.”

“What use are intentions to me when it’s news I seek?” The coil under their feet heaved again, and the Hungry Girl coughed on another mouthful of seawater. Diego hauled her close, both of them treading water until they could regain their uncertain footing. “And you, wingless one? Do you have an answer for me other than good intentions?”

Diego’s shoulders twitched at this second insult. But years of forced respect stood him in good stead as he said, “I have only the truth, if you will hear it: Alexander is dead, and has been for thousands of mortal years. He died in his attempt to conquer the Circumfluent Ocean. You must seek his corpse, or his ashes on the wind.”

“His… ashes…” From nowhere, a gust stirred Thessalonike’s kelp-tangled hair. Her enormous visage shrank as she recoiled. “He… is gone?”

She had to know. Ages had passed since Alexander’s attempted conquest; he was mortal, as his sister was not. And surely other travelers had told her—

Too late, the Hungry Girl realized why all the stories ended in destruction.

“No!” Thessalonike roared, her hair rearing up like snakes. “Alexander lives and reigns and conquers the world!”

The coil beneath their feet flung them skyward, then vanished. The Hungry Girl and Diego crashed into the water, churned to froth by Thessalonike’s furious convulsions. Diving low to escape that, the Hungry Girl saw the sea bottom was much closer than she’d realized, and scattered all along it…

Shattered hulks of chariots, swan boats, galleons. Masts and sails slowly rotting away in the brine. And among them, studding the sand like grotesque coral, statues: humans and all kinds of fae, caught in the midst of their fear and desperate attempts to escape. Turned to stone by the monstrous gorgon above.

Even if water had offered protection from Thessalonike, the Hungry Girl could not stay under forever. She recoiled from a nearby thrashing, then realized it was no loop of tail, but Diego. His eyes were wide, as if trying to force a thought into her brain by sheer will—a thought that had already come to her.

Grabbing Diego and thrusting him behind her, the Hungry Girl rose for the surface, with him clinging to her back like a limpet.

“Don’t… look…” she sputtered between coughs. Her eyes stung, but she ignored her own advice as she looked up and met the gorgon’s gaze.

Thessalonike rose above them like a cobra, spitting fury and coils of bronze hair writhing. Her magic dragged at the Hungry Girl’s limbs, stiffening her joints like lead and hardening her heart to stone. She ignored it, and the paralysis slipped away in a shiver of pins and needles. “Listen to me!” she shouted.

But her words were lost in the thunder of Thessalonike’s cries. “Alexander! Alexander! My brother cannot be gone! I will turn you to stone for your lies!”

There was more than one way for her to kill them, if enchantment failed. The Hungry Girl would never make it to that island. She could only try to intervene. “Great Thessalonike! He may be dead, but his memory lives on!”

The thrashing coils stopped, but not because Thessalonike was soothed. Instead she saw the Hungry Girl—stared—leaned in and stared harder. The Hungry Girl, treading water, kept tangling her dolphin-bruised legs with Diego’s; she couldn’t keep them afloat for long. But Thessalonike was still staring.

“You are not yet stone,” the gorgon said in her salt-spray hiss. “Why are you not stone?”

A snake coil wider than the trunk of an old oak rose dripping, only to crash down a handsbreadth from the Hungry Girl’s paddling arms. The shock wave flung her and Diego into the air, where another coil seized them and slammed them against the surface, like the Lady in a tantrum. But the Lady had never had such gigantic power.

Shouting more might drown her, but not shouting seemed doomed to end the same way. Dragging in a stinging breath, the Hungry Girl yelled, “Why are you not stone? You’re certainly as useless as one! As unfeeling as one!”

The attack stopped, but only so Thessalonike could find the Hungry Girl amid the churning waves. “I feel,” she hissed. “My grief is infinite and eternal.”

“And are you the only one who grieves? Your brother died waging a war of conquest on others, all for his own glory. How many sisters did he bereave? And brothers and mothers and fathers and children? What about the kindred of the people below, killed simply because you didn’t like their answers?” Some of those below were conquistadors, perhaps on a grand quest to kill the gorgon. But that would not make those they left behind grieve any less. Just as Thessalonike wept for her conquering brother.

Did the Hungry Girl’s mother grieve for her? Did she even know what she’d lost?

The hiccuping sob that caught her sucked in seawater. Coughing, flailing, the Hungry Girl smacked a quiescent coil and grabbed on. Dug her fingers under the edge of a thick silver scale like she could rip it out, and all her sorrow with it.

“You lost your brother?” she snarled. “I lost my mother. I don’t know if she threw me away or was tricked by a changeling, but the result is the same. I’m alone. And Diego… he didn’t just lose a brother. They’ve taken everything from him: his wings, his home, his people, his name. His daughter. Taken by humans who are doing what your brother couldn’t, one island at a time—humans who probably won’t stop until they’ve killed Leviathan, just like they killed Behemoth!”

She half expected Thessalonike to rage again, to insist that no one could surpass the great Alexander. But the gorgon didn’t answer.

The Hungry Girl spat out salt and said, “We came to ask you for help. For hope. If Diego can regain his immortality, maybe there’s a way for the Sea Beyond to fight back. But you can’t pry your head out of your own grief long enough to even notice someone else’s. What a pathetic creature she is, this sister of Alexander.”

The waves were still white-capped, echoing Thessalonike’s agitation. But the gorgon herself was still.

And then her hair subsided, snakes no more. A coil carefully lifted them up, and the Hungry Girl patted Diego’s clinging hands, telling him the danger had passed.

“You know very little, lost human child,” Thessalonike said, but her voice was soft instead of angry. “But then… perhaps I know less than I thought.”

She turned and gestured with one long, graceful arm toward the island. “The Oracle told you true. At the center of that island you will find a spring of water. Bathe in it, and mortality will be washed from you.”

Like all sea changes, Thessalonike’s shift from woman to monster and back to woman again was too abrupt; the Hungry Girl reeled with it. She blamed that for speaking when she should have gone gratefully silent. “Is that what you did?” she asked.

But like a storm, Thessalonike had blown out all her fury. The calm left in its wake was unnerving. Slipping through the surf to deposit them on the white sand shore of the island, she said, “I came to find an answer, but all I found was a well of grief with no bottom. Not even immortal waters can bring back what has already died.”

With a sorrowing sigh, she returned to the deep, leaving the Hungry Girl and Diego bedraggled and alone.

The island was a quiet, green haven, trees and flowers, grasses and sunlight, and seemingly no inhabitants.

When they climbed the first slope, they found that the curving shore of the island was the outside of a ring. Water sparkled in the channel between, with the earth itself arching gently over to the next stretch of land. That too was a ring, with more natural bridges leading to the central hill. Four crystalline rills poured down its slopes, feeding out to the channels and through a gap to the Sea Beyond itself.

No monster defended the spring at the hill’s crest. The water bubbled up from the ground, absolutely clear, and no bones lay concealed in the grass around it. The Hungry Girl looked for those in particular.

“I see no illusion, no trap,” she told Diego. “Whether it will indeed help you…”

“Thessalonike had no reason to resort to trickery,” he said, just as hesitant as she. At Leviathan’s Maw, he’d jumped in without a second thought, but his failure there had cut deep. Until he tried these waters, hope remained alive. After…

What would happen after? It was a question for philosophers and argumentative drunks, as no one had ever re-immortalized a faerie. Would it restore his original true name? Or would he claim a new one?

Would his oath to help her, sworn on his lost name, bind him to follow through?

She tried to imagine what she would do if it didn’t. Stranded on an island with no way off, and a gorgon destroying anyone who came near. It would be the harpy island all over again, just with more pleasant surroundings. And instead of a curse lying in wait, she would have this spring, tempting her to become something she was not.

As Diego had been made something he was not.

“After this,” she said without thinking, then stopped. Diego waited. The Hungry Girl examined the words she’d been about to say, weighing whether she truly meant them.

She did.

“After this,” she said, “whether the oath you swore to me binds you or not, I release you from it.”

Diego’s brows knitted. “You’re giving up on returning to the mortal world?”

“No,” the Hungry Girl said. She folded her clammy hands under the salt-stiffened tabs of Erauso’s old doublet. “But you’ve been forced to serve the wishes of mortals too much already. I won’t do that to you again.”

She’d managed to take him by surprise. He was armored against every kind of cruelty and callousness; against decency, he had no defense. “Thank you,” Diego said, in a pale whisper. Then, more strongly: “But… why do you still want to go back? You’ve seen who they are, what they will do, to your own kind as well as mine.”

He hesitated before adding, “Is it because of your mother? Forget the story you heard. There are no ogres in the mortal world, and just because you were born there doesn’t mean you have to return there. This is where you’ve always lived. You’re more like us than like them.”

“Am I?” Her hair blew across her lips, carrying the harshness of salt. “Every moment of my life, I’ve been reminded that I’m not like you. I’m an exotic pet, or I’m a cloddish nuisance.”

“So change that!” He gestured at the quiet waters before them. “Become one of us in truth! Wash away your mortality! Why would you go back, when you could have this instead?”

The Hungry Girl met his gaze directly. “Has changing your nature brought you happiness? Has it brought happiness to Thessalonike?”

He was so still when he thought, as if he were one of the statues petrified by the gorgon. Then, reluctantly, he shook his head.

She gestured to the spring. “Go on. This is what you’ve been seeking. There’s nothing to gain by delay.”

Nothing to gain; perhaps everything to lose. Yet he stepped forward—not a desperate dive like before, but a deliberate stride. The waters sloshed at his ankles, then knees. When he reached the center, the pool only came to his hips. His hands splayed over its glass-clear surface as though he were a titan commanding a miniature ocean. But his flesh remained grey, his hair and expression leached of life.

Expelling a breath, he sank to his knees, and the waters closed over his head.

No kicked-up silt clouded the pool; she could see him still, like gazing through a distorted mirror. Tiny air bubbles clung to his brow and lashes. A small fish with emerald scales nibbled at his nose, which twitched in response, releasing a few more bubbles. And then he fell still again.

She held her breath alongside him, releasing it slowly, until her lungs strained for air and she had to swallow it in deep gulps. Storm Isles fae were creatures of air; the wings alone were proof of that. How long could he hold on without it?

A twitch broke his stillness, and she thought surely he must need to surface soon, for breath if nothing else. But then another came, and another, and he began gasping in water like it was air, great, heaving sobs of it. His hands rose to mask his pain; he curled over, a turtle’s hunch seeking protection from the cruelties of the world. Not like a man drowning in a spring, but like a man bereft, drowning in grief.

At Leviathan’s Maw she’d argued for a rope. She hadn’t even thought of it here; they had none anyway. The only way to help him would be to risk the waters herself—and would she fare any better? The Hungry Girl was used to shrugging off enchantments, but when she thought about wading into that spring, fear paralyzed her. Under her feet was solid ground, yet she felt like she had when Thessalonike’s shadow slid beneath, as if some dreadful power was poised to devour her.

The waters rippled, shimmered. Diego was getting harder to see. Not through any clouding of the pool, no—he was fading. Like ink washed away by rain, dissolving into the terrible sorrow that inundated him. He reached up, and his hands should have easily cleared the surface, but he seemed to be fathoms deep and sinking.

He was coming apart. Melding into the waters of the Sea Beyond, as faerie spirits did when their bodies died.

But faerie spirits being born…

They’d been such fools. His old name was destroyed. As was María Ángela’s, and that of every mortalized faerie. They weren’t born with names, any more than humans were. Epithets were earned or claimed over time, but first names, true names, were given to them. By parents, or guardians, or rulers, according to the customs of the isles that birthed them. A true name was an amalgam of blessings and wishes, hopes and dreams, shaping each silvery dewdrop sprung from Leviathan’s consciousness into something uniquely itself.

He needed a name—but the only person there to give it to him was the Hungry Girl.

She’d rejected immortality when he’d suggested it. She was born of the same people who’d destroyed him. She couldn’t be the one to name him.

But the longer she hesitated, the more he dissolved, like a snowflake in the rain. The bubbles clinging to him had taken on a mercurial shimmer. He was returning to Leviathan. Unless she did something, he would be gone.

Dropping to her knees at the spring’s edge, she stretched out her hands, just above the rippling waters. “You who once were and who will be again,” she cried out, hoping he could hear her, or that he didn’t have to. “Come forth. I name you—”

She spoke a syllable in the language of trees, the first tongue they shared.

She spoke a syllable in the language of storms, holding all the ferocity that had carried him this far.

She spoke a syllable in the language of birds, to comfort him in the absence of his wings.

She spoke a syllable in Goblin cant, to grant him the freedom of the Sea Beyond.

She named him—and she brought him into being.

The Hungry Girl’s palms slammed into the grass, catching her before she could pitch forward into the spring. Her tongue lay heavy in her mouth, her breath rasping in and out, her heart pounding like she’d run four full circuits of this nameless isle.

Quiet splashing. The hushing whisper of grass.

Two hands curled around her arms and brought her up to face him.

The grey was gone, replaced by a newborn pearlescence. His hair still faded from storm dark to lightning white, but now it was lustrous and deep, the shifting hues of a tempestuous sky. His eyes, instead of reflecting green, held the patient verdancy of leaves in the sun.

His back was still bare of wings. But he was alive—truly alive, as he had never been in all the time she’d known him.

She waited for his condemnation. His mouth, opening and closing like the tiny fishes darting about in the pool, spoke without words of the struggle within, the impossible position she’d put him in. No faerie should owe his true name to a mortal.

Then he drew a deep breath, shoulders rising and falling, settling at last into a more relaxed line. “Thank you,” he said. “It is a good name. A guide to shape my becoming.”

“I did my best,” she whispered.

There was something too crackling about him, now. Too full of magic, in a way she couldn’t ignore. His touch was sharp and sparking across her skin. She stepped back, slipping away from it, and he let her. A miracle had occurred, and now neither of them knew what to do.

Her stomach cramped with hunger. She hadn’t eaten since San Telmo, and as always, her mortal body demanded its due. Sighing, she said, “I suppose we need to find a way off this island.”

“Oh. That.” He raised his hands, grin flashing as clouds raced above them, darkening too quickly even for a changeable place like the Sea Beyond. “It is no longer a problem.”

She didn’t even have time to inhale before the winds lifted her into the sky.







CHAPTER 23

VALÈNCIA: 1608
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Ships sailing to the Sea Beyond moved in an organized convoy, with the escort galleys hovering around them like anxious duennas. Ships returning from the Sea Beyond straggled in more irregularly. Watchtowers had stood all along the Valencian coast since well before the opening of the Pillars, some built by the Moors, then repurposed to guard against their return. Now, as soon as the first inbound vessel was sighted, fires flared from tower to tower until the Micalet itself, standing proudly above the cathedral of València, blazed with the good news.

The longboat hadn’t even touched the shore of the Grau before it became apparent the news was not good.

The man standing at the prow wore a familiar habit, the divided blue cross of the Knights of the Pillars, and fine enough that this must be a man of rank. But a mortal decade had passed since Knight Commander Rafael López de León had been dispatched to oversee the presidio of Santa Cruz del Fuego, and of those gathered on the shore, only Desclot recognized him on sight.

Recognized… and swore sulfurously under his breath. Because Don Rafael should not be here, back on Spanish soil.

“Thanks be to God for your return, Knight Commander,” Desclot said, long custom propelling the traditional greeting from him, as Don Rafael disembarked on the pier. “What news from the Pillars and the Sea Beyond?”

“Better to ask me what disaster,” Don Rafael spat, jerking his ankle out of the grasp of one of the Pilares nuns when she unwisely knelt and reached for it. “Santa Cruz has fallen, the ever-burning flame doused. We barely managed to escape before the fogs reclaimed it. The prestejuan tried to keep us there—I think he hoped we would be trapped.”

Murmurs and cries ran through the gathered crowd like rats carrying plague. Santa Cruz del Fuego, lost? It had been the first island charted, brought within the dominion of mortal power and mortal time, and ever since then it had served as the transit point for ships entering and departing the Sea Beyond. If it had slipped away…

Estevan’s breath stopped. Could it slip away? Could Hy-Brasil’s magic pull it free of Spain’s grasp?

If so… could other islands do the same?

Bravely, Desclot blocked Don Rafael when he tried to stride forward, off the pier. “Please, Knight Commander. You must allow the sisters to wash your feet first.”

“I don’t have time for that!” Don Rafael snarled. “The king must hear—”

“The king must not hear that you failed to cleanse yourself after ten years in the Sea Beyond,” Desclot said in a low, tight voice. “Particularly not when you bear such news.”

It brought Don Rafael up short. With ill grace, he submitted to the foot-washing his companions had already received, delivering the rest of his news as he did. “We salvaged what we could. A few creatures, and there is one vessel full of slaves—assuming they have not starved. We were months at sea, with few chances to reprovision. But of the cargo, very little remains.”

“I would hear your full report, but not here.” Desclot looked around as though only just noticing how many of his underlings were loitering nearer than necessary for whatever their duty might be. “And the viceroy should hear as well. We have had our own recent defeats due to sabotage, and I wonder now if the two might be connected. Carrasco.”

His name, spoken on the heels of Desclot’s suspicions, jolted Estevan. He lifted his chin, refusing to cower under Don Rafael’s sudden scrutiny. Here was a man who’d spent years in the Sea Beyond, seen every kith and kin of faerie-kind. Estevan must not give anything away. “Yes, En Jaume?”

“Take this news to the palace at once, and let the viceroy know we will attend him as soon as Don Rafael can present himself. Speak of this to no one else, and do not delay.”

As if the two men with Don Rafael would not spread the news, and everyone who came behind them on the ships fleeing the lost island. Still, relieved to escape Don Rafael’s curious and knowledgeable gaze, Estevan bowed and departed at a run.

“And where are you going in such a hurry?”

Calderón’s voice pulled Estevan up like a hunter’s snare as he hurried across the courtyard of the viceregal palace. “Forgive me, Don Rodrigo,” Estevan said, not having to fake his gasps. “The cosmographer-chronicler has sent me with a message for the viceroy—”

“Just after the first ship comes in,” Calderón said, his gaze sharpening. “And it isn’t good news, is it? He’s in the Royal Chancery just now—follow me.”

A guard could have told Estevan as much. Calderón was saving Estevan a little time… and attaching himself to the business at hand. Estevan, following, weighed his priorities. Offend Calderón, or disobey Desclot?

They found the viceroy haranguing one of the secretaries of the chancery for some error in a document, and Estevan was grateful that Calderón took it upon himself to interrupt. “My lord, Don Estevan comes bearing an urgent message from the Grau.”

Estevan bowed. “For your ears only, my lord. By order of the cosmographer-chronicler.”

The viceroy promptly clapped his hands and gestured for all the chancery staff to leave. Calderón did not move, and when Estevan hesitated, the viceroy said, “Don Rodrigo may hear what you have to say.”

It wasn’t for Estevan to countermand the viceroy, however much he wanted to. Bowing again, he poured out the tale as he knew it so far.

There followed many questions from both men that he couldn’t answer. Some he could guess at answers for but didn’t dare share; as for their raft of suppositions, he didn’t dare intercede.

Until Calderón turned to him and asked, “What do you think, Don Estevan?”

As neatly as he’d insinuated himself into this business, he was now holding the door open for Estevan. Not one to miss this opportunity—even from a man like Calderón—Estevan said, “The sabotage of the scrying bowls was a great calamity, and the death of the smuggler Beneyto a mystery I have no insight into. But both of these events happened recently, whereas Don Rafael reported that Santa Cruz del Fuego fell months ago. If it was all part of some great conspiracy between our enemies—whether that be the Dutch, the English, the corsairs, or anyone else—then they are better informed and organized than we have imagined. I cannot believe God would forsake his chosen king and people like that.”

It was a performance fit to make Beatriz jealous. All that time spent sighing over actors onstage, and she never even suspected Estevan had been surpassing them since the day he became her brother.

Whatever answer the men might have given to Estevan’s fawning, he never learned. Boots and voices sounded from the hall, and the knock at the door, once invited in, proved to be Desclot and Don Rafael.

“I will be brief,” the latter said, before he had even finished his bows. “If I am not mounted and on the road to Madrid within the hour, we can be sure rumor will reach the capital before I do.”

His tone brooked no suggestion that someone else might carry the message—someone who had not been at sea for months. While the other Spanish chivalric orders had settled into the comfortable rounds of honors, banquets, and the occasional army service, the Pilares were still active crusaders. Don Rafael had come from a war zone, and he would bear news of his disgraceful defeat in person.

The viceroy said, “How did it happen?”

Don Rafael’s untrimmed beard couldn’t hide his scowl. “We know very little, especially since not everyone made it off the island in time. The crews of many of the ships were drunk, as usual—it has always been impossible to maintain proper discipline among the sailor rabble. But the San Prisciliano was one of the vessels that escaped, and my brother-in-arms Don Héctor feared that one of his own betrayed him.”

“The mortalizado?”

Estevan spoke without thinking, and all eyes turned to him. He was forced to speak on; after this many years in València, the poison rolled off his tongue all too smoothly. “I saw him in the Grau, before the San Prisciliano departed. He seemed a resentful creature, hardly bending his neck to the yoke. Given the opportunity, I could believe he would betray his rightful master.”

Don Rafael’s brows pinched together. “Don Héctor believed it was a young protégé of his, a hotheaded Vizcayan fellow—Antonio de Erauso. He was seen lurking near the Sant Brandà not long before someone freed a roc from the Storm Isles that had been caged upon the deck. Between the rain it brought and that infernal bird trying to perch upon the Holy Cross, its flames were doused before we could salvage it. After that, everything was so wet that no fire would catch and hold.”

Calderón frowned. “But what would provoke this Erauso to undermine the presidio like that? Do you think he is in league with our enemies? Vizcayan, you say—he could have dealings with France…”

Don Rafael’s scowl deepened. “From what I heard of him, I doubt he has the cunning for such schemes. No, the lad had a head full of foolish nonsense—adventure and the like—and what’s more, a young woman had been given into his care.”

Shock paralyzed Estevan’s tongue, while all around him, the men voiced murmurs of weary understanding. Don Rafael went on. “Don Héctor believes the dousing of the cross was unintentional. His mortalizado was ordered to protect the lady, but neither of them made it to the San Prisciliano. The presumption is that Erauso freed the roc to cover for his abduction of the girl, and killed the mortalizado in the process.”

The viceroy said what Estevan could not bring himself to voice. “What do you mean, a young woman? Some faerie captive?”

“No,” Don Rafael said. “An unbaptized mortal he found stranded on an island in the Sea Beyond. Her loss is very much to be regretted—not only because she greatly desired baptism, but because she seems to be immune to faerie enchantments. We hoped to discover why, and how to make use of it.”

A clamor of speculation sprang up among the men, while Estevan desperately strangled the urge to grab Don Rafael and shake him. It was his counterpart; it had to be. A mortal girl immune to faerie enchantments? And he’d seen her among conquistadors when he drank the water from the Fountain of Eyes.

Now it seemed a conquistador had run off with her as his prize. If that Vizcayan idiot got her killed—

The sharp crack of Don Rafael’s hands cut through the chatter. “You may gossip like old women later. Viceroy, have you any more questions for me?”

The man collected his dignity and his wits. “Only what we may expect to come through during this passage. Don Estevan said something about slaves?”

“The one good thing to come of this,” the knight commander said with a sigh. “Don Héctor brought more than a traitor and a mortal girl to Santa Cruz; he also brought captives from a new set of islands. Its Satanic name was the Archipelago of Threnody. He slew those who could not be controlled, but brought us their former queen.”

Desclot’s breath caught, his fingers stilling where they’d been idly tapping on his chair’s arm. “Praise the Lord. You can be sure I will see this new conquest is properly recorded.”

Estevan’s own fingers dug into his knees. Even with the silver ripped from the New World fueling Otherworldly exploration, new islands were conquered but rarely. Two years since the Larkspur Tower fell, since whatever rituals that pinned it in place were carried out. This might be his chance.

Bought with the death and enslavement of the fae of Threnody.

The viceroy stood. “That is a matter for us to handle here in València. Don Rafael, I will have a horse brought for you, provisions—everything you need. You have a long road ahead, and I do not envy the news you must bear.”

A sheet of paper had been nailed onto the wall of the cosmographers’ office, amid rough-sketched maps of Otherworldly Spanish possessions. Every time a new island was conquered, the cosmographers wagered on how the Council of the Sea Beyond would choose to rename it. The Archipelago of Threnody apparently being known for sung enchantments, the leading candidates were San Gregorio, for the pope credited with the development of plainchant in liturgical music, and Santa Cecilia, for the woman who sang to the Lord in her heart the day she was wed to a pagan. Though a minority held out for San Francisco—patron of birds—and a handful of less likely candidates.

“What do you think, Carrasco?” one of Estevan’s fellows asked. “You haven’t placed a wager yet.”

If they mistook his grimace as the consequence of a headache, they were not entirely wrong. His neck had been knotted with tension since he learned his counterpart had gone astray; now, abruptly, it seized up into a full-on cramp, the muscles hardening almost to stone.

There was no one to whom he could voice his worries. Alejandro was still in València, but the rift between them had been bandaged over with smiles as thin as gauze. Besides, he was occupied with business for Calderón and their shared master, Dénia. And Jalida had vanished while she disposed of everything looted from Beneyto’s ship.

As for Teresa…

He hadn’t told her about his vision when he drank the water from the Fountain of Eyes, because what good would it do? She already knew her daughter lived, because Estevan was still protected. Hearing that she was somewhere in the Sea Beyond would only make Teresa worry. Hearing she’d made off with some Vizcayan scoundrel would be worse.

Was his neck merely cramping? He had the unpleasant suspicion it was more than that.

The cramp faded. Curtly, Estevan said, “I think I have to figure out where to house an angry storm roc.” The Sant Brandà had managed to recapture the beast—too late for Santa Cruz del Fuego—and while it was clearly dangerous, it was also the kind of power the Council of War would be eager to turn against their enemies. The Storm of Salamanca all over again, but this time despoiling someone else’s lands.

He solved his immediate problem with winches set atop the gate tower of the Porta dels Serrans, to the grumbling discontent of the guards forced to man the ropes, and the cries of dismay from the petty noblemen held prisoner behind its walls. They couldn’t see the monstrous raptor who was about to become their fellow inmate, but they could hear its shrieks. The entire tower reverberated with thunder whenever it struggled against the leather straps binding its wings to its sides. At least the hood protected its captors from being cleaved in twain by its great beak; they only had to avoid its talons.

“But what am I meant to feed it?” the tower’s captain wailed, like a shepherd given charge of a rabid wolf and told to keep it docile.

“Clouds,” Estevan said, feeling little sympathy. “You’ll need to remove her hood whenever you see one to ensure she doesn’t starve.”

One problem solved, he returned to the Hall of Wonders—only to be handed another.

“The ship with the slaves has come in,” Desclot told him after Estevan reported the roc was safely stowed. “The majority of them will be taken from the Grau to the Casa d’Armes until we can arrange the auto de fe, but their former queen I need you to collect and bring here.”

As the antlered faerie from the Larkspur Tower had been brought, to huddle alone in the stairwell cell of the Hall until sold to some unknown master. Only this time, Estevan would be the one to lock that poor prisoner in. His gorge rose. “I still need to question the sailors to see if we can find anyone among them who was at the Archipelago of Threnody—”

“That can wait,” Desclot said. “This cannot. Go.”

He went, dragging his reluctance with him like shackles. Telling himself, as he passed the watchmen on high alert for thieves, that it was for a greater purpose. Telling himself, as he crossed the shadow of a dead-eyed minotaur, that he’d sunk so much into this cause, it was his duty to maintain his course no matter how difficult the road became. Telling himself, as he announced his business to a clerk and was allowed inside, that all of this would be worth it someday.

Then the smell hit him like a blow, the burnt-meat stink of iron shackles chafing faerie flesh. He saw the wild fear clouding bright eyes, the filth dragging down gossamer hair. Saw the empty chains marking the many who had died in passage and dissolved to seawater. The only escape from the fate of the survivors to be mortalized and renamed and enslaved.

In the face of that, all his high-minded words crumbled like ash. Jalida had done more for these people than all his years of complicity. His counterpart and her Vizcayan lover had freed an entire island from Spanish control, Santa Cruz del Fuego once more becoming Hy-Brasil, sheltered in its mists.

He couldn’t do it anymore.

And yet, here he stood, and what would happen if he turned and walked out? Nothing of use to these prisoners. Numbly, to the clerk filling the register, he said, “I’ve been sent by the cosmographer-chronicler to collect one of the prisoners. Their former queen. She’s to be taken to the Hall of Wonders.”

“Yes, of course.” The clerk rose promptly and led him down a narrow path between the shackled fae, who stared at Estevan with desperation and loathing. His fingernails carved deep crescents into his palms. “They say she used to be pretty,” the clerk said conversationally, as he led Estevan past a wall of crates stacked to provide a modicum of privacy: Soulless creatures the fae might be, but even then, the highborn among them deserved certain privileges. “A mere glamour, of course, Satan’s deceptions to lure the innocent. See for yourself what she really looks like.”

Entirely unremarkable. A slumped figure who had once been rotund, but now the skin hung loose off withered limbs. Matted brown hair tangled with the scold’s bridle that had been fastened around her head, an English device for punishing outspoken women repurposed to silence enchanted song. Even before it became torn and ragged, the faerie’s clothing looked to have been sturdy and workmanlike, not a fine gown.

“Called her the Lady of Victorious Chorus,” the clerk said with a snort. “If she sang in a tavern, they’d throw olive pits at her.”

As if outward beauty were required to produce beautiful song. But this creature, Estevan feared, would not be singing anytime soon. “I’ll take her from here, thank you,” he said to the clerk, dismissing him. When they were alone, he bent to unhitch the faerie’s leg shackles from the hook in the floor.

“I’m called Estevan,” he said, deliberately mangling his pronunciation of the language of birds as he helped her to her feet. She stumbled and swayed, and an incomprehensible sound rose from her throat, rendered ugly and useless by the iron bit gagging her. He shook his head. “I can’t understand you, and I don’t dare remove the bridle. But my master will want to ask you some questions later. You… you might have a chance as long as you behave.”

He hated himself all the more for how his scant kindness made her eyes crinkle in mirth. A mocking mirth, devoid of hope. Mortal folklore often said their kind couldn’t cry, ignorant of or ignoring the fact that every faerie was a teardrop shed by Leviathan and shaped by a true name. Tears shed in joy. To cry was to celebrate.

Dry eyes were meant for mourning.

And so, dry-eyed and shaking, the deposed queen of the Archipelago of Threnody followed him out. Past the watching eyes of her people, bearing her shame with a lowered head and sloped shoulders, and into the busy streets of the Grau, where the treasures of her people were even now being carted and catalogued for Spain’s profit.

Chains jangled as she raised her hand to shield her eyes from the brightness of the day, after weeks or months in darkness. The cloak he’d brought to keep her safe from curious eyes had a hood as well, and he pulled it up to give her some relief from the light.

She made another garbled sound, only to swallow it like a frog’s croak when she finally met his gaze. Her eyes widened, bushy brows flying to her hairline; her pale, sagging cheeks grew ruddy, and she gabbled something at him, chains clinking as she waved her hands.

Fear gripped him. Had she somehow seen what he was? Would he have to recommend that they not remove the bit, not allow her to speak, until she’d been taken to wherever noble faerie prisoners went?

Would even that be enough?

He could only try to convince her that silence was the better option. “Say nothing,” he whispered, grabbing her hands to still them. They were as calloused and work-roughened as Leonor’s. “I cannot help you if you give me away.”

Not until that moment had he been sure he would help. But he couldn’t make himself sit by anymore. Couldn’t watch all those prisoners turn grey, one by one. Couldn’t let this short, round peasant queen disappear without hope that her people, at least, had a chance of escaping.

Her inarticulate response communicated clearly enough: She had a thousand questions and no ability to ask them. But then, grudgingly, she nodded.

It didn’t make his work any easier, leading her up the narrow spiral staircase in the Hall of Wonders, locking her into the confines of the cell. But it lent his feet wings as he hurried back down before Desclot could catch him and assign him some other duty, out into the Plaça del Mercat and past the gallows and south. Toward the Porta de Sant Vicent, and the hospital that lay just this side of the wall.

Where Jalida had once told him to go, if he ever needed to help a faerie escape.

The hospital was a tiny enclave of serenity in a crowded city, serving soup to the poor and sheltering them when they had nowhere else to go. Like most such places, it had a strong religious presence… but Estevan, asking at the gate for Miquel Torralbi, could not keep from gaping when the man who came to speak with him wore the brown robe and rope belt of a Franciscan friar.

It felt like a trap. Jalida would not deceive him, but someone else might have discovered her arrangements here and laid a snare for anyone who came seeking help. Yet if so, why choose a friar to spring it, when the robe alone seemed like a flag of danger?

Fra Miquel, hearing Estevan’s tongue-tied stammers, led him aside to a stone bench. “You have something to say that is difficult to voice?” he asked, low and gentle. “Perhaps that you do not wish others to hear?”

Estevan had to try something. He risked a name. “Jalida.”

The tonsured head nodded without surprise. “I was told a young man might come. You need help? Or you have someone else who does? A… very unusual someone?”

A friar. Helping a morisca. A man of God, brother to the Priscillianists and the Pilares who sought to convert or kill all who would not bow before their Christian Lord.

But was not Estevan brother to Catalina, who had reported him to the Inquisition? Families could disagree. And Estevan’s own mother was proof that a person could have faith without hating the fae.

“I have many,” Estevan said, and told Fra Miquel about the slaves.







CHAPTER 24

THE SEA BEYOND: NOW
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The island spun below the Hungry Girl, its rings circling like a wheel, and then they were in the clouds. Her reborn companion laughed, a free and joyous sound, letting the wind carry him up and over and around her, like an otter dancing in the waves. The Hungry Girl, enjoying no such control over her movement, tucked her limbs in close and debated where this ranked in the listing of methods of travel she’d experienced. Lightning lit a cloud from within, and she moved it down several positions.

But his delight was infectious. Had he been this lighthearted, this full of energy, before the mortals took him? Or was he riding the crest of his restoration, and eventually he would come to earth? Either way, he was like a new man, and her heart sang in response.

Just as his true name sang in her mind. What was she going to call him now? Not Diego—never that. Never again. But his true name was no better, because that one, she could use to command him.

She hadn’t thought of an answer by the time a fluffy cloud rose to cradle her. He alit a short distance away, mortal rags gone. He was clad now in robes of sheeting rain and a cloak that shifted colors like swiftly moving clouds and billowed like his lost wings. Lordly garb, all crafted from his magic. For a moment she was tempted to ignore the glamour, to nudge her own reaction from cowed to defiant. But she couldn’t do that to him, even if his exuberant display left her feeling small and drab and very plainly mortal.

Ignorant of her unease, he said, “Like this, I could fly you all the way to the Horns. But I don’t know the trick of passing through.”

The Hungry Girl tested the cloud and found it gave beneath her hand like a cool, damp fleece. “I don’t want you to risk yourself for me anyway.” The thought of this burst of life being snuffed out, ground back to the grey ash of before, was nauseating.

“I made you a promise,” he said, very seriously. “And though you released me from it, I owe you more than I can repay.”

The etiquette of several isles said she ought to refuse at least once, if not three or seven times, before accepting. But the Hungry Girl was too tired of obstacles to throw another one into her own path. “Then we need to find someone who knows the way through,” she said. “Someone not allied with the conquistadors.”

“Someone who knows the way.” He toyed with a wisp of cloud, twining it between his fingers like fleece into yarn. “If we can find her… I might know just the woman.”

The Hungry Girl gave him a flat look. “And you didn’t mention this before? When I spent days running around the Armada asking for help?”

His grin flickered like lightning. “I couldn’t follow you. Around the Armada, or to this option. And… to the extent that I was able to want anything, I didn’t want you to leave me. Not before I was restored. But”—he spread his arms like wings—“hold on. The faster we go, the faster we may find her.”

She sank her hands into the dampness of the cloud just in time to keep from rolling off as it scudded across the sky.

Waves flashed below, broken by the looping coils of serpents and the sleek backs of whales. Islands came and went, tall peaks, open meadows, spewing fire or geysers of water that reached halfway to the sun. At one point the Hungry Girl was fairly certain she saw the crystalline pillar they had passed after leaving Hy-Brasil. And ships of all kinds, both faerie and mortal, until at last he slowed the cloud. “There!”

The Hungry Girl peered cautiously over the edge, fearing it would bend beneath her like a high branch and send her plummeting into the sea.

Like the galleons of the conquistadors, this ship seemed to be made of wood and propelled by sails upon masts. But its design was different; the yardarms sloped as if a roc had tried to land on one end. And the people on board…

“They’re human,” she said. It came out a whisper, as if anyone could hear them at this distance.

“Yes.”

“But—”

“They’re Moors,” he said. At her confused look, he added, “Not Christian. Followers of another religion.”

“How many religions are there?”

“How many isles are there in the Sea Beyond?” he said, laughing. “Think of it like a third head on the giant. The captain of this ship is a descendant of those who used to command the passage between worlds. They sought to profit from trade, yes, but not to map and control, baptize and kill. And since the Christians overthrew her family’s kingdom, she has no love for their kind. Now she sails the Sea Beyond and sinks their ships whenever she can.”

The Hungry Girl shivered, digging her fingers in deeper. “But you think she will help me?”

“I think she will be interested to meet you,” he said as their cloud descended rapidly toward the ship. “Easier to find than the Goblin Armada, and harder to offend than Thessalonike. Hail, Shafshāwan! We seek parlay with your queen. Can she come up, or may we board?”

He spoke Castilian, and the men below seemed to understand. His words produced a scurrying on deck, the sailors conferring among themselves, before one gestured the rest back and shouted up to the cloud. “How many are you, and of what kind?”

“I am a faerie,” he said with relish, “and I have with me a young mortal woman. She is from the Spains, but unbaptized, having lived her entire life here in the Sea Beyond. You have my word that what I have said is true and complete.”

“Then you may descend and board.”

Their descent was less graceful than their ascent had been. In order to avoid buffeting the ship with his winds, he had to drop them both onto the deck from a height that made the Hungry Girl go sprawling as she landed. She fetched up against a small cart with an orichalcum cannon atop it, and her knees and ankles ached as she stood.

The sailors did not look much different from the ones she knew, apart from their clothes, loose trousers and long tunics. The one who’d been shouting up at them was dressed the same, no taller than the Hungry Girl, with a scarf tied over her hair. “I am Lalla Aisha bint Ali ibn Rashid al-Alami,” she said, “called Sayyida al-Hurra, captain of Shafshāwan, and once queen of Morocco—though another holds that throne now. How are you called?”

A rumbling from her stomach, called forth by the delicious scent of the woman’s orange and rosewater perfume, made the Hungry Girl flush. “Apparently I mean to live up to my name. I am called the Hungry Girl.”

“Bring some dates,” al-Hurra said to one of her companions. “And you, faerie one?”

That put a check on him, the exuberance sheeting off like rain. But like the damp in her clothes, some deeper joy lingered. Something that had been restored and couldn’t easily be taken again. Hand to his heart, he said, “Forgive me. Once, I was a knight of the Storm Isles, and I hope both my home and I will be again what we were before. But I’ve only recently broken free of the Christians’ holy shackles, and I have not yet earned a name for others to use.”

“You were mortalized and now are not?” Al-Hurra’s fascination bore no trace of outrage. “That must surely be an interesting tale—worthy of an epithet all on its own. Your companion has not given you one?”

“No,” the Hungry Girl said, before he could respond. “I would not presume.” She had already presumed far too much.

Al-Hurra nodded. “For one who has escaped mortalization, I imagine it would be an insult to accept an epithet from a mortal woman.”

The Hungry Girl strove to hide her flinch, unsure if she had succeeded. Her companion bowed low. “She has her own reasons for refraining. But you, Sayyida al-Hurra—you are unique. You sail between two worlds; out of respect for your ancestors and your own deeds, my kind have blessed you as no other. From you, I would be honored to bear a title.”

She gave him a measured look, a hint of a smile playing around her lips. Then she spoke a few words, liquid soft. Not Castilian; it was the language of her own name, and the name of the ship. Then, in Castilian once more, she said, “A knight you were, and so a knight you should be again. A cleansed soul you are, and you have found a new dawn after a night that seemed without end. Will you be the Knight of Soul’s Morning?”

He bowed again, more deeply. “That is an epithet I will bear with pride.”

“It comes with a price,” she warned him. Then her smile broke into the open. “For your epithet, a soft berth, and a savory meal… I would very much like to hear your tale.”

In al-Andalus there had once been a palace so wondrous that the neighboring kings, envying its beauty and power, laid siege to claim it. The ill-fated sultan, last of his dynasty, surrendered his city in exchange for his people’s escape. They fled across a narrow strait, and there, almost within sight of their old home, a noble refugee gave birth to a daughter.

Conceived in al-Andalus at the end of one dynasty, born in Shafshāwan at the beginning of another, Sayyida al-Hurra was a queen long before she became a pirate. She was like the Pillars themselves: straddling the Mediterranean, with a foot in both Christian and Moorish lands. Until fate and a fickle son-in-law connived to pull the ground from beneath her.

But faerie favor caught her in her fall. For her battles against the conquistadors pillaging the Sea Beyond, the fae blessed her with conditional life: So long as she never again set foot on mortal shores, Sayyida al-Hurra would live forever.

“And now,” al-Hurra said, swiping flatbread through the last of the sauce on her plate, “you want me to take you back there?”

“You return sometimes, do you not?” the Knight of Soul’s Morning said. The Hungry Girl kept rolling his epithet through her mind, trying to fix it firmly into place, painting over both his baptismal name and the true name she’d given him. The whole of it was too unwieldy for casual use, though, and they were long past the point where formality demanded such terms. To call him the Knight felt too impersonal; she settled upon Morn.

Al-Hurra tilted her head and sidestepped his question. “I used to sail those waters often. Now, I leave that to my descendants and allies. My work is here, searching for a true immortal—a righteous servant of God called al-Khidr.”

“I’ve heard that name,” the Hungry Girl said, pausing in her own indelicate shoveling of food. “Where did I hear it?”

“The Goblin Armada?” Morn suggested.

No, not the Armada. Not San Telmo, certainly, nor Santa Cruz del Fuego. Erauso hadn’t mentioned it. Where else—

“Forgive me,” the Hungry Girl muttered, ducking her head in shame. “The one who said that name also asked me not to speak of her people, or where they live.”

Morn exhaled softly in realization. “If it’s where I think, they also wanted to find anyone who might bring more of their people to safety through the Horns. Though…” He eyed al-Hurra. “They do not worship as you do.”

“Your riddle is not hard to solve,” she said dryly. “I know that some Jews came here when they were expelled from the Spains, in the same year as my ancestors’ homeland fell. Have no fear, Hungry Girl: The Jewish faith was tolerated there. They are People of the Book.”

“The three-headed giant,” Morn explained to the Hungry Girl, sparking a laugh from al-Hurra.

The Hungry Girl said stubbornly, “Nevertheless, I gave my word. And she only mentioned the name—said a strange man showed up there once, and some people think he might have been al-Khidr.” Then curiosity overcame her. “Who is al-Khidr?”

“A splendid question,” al-Hurra said. “An angel? A prophet? To the Jews he may be Elijah, or Enoch. He may be the one who met the prophet Musa at the junction of two seas—the Mediterranean and the Sea Beyond—and the companion of Dhu al-Qarnayn, the conqueror also called Alexander. You say you have lived your whole life here; you must know as well as any, then, that many stories can be true at once.”

Yes, stories could have many truths and meanings—and promises could be kept in different ways. The Hungry Girl could not voice her question, but when she looked to Morn, his newly verdant eyes held reassurance. He did not place al-Hurra in the same category as men like Don Héctor, true to their word but not to be trusted.

The Hungry Girl said, “I must keep my promise. But… if you were to take on passengers of their people, I would have to give you what direction I could.” An island of anthropophagi, a great pillar of crystal, and a storm that howled with a person’s fears and weaknesses. For someone like al-Hurra, navigating the Sea Beyond all these years, surely that would be enough to find the Sefardim.

Tapping blunt nails on the table, al-Hurra said, “And to gain such passengers, I’d have to look in the mortal realms. You are a canny little creature, aren’t you?”

Morn murmured, “She would not have survived here all this time if she were not.”

A gentle slap of al-Hurra’s palm settled the matter. “It is a chance to bring more annoyance to the Spanish king, and that is temptation all on its own. I accept your deal, Hungry Girl, and will seek wherever I must, be it Italy, Greece, or the Ottoman lands, to bring more Jews safely to the Sea Beyond.”

“Thank you,” the Hungry Girl said. Then, puzzled, she said, “There are more lands in the mortal world than the Spains?”

Between the two of them, Morn and al-Hurra explained everything they could as the Shafshāwan sailed for the Horns and the gateway to the mortal world. It was an endless flood, and not nearly enough, for the mortal world, the Hungry Girl learned, was in its own way as vast and complex as the Sea Beyond.

“You told me nothing of this before,” she said accusingly to Morn. He’d taken up a similar perch to the one he’d claimed on the San Prisciliano: at the very bow, face turned to the wind and collecting spray like dew on flowers. She joined him, hand to her brow to keep herself from being blinded by the whipping of hair that had escaped her braids.

He might choose the same haunts, but the shadow that darkened his mood was only a faint echo of the grimness that had suffused him before. “Don Héctor bound me very closely, especially where you were concerned. He did not want you knowing of Jews or Moors, or of Spanish enemies, or anything that might blunt your determination to return home and be baptized there.”

He’d not made any recent attempt to talk her out of it—not since she refused immortality. “I shouldn’t snap at you,” the Hungry Girl said, contrite. “You did what you could. And you have kept your word to me. I will miss you.”

“You are saying farewell? Do you expect me to fly away so soon?” He shifted, not quite a shrug, and she wondered if it was in memory of his wings. When he’d been grey and mortal, his shoulders had slumped as though weighted down by their absence. Immortal again, he seemed constantly surprised at—and agitated by—the lack of that weight.

“Isn’t it dangerous for you to approach the Horns?” If there was one thing the sailors of the San Prisciliano and the Shafshāwan had in common, it was the tales they told of the passage’s dangers: screams on the wind, blood in the water, and weapons shredding fragile vessels. On the Otherworld side of the passage, the fight was with goblins and warships from Antillia desperately trying to claw back what had been stolen. On the far side, it was corsairs, not all of them beholden to or allied with al-Hurra. The venture was not without danger, and Morn didn’t need to chance that. Not after all he’d done to help her.

But it seemed that was nothing in the face of his gratitude for all she’d done for him. “You need someone who knows the mortal world, and al-Hurra cannot go ashore with you,” he said. “I will see this to the end.”

His conviction warmed her despite the wind’s bite. After so much abandonment in her life, did he know what it meant to her, to have someone stay at her side? She asked, “What about after that? Surely you don’t mean to stay there.”

The crack of his laugh carried some of the sharp edge from before. “Certainly not. But for your question…” Morn sighed. “In truth, I don’t know. I need those the mortals have chained to know there’s hope. But how much hope is there? Getting them all to the Sea Beyond and past Thessalonike will hardly be easy.”

“And not all will wish to go,” the Hungry Girl said softly. He pressed his lips together; neither of them spoke the name María Ángela. How many would be like his daughter, choosing to remain mortalized and under the power of the Christian God?

From above came the clatter of sails losing the wind, and the Hungry Girl looked up to see the sailors furling them to the yardarms. When she stood, she found al-Hurra striding toward them. “We’ll hang back for a time,” the corsair queen said. “Right now, the Spaniards will be passing through. But Shafshāwan isn’t bound to the cycles of the sky the way they are; we’ll wait until this window closes, then slip through behind them.”

It was a long four days of waiting, the Hungry Girl pacing the confined deck of the Shafshāwan and questioning Morn further about the Spains. But on the fourth night, the ship’s pilot studied the skies and waves for long hours before nodding, and the next dawn, Morn called up a fair wind for the sails without even being asked. Then he waited with the Hungry Girl at the prow while the Shafshāwan cut through the waves, headed toward the Horns.

They were visible from a long distance away, two spiraling pillars rearing up out of the empty sea. “The Horns of Behemoth,” al-Hurra said from behind the Hungry Girl. “Hurled here by Hercules, or Shamsun—by whoever slew the great beast of the land. And afterward, bound in iron and bronze by Dhu al-Qarnayn, the ‘two-horned one,’ whom others call Alexander. Since then, only a scant few can pass through.”

“Why?” the Hungry Girl whispered, watching the Horns grow taller, and taller, and taller still, soaring impossibly high above the waves. “Why kill Behemoth? Why close the way between the worlds?”

Al-Hurra huffed a laugh. “Why do men do anything? To prove their power. To kill and to control: It is all most of them care for.”

With a murmur, Morn strengthened the wind behind them. The Shafshāwan surged forward like an eager horse. The Hungry Girl, reaching for something to hold on to, caught Morn’s hand; he gripped her tight as they passed between the Horns.

The world flashed bright around her, and the Hungry Girl at last returned home.







CHAPTER 25

VALÈNCIA: 1608
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“Senyor! Are you all right?”

A merchant Estevan didn’t recognize bent over, helping him sit upright. He realized, dizzily, that he was on the ground of the garden at the Hall of Wonders. He’d fallen off the rim of the fountain, and now the crowned bat atop it was frowning down at him in disapproval.

“She’s here,” he whispered, before he could think better of it.

The merchant glanced around. “A lady? Not here, senyor, I assure you.”

Not in the garden. In this world. Had there been a moment of dizziness years ago, in childhood, whose import he’d failed to recognize at the time? He couldn’t remember. There must have been. A subtle shift, where a branch he barely paid attention to was quietly trimmed away, and after that he lived so long without it he didn’t even notice the absence until it returned.

His counterpart was in the mortal world.

Estevan lurched to his feet, almost falling over the merchant. “I have to go.”

Leaving the man’s protests in his wake, Estevan staggered out the postern gate, each step steadying his feet but doing nothing for his mind. Why had she returned? She’d escaped the conquistadors, hiding in the mists of Hy-Brasil or vanishing back into the unconquered Sea Beyond. She was safe there. What reason had she to cross back over?

There was an answer to that question, hidden in the details of Don Rafael’s report: She greatly desired baptism.

Estevan began to run.

He was breathless and all the more panicked for it by the time he made it to Russafa. His sisters gaped at him as he burst through the door, sweat-disheveled and home at midday when they rarely saw him before sundown.

“Beatriz, Leonor. Go to the market.” He tossed his purse at them, paying little heed to Beatriz’s cry of delight and Leonor’s confused questions. Where was Teresa?

Her tread sounded on the stair from the upper floor. “Estevan? Is something wrong?”

“Go,” he said to Beatriz, who was happy enough to abscond with his purse, dragging a reluctant Leonor with her. When they were gone, he said to Teresa, “Your daughter has returned. You need to leave València. You need to leave the Spains, and take the girls with you.”

The stairs were narrow and steep; he lunged forward to catch Teresa as her knees gave out. She felt like a bird in his arms, fragile bones and a fast-beating heart. “My little—Why? Why should we run away?”

Estevan steadied his mother on her feet. “Because she intends to be baptized. And if she succeeds, our deal will be broken; I’ll be revealed for what I am. At that point, everyone associated with me will be in danger.”

Teresa’s fingers dug into his sleeves. Then she lifted her gaze, and in it, he found unexpected steel. “Tell me, Estevan… how is it you know her intentions?”

Then, before he could decide whether to lie, to pretend their minds were somehow linked, Teresa added, “Did you perhaps hear that from the same men who told the story of how Santa Cruz fell?”

He let go of her, but she didn’t release him. “You may think we live mewed up in this house, treading our limited paths to market and Mass, but we still have ears, Estevan. All of València has been gossiping about the Vizcayan who ran off with some mortal girl found in the Sea Beyond. But I had to hear it from my neighbors—not my son.”

I’m not your son. He almost said it. Repudiation might be the only way to protect them if Teresa refused to leave. But he couldn’t. She might not have carried him in her own body, but for as long as he was Estevan, she was his mother.

He sank to his knees and rested his brow against her belly. A penitent who didn’t deserve forgiveness, and dared to beg for it anyway. “I was afraid. I told myself that to tell you would only worry you, without any way to reassure you that she was well… but it’s not true. The worry was mine. This isn’t the first time I’ve sensed her. Last year, magic gave me a vision of her boarding a Spanish ship. I knew she was in the Sea Beyond. But little else.”

His head rocked to the side as Teresa stepped back and slapped him. “I did not even know she had left this world! I only knew she was not in the grove any longer. Do you realize how many sleepless nights I’ve spent worrying about what that meant? How often I have prayed to the Virgin and San Antonio to keep my little girl safe? You could have given me comfort by telling me what you knew, however scant it might be. But no: You kept it from me, judging yourself the master of what I should and should not know.”

Her voice cracked. “I did not think you had become that sort of man.”

Stung, he pulled back. She let him. Teresa’s mouth was set in a weary line. “We cannot simply leave, Estevan. Where would we go?”

Nowhere in the Spains would be safe. Nowhere in Catholic Europe would be, if the Inquisition followed their scent: They had sheltered a changeling traitor in their midst, wittingly or otherwise. Christians enjoyed toleration in some parts of the Moorish world, were enslaved in others; could Jalida promise them refuge in the Balears?

But he’d already uprooted his family once, transplanting them from Andalucía to València. The thought of tearing them from this land entirely… “I’ll vanish,” he said desperately. “Before it happens. If no one knows—”

Teresa shook her head. “You cannot be sure what she knows. Or what she will say if questioned.”

That battered, fierce young woman from his vision, stretched upon an Inquisition rack until she told them what they wanted to hear. Estevan felt sick.

Teresa sighed, burying her face in her hands. Then, quietly, she said, “You are right. We must leave. I will write letters to Isabel and Juana Inés. María should be safe enough in her convent, and Catalina… she will look the inquisitors in the eye and say she tried to warn them, years ago.”

He had hated Catalina then, felt the betrayal keenly. But she’d been right, and only trying to protect her family.

“I must warn Alejandro,” he said. Whatever the current rift between them, as his oldest friend, Alejandro was also in danger. “I suppose it’s no surprise to you that he knows. Not all of it, but enough.”

“I’m glad you’ve had a friend to share this burden.” As she had once been. He couldn’t tell if she still was.

She deserved more from him. “Teresa… before I disappear, I’m going to save the fae brought back from the Sea Beyond. It sounds like your daughter was found among them; if they’ve been caring for her all this time, then I owe them—”

“They deserve your aid regardless of what they have or have not done,” Teresa said. “Isn’t that why you asked me to help you, all those years ago?”

It was. Estevan bowed, a respectful son acknowledging his mother’s wisdom. “Yes. And it’s long past time I made you proud.”

He didn’t know how much time he had, or how little. Now that the initial shock had worn off, Estevan had new questions, foremost among them: How had Teresa’s daughter come back? Mercury had returned to his usual course; the Gates of Alexander were closed. He knew there used to be other paths through to the Sea Beyond, ways known only to fae—rarer and rarer as the ages passed, to be sure, but at least one must still exist, or else how had his counterpart wound up in the Sea Beyond? But if she’d come back by a faerie road, then he had no way of guessing how long it would take her to find a church and get herself baptized. Every step of the way to the Grau, he kept fearing his mortal guise would fall away, and he’d be revealed to the world for what he was.

But he made it safely to the tavern where he’d once cheated a ship’s master to learn of an attack—where, in an upstairs room full of enough treasonous evidence to hang them all, Jalida and her friends had been planning their assault on the Casa d’Armes. She shot to her feet as he entered. “What’s gone wrong?”

For a mercy, no one else was there. He was able to say, without hedging, “There will be at least one more to smuggle out of València—me—and perhaps more. I hope my mother and sisters will come. Alejandro… I’m not sure.”

Jalida sank back onto her stool with a resigned look. “First you ask me to evacuate dozens of fae by a route meant for one or two at a time. Now you add more before we’ve figured out what to do with the first lot. Tell me why.”

Resting his fists on the table that supported their ramshackle plans, he said the words he’d never spoken so openly—not even to Alejandro. What use was there in roundabout phrasing anymore, when his secret might reveal itself at any moment? “I am a changeling, as you guessed, but not of the usual sort. My mother made the trade fairly, asking me to be a son and take the place of her daughter. The unbaptized girl was supposed to live safe among my kind in Andalucía, but somehow she slipped into the Sea Beyond. Ended up with the faeries taken aboard the San Prisciliano. Became involved in the loss of the presidio on Santa Cruz.”

Jalida’s eyes went wide. Before she could let loose the first of a flood of questions, Estevan said, “And somehow she has come back to this world, seeking the baptism of the Church. I felt her return earlier today, as soon as it happened. The moment holy water touches her will be the moment I’m exposed.”

His knees were shaking. He sank gracelessly onto an empty stool, shoulders slumping. “I can’t stay here. And neither can my family.”

The expected questions didn’t come. Jalida sat, drumming her fingers intermittently on the table, wrestling with her thoughts. She might have been considering anything, from what sort of mother would send her daughter to live among jinn to whether her own problems would be made easier by disposing of Estevan in a ditch.

“If you have to choose,” Jalida said. “The slaves or your family. Which one will you save?”

Estevan’s stool clacked onto the floor as he shot up. Jalida raised a hand. “I would not ask if I did not have to. But we can only hide so many on a fishing boat, especially after the failure of the Balearic Armada has tightened the watch along the coast. I would rescue everyone if I could, but that will likely not be possible. So I need to know who to take first.”

An impossible choice. Every answer was wrong. Every answer except one: Rescue everyone.

Not enough space. Close watch on the coast.

Like a blessing from the God which orthodoxy said did not favor Estevan’s kind, inspiration came.

“Not fishing boats,” he said. “You have friends with larger ships than that.”

She saw his point immediately. “They can’t approach the coast without the watchtowers lighting signal fires to warn the fleet.”

Estevan smiled, a fierce thing, free at last. “I don’t have to worry anymore about preserving my position at the Hall. I know how to deal with the towers.”

September in València was supposed to be rainy, but something—God’s will, or the interference of too many magical experiments—had stretched summer’s drought on well past its time. For days the roc chained atop the Porta dels Serrans had been huddled on the stone, parched and miserable, her hood muffling her mournful squawks. “Feed it the damn clouds, you said,” the jailer griped when Estevan showed up. “How am I supposed to do that when the sky’s as bare as a whore’s arse?”

In truth, there had been a few opportunities. But after the jailer’s experience the first time he unhooded the roc, he’d vowed not to do it again for mere wisps and traces; no, he would only risk his fingers for a proper cloud. Of which, naturally, there had been none.

Under other circumstances, Estevan would have berated the man for his laziness and cruelty. But right now, those qualities played right into Estevan’s hands.

“This might help,” he said, letting his burden slide to the ground. The bag was densely packed with cloudstuff harvested from San Telmo. After the disastrous Storm of Salamanca, it had been stuffed into storage and nearly forgotten. “I don’t know if she’ll eat it, but it’s worth a try.”

The jailer eyed the roc with untrusting eyes. “Maybe you should remove the hood and hold the rope, and I can throw that stuff skyward.”

“If you want to be the one holding the bag when a hungry storm roc comes at you,” Estevan warned, and met with no more argument.

He was fairly certain the roc would eat—a certainty borne out when the hood came off and the first wad went directly into her gaping beak, like a baby raptor mouth-fed by her mother. The guard whimpered. In the short distance between bag and beak, the fist-sized wad had expanded to the size of a large dog, yet she swallowed it in a single gulp.

Estevan tossed a few more, then said, “This isn’t going to last if the cloudstuff doesn’t have more time to expand. I’m going to climb to the top of the tower and throw from there.”

“And leave me down here with it alone?” The guard’s voice shrilled with fear.

“She’s chained,” Estevan said, infusing his tone with all the scorn he could muster. “And all her attention is on her food. Show some courage, man.”

Shame was an effective lever. The guard stayed in place while Estevan mounted the rest of the stairs, past the prison cells, to the top of the gate. From here he could see most of the city, from the wall and towers in the west, all the way out to the sea beyond the Grau.

In the southern distance, fire bloomed a warning.

Estevan cursed. Too soon; he had to move fast. One throw down to the roc, devoured without a trace. A second.

The third went straight at the guard.

He only got halfway through his shriek before he was gone.

Estevan was racing back down to the central tower before it had even faded, almost skidding on the blood sprayed across the stone. Clouds might be the roc’s preferred food, but she didn’t disdain meat. “Let me free you,” Estevan gasped out in the language of birds, not waiting for acknowledgment before he dove at the roc’s chains. She, busy with her prey, didn’t savage him. Estevan dragged the chains loose, then shoved his arms deep into the bag and hurled the entire contents southward.

Toward the Micalet.

Where a fire was flickering into being: not a joyous announcement of the first ship returning, its smoke colored green by Otherworldly pigments, but the black smoke of impending attack. When that blazed out, all València would know that the corsairs were coming.

But the roc, freed from her chains, saw only the hated fire of the Holy Cross.

Shadows sprang from her unfurling wings as she launched skyward, the dark center of a gathering storm. The men on the Micalet’s flat platform didn’t even see their deaths coming; one swoop, and they tumbled like broken dolls to the narrow streets below. A second scattered the nascent fire to the winds, and then the roc perched atop the tower and screamed her boundless fury, that she had been dragged from her native isles to this Leviathan-forsaken place, so dry and flat and full of iron.

Anyone who saw a signal fire now would be forgiven for thinking it warned of the escaped roc. But as the skies opened up, the odds of any such thing being seen were scant.

Breaking from his fugue of shock, Estevan clattered down the tower steps to the street below, where panicked crowds even now were racing for shelter from the unexpected downpour—under the tower, against the walls, into the stables, inns, and taverns that served the farmers and merchants who passed daily through the city gate.

Nobody paid him any heed, just another body running from the storm and the avian shrieks that urged it on. Racing through streets slick with the sudden rain, Estevan made for the Hall of Wonders.

Jalida and her people would even now be infiltrating the Casa d’Armes, freeing the prisoners, preparing to take them to where the corsair ships were coming in to shore—to the place where, Estevan devoutly hoped, Teresa waited with Beatriz, Leonor, and a donkey loaded with their most valuable possessions. She had said she understood his instructions; she had not promised she would follow them.

But he couldn’t spare time to worry about that now. Estevan’s own work was not yet done.

There was one prisoner not at the Casa d’Armes.
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The Hungry Girl expected to feel… more.

She was in the mortal world at last. The shore to her left was part of the Spains; this was her island—even if it was not, in fact, an island—and surely that should mean something. The Shafshāwan maintained distance, but she could see bright waves, pale stone, a dusting of dark green trees, all baking in the sun’s fierce heat. It should call to her.

It didn’t. But something else did.

The changeling.

She felt the connection the moment she passed between the Pillars, like a hook sunk into her heart, a line tugging her steadily to the northeast. If she could walk on water, she could have closed her eyes and gone unerringly toward them. They weren’t close, but they were here.

“I’ll fly her to shore,” Morn had said to al-Hurra. “So you don’t have to drop anchor along a hostile coast.”

But he couldn’t. Here in the mortal world, the winds answered his call more weakly than before. He could lift only himself, not them both, and his control was fickle at best. Returning to the Shafshāwan was a bruising landing, and he nearly missed the deck.

“The Balears,” al-Hurra said, explaining that these were islands friendly to her. “I will take you to them, and from there you can arrange passage. I have family on the mainland who can help you.”

North and east, toward the Balears, toward the changeling. But as they rounded point after point of the ragged, rocky coast, the tug shifted direction. North. Then north and west.

València. The beautiful city Erauso had once described to her; the beating, bloody heart of the conquest of the Sea Beyond. That was where the pull in her heart led. When the Hungry Girl said as much, though, al-Hurra shook her head. “Your changeling may well be there, but I’m not sailing you to them. That’s straight into the teeth of the enemy.”

“Aren’t you a famed corsair queen? Surely you don’t fear them.”

A barked laugh and a sardonic look answered that challenge. “There’s fear and there’s sensible caution. The Shafshāwan alone, against the defenses of Iberia’s wealthiest port? I can’t even sail near there without their watchtowers seeing and alerting the whole coast. And I’m not taking on their entire fleet by myself, just so you can chase your changeling.”

Then a smudge appeared on the northern horizon. Al-Hurra’s thick brows knit into a squint, and after a moment of study, she snapped, “Somebody bring me the cat!”

It took assistance from the Hungry Girl, Morn, and half the sailors to retrieve the grey tabby in question, who had curled up for a nap behind the ship’s enchanted oven and showed great displeasure at being removed. Once handed over to al-Hurra, though, he patiently submitted to her lifting him up so she could examine the sky. Cats were creatures of two worlds by nature, and a sighting taken through the space between their ears showed many things not obvious to the unaided eye.

Al-Hurra lowered him to the decks and rewarded him with a pinch of fresh fish. He cleaned up the oil with several rasping licks, then sauntered off to sharpen his claws on the mast. Al-Hurra said, “Storm ahead. And not a natural one.”

The Shafshāwan raced forward, through waves already beginning to whisk white at their tips. Above, the sky was a bleached and piercing blue. Ahead, like the heavens had been cut with a sword, the blue gave way to a menacing wall of clouds. “Knight of Soul’s Morning, can you do anything to clear us a passage?”

He raised his hands, but as the moments passed and his jaw tightened, nothing changed save that the wall grew closer. Finally he lowered his hands in defeat. “In the Sea Beyond, perhaps, but not here. There’s a fury in that storm that will not answer to me.”

“We’ll have to fall off,” al-Hurra said. “Tack out into safer waters and come at the islands when the storm has passed, or find shelter along a friendly part of the African coast. There’s no point in risking my ship without any—”

“Captain! Sails ahead!”

The cry came from above, urgent and sharp. Cursing, al-Hurra lunged and grabbed the cat again. It yowled in protest, but she managed to hold on long enough to take another sighting. When the cat squirmed free, she shook blood off her hand and said disbelievingly, “I know those sails. Why is our fleet sailing into the teeth of a storm—and straight for the Valencian coast?”

“Looks like you aren’t alone after all,” the Hungry Girl said. “And surely your allies would welcome your assistance.”

Al-Hurra pinned her with a glare. “I know exactly what you’re trying to do, girl.” Then the glare broke into a laugh. “And it’s working. Whatever they’re doing, let no one say Sayyida al-Hurra sat it out. Ready Shafshāwan for action—we’re heading into the storm!”

There was one prisoner not at the Hall of Wonders—where she should have been.

Estevan stared mutely at the empty cell. The queen of the Archipelago of Threnody had been there only that morning; he’d made sure of it. But in between him taking the cloudstuff to the gate and returning now, drenched with rain, she had vanished.

Shouts echoed up and down the stairwell, men demanding to know how the roc had gotten loose, demanding that it be brought down again. Firearms cracked sporadically outside, arquebuses a feeble counterattack against the roc’s fury and the storm winds that strengthened with every wingbeat. Estevan looked as busy as anybody else when he flung himself back down the spiral and into the stone vault of the cellar, where particularly delicate items were stored. Not that the peasant queen was delicate, but if she wasn’t in the cell, he couldn’t think where else she might be.

No luck. It had always been a stupid gamble, plotting to free her from right under Desclot’s nose… but a stupid gamble, laid against freeing all but one, had felt like the right choice. Now it had been taken from him, and he didn’t have the time to spare for cursing fate. He had to get himself to the Casa d’Armes, and thence to the coast and a life away from the Spains.

“You can’t steal from thieves,” Estevan muttered to himself as he swiped whatever small valuables lay closest to hand and stuffed them in his travel satchel. On the way out of the garden, he availed himself of several Otherworldly-scented oranges from the trees, and the gold crown worn by the bat capping the central fountain.

By the end of the day, he doubted he’d be the only one taking advantage of the chaos. Let his small rebellions be hidden by the vandalism of others.

The streets were already ankle-deep in water, the sudden torrent running off dirt packed hard by wheels, hooves, and feet. Once it had time to sink in, they would be ankle-deep in mud instead. On his way east, Estevan passed soldiers running the other way, troops from the Casa d’Armes mustered to deal with the problem of the roc. Good: the more of them out here, the fewer of them in there for Jalida to deal with.

The Casa d’Armes hadn’t been left entirely defenseless, though. When Estevan slipped through the gate, he almost tripped over a body, sprawled face down in a puddle deep enough to drown in. The puddle’s red hue said that wasn’t how he’d died.

“Christ. You’re really doing it.”

That shocked whisper, slipping into the gap between rolls of thunder, came from Alejandro, arriving at the gate mere steps behind Estevan.

“I didn’t kill him!” Estevan said reflexively, then felt like a liar. He might not have killed this man, but he’d aimed the roc at others. And he’d copied the keys to the Casa d’Armes, told Jalida who to bribe for a soporific herb that could drug the guards, sent her and her people on this raid. All the blood was on his hands, too.

“To think, my mother calls you my better angel,” Alejandro muttered, casting a quick glance around as he joined Estevan. His sword remained sheathed, his attention focused on outward threats instead of treating Estevan as one.

“You got my letter,” Estevan said, stupidly. He’d felt wrong-footed since finding the queen’s cell empty, and Alejandro’s arrival, after everything that had been said, wasn’t helping steady him. He wanted to punch his friend for showing up now, then hug him for the very same reason. “What are you doing here? You were supposed to flee somewhere safe.”

“I am.” Alejandro grinned, the ghost of a boy who sometimes seemed more fey than Estevan. “I hear we’re for the Balears. At least the weather is nice.”

Or maybe kiss him. Later, when they weren’t in the open and in the middle of high treason and heresy.

A flutter of movement in the driving rain cut their banter short. People were staggering up the stairs toward the gun emplacement at the corner of the fort, where the wall sloped just enough to ease a slide to the ground. Not soldiers; their ragged clothes and varied bodies marked them as faerie prisoners, now on their way to freedom. But only a fraction of those Estevan had seen in chains.

“Come on,” he said, and ran toward the prison.

Jalida’s people were unchaining faeries as fast as they could, but it was slow going, and many of those they freed were swaying, staggering, debilitated by their imprisonment. As the two men came in, Jalida swung around with pistol in hand, but she lifted its barrel the moment she saw Estevan. Without questioning Alejandro’s presence, she said, “Did you already send the queen down the wall?”

A muffled boom from outside made everyone briefly crouch. Out in the city, someone had managed to turn one of the cannons against the roc, heedless of where any missed shot might fall. Estevan said, “She wasn’t there. I don’t know where they took her.”

“What queen is this?” Alejandro asked.

Estevan trilled a bright whistle in the language of birds. “It translates to ‘the Lady of Victorious Chorus.’ I meant to save—”

A sharp whistle and chatter interrupted him. “You,” sang the most bedraggled and downtrodden faerie of the lot, leveling an accusing finger at Estevan. “You’re the one who took Steamed Pudding away. How do you know our tongue?”

As the faerie spoke, her form wavered, like a duck reflected in a rippling pond. Shackle burns at her wrists and neck faded like ephemera. The dirt and torn garments remained, but the emaciation eased to bird-boned slenderness. Eyes as black as polished stone, with no white or iris to relieve them, peered at him unblinking.

Nonplussed, Estevan replied in the language of birds, “Your queen’s epithet is… Steamed Pudding?” Fae could have more than one epithet, especially the important ones. But the Archipelago of Threnody must be an odd sort of place, to be ruled by such a soft and comfortable creature, bearing such a humble name.

Laughter sharp as a roc’s talons shredded Estevan’s confusion. Not from the slender, black-eyed faerie, but from the taller, prouder creature at her side. “Pay Swansdown no heed. Steamed Pudding was a loyal subject who valiantly stepped in to protect their true queen.”

“You gave them little more choice than you gave me,” Swansdown muttered.

Estevan stared at her with disgust. “So you’re the queen. And you sacrificed one of your own to save yourself.”

“Don’t presume to look down on me, human,” the Lady of Victorious Chorus trilled contemptuously. “The miserable, mortalized creature they called the prestejuan of Hy-Brasil warned me your kind needed me to control my land. Why shouldn’t I trick you by putting my servant in my place? The only thing you’ll control with them is the kitchen.”

He loathed her arrogance; he wanted to hug her for her words. And retch at the same time. That antlered faerie from the Larkspur Tower, and now this Lady. And how many others before? One for every island on the Council’s map, he’d wager. Leviathan’s own children, used to control her realm. It made agonizing sense.

The others could not follow their birdsong conversation. “She was given a warning,” Estevan told them, his tongue clumsy with horror. “They’re using the rulers to control the islands. But… I don’t know how, or where they took the queen. Not the queen. The one put in her place.” If he hadn’t freed the roc, he might have been there to see. But if he hadn’t freed the roc, all these others might have no chance to escape.

Alejandro grabbed his sleeve. “Estevan. I meant to tell you, but then the body outside—” He shook off his own explanation like a fly. “Calderón went to the Hall today, for a meeting so secret he couldn’t take me. And he was drunk last night, saying things he shouldn’t…”

He had the attention of Estevan, Jalida, even the Lady and her servant, for all that they couldn’t understand the rapid Castilian. Alejandro swallowed hard. “He called the prince the new Alexander. Said that when he came to the throne, policy toward the Sea Beyond would change, and not a moment too soon. Dénia and the prince, they care less about redeeming fae for God than they do about chaining the islands in place. And he said today would bring them one step closer to their goals.”

Like tinder at the touch of a spark, Estevan blazed up with sudden hope. “So he’s taking what he thinks is the queen to Madrid?”

Jalida shook her head. “No, think—it can’t be that far. Not if he expects something to happen today.”

Alejandro chewed on his lip. “Calderón’s been riding out a lot lately. Business he doesn’t share with me, but I know where he’s been going. Paterna.”

Estevan met Jalida’s startled gaze. Paterna: one of the outlying villages, only a few miles to the northwest of València. Home for centuries to Moorish potters; now depopulated by order of the king, every presumed traitor sent up toward the mountains. Could it truly be that close?

Turning to the Lady and her servant, Estevan said, “You need to go. These people will take you and yours somewhere safe. And for their sake, I hope you prove a better ruler in the future than you have so far.”

“Once I have my voice back,” the Lady said, slender fingers touching the iron-scorched skin of her throat, her croon so soft that it hardly sounded like a threat, “I will show you how able a ruler I can be.”

She turned to follow one of Jalida’s men as they helped the last of the unchained fae stumble from the prison. Swansdown glared at her Lady’s departing back. With undisguised venom, she said, “I survive treachery, exile, and my own apparent death thanks to my glamours, and yet I’m still forced to serve such a one.”

The glamour explained the lack of shackles and burns, but not her willingness to risk so much for someone she despised. “You’re free now,” Estevan said. “Nobody here will force you to serve her.”

“I’ll never be free of her. Not so long as she has my true name and my geas-bound oath.” Those hard black eyes, turned on Estevan, softened into something more forgiving. “Please—save Steamed Pudding if you can. They don’t deserve to be used in the Lady’s place.”

No one deserved to be used that way… but even less on behalf of a Lady who would drag her servant all the way out of the Sea Beyond and into the jaws of a mortal prison. Estevan shuddered. As much as he loathed how baptism made fae obedient to mortal commands, what was that if not a geas laid by different means?

Perhaps he should suggest that Jalida quietly shove one of the rescued prisoners overboard. Could the Lady swim?

“We have to leave while we can,” Jalida said, as they followed the prisoners out into the rain. “Estevan, are you going after this faerie? It’s a thin hope.”

It was. And Estevan thought with anguish of the ships waiting at the coast, of his mother and his sisters. There was no way he could go to Paterna and get back to them in time.

He’d made up his mind to run because he thought there was no more good he could do here. Now he had another chance. And so long as those he cared for were beyond the Inquisition’s reach, he didn’t mind risking himself.

“Take care of my family,” he said to Jalida, who nodded without hesitation. “Alejandro—”

“You’re mad if you think I’m letting you go alone,” Alejandro said, before Estevan could suggest another option.

Warmth blossomed in him despite the rain and wind. The warmth of stolen wine and a stolen kiss. The warmth of a friendship whose roots ran all the way to the center of the earth.

“The stables are unguarded,” Estevan said, grinning. “Let’s ride.”

The cat disappeared—possibly back into the faerie realm, by paths only its kind trod. The sailors sealed the hatches in the hold. Remembering the storm that had struck them on their way to the Goblin Armada, Morn and the Hungry Girl wedged themselves into the most sheltered spots available, out of the way of the crew.

Ahead, the sails they’d glimpsed vanished into the rain now eating the space between sea and sky.

And then they hit the edge of the storm.

It was like a giant slapped the Shafshāwan sideways. The galley heeled over hard, almost dropping its gunwale into the water, and in the gusting wind, rain and spray could be distinguished only by their taste. The Hungry Girl could barely make out the far end of the ship. Like a fighter facing a worthy opponent, al-Hurra crowed with delight.

They might as well have been in Leviathan’s Maw again. Setting oneself against the winds was a fool’s errand; one had to ride them, working with the force instead of in opposition to it. The Hungry Girl ducked her head and didn’t lift it until the galley’s motion evened out and al-Hurra shook her shoulder. “You’ll go ashore in Alboraia,” the captain shouted over the roar. “North of the city. Best I can do. You need help, go to València’s port, to the tavern with the sign of the two-tailed fish. Ask for Jalida. Say her grandmother sent you.”

When the Hungry Girl started to rise, the hand clamped down harder. “You’ve yet to pay your passage fee. How do I find the island of the Sefardim?”

At the railing, the sailors were lowering the ship’s boat. Morn, lashed by the storm, stood waiting. The Hungry Girl grinned at al-Hurra. “I’ve described the way to your cat. Everything I know. But he’s sworn not to share it until you have passengers to take there.”

The laugh that rippled out of al-Hurra tilted her head back. “You truly have been among the jinn, haven’t you. Well done, Hungry Girl, and may you find what you seek—inshallah.”

With that echo of the Oracle’s words in her ears, the Hungry Girl got into the boat. None of al-Hurra’s crew came with them; no sooner had she used one oar to push away from the galley’s hull than the sails rose once more, al-Hurra heading back into the fray. They would not wait for the return of their boat.

If it could even be returned. Morn crouched in the stern, eyes shut tight and head bent to the storm, doing what he could to align the wind with the Hungry Girl’s rowing. But they were still at the mercy of the waves, and when these hurled them upon the shore, she heard a grinding crunch that spoke of unseen rocks cracking the hull.

She hardly cared. The Hungry Girl stumbled over the wale and into the sand, digging her fingers deep into her first touch of her native soil in many long years.

Mortal soil. The eastern shore of the Spains.

She had made it home.

And she still felt nothing. Wonder, yes; disbelief, yes; an urge to laugh and cry all at the same time. But no connection. Nothing that said, This is your land.

Just that insistent thrum, now pointing east and a little south to the changeling. Closer. So much closer than they were before.

“That cross over there,” Morn said, gesturing off into the rain. “That marks a church. No doubt you could find a priest inside.”

“No doubt,” the Hungry Girl said, shoving herself to her feet. “But baptism can wait.”

His shock made him laggard, and then he had to sprint to catch up with the Hungry Girl, whose feet were winged with determination. She had passed the village and into the fields beyond before he was near enough to say, “You’ve crossed worlds to save your soul, and now you want to put it off?”

“They’re close. I can feel them.” Her hand hadn’t left her chest, just beneath her throat. As though, by holding on, she could make sure the deceiver didn’t escape. “If I can feel them, no doubt they can feel me. What if they escape while I waste time? What if they do something else to my mother?” They were moving—she could feel it.

“He’s more likely terrified of being exposed. Which he likely will be, the moment the priest’s hands pour water over you.” Morn lunged ahead to put himself in front of her, his expression twisted into something complicated. “If he’s smart, he’s hiding by now.”

“All the more reason to find them before baptism breaks whatever connects us. And while I’m still immune to faerie enchantments.”

“Every moment I’m here, I’m in danger!”

She hadn’t asked him to come. She’d released him from his vow. But it would be churlish to remind him that this was his choice. “You don’t have to follow me. Hide somewhere, and I’ll come find you after I’ve dealt with the changeling.”

Yet he did follow her. Through a Spain that seemed entirely composed of fields and farmhouses, across ditches hip-deep in water and mud, because she didn’t know which paths would lead her toward her quarry and which would lead her away. If Morn knew, he refused to say. There must be people here, plenty of them, but they were all huddled inside: no one to see a ragged mortal woman running as fast as she could sustain, and a faerie following behind.

Until, when her chest was burning and her breath was coming in ragged gasps, that insistent tug led her at last to something new, a little distance ahead, looming through the rain.

A tower. Stone-walled and grim, larger than anything she’d seen at the presidios.

For a moment, she couldn’t breathe at all. The princess. The tower. The ogre.

She’d been right—and she’d been a fool.

There was a monster threatening her mother. It was the creature that had taken her place.

And she had come to defeat him.

Estevan and his family had passed Paterna on their way to València from Madrid. Having little interest at the time in either moriscos or pottery, he’d made no particular note of it. Just another of the many rural villages stitching together the farmland around the city, distinguished only by the Moorish watchtower atop a small rise—and very little even by that; such bastions were common along the Valencian coast.

As he and Alejandro rode their stolen horses through the driving rain, Estevan had plenty of time to question his decision, to wonder if they were haring off after an illusion, if he had missed his chance to escape with Jalida’s people in exchange for nothing at all.

The cluster of horses tied up downhill from the watchtower told him otherwise. Few people save the wealthy and the powerful rode horses instead of donkeys or mules. And even fewer of them traveled with an enclosed cart, the sort of thing that might be used to transport a prisoner.

Their own horses risked attracting attention, so they backtracked to a grove of fig trees where their mounts could be tied. Then—since they could hardly get wetter—they used the irrigation ditches to work their way back toward their target, minimizing the silhouettes they presented through the rain. Stopping at a line of myrtles planted for a windbreak, they hid beneath the dripping leaves and studied the area.

The tower was fringed with half-subterranean buildings, dug into the soft bedrock for greater defense, and offering few or no windows to the outside. “That’s Calderón’s mare, with the white stockings,” Alejandro said, nodding toward the cluster outside one of the cave-houses. “But other than walking through the front door, what are we supposed to do?”

Estevan, tilting his face up into the rain, had noticed something else. “Tower’s been bricked up, too.” Its walls turned a blank face to the world, the fill added long enough ago that there was little difference between the stone of the facade and that used for sealing the narrow slits. “Why would they do that, when they’re so worried about an attack from the Balears?”

There was one way to get some answers. Hesitantly, Estevan laid a hand on the trunk of a myrtle. Then he paused, half embarrassed, half afraid.

Alejandro gave him a crooked smile. “I know the trees are your friends. Go ahead and do… whatever you were going to do.”

It still felt strange, speaking old tongues openly in front of a mortal. But Estevan couldn’t let that hold him back. He asked the myrtle, and it told him in no uncertain terms that there was powerful magic in the area… and that while faeries had sometimes gone into the building, none had ever come out again.

Estevan opened his mouth to say so, and someone hit him from behind.

He slammed into the ground, skidding in the mud with weight atop his back. That same mud let him squirm halfway free, but his attacker caught him by the hair and dragged him back, snarling in half-coherent Castilian. “You! Deceiver! You’re the ogre who tricked my mother. What did you do with her? How do I free her from the tower?”

She was tangle-haired and brown-skinned, and for all that she was as ungroomed as a wild bush, she resembled him enough to be his twin. Even without the snap of a joint settling into place, he would know her.

His counterpart. Teresa’s daughter. Tied to him by unseen bonds, but he’d been so focused on the roc, the prisoners, this ride to Paterna, that he’d ignored that sense in the back of his head, assuming everything else had to come first.

She wasn’t here in pursuit of baptism. She was pursuing him.

When he opened his mouth to answer, he coughed on rain. But the woman’s rant cut short as a sword tip flashed toward her face. “Get off him or bleed for it,” Alejandro said, his voice harder and colder than Estevan had ever heard it.

Estevan spat out water. “Alejandro… no. She’s—she’s me. She’s the other one.”

In the moment of Alejandro’s distraction, the woman slapped the sword point aside and whirled to her feet, retreating to a safe distance. Estevan lurched ungracefully up to find her glaring at him with unabated fury. “You stole my place,” she spat. “Threw me among the fae, to be passed from master to master in the Sea Beyond, never having a home or a family of my own. You stole everything—even my chance for a name. But I will take it all back.”

Despite the sword, she came a step forward, tense as if she contained all the fury of the storm. “Starting with my mother. Where. Is. She.”







CHAPTER 27
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He looked so ordinary.

Like any one of the men she’d seen aboard the San Prisciliano or in the presidios, just better groomed and clothed. Were it not for that subconscious pull, deep within her mind, she would have never guessed him to be a faerie. But instinct knew.

He wiped the rain from his eyes and laughed disbelievingly. “Stole? You think I—Your mother asked for this! She begged me to help her, to keep her and her daughter safe!”

The Hungry Girl’s knuckles ached as her fists curled tighter. Were it not for the one with the ready sword, she would have shoved the changeling back a step. “You’re lying. That’s what faeries do—they cheat and trick and lie.”

“I swear on my true name,” he said, quiet and simple. “Which I only still hold thanks to you and your mother. It’s because she made her deal willingly, with open eyes, that I have been kept safe. And you…” Water dripped from the curling tips of his hair as he dipped his chin low. “You were supposed to be safe where I left you, among the trees.”

“But—” The Hungry Girl felt like she’d been spun first one way, then the other, until she didn’t know which way she’d been facing. The princess and the tower, and the ogre who threatened her. No princess and no ogre; only a changeling. The changeling was the ogre. The changeling was not the ogre. “Safe from what?”

Bitterness bent the changeling’s mouth. “Your father. Who is now dead.”

If she’d been raised by humans, as was her right, that news might have made her cry. Certainly the humans she’d met seemed to feel that fathers were important. But in all the stories she’d told herself, in all the half-remembered things she’d learned from the Warm One before the Sea Beyond tossed her upon its Otherworldly tides, she’d never wondered about a father. Only a mother.

“Why?” Tears were choking her now. She fought past them to snarl at the creature who’d taken what should have been hers. “Why couldn’t she protect me? Why did he hate me? Why did she exchange me for you? What—what was wrong with me?”

Softly, like a falconer gentling a bird, the changeling came forward and touched her shoulder. She flinched away, and he sighed. “There is nothing wrong with you, and everything wrong with the world. The questions you ask… If you’d been raised among your kind instead of mine, you might not even think to ask them.”

The Hungry Girl struck away his still-outstretched hand. “Should I thank you for that? Your kind didn’t even know enough to feed me regular meals.” The Warm One had, before the many who came after. But she didn’t have it in her to be fair.

It was his turn to flinch. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know how you wound up there—or how you got back. I had a vision of you among conquistadors, but…”

She turned, looking to Morn for support, only to find he wasn’t there. Just the changeling, his friend with the sword—who looked like he didn’t know whether to keep it ready or put it away—and the rain. Her pulse, which had begun to slow, leapt back up. Had something happened to him? She’d heard nothing, no blow or cry for help. But once she’d realized the changeling was within sight, she’d stopped attending to anything else.

No, she’d missed nothing. Why should Morn risk himself in front of two mortals? One might be a changeling, but the other was not.

“A friend helped me,” she said curtly. She owed the changeling no more information than that, not until he gave her something in return. “I still want to see my—”

“Uh,” the one with the sword said, breaking in. “Estevan, I know you’re rather occupied… but something’s happening at the building.”

So the changeling was named Estevan. How ironic, that the name she’d used for herself on San Telmo was the one he’d taken for his own. He peered past the trees to watch as two men emerged to tend to the horses, then cursed foul enough to impress the sailors she’d met when they went back inside.

“You want to see your mother,” Estevan said to the Hungry Girl. “She is well; she knows you’ve returned to the mortal world and dearly wishes to see you. Not a day has gone by that she hasn’t prayed to the Virgin for you to be safe and happy.”

Another sob rippled the Hungry Girl’s breath. Her mother had thought of her. Her mother had prayed for her. Perhaps there was something to those prayers, that the wayward daughter had somehow managed to find her way back here. “Where is she? Take me to her.”

Returning his attention to the half-buried buildings, Estevan said, “I can’t yet. This place… it’s got something to do with how they’re mapping the islands of the Sea Beyond. I have to get inside and learn what I can. And also, save some queen-who’s-not-a-queen called Steamed Dumpling.”

“Steamed Pudding is in there?”

The sword flickered nervously when the Hungry Girl lunged for Estevan, but she only grabbed the sopping weight of his sleeves. Startled, he said, “You know them?”

She couldn’t get an answer past the tightness of her throat. Steamed Pudding had fed her. Steamed Pudding had been her friend.

The Hungry Girl had abandoned Steamed Pudding on Santa Cruz del Fuego.

Because she’d had no choice then. Now, it was different. She studied the building, counting the horses. Eight in all, heads slumped beneath the onslaught of the rain. Determination was easier to voice than answers. “How do we get in?”

His mouth opened and closed on air before he decided not to debate that we. “I already know how you fight,” he said, rubbing his throat where her arm had choked the breath from him. “Fierce, but not enough to beat the men Calderón will have brought with him.”

“So don’t try,” the sword-bearing mortal said. “I’ll draw them off.”

“Alejandro, no!” Estevan grabbed his arm as though the man meant to charge off right then and there. “Whatever trick you think to play—”

“Who needs tricks?” Alejandro grinned crookedly. “València’s in chaos. A rampaging roc, corsairs on the shore, prisoners breaking out of the Casa d’Armes. No doubt thefts at the Grau and the Hall, too. As a good secretary to the marquess, of course I’ve held my tongue until now about secrets I’m not supposed to know—like Paterna. But a good secretary also has to know when to step forward. I think this counts.”

Estevan wasn’t convinced. “But if Calderón suspects anything? It’s too dangerous.”

“And what you mean to do is not?” Alejandro touched Estevan’s cheek so gently that the Hungry Girl revised her estimate of their relationship. “I don’t know how much use I’ll be in there. I don’t know anything about magic. This, though? Is something I can do. Let me do it.”

After only a moment’s more hesitation, Estevan gave him a sharp nod. Then he grabbed Alejandro and dragged him into a kiss.

Definitely lovers. The Hungry Girl looked away while they exchanged kisses and goodbyes; then Alejandro was slipping away and Estevan approaching, hand over his mouth as though he could hide the softness that lingered in his smile.

“I’m called Estevan,” he said. “What can I call you?”

He asked in the manner of the fae, which strangely made it hurt less that she couldn’t give him a mortal name. Instead, she responded in kind. “You may call me the Hungry Girl.”

Droplets of water flicked out with his huffed laugh. “You weren’t joking about the meals, then. All right, Hungry Girl—let’s rescue your friend.”

Alejandro succeeded in drawing off most of the mortals, including one Estevan identified curtly as the aforementioned Calderón, glossed with the brief comment of “not a man to trust.” After they rode away, however, two horses remained, one of them harnessed to a cart. Estevan assured the Hungry Girl that horses in the mortal world were not carnivorous, but she didn’t quite believe it until he laid a reassuring hand on the shoulder of one of the creatures and walked right past to touch the wood of the door.

Over the sound of the rain, she heard him murmur in the language of trees, “Who is inside?”

The inaudible reply made him frown. To the Hungry Girl, he said, “The door claims nobody’s inside. Eight went in; six came out.”

“Just because they entered here, doesn’t mean they stayed. There could be a tunnel going anywhere—probably to that tower.” She shoved open the door, revealing a room sparsely furnished and empty of people.

Despite her confident declaration, there was no sign of any door or tunnel leading deeper underground. She and Estevan searched behind the threadbare hangings and found only whitewashed walls with no seams. Lifting the straw mats, they found only stone floors.

“There must be something,” Estevan said, letting the last mat thump into crooked place. “All the magic that’s come through the Hall of Wonders… they’ve probably used that to hide it.”

He spoke in frustration, but the Hungry Girl grinned. “Well, if that’s the case—”

Returning to the mortal world had not stripped away her immunity. She felt for the glamour and found it whispering like silk over her eyes; thrown off, it revealed a door set into the wall, where the half-buried room backed into the slope of the hill. “Right over there,” she said, gesturing.

But Estevan, squint though he might, couldn’t see it. “Where?”

“Here.” She grabbed his hand and dragged him over, placing his palm against the planks of the door. “Can you feel it now?”

“No. You’re imagining things. If there was any wood here, I’d know. It’s just plaster and dirt.” His free hand came up to rub at his eyes.

She let go of his hand as a suspicion dawned. Diego—no, Morn—had said her intermittent sickness might be Holy Communion spilling over to her from the changeling. And if it went one way… “Have you ever felt any strange effects? Things you couldn’t explain?”

“All my life,” he muttered. Then his own dizzied brain caught up. “Oh. When you see through the illusion—”

“—then it clouds your senses even more.” The Hungry Girl yanked at the latch, but the door didn’t budge. In the language of trees, she said, “I don’t suppose you can open for us?”

No luck. She spoke the language, but she couldn’t always hear the reply. Not if what she spoke to had no mouth with which to answer. Not when it was dead and pierced with iron nails like the Christ Lord.

But they had to get it open somehow. The Hungry Girl moved behind Estevan and reached forward, lacing her fingers through his, and planted both sets of hands against the wood. Then, closing her eyes so they couldn’t lie to her, she let the glamour back in. “Try talking to it now.”

“Oh. I hear… Yes.” He slipped from the Castilian she still struggled with and into the language of trees. With the glamour fooling her, she couldn’t hear the response, but she could guess it from his side of the conversation. Yes, the door was made to block the way, and it had done such a good job. But for one of its own, couldn’t the door bend just a bit, around the iron holding it fast, pinning it into place in the walls on either side?

The crack of wood shifting startled the Hungry Girl. Blinking past the glamour, she saw the door straining against its iron hinges and bolts like a prisoner against shackles. It twisted as no dead wood should be able to, more quickly than even living trees could grow. Twisted and splintered and ripped apart with a scream that broke the glamour completely.

Estevan cried out, trying to grab the falling shards as though he could keep the door together. One fragment stabbed into the meat below his thumb. The Hungry Girl caught his wrist and yanked the splinter loose. Sucking at the wound, he said accusingly, “What did you do?”

“That was nothing of mine,” she said. “I thought you were able to break it.”

“No. I’ve never…”

Hesitation stole his words, but the Hungry Girl could read the shadows they left. “I always heard that dryfoot fae were weak,” she said. “That Behemoth’s death and Leviathan’s exile left you diminished, with little magic to call your own.”

“I’ve been told the same,” Estevan said, not without bitterness. “But… this is not the first time my power has exceeded my grasp. Something has shifted. Is shifting.”

Darkness waited for them beyond the doorway, a faint wind stirring the wreckage at the threshold. “A puzzle for later,” she offered; he nodded and stepped through.

The tunnel led them downward in an easy spiral, leveling out perhaps ten paces below the ground, at a crossing where the path branched out in three directions. By the steady light of the enchanted lamps studding the walls, they could see those corridors turning and branching again: the opening to a maze.

“I hope there’s no minotaur down here,” Estevan muttered, then shook his head when the Hungry Girl cocked her head in query. “Never mind. Let’s find our way through.”

But that proved far easier said than done. All the passages looked the same, and even with Estevan using the blood from his palm to mark their path, they soon found themselves disagreeing on which way they had turned and how many times—far more than mere chance could explain. “More defenses,” the Hungry Girl said. “Muddling our memories. Not an illusion, but an enchantment all the same.”

Estevan sighed and pressed his thumb against the cut in his palm. “Then I resign myself to forgetting which direction is up. Go ahead.”

When she cast off the confusion, though, she received an unpleasant surprise: The lanterns vanished with it. Cursing in Goblin, the Hungry Girl said, “Now I can’t see anything.”

His voice, from the darkness, sounded half drunk. “And I’m seeing double. Can you feel anything?”

Her reaching hand touched stone. “Yes.”

He moved behind her and, fumbling, found her waist. “Start walking. I’ll tell you if you’re about to walk into a wall.”

Under his guidance, she went as fast as she dared, and ignored each time he insisted they’d passed this way already or missed a necessary turn. The wall under her hand stretched straight and true, with no gaps and no turnings. Until eventually she spotted the glimmer of reflected light ahead, limning each riser of a set of stairs leading up.

“Do you see stairs?” she asked, pulling Estevan along.

“No, there’s a wall. You’re going to walk into—oh!”

The moment they passed into the stairwell, she was in light again. Estevan smacked the side of his head a few times as though he needed to dislodge the remaining confusion she’d shoved onto him. “I think it’s worse with you closer,” he said. “When you were in the Sea Beyond, I only got a diluted effect.”

“Did your hand turn to gold a few months back?” she asked, thinking of her recent adventures. “Or did you sprout harpy feathers before that?”

“Jaundice, and a rash that drove me mad with itching,” he muttered. “Cruel voices, ghostly images everywhere, and did you run afoul of a gorgon? Thank you so very kindly for that.”

“You only have yourself to thank,” she said, sharper than she intended. Sharp enough that he grimaced and nodded for them to proceed up the stairs.

They emerged into a round chamber with iron doors along the walls. “They’re all real,” the Hungry Girl said. No surprise, given the material. “Which one do we choose?”

Each door was painted with a symbol. “Astrological signs,” Estevan said, and laughed a little. “The magics we’ve passed through would confuse any unprepared mortal, but this would confuse fae. As I understand it, the stars in the Sea Beyond don’t obey the rules of our sky.”

Remembering the mismatch between the Lady’s way of navigating and that of the San Prisciliano’s pilot, the Hungry Girl nodded. “But how do we know which one to open?”

Estevan closed his eyes, fingers dancing delicately through the air. “The sun, the moon, the planets… they all move through different signs, depending on the time of year. But this is, after all, something to do with the Sea Beyond. It’ll be Mercury. Which is in Virgo right now.” He opened his eyes and said, “I owe Brasa a bottle of wine in thanks. This door.”

There was no handle. She pushed, but the door remained shut fast. “Wait,” the Hungry Girl said, now that she was closer. “There’s something written on the frame, too.”

Letters she couldn’t read. Estevan craned his neck and recited, “Nexa ligor ferro, multos habitura ligatos; vincior ipsa prius, sed vincio vincta vicissim; et solvi multos, nec sum tamen ipsa soluta.”

It had the sound of the prayers she’d heard the San Prisciliano’s pages recite. “Religion?”

“Latin,” he said, “but not holy. It’s a riddle. ‘Bound with iron I, many shall I bind; by me, though bound, are more to bonds consigned; many I loose, ne’er loosed myself I find.’ I owe my Jesuit teachers some wine as well, it seems. For all that they might not appreciate it the same.”

To the door, he said, “A chain.” Then, with a rueful chuckle: “Catena.”

The stone on either side of the door slid down, revealing two channels with heavy iron chains threaded through like rope.

“I’ve seen mechanisms like this before,” Estevan said, sounding grim. “To lift the city gates. Though… there’s usually a winch.” He looked around. “Sucula?” he said in a hopeful tone, but nothing appeared.

“I’m strong,” she said, testing one chain. It clanked against the stone of the channel. “We can probably manage.”

But the moment Estevan took hold of the chain on the other side of the door, it was like she’d plunged her hands into hot coals. She only just managed to swallow her scream.

No sooner had she doubled over than the searing pain was gone, as quickly as it had come, and Estevan was at her side, babbling apologies. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t think. Of course—if magic you shrug off affects me, if it’s worse when you’re right here instead of in the Sea Beyond—and that’s not steel, that’s pure iron…”

His hands hovered, not touching, over her palms, reddened from even that brief spillover. The Hungry Girl curled her fingers and straightened them. Now that he wasn’t holding the chain anymore, the pain had faded to a mere ache. Still, she wasn’t eager to experience that again. “Let me try on my own,” she said.

But even with her feet planted against the wall and her body parallel to the floor like someone had changed which way was up, she couldn’t budge the chain more than a finger-length or two—which only served to wedge the door askew in its track. Clearly the two chains were not there just to manage the weight; they were to ensure no single intruder could open the door on their own.

Dropping back to the floor, the Hungry Girl gritted her teeth. “You’ll have to cover your hands with your sleeves. That should at least muffle the pain.”

She took up her chain again, but Estevan hesitated. “If even a few seconds hurt you…”

“Those few seconds may be hurting Steamed Pudding far more,” the Hungry Girl said grimly. She wiped her sweat-slick palms on her thighs, secured her grip, and nodded toward the other chain. “Do it. And pull fast.”

“I’m sorry,” Estevan said again, and pulled.

By the time they got the door open, her jaw ached from clenching and tears were rolling freely down her face; she could barely uncurl her hands from the heavy links. Estevan’s arm went around her in sympathy, and she couldn’t decide whether to lean into the comfort or pull away. He was a stranger; he was her brother. The son her mother had raised in place of a daughter. He wasn’t family, and yet he was.

“Come on,” Estevan whispered, chivvying her forward. Through the doorway, up a narrow staircase, toward the tower above. “For Steamed Pudding.”

The final door held no traps or puzzles, no glamours or illusions. Only planks bound in bronze, barred on the far side with a simple length of wood. Certain this was some new trick, Estevan nevertheless easily coaxed the wood to slide free of the brackets that cradled it and balance atop them until he could slip a hand through the crack to catch it.

Slowly, he pushed the door open, and beheld wonders.

Terrible wonders.

The chamber on the other side was larger than it should have been, larger than the tower they’d seen could encompass. The dividing floors had been removed, making room for a great armillary sphere whose orichalcum rings shone in the silver light of floating orbs of mercury. From floor to rooftop buttresses, the walls were painted in maps bright as mosaics of crushed gemstones.

Inset at intervals were niches, some empty, some boasting seated figures like saints’ statues. Bathed in that mercurial light, the figures at first reminded him of the greyed-out misery of mortalizados. But no: There was color to these figures, if little in the way of life. They sat with eyes closed, lips parted. Still as death, but not dead.

Most were strange, and strangers to him. But one, he recognized. A proud-nosed faerie with flower-wreathed antlers so large they brushed the top and sides of the niche. The ruler of the Larkspur Tower, separated from the conquered masses and public baptisms and held in a staircase cell, until they vanished to go… somewhere else.

Here. This strange chamber, which held within it nothing of faerie magic—only human cunning and ingenuity.

And a scream from across the chamber.

The Hungry Girl caught the bar as it slipped from his nerveless hand, before it could strike the floor.

On the other side of the tower, Desclot stood over a bound and struggling figure: the homely creature called Steamed Pudding. A glass mask clamped onto the faerie’s face caught their screams, fogging each time with the dew of their breath, which trickled like slow, misting rain through a tube and into an alembic. A small fire heated the lower vessel, distilling the liquid, to in turn be captured again and directed into the second bulb, which glimmered with a growing quantity of mercury.

Two others were assisting Desclot, men Estevan didn’t recognize from the Hall of Wonders, because secrets like this must be kept very close indeed. Two alchemists, one of them monitoring the progress of the extraction, the other watching Steamed Pudding and judging when to apply another careful drop of liquid to the faerie’s head.

A red liquid, the sight of which made Estevan’s stomach heave. No faerie of Andalucía could see that and fail to recognize the waters of the River Tinto: the blood of Behemoth, toxic and deadly, endlessly streaming from where the great monster had been slain.

To drink such a dram was to die a quick death; to touch it was to suffer a slow one of excruciating pain. Pain now being inflicted on Steamed Pudding with another careful dribble, another agonized scream.

At the autos de fe, the sacred baptismal waters washed a faerie’s true name and nature from them, to be replaced by a mortal one. If that was an atrocity, this was a desecration: leaving the faerie’s name and nature whole, but tearing it from their flesh. Like skinning a living person of their soul.

“Stop,” whispered the Hungry Girl. Estevan had forgotten for a moment that she stood at his elbow. “Stop them.”

Her voice was low enough to escape the men’s notice, but Steamed Pudding, thrashing about in their agony, twisted to face the two intruders. The faerie made a pitiful, mewling sound.

That, Desclot heard. He turned and caught sight of them.

“Don Estevan?” he said, more puzzled than angry. “Did Calderón send you? He should not have done so; you lack authorization to be here. And how did you get past…?”

His gaze slid sideways and caught on the Hungry Girl. Mortal, but one couldn’t tell it to look at her; she seemed as wild and fae-touched as any creature born in the Sea Beyond.

Desclot stiffened. “What are you doing, bringing one of their kind here? Have you lost all sense and loyalty?”

Estevan came forward, one slow step at a time. Wavering at first, but with each stride he grew steadier, as he passed beneath the soaring rings of the armillary sphere. He’d helped Brasa construct a smaller version of that great device, to calculate the movements of the heavens. He’d studied the mathematics of mapping land, as the islands on the walls had been mapped. Fixing them in space, fixing them in time.

But cosmography encompassed more than just those arts. It was the entirety of knowing a place: its nature, its history, its population.

And by the logic of faerie and mortal alike, all those things were personified in a place’s ruler. To control them was to control the whole.

All around him were niches filled with unsouled fae. Above him, the mercury of their spirits, fused to hard spheres, danced to the measures and maps of mortal design. This was the magic they used. The magic he must destroy.

“All sense, no,” Estevan said. “All loyalty… Your mistake was assuming I ever had any.”

Desclot spat a Valencian curse. “Who are you working for? The English? The French?”

Even now, he didn’t understand. He thought only of humans, their greed and ambition. Fae were nothing more than resources for Christian men to exploit. Not people, with their own plans and desires. Obstacles at best.

In the language of trees, Estevan said, “Are you prepared to fight?”

The Hungry Girl, at his heels, gripped the door bar tighter and raised it like a club. “Against these men? Absolutely.”

But Desclot had either learned enough of that tongue to understand, or he read their intent from the Hungry Girl’s movement. In Greek, he snapped out, “Kill the woman. Take the man prisoner for now.”

And four figures along the walls, so unmoving that Estevan had taken them as simply more soulless fae, strode forward with their spears raised.

The dragon’s teeth warriors, from that chaotic day in the Grau. The Hungry Girl spun to face two of them, but her hiss said she did not like their odds. Snatching at a desperate hope, Estevan shouted in Greek, “Stop! Do you forget to whom you first knelt? Ignore the man I told you to serve; you owe your allegiance to me.”

The warriors did not slow. Estevan put his back to the Hungry Girl’s and drew his sword—

And then they stopped, brandished their spears, and knelt. “What are your orders?” one asked.

For nearly six years Estevan had labored at the Hall of Wonders. Jaume Desclot had been a competent administrator and a fair overseer to the men working under him. A good man, by mortal measure. His presence in this room, participating in this atrocity, didn’t contradict any of that—no, it was all of a piece. This was what good men did to those they did not consider people.

And six years or sixty would be a grain of sand in the glass that measured a faerie’s life.

Estevan couldn’t bring himself to mercy, and didn’t have the luxury of choosing it now that Desclot knew the truth. Under shouts about betrayal and attempts to take command again, he said, “Kill those three men, and free the faerie they’re tormenting.”

Three scholars stood no chance against four blooded warriors of legend. One alchemist tried to flee, only to be pinned to the wall with a spear through his skull. The other flung his vial of Behemoth’s blood, the spray catching one warrior who collapsed into a writhing, bloody mass. Mercury spilled across the floor; then dragon’s flame overtook the parts not struck by the water, his body flashing like phosphor before disintegrating into cinders and ash on the air. Infuriated, his brother warrior gutted the alchemist and hoisted him on his spear like a banner.

Desclot didn’t try to fight. Instead he ran, surprisingly fast, keeping to the edge of the room to evade the warriors. Estevan, guessing his purpose and lacking his need to dodge, ran straight through, beneath the armillary sphere and to the door, which he barred with his own body. Desclot tried to shove him aside, then grabbed him by the throat. “Faerie traitor,” he spat, as the remaining warriors came up behind him. “Choosing them over God’s own people.”

“Not over all humans,” Estevan said. “Just over the ones like you.”

Then blood spattered his face as the tip of a spear raked across Desclot’s neck. Choking, spasming, the man dropped to his knees, crossed himself with a shaking hand, and collapsed and moved no more.

Estevan wiped his face clean with a hand that was no steadier.

Across the chamber, the Hungry Girl had freed Steamed Pudding. She looked at the bottle glistening with beads of stolen mercury and said, “What do we do? Pour what those bastards took out back in?”

There were voices coming from the direction of the underground maze. The warriors had been quick, but they had not been quiet, and even a tower as secret as this had some guards to defend it. Estevan shut the door, retrieved the bar the Hungry Girl had dropped, slotted it into place. Ignoring her question, he grabbed the spear of the fallen warrior and studied the armillary sphere overhead. If he used the weapon as a lever, perhaps he could knock something out of alignment? Or could he break the device entirely? There were still three warriors awaiting his orders.

The chamber echoed with the noise of a fist pounding wood. “How are we supposed to get out of here now?” the Hungry Girl demanded. “Is there another door?”

“The armillary sphere for time,” Estevan murmured, his gaze flicking from that to the walls, to the motionless fae. To the orbs of mercury, drifting through the air. “Maps for space. The rulers for their knowledge. But why the mercury?”

“The islands,” said a wavering voice. Steamed Pudding, leaning against the Hungry Girl, who had been translating in a soft trill for them. The faerie clutched the mercury-filled alembic to their chest with surprising strength. “They said my soul would stand in for Threnody. So they could control where it went.”

One finger stroked the alembic. The shining liquid inside shimmered like tears.

“Leviathan’s tears,” the Hungry Girl murmured, looking horrified and awed.

And Estevan knew what he could do. What he had to do.

But when he raised his spear toward the nearest mercury-orb, the Hungry Girl was there, slapping its point down. “Don’t you dare,” she spat.

“Don’t you understand?” Estevan said desperately. “This is what they’re using to chain the islands. To bring the entire Sea Beyond under their control. We have to destroy it—all of it, the sphere and the maps—”

“And the souls of those fae?” The Hungry Girl grabbed the shaft of the spear, but Estevan refused to let go. Their wrestling dragged her right up into his face. “You can’t.”

He could. He had to. “If I don’t—”

“If you do, they’ll just start all over again! More conquistadors, more cannons—more maps and magic and everything you’re trying to stop! All you’ll have done is annihilated those fae, destroying their spirits so they’ll never return to the Sea Beyond! There will be nothing left of them!”

The wild terror in her voice dragged him to a halt. Above, the floating beads of mercury shone down upon him, silver and cold. He wondered if the cosmographer-chronicler had even believed the fae had spirits of their own to extract, or whether he thought his profane baptism—Behemoth’s blood upon their heads—bestowed what was taken from them a moment later.

He had a spirit. A true name, kept safe from the annihilating power of baptism by the mortal woman in front of him. Would he have let that be destroyed, if it meant stopping this atrocity?

Maybe. But it was just like the thoughts he’d had, that first day in the Grau. Burning down the warehouses would accomplish little. Meanwhile, the cost… Here, the cost would be far too high.

And yet. “The alternative is to leave them here, soulless and undying. Is that any kinder?” The wooden planks of the door screamed as something harder than fists struck it. In the language of trees, he begged the door to stand firm, knowing it couldn’t hold for long. Once it broke, they would all die: him, the Hungry Girl, the three remaining dragon’s teeth warriors. He didn’t want their deaths to be in vain.

“Are you certain you understand how this magic works? That destroying it, destroying them, won’t also destroy the islands connected to them?” Letting go of the spear, she grabbed hold of his collar instead. “We can help them. I know how to return a faerie’s immortality. But we need more time.”

The spear fell from his nerveless hands, clattering against the floor. “Impossible.”

“I’d swear on my true name if I had one.”

Her conviction burned like fire. They had no time to discuss it; the enemy was at the door. He had to break what he could before he died… or entrust himself to hope.

Estevan looked at the warriors, who lifted their weapons in salute. “We will die for a future where our kin might be free,” said the one who’d ended Desclot, as the Hungry Girl snatched up the fallen spear. “Stay behind us. We will cut you a path out of here.”







CHAPTER 28

VALÈNCIA: 1608
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Outside, the rain was slackening. The Hungry Girl had taken a shallow slash to the thigh; she limped her way through the puddle that had formed at the entrance to the half-buried building and up the sloping mud beyond. The guards who came so belatedly to the tower’s defense had been no mere scholars: Capable men wielding Toledo steel, they nearly proved a match to the hoplites with their bronze-tipped spears and armor. Two more had died in ash and flame. Only one of the ancient warriors survived to carry the limp and exhausted Steamed Pudding out the door, with Estevan following behind.

When the Hungry Girl realized she was in the lead, she stopped. She had no idea where she was, and even less idea of where to go. All her thoughts had been fixed on reaching the Spains. Now she felt like she’d leapt ashore on an unknown island.

In a sense, she had.

“What now?” she asked, trying to sound less lost than she was.

Sweat had streaked what remained of the blood on Estevan’s face; the pattering tail of the storm was washing the remainder away. He sheathed his sword wearily and said, “Good question. I had planned to flee, but the people who were going to take me will have left these shores by now. Your mother and sisters with them.”

“I have sisters?”

“If you are rich in anything, it’s sisters.” Estevan did not sound nearly as pleased as she was. “I have a horse…” He peered back toward where they’d first met and fought, then went tense.

Someone was standing next to the horse.

The sight infused the Hungry Girl’s weary limbs with new life. “Morn!”

She ran forward, but slowed as she drew close, because the faerie was not alone. Another person knelt in the mud beside him, with Morn’s hand gripping the collar of his robe. A mortal, and by the shaved patch on his head, a priest.

Estevan skidded up next to her. Morn said, “I see you found your changeling.”

“What—” Estevan said, then stared in disbelief. “Diego?”

An ugly expression seized Morn’s face. The Hungry Girl said, “Never use that name again. He is called the Knight of Soul’s Morning. I told you—I found a way to reverse it.”

Then the significance of their exchange registered. Looking back and forth between the two, she said, “You know each other already?”

“Yes. A happy reunion for all of us. Now, since you refused to go to a priest, I’ve brought one to you.” Shoving the man forward, Morn said, “I’ve told him your situation. He’s willing to see to the baptism. And there’s water aplenty.” His wave encompassed the mist and the puddles, taking on a golden gleam as late afternoon sun broke through the dissipating clouds.

Salvation, on its knees before her. Yet something about this wasn’t right. Morn’s guess about a changeling taking her place—it wasn’t a guess. But he’d never said he’d met the changeling in person. “How do you know each other?”

Even with his head bowed, the priest seemed to make Estevan wary. He said softly, “We met several times before he set sail to the Sea Beyond—”

“Twice,” Morn snapped.

“And he kept my secret when he realized what I was. Knight of Soul’s Morning—you know what I’m trying to do, how vital it is. Why would you endanger that by bringing the Hungry Girl back here? By trying to get her baptized?”

Vital didn’t even come close to the urgency of stopping what lay inside that tower. The Hungry Girl’s voice came out thin and fragile. “I want to save my soul, yes, but not at the cost of the Sea Beyond. Why didn’t you tell me, Morn? Why would you interfere with what Estevan is doing?”

“Because of you!” Morn closed the distance between them in three strides. Not touching, but close enough that she could see the fear in his storm-tossed eyes, smell it hanging about him sharp as ozone. “You. Have. My. Name.”

Not the Knight of Soul’s Morning. His true name. It beat like a caged bird in the depths of her mind, every syllable she’d spoken to shape him.

“Only the baptized can command in God’s name,” Morn said. “And only the unbaptized can command with a true name.”

She was the only one with that power over him. All those times he’d bent under orders, or screamed when they conflicted. Revulsion made her stammer as she said, “Y-yes, but—I would never do such a thing. You must know that.”

His laugh struck like a slap, hard and harsh. “You think that’s enough? Sooner or later, every human who has power uses it. You simply haven’t had reason enough yet. And I intend to make sure you’ll never get the chance.” Dragging the priest to his feet, Morn said, “You came here with one purpose. Goblins could sail the entire breadth of the Sea Beyond on the desire you had for it. Yet now you refuse? What about that soul of yours, that you were so worried about? You know what will happen when you die. Or what won’t happen.”

Hell. Or oblivion. Or her soul left trapped and floating aimless, like those orbs of mercury in the tower.

At least she could walk free until then. At least she had this life, where she could help those who were never given a choice.

The priest’s downcast eyes flicked up to meet hers. They were not filled with anger or contempt. Hauled out of his church by a furious faerie and thrown into the midst of things he did not understand at all, his hands were clasped in prayer… but mixed in with his fear, she saw the softness of compassion.

“I can’t save myself if it means damning everyone else,” she said. To the priest, to Estevan. To Morn. “I have to help set things right. Until then—” A short, bitter laugh. “Until then, I suppose I simply have to not die.”

It broke Morn. He shoved the priest to the ground and backed away, one step, two. His hands were shaking. Despite everything they’d been through together, he feared her.

Because of everything he’d been through before that.

“I… I can’t,” he whispered. “I can’t be near you. Knowing what you can do to me. My only safety lies in staying as far from you as possible.”

Wind tore the ground, sending leaves and water flying. Morn launched himself into the air, and was gone.

“I think it would be best if you forgot this, Padre,” Estevan said, helping the hapless priest to his feet. Giving the Hungry Girl what privacy he could by distracting others. “When I was a boy, my tutor was executed by the Inquisition for owning a book. I fear what will be done to you if you share any of this.”

All of them would be safer if he killed the priest, but years as a mortal had apparently instilled a reluctance for such blasphemy. He had already killed too much today. This man, so far as he knew or wanted to know, was blameless.

Perhaps he could make the man forget. Or would that only drive him mad? Was such a fate kinder than death?

“I think, rather, that I should go with you,” the priest said. “I do not quite understand my responsibility to you and those others, but I know well my responsibility to that girl. I will simply have to abide until she’s ready. Besides.” He sighed, looking around mournfully at the empty streets, once full of morisco potters. “My flock has been driven to inland pastures. Ever since then, there’s been little for me to do here.”

Estevan hardly knew what to make of it, this strange priest who followed a faerie without protest, who looked at a changeling without disgust. Who apparently missed preaching to uninterested moriscos. “If you insist on coming with us, Padre…”

“Isidre,” he supplied. “Isidre Boix.”

“Padre Boix. Then I’m afraid you must do so as a prisoner.” Not that he had a prison to hold the man in, or any safe place for them to take refuge. But with the storm passing, he had to get Steamed Pudding and the dragon’s tooth warrior out of sight.

Once he might have turned to Teresa for aid and advice, but with any luck she was off to the safety of the Balears. Now, he turned to the Hungry Girl, who stood forlorn and staring in the direction Morn had vanished. Her wind-whipped hair was as dark and tangled as Teresa’s had once been. So different from the tiny chestnut burr she was the last time he’d seen her.

Teresa had brought her to Castaña that night, and Castaña had promised to keep her safe. And he’d done a terrible job, it seemed, for all that she’d survived and made her own way back.

“I have a house in Russafa,” he said. A poor house, despite their efforts to make it cozy. An empty house, with Teresa, Beatriz, and Leonor gone. A dangerous house, outside a city plunged into chaos of his own making. And yet, it was all he could offer.

Curling her hand into his as though she sensed his hesitation, the Hungry Girl said, “All right. Take me home.”

The horseman who passed behind them as they struck out to the southeast paid no attention to the odd-looking group hurrying through the rural lanes. Heedless of his mount’s exhaustion and the raddled state of the road, he spurred onward, to the storm-washed walls of València.

Sometime after his arrival, the city’s bells began to toll a slow, mournful peal.

Even faerie medicine had limits. Felipe, second of his name, had outlived the century of his birth and clung to his throne until the age of eighty-one, but at last age and infirmity had vanquished him. He’d died in his glorious Escorial palace, clasping holy relics, his final words surrendering his soul to God.

His grieving son immediately closeted himself with his closest and most trusted advisor. Now, as the bells of València rang in mourning, Felipe, third of his name, issued his first decree to his councillors: that his chief minister, once Marquess of Dénia, was now the Duke of Lerma—and they should obey the duke’s orders as if they were Felipe’s own.

The king was dead.

Long live the king.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


“A ship could not be sent to sail on an imagined ocean to an imagined land.”

Secret Science: Spanish Cosmography and the New World 
by María M. Portuondo


The bullfighting portion of your thesis defense is real.

One of the particular pleasures of writing historical fiction lies in stumbling across details more bizarre than you would ever think to make up yourself. Sánchez’s bullfighting scene is brought to you courtesy of the chapter “Graduation and Careers,” by Willem Frijhoff, in Hilde de Ridder-Symoens and Walter Rüegg’s A History of the University in Europe, Volume II: Universities in Early Modern Europe, which mentioned in passing that “in Salamanca, the new doctor was not in full possession of his title until he had killed a bull in a corrida (the paseo doctoral) and had written his name in the bull’s blood on the walls of the town.” In a novel where we were sending one of our protagonists to Salamanca and also a key part of the cosmology revolves around the slaying of Behemoth—sometimes depicted in a bull-like form—how could we not make use of that?

The book itself is a complex mixture of accurate facts and alternate history. On the latter front, the changes start all the way back at the dawn of time, with the existence of the Sea Beyond; all three of the religions presented here—Christianity, Judaism, and Islam—should be read as alternate versions of their real theologies, ones adapted to that indisputable cosmological fact. This also led to the sainthood of Priscillian (rather than his historical demise as the first heretic executed by the Church), the canonical status of the otherwise apocryphal Book of Enoch, and the founding of both the Priscillianist mendicant order and the crusading Order of the Pillars.

Fast-forwarding to 1492: In addition to that being the year the Emirate of Granada fell, the Jews were expelled from Spain, and Christopher Columbus landed in the Americas, a Valencian sailor, Nicolau Mir, discovered how to pass through the Pillars of Hercules, aka the Strait of Gibraltar, into the Sea Beyond. In real history, the Treaty of Tordesillas gave Spain authority over most of the New World, reserving a subset of it to Portugal; our history replaces this with the Treaty of Setúbal, which reverses that ratio. Because our Spain was not able to claim the enormous resources of the Americas until much later, they lost their hold on the Low Countries much sooner, along with the Balearic Islands.

We also could not resist using magic to keep a few people alive longer than they should be. Extending the reign of Philip II to 1608 both showed how Otherworldly resources might change things, and let us time his death for when it served us best; Elizabeth I of England likewise gets to hang on later, in part because it suits her iconography as the eternal Virgin Queen, and in part because Marie is partisan to her after writing a different historical faerie fantasy set in this era (Midnight Never Come). As for Sayyida al-Hurra, who actually died in 1562, she was simply too awesome not to include, by whatever plot device necessary.

Only a handful of characters in this novel are real people, though. Apart from a laundry list of scholars and those individuals already mentioned, these include Philip III, the Marquess of Dénia/Duke of Lerma, Rodrigo Calderón, Pedro Franqueza, and Archbishop Juan de Ribera; the dead guy whose ciphered letter is of such interest is Lupercio Latrás, an Aragonese asshole and probable spy with virulently anti-morisco sentiments. For the most part, we have done our best to be faithful to what we know about their personalities. Perhaps the biggest divergence is with Erauso: There genuinely was a Basque conquistador who ran roughshod over early modern notions of gender, but the real one was even more of a belligerent jerk than what you see here. Our excuse for the change is that we sent him to the Sea Beyond instead of the Americas, and events there have intervened before he became irreversibly hardened in his violent ways. (We also debated long and hard on how to present Erauso’s gender identity, given that modern concepts for such matters would have been utterly alien to someone of that era. We opted to go with the idea that he was, in modern terms, a trans man, but other interpretations of the historical evidence are possible.)

Not everything here is alternate, though. We delighted in slipping in real historical details wherever we could, whether it was Philip’s hobby of collecting ancient coins, the atrocious behavior of Valencian inquisitors, or the warning system along the Mediterranean coast. Some of those real details are fictional to start with: Hy-Brasil, the legend of Thessalonike, or the absurdly over-the-top stories that make up what’s called the “Alexander Romance,” an assortment of tales bearing virtually no resemblance to the man’s actual life. (In this era his historical biography had mostly been forgotten; more accurate ancient sources were not rediscovered until later.)

When it comes to those historical details, we owe a massive debt to the many historians and other scholars whose work we read in preparation for this duology. They are far too numerous for us to name them all here, but you can find the full list on our website (macarrick.com). Their work grounded our story in a more vivid reality than it would have otherwise had.

In addition to the books we read for research, we owe a debt of gratitude to the various people who helped us with a range of topics: Jonathan Ficke, Monica Gaudio, Richard Griffin, Chris Hall, Jessica Hammer, Karen Holmes, P. H. Lee, K. Peterson, Daniel Schwartz, and Leora Spitzer Shimon. Special thanks go to María M. Portuondo, who not only wrote a book (Secret Science: Spanish Cosmography and the New World) that made us realize we were thinking in far too limited terms with mere cartography, but helpfully answered some queries about early modern universities and education. We are also eternally grateful to Pablo Valcárcel Castro for both fielding a truly bizarre array of questions and beta-reading the book itself as a cultural consultant. Our crimes against history are not his fault.

Additional thanks go to our agents, Eddie Schneider and Cameron McClure; to Tiana Coven, for sending us on this voyage; and to inkshark, the artist who designed our series logo (the seal you see at the center of the book cover)!

A Note on Names

During the course of writing this book, we had to make a thousand delicate choices about how to render names.

We felt it would be odd for a character named Estevan to be ruled by a king named Philip, even though that’s how the latter is normally referred to in English-language books. We therefore decided to use Spanish names for all Spanish characters, despite this sometimes running counter to usual practice: hence Isabel de Castilla and Fernando de Aragón instead of the more familiar Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon (the latter of whom could equally have been Ferrando, the Aragonese form of his name). The same is true of place names, thus Sevilla in Andalucía rather than Seville in Andalusia. Where a place name translates straightforwardly into English, though, we rendered it that way, with the Bridge of Boats instead of the Puente de Barcas and Our Lady of Belén instead of Nuestra Señora de Belén. After all, to our viewpoint character, those are perfectly clear phrases.

The question of how to refer to Spain itself, however, got linguistically thorny. Because of the composite nature of the monarchy, it was common in that era to speak of the Spains in the plural, rather than the singular. If we stuck to our Castilian guns, though, would we be saying the Españas? The definite article made that weird. Las Españas—in the middle of an otherwise English sentence? Hmmm. We made a blanket decision to use English forms for all country names, regardless of the country at hand, just to keep things simple.

We also used Castilian forms for biblical names. Here our rationale was that if, for example, Estevan broke into the Convent of St. Stephen, it would create a false sense of distance and differentiation, obscuring the pervasive connections between the Bible and how people and places are named. (We did, however, keep the standard spelling of Esteban for the church: in this era the V and B spellings were used interchangeably, and we preferred the V for our character, purely on aesthetic grounds.) This does create a few oddities around names not frequently deployed elsewhere in early modern Spanish, like Adán and Eva/Adam and Eve or Sansón/Samson, but “a few oddities” was an unavoidable outcome regardless of which way we went.

Other names of foreign origin, however, did not get Castilianized. Greek names are still Greek, even though Alexander and Alejandro are the same name; Henri of Condé does not become Enrique; the Ottoman corsair and admiral is Murat Reis, even though contemporary Spanish sources called him Morato Arráez. The big exception here is Cristóbal Colón, aka Christopher Columbus (English), aka Christophorus Columbus (Latin), aka Cristoforo Colombo (Italian), aka Cristoffa Corombo (his native Genoese). We figured that since he sailed under Castilian sponsorship, that was the name our characters were most likely to use for him.

Valencian names are a special case. In real history, this was the era in which Castilian truly began to muscle in on the many languages of the Iberian Peninsula. However, since we gave the glory of being the port of call for the Sea Beyond to València, we figured it made sense that people there would have more clout to push back against the marginalization of their language. It’s therefore Jaume Desclot rather than Jaime (much less James), and so forth. Place names also don’t get translated—Pont de Sant Josep rather than Bridge of San José/Saint Joseph—because to Estevan, these are names in a foreign language, albeit one with many similarities to his native tongue.

We should note that we are aware of the debates over whether Valencian is a variant form of the Catalan language or a separate, closely related tongue. After much consideration, we let historical usage guide our choice: People in this era were likely to say “Valencian” in the sense of “what people in the Kingdom of València speak” rather than a scientific statement on its relationship to Catalan. We are using that term the same way.

The result is, of course, a tangle of different linguistic patterns, some of which may ring oddly in our readers’ ears. That feels like a reasonable approximation of early modern Europe, where few matters of language had yet been standardized!
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