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            Introduction

         
         Ever since she was a little girl, Clara has known that there is magic in the number seven.

         
         Seven, the number of days it took God to create the universe and bless the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands with all
            her riches. Seven, the number of planets that traverse the sky, as observed by the astronomers through their large gold telescopes
            in Amsterdam. Seven, the number of seas on which the Dutch fleet has overlaid a filigree of trade routes. Seven, the number
            of deadly sins—lust, gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath, envy, pride—that are forever nipping at the heels of the good Dutch merchants
            and burghers. Seven, the number of red water lily leaves that adorn the Frisian flag, snapping and fluttering above her parents’
            manor house.
         

         
         But Clara van Wieren, a woman of wealth and privilege, youth and beauty, is not concerned with planets and oceans, sins and
            virtues. She is only concerned with her own gilded cage, and the secrets and cruelty which keep her in it.
         

         
         Seven, the number of sounds that haunt Clara van Wieren’s dreams.

         
         
            	One: The sigh of wind through the poplar trees that edged the canal; no birds. That should have been her first warning, for the trees were always filled with the heckling of magpies, feathered wings shifting and sorting themselves. Had they all flown to some fairer bough, unwilling to bear witness? Or had they collectively held their breath, watching the water and what it bore? 

            	Two: The drip drip drip of water, restless and awakening. Another warning. The canal that lazed through the estate was usually nothing but calm, disinterested
               in the traffic of skiffs bearing supplies to the great house. Little fish flashed, ribbons of silver that schooled through
               the shallows; fleeing or foretelling?
            

            	Three: Laughter, and the scurry of two sets of feet in the fresh spring grass, one in rough wooden clogs, the other in silk
               slippers embroidered with blushing petals. Always running toward, when they should be running away.
            

            	Four: Heavy skirts clinging to small legs, sloshing through the silt, no longer a game. Low clouds rolling in from the sea,
               obscuring the brick gables of the house. Too far to call for help.
            

            	Five: Her own voice, foreign and shrill, cutting through the stillness, pleading. Fenna, no! Why did her friend not listen? Why did she move as if in a trance, into the water, deeper, deeper, a solemn funeral procession
               of one? And why were Clara’s own legs rooted into the ground? She had never been prone to meekness, never been one to accept
               the natural order of things (much to the despair of her parents), yet there she was, watching tragedy unfold, unable to so
               much as lift a finger.
            

            	Six: The gurgle of bubbles drifting up from the depths of the canal, rings spreading, acknowledgment of an oblation gratefully
               received.
            

            	And the seventh sound is silence.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
Land

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         The whale’s great eye stared back at Clara, black and glassy as the depths of the ocean. If she had cared to reach out and
            place her hand above it, she would have found that the eye was bigger than her palm, but she did not care to. Scars and unhealed
            wounds crisscrossed the slate-colored flesh, speaking to encounters with whalers, the last of which must have been fatal and
            driven it to the shore.
         

         
         “Bad omen for a whale to beach,” her maid, Helma, said coming up behind her, stirring Clara from her thoughts. “’Tisn’t a
            good augur for the future.” The older woman crossed herself.
         

         
         Clara tore her gaze away from the dead whale. “You say that when there are more than three magpies on a branch,” she countered
            lightly. “You say that when the wind is in the east. Not everything is a bad omen.” All the same, her heart twisted at the
            sight of the once great sea creature rendered prostrate on the land.
         

         
         With a grunt, Helma turned away, muttering to herself. “Three magpies on a branch means a funeral, everyone knows that.”

         
         Clara shrugged and breathed in a great breath of fresh, salty air. How good it felt to be out of the confines of the estate and on something of an adventure. Endless blue skies stretched above her, the steady lap of the sea making her feel small, yet whole. The beach teemed with people, all drawn by the spectacle of so great a beast washed ashore. Some of the bolder among them clambered up on its back, as if it were a conquered dragon from the days of yore, or a mountain to be claimed in the name of the Dutch Republic. They were as sharp-eyed and curious as the gulls wheeling above, all keen for some pickings from the creature, whether it was a piece of rubbery flesh to take home, or simply the story of having seen it. A little distance away from the activity, near the dunes, a painter had set up an easel and was taking his brush to canvas. Of course, Clara was no better than any of them, coming for her own selfish reasons. 

         
         A man in a broad-brimmed hat and rumpled coat saw her raising her handkerchief to her mouth and grinned. “Aye, ripe as a fishmonger’s
            wife, isn’t it? Was alive when it washed ashore, my brother came down to see it and said that it was weak, gasping for breath.
            The next day it was dead.” He took off his cap and scratched at his greasy hair. “Just think of it,” he said. “The air being
            like water is for us. Drowning in air.”
         

         
         Clara wasn’t certain how whales breathed exactly, but it sounded true enough. “That’s awful!” The whale’s upside-down mouth
            gaped back at her like a slashed canvas. She shuddered. “The poor creature.”
         

         
         The man shrugged. “Don’t be sorry on its account. Be sorry for the whalers who lost all their capital chasing it about, only
            to lose it. Had they finished the job on the water they would have been the ones enjoying the spoils.” He grinned. “As it
            is now, us folks on land can make a pretty piece of coin from the oil.” He waved his bucket at her, and she recoiled as its
            purpose became clear.
         

         
         Wandering away, he whistled and swung the bucket. It had seemed like such a lark when Clara had heard that a whale had beached, but now seeing how wretched it was she wished she had not begged to make the journey by carriage with Helma. Men were cutting strips of its blubber with their knives, one even boasting that he’d have the eye. Another said that it was not the eye that was valuable, but its sex organ. “Grind it up into a powder, that’s what the Chinese do. Say it has the powers to make a man as virile as a bull, and gets a woman with child in the blink of an eye.” There was a ripple of derisive laughter at this, but more than a few of the men casually made their way to the other end, knives in hand with nervous excitement. 

         
         Clouds were gathering on the horizon, slowly rolling in toward the shore. As Clara watched the men with distaste, her neck
            prickled as if someone were scrutinizing her with the same level of interest with which she was watching the whale and its
            carrion pickers. Had her mother and father learned that she had absconded for the afternoon? Had they come to bring her back
            home? She looked about, but aside from the painter on the dune, there was no one that could be watching her from afar. She
            shivered.
         

         
         “Come, Helma. I want to go home,” Clara said, turning abruptly. She had lied to her parents, telling them that Helma was taking
            her to church, and ever loyal, Helma had played along. Now as the hairs on the back of her neck lifted, she wished she hadn’t.
         

         
         Helma’s shoulders sagged in relief. “Finally, a bit of sense from you,” she said. “It looks like rain and I promised your
            father we wouldn’t be but a couple of hours.”
         

         
         “In that case, the whale surely was an omen,” she told her maid, “because we’ve already been three hours from home and Papa
            will not be pleased.”
         

         
         Helma crossed herself again, muttering a prayer, or perhaps it was something a little more vulgar—Clara was never certain which. The cross was only one such superstition in the old woman’s arsenal; Clara often caught her tossing salt over her shoulder, touching a piece of wood with her right hand, or fumbling in her pocket for any number of questionable amulets. 

         
         The carriage which had borne them the nearly ten miles from her home in the fens was waiting obligingly just past the dunes,
            where the road was still hard-packed dirt. Helma climbed heavily in, Clara behind her. With a lingering sense of unease, Clara
            glanced one last time over her shoulder at the whale, the people gathered around it like carnivorous ants, and the stormy
            horizon beyond.
         

         
          

         The carriage jostled and bumped over the pitted dirt roads the entire way back home, throwing Clara’s stomach into turmoil.
            If she were a little silver fish, she could have slid as quick as you please through the smooth water of the canal. Even with
            her head between her knees, the landscape that they passed was imprinted on her mind: fields, flat and mellow green, stretched
            out to an endless horizon, broken only by the occasional poplar tree. This was the sky’s domain, and it sat expansive and
            benevolent atop a world as flat as parchment.
         

         
         Though Clara might make light of her father’s displeasure, she did not relish the prospect of explaining herself to him when they got back, nor learning of what he wanted to speak to her about that night. It wasn’t that Clara was frightened of him, not exactly. Clara’s mother, Katrina, might oversee the running of the household with a backbone made of iron, but even she deferred to her husband. Theodor van Wieren bent nature to his will, imparting the same rigid hierarchy to which those within his household adhered, to the plants and animals of the estate. The breeze was made to kindly beg permission before rustling through the carefully pruned branches of his beloved apple trees. Frogs dared not jump from the lily pads in the canal, lest they disrupt the glassy surface with their vulgar ripples. But a beached whale was hardly something which her father could control, and so Clara had all but leapt at the chance to go and see a thing simply for the sake of seeing it where it ought not to have been. 

         
         By the time they arrived back at the sprawling stone house, Helma was complaining of a stiff back and the sun was casting
            mellow shadows in the poplar trees. Not quite ready to resign herself to an evening of needlepoint and stern lectures from
            her father, Clara begged off going inside. “Tell Papa that we are back and that I’m going for a turnabout in the garden.”
         

         
         Helma gave her a long look, but she was rubbing at her stiff back and Clara knew she would not deny her. “Oh, alright, only
            don’t get your new slippers any dirtier than they already got at the beach. And make sure you’re back in before dark or your
            mother will have my head.”
         

         
         First Clara’s wet nurse, then her nursemaid, and now her companion, Helma had been a constant presence in Clara’s life, almost
            like a second mother. And one overbearing mother was quite enough for her. The woman never seemed to age either, and Clara
            guessed that she could have been anywhere from fifty to seventy years old.
         

         
         “You worry too much, Helma.” But seeing Helma’s tight lips and tired eyes, Clara softened and promised that she would be back
            in soon. Clara was careful to keep to the manicured paths that traversed the grounds, only daring to stray when she was well
            out of sight of the small castle.
         

         
         So long as it didn’t rain, most days Clara and Helma would go walking along the gravel paths that cut the great lawn into precise concentric circles and intersecting triangles. Her father had hired a mathematician to plot it out, and the man had claimed that it was the most mathematically pleasing design to both the eye and the mind. She would walk with hands clasped demurely at her waist so long as she was in view of the house, but as soon as she rounded the first rose bushes, she would let out a sigh of relief and run ahead of Helma. Behind her, Clara would hear Helma giving up with a great sigh, then yelling out her evergreen warning of “Mind your shoes, and stay away from the water!” Then Helma would sit down heavily on one of the stone benches that lined the walkway where she would catch her breath and wait until Clara had expended her energy. 

         
         But there were only so many times one could take the same walk with one’s maid for company. There were only so many gravel
            paths and concentric circles that one could trod before one became inured to the charm of a garden, no matter how well plotted
            out it was. When she had exhausted the paths, Clara would dart a glance quickly over her shoulder, and then skirt over to
            the canal.
         

         
         The placid canal shimmered, a tight little copse of trees forming a shady grove around it. A school of silver fish darted
            by, sending a shiver of remembrance down Clara’s spine.
         

         
         Placing a polished shell she had found on the beach at the edge of the canal, Clara bowed her head. “Fenna,” she murmured
            to the water. It was a superstition, taught to her by Helma as a way to remember and honor the dead. Clara didn’t need shells
            or tokens to remember her long-lost friend though; she had the nightmares, and the sounds.
         

         
         Clara was breathing deeply, savoring the green canopy and lazy water of the canal when she caught a flicker of movement out
            of the corner of her eye. She froze, her neck prickling again as it had on the beach. “Is someone there?” she called. The
            only response was the burgeoning sigh of the breeze through the branches above. Then: drip drip drip. She did not wait for the third sound. Picking up her skirts, Clara hurried back inside, mindless of the mud.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Despite Helma’s pleas to keep her shoes clean, mud had wicked up the silk and her slippers left faint imprints as Clara tiptoed
            through the tiled hall, careful to only step on the white tiles. It had been a game from her childhood, the white tiles land,
            safe, the dark tiles, water, dangerous.
         

         
         Between the tiles and up to the vaulted ceilings, paintings covered every inch of the walls, their subjects ranging from cathedral
            interiors, quiet domestic scenes, storms at sea, and even the stray bawdy tavern scene. As a child, Clara had liked these
            best, with their colorful casts of characters like dwarfs, house wives ruddy-cheeked and drunk on ale, dogs scavenging amongst
            the littered floors. But as she grew older, she gravitated more and more toward those scenes of ships on the sea, tempest-tossed
            and wild. Even the landscape paintings were too tame for her, with their precise fields, rows of poplar trees, and clean-swept
            dirt roads. The ships might have once been perfect, but their canvas sails and carved mastheads were no match for the raw
            power of the cresting waves and dark, billowing clouds. Unlike the land, there was nothing man could do that far out at sea
            to tame it.
         

         
         Her father was no great appreciator of art; Clara was certain of that much. If the vogue had been to collect silver, then their walls would have been covered in plates and medallions. If it had been possible to affix exotic spices and fine wines to the walls, her father would have done so. In the absence of these, painted renditions had to suffice. More than once, Clara had wondered what it would be like to take brush to canvas, to be the one to create an entire world unto itself. The idea was thrilling, but young ladies did not paint in oils. 

         
         As if overhearing Clara’s thoughts, her father’s voice rang out just as she reached the stairs and was on the verge of safety.
            “Clara? Is that you? Come in here, girl.”
         

         
         With a sigh, she abandoned her pretensions of quiet, and followed her father’s voice to the dining hall. A healthy fire flickered
            in the tiled hearth, where her mother, back straight as a plank, sat embroidering an elaborate altar cloth. She gave her daughter
            a small nod of acknowledgment as she pulled the thread through the hoop on the stand.
         

         
         Her father gestured to one of the tapestried chairs, and she obediently sat, careful to tuck her soiled shoes under the chair
            legs.
         

         
         Taller than her mother, dark-haired and lean, Theodor van Wieren had no defining physical features other than a pleasantly
            bland countenance. He was not a man of flowery words or long speeches; business deals could be made and brokered in the time
            it might take to finish with all the usual pleasantries about the weather. But, just like all the other merchants, Protestantism
            could not vanquish his love of gold and sumptuous things. If his home was not a bastion of wealth and plenty, how would society
            know that he was successful, and thus trust him with their investments? And if he was not successful, how could he pay tithes
            to the church? Glory be to God, but also to the shrewd businessman. Worldly wealth was a spiritual necessity, her father liked
            to remind her.
         

         
         So when he sat his only daughter down, Theodor did not mince words or ease her into the matter at hand.

         
         “As you know, it is near time you were married, and your mother and I have found a suitable match for you.”

         
         Clara, used to her father’s direct manner and even more familiar with the paths of thought his mind took, simply said, “Oh,” and tucked her chin in a little to give the words more room to circulate as she digested them. She suspected that this conversation had been coming for some time. 

         
         She didn’t have time to ask any of the particulars; her father was in the process of laying them out. “Hendrik Edema of Franeker.
            He comes with three of his own ships and a good deal of esteem amongst his fellow burghers.” Theodor paused, rubbed at his
            neat black beard, and added in way of an afterthought, “I believe he is in his thirties, and is considered to not be ill-looking.”
         

         
         Clara barely registered these considerations. She didn’t care if he was the most handsome man in Friesland, or if he were
            richer than the Pope. He could have three legs and a cabbage for a head, for all she cared. The only thing that mattered was
            that she was being handed a golden key. A key which would allow her to unlock a future that belonged to her and her alone.
            She would be mistress of her own household. There would be different grounds to walk, dinners to plan for the city merchants,
            and, most importantly, she could finally escape the estate and the ghosts that haunted it. It was a grand adventure, and it
            was being laid right at her feet.
         

         
         Perhaps expecting that their daughter would fight them on this as Clara had done with so many other things, her mother was
            already sitting forward in her chair, a frown knit into her brows. “It’s a very good match. He has a large estate and is looking
            for a wife that can manage it with ease and grace for him. I know you would have liked to meet some young man, but this is
            not the city, and you are a young woman of great means and standing. Care must be taken with such a match.”
         

         
         She couldn’t remember, but it sounded like the sort of threat that her younger self might have made in a moment of irritation. “No,” she hurried to assure her mother. “If you and Papa think it a good match then I should be glad to meet him.” 

         
         Clara didn’t miss the silent look that passed between her parents, one of wary surprise and cautious optimism. “Good,” her
            father said. “Because I have invited him to come early next week.”
         

         
         She squirmed under her father’s direct gaze. “Will that be all, Papa?”

         
         He held her gaze a moment longer—there was no opportunity for control too small that he would not seize. But he finally nodded
            and released her, and she wasted no time escaping back to her bedchamber.
         

         
          

         “See, Helma?” Clara said that night as Helma helped undress her and plait her hair for bed. “You said that a beached whale
            was a bad omen, but here is the best of news. I’m to be married and have a household of my own.”
         

         
         No more slaps and blows from her mother, or arms twisted painfully when her words got away from her. No more stifling estate
            with its watching waters. Freedom was so close she could taste it on her tongue, like the sweet juice of an orange.
         

         
         Helma didn’t say anything as she brushed out her young mistress’s hair, but her strokes were long and severe.

         
         “Well, aren’t you glad for me? Don’t be in a pout. If you’re worried that you won’t come with me, you are sillier than I thought.
            Of course you shall come with me, and you will help me in the running of the household, for I’m afraid that as it stands I
            would make a hopeless mess of it.”
         

         
         Already Clara’s mind was racing in a thousand different directions. There would be a trousseau, which would require trips into town for measurements and fittings. Would she be allowed to take the spinet to her household? Perhaps her new husband would buy her one of her own. She would need to improve her embroidery skills; he would expect that much of her, as well as her knowledge of cookery and managing kitchen staff. 

         
         Helma was silent as she brushed, and Clara wondered if she hadn’t heard her. But then Helma put down the brush and looked
            at her in the mirror. “I’m sure your parents have made a very thoughtful match for you,” she said, but she did not look convinced
            of her own words as she worried at her lips.
         

         
         With a huff, Clara turned in her seat to face her. “You clearly disapprove, so why don’t you tell me why?”

         
         “It’s not that I disapprove,” Helma said. “It’s just . . .” She looked lost for words, even a little anxious. “Only, promise
            me that you’ll be careful, little sparrow.”
         

         
         Clara frowned. Helma never called her the endearment from her girlhood anymore. “Be careful? I’m not a child,” she said. “I’m
            nearly one-and-twenty and quite ready to be married.”
         

         
         “If you say so,” Helma murmured, resuming her brushing. But when Clara tried to meet her eye in the mirror, Helma avoided
            it.
         

         
         Once Clara had said her prayers and slipped under the cool silk sheets, she reached for Helma. “Stay a moment,” she instructed
            her. “I am too excited to sleep. Tell me a story about the old days, when there was still magic in Friesland.”
         

         
         Helma looked weary, but she sat with a grunt on the edge of the counterpane. “I thought you were too old for pet names and
            stories of magic. Besides,” she added with raised brows, “there was never magic in my lifetime. I’m not that old.”
         

         
         Nevertheless, Helma obliged as she always did, and Clara allowed her eyes to grow heavy as she slipped away into the tales
            of little folk that lived in tulips, the tricky willow men who were forever striking sly bargains, mermaids, basilisks, and
            handsome young heroes.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         The widde juvven are the souls of women who were wronged by their men in life, and now seek their revenge upon the guileless
            living. They make their wretched homes in the wet, forgotten places, such as peat bogs, swamps, and even grave mounds. It
            is said that because of their broken hearts and searching for their absent lovers, that they have become skilled in finding
            lost things.
         

         
         Beware the columns of mist that arise from these places and move in groups of three, for certainly it is the widde juvven,
            and woe to the soul who finds themselves alone on a dark road with mist hovering behind them. But if you are clever and brave,
            you might strike a bargain, and the widde juvven will use their skills of detection to help you find that which you have lost.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         The day after learning of her impending marriage, Clara flung herself out of bed at the first light of dawn. She had hardly
            slept, shapeless nightmares haunting the little sleep she’d had, the sounds of Fenna’s running footsteps and the quietly sinister
            dripping of water. Would the nightmares stop once she was married and living in her husband’s house? There were a hundred
            reasons the wedding couldn’t come soon enough.
         

         
         “If I’m going to run my own household, I’ll need to understand how the kitchen works and what goes into managing it,” she
            announced to her parents as they broke their fast. “I need to know if ingredients are going to waste, and what the cook is
            preparing.”
         

         
         Her mother frowned at her from across the table. “There is no agreement yet, and you haven’t even met the man,” she said.
            “Baking bread is the last thing you ought to be thinking about. Dedicate yourself to your spinet lessons, and that tangle
            of thread you call embroidery. A man wants a wife who has mastered such feminine skills, not a scullery maid covered in flour.”
         

         
         Her father tilted his head in consideration. “Nay, Katrina. Our daughter is right. We have coddled her in that she has not had to worry about such household minutiae. Any city woman of means would share equally in the running of a household. Clara ought to learn how to bake bread, as well as how to oversee a kitchen and plan meals.” 

         
         “So you would have her toiling with sleeves rolled up like a fishmonger’s wife? Besides, do you think that Mr. Edema does
            not have his own cook already?”
         

         
         “Naturally the man does not pluck his own fowl nor bake his own bread,” her father retorted coolly.

         
         Pressing her lips into a tight line, her mother resumed spearing the herring on her plate with a silver fork. Despite the
            small victory, Clara felt a pang of sympathy for her mother; she knew all too well what it was like to be corrected by her
            father.
         

         
         Clara picked at her own food. She had lived here her whole life, and never once had she considered what went into running
            the kitchen, other than to occasionally badger their cook, Inka, for a piece of fresh-baked ginger cake. A day spent in the
            kitchen was a far cry from a carriage ride to the shore to see a beached whale, but it might be diverting in its own way.
         

         
         In the end Clara was granted her request, much to Helma’s dismay. “But you’ll have a cook in your new household!” her maid
            protested, echoing her mother’s sentiments. Perhaps she was still unsure about her role in Clara’s future, and was worried
            that allowing her young mistress to bake bread was the beginning of a slippery slope that would lead to the redundancy of
            Helma’s own position. “Any man as respectable as Mr. Edema would never ask his wife to bake him a loaf of bread with her own
            hands.”
         

         
         Clara was busy changing into one of her old dresses. She had always been tall for a girl—or so her mother was always lamenting—but
            over the last year she had grown as fast as a spring onion, leaving most of her hems hovering awkwardly about her ankles.
            Now she had a surplus of dresses fit only for chores and housework.
         

         
         “That’s not the point,” Clara explained with thin patience. “I have to know how it’s made so that I can supervise.” She envisioned herself as perpetually busy in her role as wife and housekeeper, involved with every aspect of the household. She would oversee every domestic task from bread making to upholstery choices for the furniture to commissioning family portraits. She would be busy. She would be fulfilled. She would be in control. 

         
          

         The lumpy dough stared accusingly back at Clara. It didn’t look like Inka’s, all smooth and pillowy, rising cheerfully like
            the sun and peeking over the rim of the bowl. Lumps bubbled up from her soupy mess, and when Clara tried to punch down the
            air, her hand came away trailing sticky globs. She wiped her hands on her apron, leaving smears of watery flour. Her mother
            had been right; Clara did not make a picture of domestic bliss in the kitchen, but rather one of a sticky failure. Hendrik
            Edema would not be impressed. What if, on seeing Clara’s lack of household skills, he sent her back to her parents? What if
            there were a string of men after him, each deeming her to be unworthy? She could not fail in this.
         

         
         Inka shook her head, biting back her criticism of her young mistress. “It’s not as firm as we’d like,” she said tactfully,
            “but hopefully the next loaf will be a success and rise.” It was an expensive endeavor to use so much flour in wasted experiments,
            and Clara knew that eventually she would have to produce an edible loaf, or even patient Inka would turn her out of the kitchen.
         

         
         Clara fetched a new bowl. It was hard to be upset. Even if her bread wasn’t a success, there was something enjoyable in messing about the kitchen, and it made the days until she met Hendrik fly by faster. The more she thought about him, the more he grew in stature, the handsomer his features shaped themselves in her mind. It wasn’t that she expected him to be young and dashing, rather those were simply the qualities which a gentleman who would save her from her parents and her stagnant life would undoubtedly possess. He would be taller than her father by a head, and be able to stare him down and force him to concede a point. Her husband would know just the right words and tone to use with her mother, rendering her speechless, but in such a polite and correct manner that Katrina would hardly be able to find fault with him for doing so. 

         
         Lost in her daydreams, Clara was just about to pour out another portion of flour and try again when the little maid Lysbeth
            came running in, red-faced and out of breath.
         

         
         “Sorry to bother you, mistress,” she said with a hasty bob to Clara before turning to Inka, “but the chickens is got out!
            Atty and me was making ready to catch and pluck them and the big ones clean got out and escaped to the courtyard! One of the
            cats is making to pounce ’em and the old cock is running about and pecking anyone who so much as gets near!”
         

         
         Inka threw her hands up over her head with an exasperated sigh. “Well if up isn’t down today, and down isn’t up. The fishmonger
            still hasn’t made his delivery and I’m supposed to somehow cook dinner out of thin air, and here you are telling me that what
            we did have has just run off. Well, don’t just stand there, child!” Without a backward glance at Clara, Inka ran out after
            the girl to the yard where the renegade chickens were making a bid for freedom.
         

         
         After the last of their footsteps died away, the familiar silence of the house wrapped itself around the kitchen. That was always the way at Wierenslot; quiet to the point of suffocation. Clara pushed the bowl away from her and set to rubbing her hands clean of the sticky dough. The novelty of the experiment was losing its luster, and she wondered if there weren’t better uses for her time to prepare for matrimony. Perhaps she should focus on her embroidery after all, as her mother had suggested. Her last project was a tangle of threads and the tulips had come out looking like a pile of cow cud. Or perhaps the spinet was a more promising use of her time. At least with the spinet there was some noise, some life breathed into the walls of the dreary old house. 

         
         She was just scrubbing the last of the dough from between her fingers when a noise broke the silence. Inka was back. “Did
            you catch the runaway chickens then?” Clara asked without turning around.
         

         
         “No chickens today, just the usual herrings and eels.”

         
         Clara spun around at the deep voice. It wasn’t Inka. A little boat had pulled up outside the door that opened onto the canal,
            and a man was tying it up to the hook on the wall. Without looking at her, he bent down and hefted up two crates overflowing
            with limp silver fish.
         

         
         Clara stared at his back, paralyzed. The man turned and made to pass off the crates, and when she didn’t step forward, he
            finally looked up. “Oh,” he said, mild surprise on his handsome, clean-shaven face. “You aren’t Inka.”
         

         
         “I most certainly am not,” Clara retorted, drawing herself up. “And you aren’t the fishmonger’s boy. He always brings me an
            orange.”
         

         
         The man raised his brows in mild amusement, the corner of his lips pulling up in a crooked smile. A corresponding wave of
            heat ran through Clara’s body. “Does your mistress know you’re hanging about the kitchen looking to pilfer sweets?”
         

         
         Caught off guard, she was about to counter that she was her own mistress and could very well eat as many oranges as she liked,
            when her angry words died in her throat.
         

         
         Aside from Fenna, Clara had never had playmates or friends growing up, and certainly none of the male variety. All the same, Clara knew what men looked like. There was Jan, the head of the stables, stocky and red-faced, with hands as big as cabbages. Fenna’s father, Piet the gardener, was likewise of a stout build, his skin roughened by working the land. As for the men at church, they were so elaborately clad in silks and laces that it was difficult to think of them as anything other than a homogenous flock of black swans. 

         
         The man that stood before her now might have been another species entirely. With thick, russet hair, and eyes the color of
            sunlight filtering through the canal, he could have stepped out of one of Helma’s fairy stories.
         

         
         She came out of her stupor to find him regarding her in equal measure, taking in her dirty apron, the old dress that nearly
            came up to her calves.
         

         
         He shrugged and lifted the crates up to her. “Well, doesn’t matter if you’re the cook or scullery maid. Here, come closer
            to the boat and take these.”
         

         
         “Wait. I—”

         
         The man didn’t give her a chance to finish before he was hefting the crates toward her outstretched arms. Clara was just bracing
            for what looked to be a very heavy, very wet and dirty, parcel, when Helma came in. Her maid stopped cold in her tracks, took
            one look between the young man and her mistress in a soiled apron about to accept a delivery of splintering crates, and her
            eyes widened.
         

         
         “What is this? Come away this instant,” she hissed, pulling Clara away. “Here I thought you were baking bread and instead
            you’re . . . Well I don’t know what you’re doing, but it certainly isn’t proper. And as for you . . .” Hands on hips, Helma
            turned to face down the young man. Her words seemed to die in her throat, something like recognition flickering over her features.
            She stood there for a moment, her mouth working compulsively before she found her voice. “Well, shame on you for trying to
            pass off a delivery to a girl who clearly couldn’t lift so much as a Bible.”
         

         
         Clara thought this rather unfair, as she was sure that she would have been able to manage it. Well, mostly sure. She opened her mouth to argue, but Helma wasn’t having any of it, and took her by the arm. Clara looked over her shoulder as she was marched away, Helma scolding her as she went. Crates still in his arms, the young man stood there, one brow raised and a smile on his lips, his gaze following her until they’d rounded the corner. 

         
          

         “I don’t see your bread.”

         
         Her mother’s look at the dinner table that night said that she wasn’t surprised in the least that her daughter had failed
            at her little scheme.
         

         
         Clara shrugged. “It didn’t come out, but Inka said it often doesn’t the first time. I’ll try again another day.”

         
         In truth, Clara had no interest in getting her hands sticky and dirty again, and had already resolved to move on to other
            domestic projects. But she liked the idea of proving her mother wrong. And besides, if she spent more time in the kitchen,
            perhaps she would see him again.
         

         
         “If only you were so zealous in your other endeavors,” her mother said with a faint scowl, and then turned her attention to
            Clara’s father to complain about the vintage of wine that had been poured.
         

         
         Clara wasn’t listening to them. She was wondering if she could carry on the ruse of pretending to be a scullery maid in the
            kitchen again. When she was little, she had once pretended that she was a beggar child at church, drawing her shawl up over
            her head and walking about with her cupped hands outstretched. Her parents had been mortified, her mother striking her across
            the cheek as soon as they had gotten into their carriage. Later, when they passed an actual beggar girl, Clara had been sorry
            and ashamed for her charade, and given her a coin as well as her shawl. But this was different, she reasoned. Just a bit of
            a lark, with no one getting hurt.
         

         
         Clara looked down at her plate and frowned. Atty was coming around to pour out more wine, when she slipped something into Clara’s lap. Clara stopped her with a low whisper. “What’s this?” 

         
         The servant looked at Clara and blinked. “It’s an orange,” Atty said, as if Clara had suddenly turned slow-witted.

         
         “I know that. I meant, where did it come from?”

         
         “The fishmonger’s man asked me to give it to you. Well, he asked me to give it to the ‘tall girl with the short apron’ and
            I finally figured out he meant you.”
         

         
         Atty finished pouring the wine, and Clara fought to hide her smile as she rolled the orange in her palm beneath the table,
            relishing the smooth, cool weight of the dimpled fruit.
         

         
         “Are you listening to me?”

         
         The orange slipped from her hand at the sound of her father’s voice, thudding to the floor. “Yes, Papa?”

         
         “I said, we have worked out the details, and you are to meet with Hendrik Edema tomorrow. It is a courtesy meeting, as he
            has already agreed to the engagement.”
         

         
         “Yes, Papa.” She would have liked to have seen a likeness of the man who had supposedly already agreed to take her for his
            wife, but it didn’t matter, she reminded herself for the umpteenth time. Even if he was old and toothless, she didn’t have
            to love him. But then, wouldn’t it be nice if he did turn out to be young and handsome? Perhaps with russet-red hair and clear
            eyes, a face both wise and boyish?
         

         
         “Shall he come here?”

         
         Theodor nodded. “He is a busy man,” he said approvingly, “but has made time to come to meet you.”

         
         “Do try to make a good impression,” her mother added. “Your father has better things to do than to parade eligible suitors
            around for you.”
         

         
         “Yes, Mama,” she said lightly. “I am sure I will find him most agreeable.”

         
          

         Clara was dreaming.

         
         If her nightmares of water were frightful, her nightmares of land were of an equally terrifying nature. But it was not a drowning,
            nor a siren song that was haunting the dark place behind her eyes tonight.
         

         
         Tonight, she was a child again, had done something that a child would do. She couldn’t remember what exactly had precipitated
            her punishment, but it had probably been the sort of thing for which she was often getting in trouble, perhaps running through
            the house in muddy shoes, or forgetting to say her prayers.
         

         
         Whatever it was had caught the attention of her owl-eyed mother, who had swooped down from her silent observatory by the fireside.
            Taking Clara by the ear, Katrina gave it a painful wrench. “You’ve tested my patience sorely this week,” she hissed as she
            dragged Clara by the ear down the hall. “The sight of you aggrieves me.”
         

         
         It was all Clara could do to keep her feet moving, to keep herself upright so that her mother’s grip didn’t tear her ear right
            off. This was before Clara had learned the little tricks to save some of her dignity, the little jabs she could get in at
            her mother. This was when she was still small and afraid and desperate to win her mother’s approval.
         

         
         Katrina brought her to a skidding halt in front of a great cabinet. It had always stood in the hall, an Oriental design of
            cranes and twisty lilies carved into the heavy doors, brought back by her father from some faraway land before she was born.
         

         
         “In,” her mother commanded, wrenching the doors open and giving Clara a shove. A moment later, the doors slammed shut behind
            her, and Clara was left in darkness with her heaving breath and a pressing heaviness. The clicking of shoes on tile grew quieter.
         

         
         “Mother!” She pounded on the doors until her palms smarted.

         
         Was the air always so close, or was it a product of the dream? Had her breath really come out so hitched and panicked that
            it felt like she was dying? The darkness was thick and hot, heavy.
         

         
         Wake up. Wake up.

         
         But she couldn’t wake up, not yet. Not until the worst part was over, and it was only just now beginning. The part of the
            dream where she realized that she was not alone in the cabinet, that something was sharing the tiny space with her.
         

         
         Dripping water echoed through the cabinet as if it were a cave, the slurping sound heavy and wet as it came closer.
         

         
         With a body-shuddering gasp Clara flew up from the bed, awake, blessedly awake. She wasn’t in the cabinet in the hall, and
            there weren’t invisible little fingers poking at her, disembodied voices whispering. There weren’t slippery tendrils of something wrapping around her legs, pulling her down down down.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         The sky that greeted Clara the next morning was gray, a hue that appeared so frequently, it might as well have been permanently
            imprinted in the sky. It neither promised rain nor sun, just simply sat reticent and apathetic over the never-ending fields
            and fens.
         

         
         Shaking the last of the dream from her head, Clara washed and dressed. At least when she dreamed of the drowning she was able
            to see her friend’s face, a bright gift wrapped in darkness. But when she dreamed of the cabinet, all that it left her with
            was a lingering feeling of foreboding.
         

         
         In anticipation of her betrothed’s visit, Clara had gone out to the garden with a basket on her elbow to collect flowers.
            Great blue-and-white vases of blooms already graced the rooms and halls of the house, but it would be charming to present
            her suitor with a bouquet handpicked by herself. Her mother had grudgingly agreed.
         

         
         At the edge of the canal dainty bluebells clustered around the trees like little jewels. They weren’t as showy as the roses
            and tulips her father cultivated, but they had a rustic charm that Clara thought might please Hendrik. If he was as successful
            a man as her father said he was, then he could have exotic hothouse flowers whenever he wanted.
         

         
         Clara bent to work, plucking up the blooms, for once indifferent to what her father would say about her raiding his garden. What would Hendrik be like? Would he be old and stiff, pinching snuff out of a little ivory box and watching her with watery yellow eyes? Or would he be young with a fair complexion, broad-shouldered, and tall? Would he have a clever wit and a quick tongue like Fenna had had, able to make her laugh despite her occasional dark moods? It didn’t matter, of course, only that he wanted to marry her and take her away from here. She had never given much thought to men before, all of them taking on a rather abstract form in her mind of “someday.” Someday she would marry one, someday one would take her away. Someday, she would be a wife, a mother, a grandmother. 

         
         “Gathering flowers for your sweetheart?”

         
         Clara snapped upright, petals falling from her hands at the unexpected intrusion. “Oh!” she said, catching her breath as her
            gaze alighted on the lithe form of a young man, standing in his boat with his arms propped on the oar. The delivery man, from
            the previous day. There was knowing in his eyes as he watched her, a mocking edge to his question. She was, after all, in
            her good morning dress and her hair elaborately braided and arranged under a lace cap for Hendrik’s visit; there was no mistaking
            her as a kitchen maid this time. She flushed a little. “You startled me.”
         

         
         He hopped ashore and pulled up his boat, throwing the line around an obliging tree trunk. Clara took an involuntary step back.
            Before yesterday, she’d never been alone with a man—even her spinet lessons with her teacher were supervised by Helma. If
            her parents knew that she was speaking with not just a man, but a man of his class, she would be punished, severely. Yet she
            couldn’t seem to tear herself away.
         

         
         “It’s the hands that give you away,” he said nodding at the flowers clasped in her fingers. “Maids don’t have soft pink hands,
            or pretty dresses that cost a king’s ransom.”
         

         
         Clara couldn’t help the blush that stole over her cheeks at his words. “I might not be a maid, but you aren’t a fishmonger.”

         
         “Oh?” The man leaned against the tree, his arms folded, long legs crossed at the ankles. Of course he wasn’t a fishmonger,
            she could see that now. He was altogether too beautiful, too well-dressed in fitted breeches and buff coat. “Inka says that
            we get our fish from Mr. Tadema, and that he only has the one man who does deliveries.”
         

         
         “Aha, so I have been found out.”

         
         He didn’t say anything else, and Clara found herself impatient, and a little cross at having been deceived. If he knew who
            she was now, why wasn’t he treating her with the deference she was owed? “Well? Who are you?”
         

         
         He beckoned her closer with a crooked finger, and despite her annoyance, Clara found herself powerless to stop from moving
            toward him. He leaned down a little. “Do you promise not to tell?”
         

         
         She nodded. She was close enough that she could see the marble smoothness of his skin, the swirling blues and greens of his
            tidal-pool eyes. “I work for Mr. Hendrik Edema.”
         

         
         Clara gave him a long look, her heart beating a little faster at the mention of her betrothed. “Why did you come to give us
            fish then?”
         

         
         He lowered his voice further, obliging Clara to lean in even more. He smelled divine, like a fresh sea breeze. “My master
            bid me come and see the woman to whom he would be married. He wanted me to see you without the benefit of pretenses and chaperones,
            and know if she was as fair as she was rumored to be.”
         

         
         Her breath caught in her throat, and even though she knew he was baiting her with his statement, she couldn’t help herself.
            “Well?” she said. “What will you tell him?”
         

         
         “Oh, well, I couldn’t divulge my findings—it would be a breach of confidence.”

         
         At Clara’s dismayed expression, he laughed. The sound of it filled the copse with music, and a few birds sang in response “Very well. I told him that she is beautiful beyond comparison, and that if he did not marry her quickly, some other lucky man may very well try to lay claim to her hand.” 

         
         The man was shameless, trying to flatter her like that, but nonetheless she glowed at the compliment. “Why have you come back
            then? Did he find your report lacking?” Clara burned with curiosity about her betrothed—what sort of man sent a spy to the
            house of his intended?
         

         
         The spy in question regarded her, some of the humor leaving his eyes. “Yesterday I came on business for my master, but today,
            I came only for myself.”
         

         
         She gave him a quizzical look. “I wanted to see you again,” he elaborated.

         
         Flustered at his directness, she fidgeted with the wilting stems in her hands. “Well, Inka will be sorely disappointed. She
            said she’d never seen such quality herring in years.” Indeed, the fish had been so fresh they had tasted as if they’d leapt
            right out of the water and onto Clara’s plate.
         

         
         Looking around he asked, “And where is your guard dog today?”

         
         It took her a moment to understand his meaning. “Who, Helma? Don’t call her a dog, she is only trying to stay on my mother’s
            good side, and I don’t always make it easy for her.” Clara nodded toward the flowers in her basket. “And the flowers this
            time of year make her sneeze, so I have the morning to myself.”
         

         
         “And here I have intruded upon your solitude. Forgive me.” He bobbed his head and turned to leave.

         
         “Oh, no. Wait!” Clara said a little too quickly. When he turned back with a raised brow, blood rushed to her cheeks. “Please,” she said, composing herself, “I would welcome your company.” New faces and lively conversation were so rare in her world, and the young man had such a pleasant way of speaking, such a comfortable warmth about him. 

         
         “I suppose I could tarry a little longer, gather some more information to take back to my master.”

         
         “I can’t see how you will have time—he is due presently.”

         
         She had hardly noticed that they had started walking, slowly, keeping to the shaded edge of the canal where they were hidden
            from view of the house. Occasionally Clara would stoop to snip up a few flowers, or her companion would reach up and wordlessly
            pluck a blossom out of a tree for her. She had not realized in the kitchen when he was holding the crates quite how tall he
            was. He stood a good head above her, easily able to pull down apple blossoms from the higher branches.
         

         
         “Thank you for the orange,” she said presently. “That was kind of you to remember, and to send it up.”

         
         “Orange? I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said gazing straight ahead of him. Only the tiniest glint
            in his eye said that he was pleased.
         

         
         She smiled. “Well, it was sweet and lovely. Somehow even better than those that the fishmonger’s boy usually brings me.” She
            stopped short and looked up at him, a terrible realization dawning on her. “I don’t know your name. You’ve let me go on all
            this time without even an introduction.”
         

         
         “In your case, it is not needed,” he said. “You’re Clara, only daughter of the great van Wieren family. You’re twenty years
            old, and soon to be married to my master, Mr. Edema.”
         

         
         There was something in his voice that caused her to look at him, really look at his remarkably colored eyes, the defined line
            of his jaw. He looked extraordinary when she compared him to her father’s associates, who prided themselves on having narrow
            calves under their silk breeches, and slender waists. They were peacocks, all puffed-up finery and pride and completely useless.
            But this man was altogether a different kind of bird, wild and free, with a golden tongue.
         

         
         “You’ll make me blush if you go on staring at me in that way,” he said, cutting into her thoughts.

         
         Hiding her own growing color, she swept her glance away. “Why do I have the impression that it would take a great deal more
            than that to make you blush? In any case, you still have me at a disadvantage,” she said. “What is your name?”
         

         
         “A fine lady such as yourself, interested in my humble name? I’m flattered.” He stuck out his hand as if he were introducing
            himself to another man. “Maurits de Vis.”
         

         
         Without a blink of hesitation, she put her hand into his and shook it. His grip was strong and cool to the touch, not at all
            rough or calloused the way she assumed the hand of a man of his class would be.
         

         
         “Pleased to meet you, Mr. de Vis.”

         
         “Maurits,” he gently corrected her.

         
         By now her basket was overflowing with flowers, far more than she would need to make a bouquet. In fact, she had nearly forgotten
            the reason for her walk outside in the first place. Her heart dropped a little at the prospect of spending an afternoon in
            the house, making pleasantries with her intended.
         

         
         He must have noticed the change in her face as she gazed at the basket. “Do you always arrange the flowers for your house?”

         
         “No, I’m quite hopeless at them actually—my mother’s maid usually does them. These are for . . . something else.” She could
            not bring herself to tell him that they were for his master, though heaven knew why he would care.
         

         
         He frowned a little, but did not press her on their purpose. Instead, he asked, “And which is your favorite?”

         
         She had never really thought about it before. “They’re all beautiful,” she said as she let her gaze wander over the frills
            of pinks and blues in her basket. “They each have their own unique personality. I rather find that more interesting than putting
            them together in a pleasing manner.”
         

         
         “Such as?”

         
         “Well,” she said, considering it. “Roses are thorny and winding, but cut them and bring them inside and they will stand straight
            and obedient in a vase. Not tulips, though. Tulips will grow straight up, neat and orderly when they’re outside, but cut them
            and bring them inside and they go all curvy and wild, reaching for the sun.”
         

         
         He slanted her a look. “So you’re a tulip then, straining for the sun, obedient to no man.” His voice was light, but there
            was something scrutinizing in his gaze.
         

         
         She gave a little laugh, determined not to appear too serious. “My mother would tell you that my manners are much too coarse
            to be anything so sweet and delicate as a tulip.”
         

         
         “I would respectfully have to disagree with your mother. Besides from studying the habits of flowers, how do you spend your
            days?”
         

         
         It was a strange question, one that no one had ever asked Clara before. She spent her days doing what any young woman of her
            station did: embroidering, praying, and being a dutiful daughter, an ornament to her father’s home.
         

         
         At her dismayed expression, Maurits tried again. “Perhaps that is not the right question. What thoughts fill your head, from
            the moment you awaken to the moment your eyes close at night?”
         

         
         This was no less difficult to answer, but she was determined to try. She desperately wanted to prolong their conversation,
            and he was giving her an opportunity to think more deeply than she had in a long time. “I suppose it’s not so much a thought
            as a feeling,” she said at last. “A sort of hopeful rising in my chest, as if my heart were a bird and were ready to take
            wing into a fine spring day. But then there’s a weight that closes in around me, and just as quickly, the bird plummets back
            to the ground.”
         

         
         He studied her, and she flushed. “What brings the weight?” he asked.

         
         One of her slippers’ ribbons had come loose, and she made a pretense of leaning over and straightening it. “I don’t know,” she said. “I suppose it is because I know exactly what the day will have in store before I’ve even opened my eyes in the morning. It will be the same as the day before, and the day before that.” 

         
         “And are those days so very bad?”

         
         “I know what you are thinking, that I live in a castle, on a large estate, and wear fine clothes and eat good food. I ought
            not to complain, I know that.”
         

         
         “But?” he prompted.

         
         “Oh, I don’t know,” she said testily. “I am a spoiled girl and much given to capricious whims.”

         
         But he was not having that explanation. Gently, he asked again. “What brings the weight, Clara?”

         
         “It is my parents,” she finally said, only vaguely aware that he’d used her Christian name. “They feed me and clothe me and
            would never allow me to come to bodily harm, but there is a . . . coldness.” She paused, biting at her lip. “I don’t believe
            they love me.”
         

         
         “That must be very hard for you,” he murmured. She thought he might say something more, but instead, he only squinted up at
            the sun which had now burned through the low clouds. “I’m afraid, Mistress van Wieren, that I have stayed overlong and must
            be returning.”
         

         
         There was an unexpected tug in her chest, as if he would be taking something of hers with him when he left. “Of course,” she
            said, giving him an easy smile. “I must thank you for the conversation. It’s a rare morning that I have such diverting company.
            Or any company other than Helma, for that matter.”
         

         
         He held her gaze a moment longer, his clear green eyes searching hers. “Nor I,” he said.

         
         They had come full circle, back to the edge of the canal where his little boat sat motionless on the still water. She was close to him, very close—when had that happened? His breath touched her cheek, cool and intoxicating. 

         
         “Clara,” he said, his voice smooth and sweet as honey, “would you come with me in my boat? I have oranges, and you may have
            as many as you like.”
         

         
         Clara looked sharply up at him. He was speaking to her as if she was a child, or a stubborn ox to be lured to the plow. But
            she suddenly felt drowsy and light, like she might float away at any moment. It was as if a new color had been introduced
            into her universe, casting her dreary world into a brilliant paradise. At some point during her rapture, he had cupped her
            face in his hands, and was gently stroking her jaw with his thumb.
         

         
         “I . . .” Clara opened her mouth, but found that she could not form words, could hardly form thoughts for that matter. Suddenly,
            stepping into this strange man’s boat seemed like the most natural thing to do, the only thing to do. Never mind that he was a servant, and worked for the man she was supposed to marry. Never mind that she was a
            well-bred young lady and wasn’t supposed to be unchaperoned.
         

         
         The air had gone still, the birds all quiet. Cold sweat gathered under her arms and her chest tightened. She had to get away,
            she knew as surely as the hart pursued by the archer knows it must flee before it even sees the drawn bow.
         

         
         Maurits took her hand in his and was just about to help her step into the boat, when the sound of carriage wheels on gravel
            cut through the quiet spring air.
         

         
         Clara blinked, as if coming out of a daze. What was she doing? Hendrik Edema had arrived, and she was supposed to be inside
            arranging flowers, not out in the mud with a strange man.
         

         
         Snatching her hand away she quickly took several steps backward, away from the boat. “I—I have to go,” she managed to say.

         
         “Wait! Clara!” Maurits was still standing with his hand outstretched, but he did not give chase. As she hurried back to the house clutching her skirts, she cursed herself. She had almost made the worst mistake of her life. She had almost gone into the water, willingly, just like Fenna. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         Nix are water creatures that will lure a grown man or woman into the water by imitating the sound of a drowning child. Indeed,
            even those who simply stray too close the water’s edge are in danger of being pulled in and drained of their blood. The females
            are known as nixies, and are vain creatures that spend their days brushing their long, black hair and admiring their red eyes
            in the mirror. Never linger at the water’s edge, and if it is a still night and you hear the unnatural cry of a child in the
            darkness, run.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         Maurits watched her go, the pale blue silk of her dress flashing among the leaves, the lingering scent of flowers the only
            trace that she had ever shared the intimate space with him. He let out a curse, startling the magpies and sparrows out of
            the trees. His mother was going to be furious that he’d failed, but he couldn’t seem to muster any remorse. All he felt was
            a sort of restlessness deep in his chest. Though, maybe that was only on account of his being on land.
         

         
         Sighing, he pushed the boat off from the shore and let himself drift down the canal. He was in no hurry to return home, but
            neither could he bring himself to stay in the copse. Soon enough night would come stealing over the marshy fens, and he would
            have no choice in the matter.
         

         
         He closed his eyes as the boat drifted past endless fields and rows of poplar trees, and he let the weak sun warm him. He
            could still see her upturned face, the sly smile and faint blush that spread across it when she’d realized she’d been found
            out. He’d known what she would look like—he’d been watching her for months now, after all—but he hadn’t expected that she
            would be so . . . so warm, so alive. He certainly hadn’t expected that the touch of her hand would send heat racing through
            his body, or that her unguarded curiosity in him would make him feel as if he had been born anew.
         

         
         “Enjoying your day?”

         
         The cool voice jolted him from his reverie, and Maurits sat up, disrupting the oar.

         
         “Mother was wondering where you were, and if you had the girl.”

         
         Maurits didn’t need to see Thade to know that his younger brother would be wearing his usual disapproving grimace. “Can’t
            a man drift in peace?” Maurits said, lying back down in the boat and closing his eyes.
         

         
         The boat rocked as his brother hefted himself up inside. “No, he can’t, not when he was entrusted with a commission from the
            good queen herself.” Thade paused, presumably to gain his land legs. “And you’re not a man.”
         

         
         Maurits let out a snort. “Perhaps you’d like to do Mother’s bidding, then,” he said, though as soon as the words left his
            mouth, he regretted them. He didn’t like the idea of his brother taking Clara, plucking her from the land and dragging her
            down into the water.
         

         
         “You know that it must be you,” Thade said, his voice bitter as kelp. “As next in line for the throne, she wants you to handle
            these affairs. She has no use for me.”
         

         
         And yet you slaver over her like a dog, as if she might change her mind, Maurits thought. Finally opening his eyes, he regarded his brother. On land, he did not look much different than Maurits.
            His hair was a little darker, his shoulders narrower, but he was tall and well-built, with their mother’s sharp eyes.
         

         
         Sighing, he propped himself up. “What does it matter if I bring her the girl or not? It will not quench Mother’s need for
            reprisal, and I daresay the men will not change their ways.”
         

         
         Thade looked at him, incredulous. “Because they must be punished!” he exclaimed, his gray eyes flashing. “They have broken
            their word again and again, and grow more prosperous while draining our kingdom of land and resources.”
         

         
         “You sound like Mother,” Maurits said, growing bored with this familiar line of conversation.

         
         Thade ignored him. “So, where is the girl now?”

         
         Maurits hitched one shoulder in a lazy shrug. It didn’t fool his brother. “Let me guess—rather than just doing as you were
            told and taking her, you played some ridiculous part with costumes and falsehoods. You can never let an opportunity for playing
            man pass by, can you?”
         

         
         “Men dine on cheese and pastries and gaze at miraculous paintings. Men map the cosmos and explore the world. So no, I cannot
            let an opportunity to be a man pass me by, even if it is only for a morning.”
         

         
         Thade’s power was substantial. He had never missed a training session and could shift forms easily, call on magic that Maurits
            barely understood. Maurits knew that there was nothing stopping him from honing his own abilities, but he would rather be
            on land partaking in the delights of human life. What little power he did possess, he used for selfish reasons, like prolonging
            his land form that his mother gifted him the week of every full moon.
         

         
         “Men are shortsighted and would rather kill their fellow creatures than live in harmony with them. They are barbarians and
            nothing more.” Thade paused. “What name did you give her?”
         

         
         “Maurits de Vis.”

         
         “Maurits the Fish? The fish at least makes sense, but waves above us, where did you get ‘Maurits’ from?”

         
         “It’s the name of the late crown prince of Orange,” Maurits said, indignant. He had always admired the brilliant Dutch prince,
            and had been pleased with the natural flow of the name.
         

         
         “Your own princely name is not good enough for you?”

         
         “My own princely name is not pronounceable by humans,” he said wistfully. He’d thrilled at hearing Clara say his name, and
            only wished that it had been his real name. Clara. He mouthed the word over and over, delighting in the sound it made, like water running over smooth stones. Clara Clara Clara. Thade and Evi had simple names that slipped easily off the tongues of humans. But not him. No, he had been saddled with a
            name as old and ridiculous as the expectations placed on him as a crown prince.
         

         
         He looked up to find Thade studying him with clear distaste. “You’ll never be a man.”

         
         “You’ll never be crown prince,” Maurits shot back, though the words tasted bitter in his mouth, an uncalled-for blow.

         
         But Thade bore it magnanimously. “And neither of us can ever be Evi,” he said morosely. Maurits had to agree with him, they
            neither of them would ever be able to hold the same affection in their mother’s heart as her daughter had.
         

         
         They sat in silence, lost in thought about the sister that had come before them. He had been little more than a whelp when
            Evi had died, had barely even understood what death was. As eldest, it was Evi who had been destined for the throne, groomed
            for it. And what a queen she would have been, with her regal bearing and kind eyes, her luminous red hair. She’d always had
            a kind word for her little brother, always was diplomatic and virtuous. If Evi was still alive, would his mother still be
            so bitterly bent on revenge?
         

         
         “I won’t tell Mother,” Thade finally said quietly. “But you must do her bidding. If you don’t, she will take matters into
            her own hands, and she will not be so gentle.”
         

         
         Maurits didn’t say anything, but his brother’s words had found their mark. He had seen his mother’s ruthlessness firsthand,
            and the all-consuming rage that inflamed her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         Clara blinked, her eyes adjusting to the dim hall after the brightness of outside. She could hear the low echo of voices.
            Hendrik Edema was here, and she was flushed and unkempt, sweating profusely from her unexpected rendezvous outside.
         

         
         Helma eyed the overflowing basket of flowers as she helped Clara relieve herself of her cloak, but didn’t ask what had taken
            her so long or why she had picked so many. “You’d best hurry upstairs—your parents are going to be calling for you soon, and
            you look a mess.”
         

         
         Trudging upstairs, Clara carried the flowers to her dressing table and threw them into a somewhat haphazard bouquet. Helma
            set to work at once, tidying her plaits and helping her step into a fresh petticoat of pink silk.
         

         
         Clara hardly noticed as Helma reprimanded her for her wet stockings; her mind was back in the shady canal. The more she thought
            about her strange encounter, the angrier she grew. Shame on that man for trying to tempt her! And he was not just any man,
            he was the servant of the man whom Clara was to marry. He should have known better. She should have known better. What on earth possessed her to almost get in his boat with him? Where would he have taken her? She knew enough about what went on between men and women to know that seduction would have been a distinct possibility. Her foolishness could have cost her the chance to be married, her entire future. There had been a look in his eyes, not lecherous nor feral, but kind and yearning. What exactly had he wanted from her? He could have taken her against a tree or on the ground, but he hadn’t. Oh, her mother would be furious
            that Clara even knew such things were possible, but Clara heard servants talk. She knew that Atty had gotten a belly big with
            child from just such an encounter. No, Clara did not think it was solely the ravishing of her body he had wanted. It had been
            something more complex, yet infinitely darker.
         

         
         With a grunt, Helma finished lacing her bodice, and stepped back to inspect her young mistress. “Well, the fresh air did you
            good at least. Put some rose in your cheeks.” Licking her thumb, she rubbed at some imaginary speck on Clara’s chin. “Now,
            you won’t go making any trouble today, will you? You know how important this is to your mother.”
         

         
         “Of course not! How can you even ask such a thing?” Despite Clara’s assurance, there was a waver in her voice; she had almost
            realized Helma’s greatest fear just that morning. She took Helma’s hand up in hers. “I want this just as much as Mama and
            Papa,” she said in earnest. “They’ll have no trouble from me.”
         

         
          

         When Clara slipped into the great hall, her parents were already standing with Mr. Edema at the far end by the hearth, crystal
            goblets glinting with ruby wine. Her mother pressed her lips into a thin line when she saw Clara, and her father cleared his
            throat. “Clara,” he said shortly. “We were expecting you some time ago.”
         

         
         Hendrik Edema had his back to her, but at her father’s words, turned around. She held her breath. This was the moment she
            had waited for so long.
         

         
         Everything about him, from his sharp little beard, to his pressed lace ruff was neat neat neat, precise even to her father’s standards. Little wonder that Theodor had approved of him. With a small, straight nose, and full lips, she had to concede that he wasn’t unpleasant looking, though he was far from as handsome as her dreams. 

         
         “Mr. Edema, I am honored to present to you my daughter, Clara.” Her mother passed Clara a silent look of warning.

         
         “Sir,” she said, bowing her head and dipping into a deep curtsy. His black leather shoes were immaculate, high-heeled and
            tied with ribbons.
         

         
         He took her hand, raising her up, and bowed low over it. “Mistress. A pleasure to meet you.”

         
         She waited for him to say something else, but apparently satisfied with this brief introduction, he just cleared his throat
            nervously several times, and dropped his gaze to the goblet in his hand. Her mother swooped in to fill the conversational
            void, commenting on the spring’s crop of tulips, as Atty poured a glass of wine and pressed it into Clara’s hand.
         

         
         While her mother commented on the weather—yes, it did look like rain—and her father asked about the ongoing wars—Was it true
            that the French had occupied Utrecht?—Clara took a rigorous inventory of Hendrik Edema’s person and bearing.
         

         
         His broad forehead shone with perspiration, and the roots of his dark curls were slightly greasy, as if he had run his fingers
            through them many times. He wore a short beard as her father did, and this was his saving grace, as it gave him something
            of a scholarly quality. His eyes were light, somewhere between hazel and gray, and kept flickering over to her as her mother
            addressed him. When this happened Clara would lower her lashes demurely, staring into the depths of her wine. She knew it
            made her look very chaste and becoming.
         

         
         “Perhaps we should let the young people talk,” her father said, setting aside his glass. “Clara, why don’t you show Mr. Edema
            around the grounds?”
         

         
         Clara dipped her head and accepted the silk arm that Mr. Edema held out to her. Her heart beat faster, not because of the man beside her, but because of his servant, Maurits. What if he was still on the grounds somewhere? Would Hendrik see him and deduce what had transpired between his servant and his bride? Should Clara mention the ruse, or pretend that she was none the wiser for her intended’s trick? 

         
         As they emerged outside, her fears proved unfounded. Maurits was nowhere to be seen, and the strange pall that had fallen
            over the grounds had lifted. Gravel crunched under their shoes and an insect buzzed next to her ear before darting away. The
            silence was all the more pronounced by the awkward tension between her and Hendrik. Clara waited patiently for him to say
            something, ask her about the grounds perhaps, or comment on the quality of the roses, but he didn’t seem to know what to say.
            She could feel the strain of his muscles beneath her hand, as if he was fighting against his own insecurity. When the silence
            became too unbearable, Clara at last threw convention to the wind and spoke first. “Papa tells me you own ships?”
         

         
         The tension in his arm melted and he let out breath. “Yes,” he said gratefully. “I own three ships in all, and have a fourth
            being built.”
         

         
         “Ah! How interesting.”

         
         It was not a very elegant answer. If she had been more interested in things like ships, she might have tried to think up another
            question. They lapsed into silence again, the only sound Hendrik’s occasional throat clearing. Please just let him be nervous and not dull, Clara prayed. To coax him out of his shell would be a challenge, but to find that there was nothing inside . . . well, that
            would be a bitter disappointment indeed.
         

         
         “This canal runs the entire length of the estate,” she said pointing. “Papa said that you live in Franeker?”

         
         He nodded.

         
         “Ah!” she said brightly. “So this very same water runs by your home then, and right past mine. You could put a note in a little paper ship and sail it all the way to me.” 

         
         This image seemed to please him, and he gave her a shy smile. How remarkable that he was at least ten years her senior, but
            acted as if he were a schoolboy, afraid to speak to girls. Buoyed by her enthusiasm, he ventured, “Do you often walk by the
            canal?”
         

         
         Determined not to let his effort go to waste, Clara put on her brightest face and furrowed her brow as if it were the most
            interesting question she had ever been asked. “I try to walk every day,” she told him. “Sometimes Helma comes with me. Inside
            is the same every day, but even amidst the flatness of the fens the outdoors is a little different each day. See those pink
            buds over there? Yesterday they were barely open, but today you can see the start of petals. Soon they will be fully blossoming.”
         

         
         He nodded absently at the buds. “You should have a dog,” Hendrik said finally. “A little companion for your walks.”

         
         She looked up at him in surprise, finding that the tips of his ears were pink. He quickly dropped his gaze. “I suppose your
            father would have made sure you had one if you had wanted one, though.”
         

         
         “That’s a wonderful idea! I should love a little dog, and only wonder that I never thought of it before.” In truth, there
            were dozens of dogs under the care of the gamekeeper. Sometimes they got into the garden and dug up the plants or left droppings,
            and Father would go into a rage.
         

         
         This earned her another shy smile, and they walked on in silence, Clara occasionally pointing out a feature of interest, and
            Hendrik enthusiastically nodding. When they had come full circle and walked the whole of the rose garden and the winding paths
            of the estate, they paused outside of the front door.
         

         
         “You know,” Clara said, toeing her slipper in the gravel, “you didn’t have to send your man around to spy on me. I would have been happy to provide a miniature, or answer any of your questions regardless.” 

         
         Hendrik frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t understand. What man?”

         
         “Your servant . . . Maurits,” she said, trying not to blush as the name passed her lips.

         
         “I don’t believe I employ anyone of that name.”

         
         Hendrik was looking at her with something between confusion and dismay, and Clara’s stomach flipped. “So you didn’t send a
            servant here the other day to see me first?”
         

         
         “Of course not!” It was the first emphatic statement she’d heard from him.

         
         Her stomach dropped. It had been bad enough that Maurits had tried to lure her into his boat with him, had made her feel things
            in her body she had never felt before, but he had also lied about working for Hendrik.
         

         
         “Oh,” she said, trying for a light tone. “I must have been mistaken.”

         
         With a nervous tug at his beard, Hendrik offered his arm again, and they continued walking. “I hope that my servants would
            know better than to interfere in my personal affairs,” he said.
         

         
         Clara pushed the thoughts of Maurits and who he was from her mind; he had probably really been the fishmonger’s man and had
            decided to come back and have some fun with her. “In any case,” she said, “I suppose my father will want to speak to you before
            you leave.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Hendrik agreed quickly. “And . . . indeed, I am most anxious to speak to him. I . . . That is, he is already aware
            of my intentions, but after speaking with you . . . Well, I hope that you too will look upon my suit favorably.”
         

         
         It wasn’t the way his pale eyes searched hers, or the anxious twitch of his lip that made her say yes. There was nothing remarkable about the man that stood before her, other than the fact that he was a man, throwing her a rope to climb out of her dull and miserable life. 

         
         “I would like that very much,” she said with a sweet smile.

         
         His shoulders sagged with relief. Without warning, he took her awkwardly by the upper arms and pressed her mouth with a kiss.
            His lips were cracked and dry, and his breath more than a little stale with wine. But she stood her ground and let him probe
            his tongue into her mouth. When he drew away his eyes were full of dewy stars and excitement. He sketched a hasty bow, and
            without a word, turned and quickly stalked back to find her father.
         

         
         She watched him go. Well. If she was supposed to feel anything remotely like what she had felt with Maurits, then she was
            more than a little disappointed. With a shrug and a sigh she picked up her hem and made her way back to her bedchamber, where
            the flowers she had picked still lay on her table, now wilted and forgotten.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         Clara awoke the next morning full of hope and excitement, the early morning light gilding the edges of the memory of her kiss
            with Hendrik. The day quickly lost its rosy glow as she fell into her usual routine: sit, embroider, walk, sit, spinet, sit.
            Her mother had found her tone at breakfast impertinent and struck her across the cheek, leaving an angry red mark. It wasn’t
            as hard a blow as Clara had taken before, but it knocked her backward all the same, and she’d staggered to keep her balance.
            In doing so she had knocked a vase off the table, and incensed her mother anew. The wedding couldn’t come soon enough.
         

         
         The dowry was negotiated and the date settled. Because Hendrik was a Catholic, her parents had conceded to a ceremony in the
            Old Church. What an adventure it would be to be married in a Catholic church, with all those murky rituals under the gilded
            gaze of statues and icons. Her mother always frowned and shook her head when they passed the Old Church in the square, but
            Clara had caught glimpses of the decadent stained glass and smelled the wafting incense on the breeze.
         

         
         In the meantime, there were clothes to be ordered, linens to be sewn, trunks to be packed. Days no longer stretched on with
            no end in sight, punctuated only by her mother’s yelling and blows; now there was a light at the end of a dreary tunnel.
         

         
         Clara was sitting in front of her mirror, dabbing some powder at the flourishing bruise on her cheek when a faint tapping noise brought her back to the present. It was coming from the window casement, gentle yet persistent. Rising and pushing open the glass, Clara found a magpie sitting on the sill, cocking his head at her. 

         
         She shooed the pesky bird, but it was adamant that it belonged there, hopping from little foot to little foot. In its beak
            it carried a limp silver fish, the same kind that Maurits had brought the other day. It regarded her one last time, head cocked,
            before taking off into the gray afternoon.
         

         
         Clara only hesitated a moment before throwing on her cloak and sneaking downstairs and out to the grounds. Clouds were building,
            and the grass was still wet from the morning’s dew. She caught a flash of black through the tender green leaves, and tromped
            after the magpie.
         

         
         When she broke through the thick trees into the clearing, the magpie was nowhere to be seen. “Wicked bird,” she muttered.
            Her slippers were soaked through, and she was sure to get another smack when her mother saw the state of her hem.
         

         
         “I assure you, while I may be wicked, I am most certainly not a bird.”

         
         At the sound of the deep, musical, voice, Clara spun around. It was him. Her mouth went suddenly dry, her stomach tight. The
            copse felt smaller with him in it, his quiet intensity radiating a kind of heat within her. Fear quickly replaced the fleeting
            gladness at seeing his handsome face. He had come to finish whatever it was that he had started. He would lure her into his
            boat and bear her away somewhere, do unspeakable things to her. Nearly slipping on the wet grass, she hurriedly backed away.
         

         
         Maurits raised his hands in a placating gesture. “I mean you no harm, and no ill will.”

         
         “You don’t work for Mr. Edema,” she said. Her pulse was racing, both from anger and being startled, and maybe a little because of the excitement of it all. “I ought to scream for my maid.” 

         
          

         He was a fool to come back. He knew that she would uncover his deceit as soon as she met Hendrik Edema, but he’d had to see
            her again, just once more. “But you won’t scream, will you?” he said. He could have exerted his power over her—he should have—but something told him that she would come willingly without it. The thought gave him pause, a thread of heat running
            through him.
         

         
         She gave the smallest shake of her head. Her chin was obstinately tilted, and he was transported to the moment they had nearly
            kissed the other day.
         

         
         “Who are you?” she asked. “And why did you come, first under the ruse of being a fishmonger, and then a servant?”

         
         He couldn’t tell her the truth, and she would not have believed him anyways. Why had he come? The first time had been to gain her trust, and the second to carry out his errand. But now he was standing before
            her, with no intention of doing either, and not the faintest clue of what came next.
         

         
         The heavy clouds could no longer contain their burden, and a moment later the first raindrop fell, and then another and another.
            The copse quivered with their soft vibrations, shrinking into a world of its own, containing only the two of them.
         

         
         “Who are you?” she asked again, her voice dropping to the thinnest of whispers. A raindrop rolled down her cheek, tracing
            the shape of her face and ending at the corner of her parted lips. Pink lips, soft and inviting. What would it be like to
            hold a sunbeam in his arms? She was not his, and even less of his world, but he had to know. “What do you want from—”
         

         
         She didn’t finish. He took her by the shoulders, pulled her to him, and pressed his lips against hers. She was only stiff for a moment before she melted against him. His grasp was light enough that if she had wanted to pull away she could have. She did not pull away. She was warm, so warm. The perpetual chill of his blood when he was on land receded, a hunger he didn’t realize he possessed filled and sated. 

         
         They were so close to the canal; one good step back and he could have finally brought her down into the water and appeased
            his mother. But despite having her in his arms, he stayed rooted where he was. She was so trusting, so soft and yielding,
            her hands pressed lightly against his chest as if she were as helpless as he to stop. His body responded in a way that reminded
            him he was truly a man here on land. He could enjoy this kiss for now, enjoy the sensation of something good and pure. There
            would be time to fulfill his duty later.
         

         
         But as the kiss deepened and she sighed against his lips, a little voice inside of him told him that he was only making it
            one hundredfold more difficult for himself.
         

         
          

         In the time it took for a raindrop to fall, she had gone from angry, to scared, to helplessly enamored. This kiss bore little
            resemblance to Hendrik’s awkward gesture the day before. This kiss ran down her body like the trill in a bird’s song. It threw
            open windows, letting in golden light and illuminating every inch of her body. It made her want to hold him in her arms and
            never let go.
         

         
         “I—I have to go,” Maurits said, drawing back. The air where he had been was cold and she felt off-balance, as if part of her
            had been ripped away.
         

         
         His russet hair was tousled from the rain, his sea-green eyes clouding. But as much as he looked like a man transported, there
            was an urgency to his tone.
         

         
         “Of course,” she said stiffly. She knew that she had sinned, had done something wicked and foolish that could only jeopardize her future, yet she couldn’t bring herself to feel the least bit of remorse. For a few moments, she had known what it was to feel her heart race from something besides fear. 

         
         He turned to leave but hesitated, drawing close to her again. “You are careful never to go too close to the water, aren’t
            you?”
         

         
         Until then, she had always been safe, heeding Helma’s and her parents’ warnings to stay far from the water’s edge. She nodded,
            but didn’t ask how he knew that. The drowsiness from the previous day had returned, rendering her senses fuzzy and dulled.
         

         
         “Good. And Clara,” he added, cupping her face in his hands. “Take care. Not just near the water, but everywhere. I know you
            like to linger in the kitchen, but you mustn’t. Be wary of anyone who approaches you from the water. There’s . . .” He broke
            off, as if battling with himself for what to say. Cursing under his breath, he took a step back and ran his hand through his
            hair. “Just, take care. Please.”
         

         
         Graceful as a cat, he hopped into the boat, giving her one last lingering glance filled with something like concern. Her cheeks
            cooled, and absently she brushed at her face, only to find a sheen of moisture where his hands had touched her. As she watched
            him push off in his boat and disappear around the bend in the canal, her senses gradually cleared and an uncomfortable realization
            spread over her: she was no closer to knowing who Maurits de Vis was than she had been before the kiss.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         
         Clara sat lost in thought as Helma helped her out of her wet clothes. How delicious it was; clandestine meetings by the shady
            canal, out of sight from everyone but the birds and silver undersides of the leaves. And in less than two months she would
            be married, and there would be no risk of anyone being the wiser for her small foray into the world of love before marriage.
            So what if Maurits was not who he said he was? So what if she did not know if she would ever see him again? It was the excitement,
            the freedom, that mattered.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t think getting soaked through to the bone would be cause for grinning,” Helma said as she rubbed a cloth over Clara’s
            wet hair.
         

         
         “You have no imagination then,” Clara said lightly, coming out of her thoughts.

         
         There was a knock at the door, and a moment later Lysbeth’s little freckled face appeared.

         
         “Pardon, mistress, but something has come for you.”

         
         Clara frowned, then darted a worried glance at Helma. Had Maurits sent her another orange? Then another, worse thought flickered
            through her mind: What if her parents had seen her with him? Before Clara could ask Lysbeth what it was, the maid disappeared,
            and then Piet the gardener and one of his men were coming in, bearing a wooden ship nearly as large as a casket between them.
         

         
         Helma murmured in surprise, and Clara leapt up from her seat, the wet clothes all but forgotten. The ship was cannily carved, with everything from full sails to a row of cannons peeking out of the port side, and in the deck was tucked a note. “Well, what does it say?” Helma asked. 

         
         Clara unrolled it and read aloud. “ ‘Your claim that the canal running through Wierenslot originated near my home was too
            tempting a proposition not to investigate. However, I feared a paper ship would not weather the journey, so I hope you will
            forgive a wooden substitute.’ ” Blood rose to Clara’s face, and she had to force herself to voice the rest of the intimate words. “ ‘I count the days until
            we are joined as man and wife, and I do not have to rely on such fancies to convey to you my deepest regards. With love and
            affection, Hendrik.’ ”
         

         
         When she looked up, Helma had wet eyes and Piet was shifting his weight, looking exceedingly uncomfortable. “Well, if that
            isn’t just the most romantic gesture I’ve ever seen,” Helma said, dabbing at the corner of her eye with her shawl.
         

         
         Goodness; Hendrik might have been a dreadful conversationalist, but he certainly had a way with the written word. Clara bent
            to inspect the ship replica again. Did he carve it himself? He must have been a very clever man. Perhaps her marriage might
            not be solely a means of escape, but an enjoyable enterprise in and of itself.
         

         
         But when she lay in bed that night, waiting to drift off to sleep, it wasn’t Hendrik and his elaborate wooden ship of which
            she thought, but of the kiss she shared with Maurits, his lithe body flush against her own.
         

         
          

         As it turned out, Hendrik did not have to rely on carved wooden ships to communicate with Clara.

         
         The next day after breakfast, Theodor summoned Clara to his study. It was hard to walk through the echoing stone house and not glance out the windows to see if a magpie was waiting for her with a fish in its beak, or if she could catch a glimpse of dark red hair. As Clara pushed open the heavy door, her heart beat in her throat. Why was he calling for her? Her father never sought her out. He must have discovered her assignation with Maurits and was informing her that the engagement was off. Her mother might beat her, but facing her father instilled more fear in Clara; he wielded the power to send her far away, or to give her over to the church. 

         
         “Yes, Papa?” she asked as she stood before his desk.

         
         Her father gave her the briefest of glances before returning to his work. “Oh, Clara,” he said absently. “The merchant’s guild
            is hosting a banquet dinner, and Mr. Edema is going to be there. I would like for you to attend with me. It will be a good
            opportunity for you to be introduced as Mr. Edema’s betrothed, and I know how eager you are to please your new husband.”
         

         
         A hiss of relief escaped Clara’s lips. Was that all? “Gladly, Papa,” she said. A dinner at the merchant’s guild was not exactly
            the most exciting prospect, but it was far better than being found out, and would provide a welcome distraction from her churning
            thoughts.
         

         
          

         Everything about the guild hall was heavy and dark, from the doors that shut against the daylight to the enormous paintings
            of the guild members in their ruffs and black silks. Men congregated about in groups, the strain of a harp floating from the
            musicians in the corner. Dutifully staying by her father’s side, Clara scanned the stuffy room before her gaze landed on her
            intended. Hendrik’s wig sat stiffly on his head, a hundred prudish curls refusing to lie naturally against his cheeks as fashion
            dictated. Catching her gaze, he made his way over to her, colored, and gave an apologetic laugh. “You must forgive my dress.
            These functions require a level of formality to which I am seldom accustomed.”
         

         
         She smiled and put her arm through his. “Not at all. You look most charming.”

         
         This elicited a deeper shade of red and much nervous throat clearing that did not ultimately lead to any further conversation.
            Clara took up a goblet of wine from a passing server and took a long draught.
         

         
         So, it was still to be thus, awkward silences and much prodding along. “The little ship was so very droll,” Clara offered.
            “Is it modeled after one of your own?”
         

         
         He nodded. “Wapen van Friesland,” he told her. The Weapon of Friesland. Pausing, he slanted her a shy look. “Perhaps someday I shall name a ship The Clara.”
         

         
         The idea tickled her and she smiled. “And what would my ship carry? Sweet spices from the Indies? Tulip bulbs from Constantinople?”

         
         “Oh, no. Like all my ships, she would be a whaler.”

         
         “A whaler?” The smile faded from Clara’s face and she slowed her steps. “You’re a whaler?”

         
         Hendrik looked both surprised by her interest and wary, as if he was treading on thin ice and trying to find his footing.
            “Well, yes,” he said uneasily. “Surely your father told you that? He will gain a twenty percent share in the business, and
            your dowry will go toward my newest ship.”
         

         
         “I see,” she said tightly. The taste had suddenly gone out of the wine. She thought of the whale on the beach, battered and
            robbed of its dignity. Not only was she to marry a man who hunted those noble sea creatures, her dowry would finance such
            bloody endeavors.
         

         
         Hendrik hovered at her elbow. “Clara? Have I said something to upset you?” He glanced nervously about, as if his colleagues
            might see his bride in distress and assume the worst about him.
         

         
         Forcing a smile, she took a deep breath and turned to face him again. “No, I’m only surprised my father never told me your trade. It was silly of me to assume you were a merchant, and my mistake.” The apology curdled on her tongue, but what could she do? She was betrothed to the man, and no matter his profession, she would have to stand by his side, as any good wife was required. 

         
          

         Helma pursed her lips, listening to Clara recount the events of the dinner that evening as she helped her get undressed. “You
            should be glad he is a whaler and not a slaver. After the war, there aren’t many respectable professions for a man with a
            fleet of ships. Not since the herring fisheries collapsed.”
         

         
         “Respectable! Oh, Helma, how can you say that? You saw that whale on the beach. The poor creature. It was murder and nothing
            less.”
         

         
         “Well, I can’t say that I like it any more than you do,” Helma said as she slipped the nightgown over Clara’s head. “But I
            don’t see what’s to be done about it. Your parents have already arranged it and you’ve already agreed. It’s not the man’s
            fault that you only just found out his profession isn’t to your taste.”
         

         
         “I suppose,” Clara said. But it was more than that. How could she explain that it didn’t matter who Hendrik was or what he
            did? He would never be exciting or passionate. The fact that he was engaged in an ignoble pursuit only served to heighten
            her disappointment. She had thought that she could put Maurits from her mind, yet she was more consumed than ever with the
            mysterious man who made her feel as if she was teetering on a dangerous precipice. It was impossible not to draw comparisons
            between her awkward bridegroom and the strapping young man in the boat. Perhaps Helma had been right that day at the beach.
            Perhaps the whale had been an omen, and a bad one at that.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         
         After Helma had blown out the lamps and retired to the antechamber where she slept, Clara lay in bed, staring at the dark
            shadows stretched across the canopy. Images of dead whales, bloated and rotten, filled her mind. When her eyes finally became
            too heavy and she was just drifting to sleep, there was a faint tapping at the window. She rolled over, trying to slip back
            into sleep, but the tapping came again, this time followed by a fluttering.
         

         
         Hope bloomed in her chest. The magpie! Throwing open the bed curtains, she leapt out of bed and ran to the window. Pale moonlight
            illuminated the gleaming black feathers of her remarkable little messenger, a silver fish in his beak.
         

         
         As quietly as she could, she cranked the window open. The magpie cocked his head at her, his little marble eye glinting in
            the moonlight.
         

         
         “He’s come again, hasn’t he?” she asked in a whisper, as if the bird might answer.

         
         The magpie carefully laid down the fish on the sill, then threw her a meaningful look over his shoulder before taking wing
            into the night.
         

         
         Clara threw on her dressing gown and slipped downstairs, quiet as a thief. This was very wicked indeed. She had never been out of the house after dark, and certainly not unescorted. If she were to be found she could expect to feel the full force of her mother’s wrath, and her upcoming marriage would most certainly be in peril. But as she felt her way down the stone staircase and into the hall, she could no more stop herself than a painter could from putting brush to canvas; the possibility of seeing him was a pull too strong to ignore. It would be the last time she saw him; she swore it. She could not go on, betrothed as she
            was. She would see him one last time, and then put her romantic fancies from her mind.
         

         
         She liked knowing that she was the object of a man’s desire. Deeper than her vanity, though, she was desperate for the feeling
            of his body close to hers, the light pressure of his hand on her arm. The tingling warmth that flourished through her body
            when he kissed her.
         

         
         Helma had told Clara about men when she was younger, sitting her down on the bed, unable to meet her eye. She had likened
            them to dogs, sniffing about young women for favors, and then absconding as soon as they had been granted. But the rather
            bleak picture Helma had painted of the opposite sex was at odds with the dashing heroes of the fairy stories she had told
            Clara since she was a little girl. Now Clara realized how little she knew of men, of their true intentions.
         

         
         He was standing by the canal with moonlight softly falling on his solemn features, but he broke into a slow smile when he
            saw her. It had started raining again, and Clara had to hold her shawl over her head. Her body was fidgety with wanting, and
            she felt as if she might die if he didn’t come and kiss her again.
         

         
         But she would not so much as take another step until he satisfied her need for answers. “You’ve been a fishmonger, a servant,
            and a liar,” she said without malice. “Why will you not tell me the truth? Who are you, and why do you come here?”
         

         
         His gaze was all fire and heat, even in the darkness, but still he did not move from where he was rooted. “Why do I come here?” he echoed. “I come because I cannot seem to stay away. I come because—” 

         
         “Yes, yes,” Clara said, cutting his words short. “Pretty words are all well and good, but if you truly cannot stay away from
            me as you claim, then telling the truth should be a simple enough tax. Is Maurits de Vis even your real name?”
         

         
         She thought he would finally relent, or perhaps ply her with another falsehood, but instead he had gone very still, his throat
            working compulsively as if struggling to form words. Then he cursed, running both hands through his hair and turning from
            her. He looked . . . tortured.
         

         
         A strange feeling had begun to creep over her skin, the sensation of knowing there is a spider on one’s hand before it even
            bites. “Who are you?” she whispered.
         

         
         He took a hesitant step closer, hand outstretched, but stopped abruptly when he was still an arm’s length away. “I have no
            other name to offer you,” he said, his voice deep and hoarse. “Not one that you would understand.”
         

         
         What did that mean? She opened her mouth, but he shook his head, stopping her before she could speak.
         

         
         “I am somebody who should not be here, and certainly not under these circumstances. I am somebody who should know better than
            to tempt myself with what I can never have, but I cannot stay away. I am somebody who is completely enchanted with the woman
            I see standing before me, and would do anything in their power to linger in her presence, even if just for one more moment.”
            His smoldering gaze leveled on her. “Will that suffice?”
         

         
         She swallowed, and gave a tight nod. So much for not being swayed by pretty words. She was either the stupidest or luckiest girl that had ever lived. What she had thought was a harmless flirtation was turning quickly into something she had no words to describe. She only knew that she was standing on the edge of a very dangerous, very slippery precipice, and could not seem to back away. 

         
         At her nod, he let out an impatient huff, and swiftly closed the distance between them.

         
         Cold fingers found her cheeks, but his eyes were fire as he pulled her into his embrace. His kiss was hungry, almost desperate,
            nothing like the gentle, teasing kiss they had shared the other day. “I think about you every moment of the day,” he murmured
            into her hair. “It is the most blissful torment.”
         

         
         She allowed his words to wash over her, through her. While she was determined to keep her mind coolly reserved, her body had
            other ideas, and she lengthened herself against him, until her breasts ached and her nose was full of his delicious scent.
            His skin was smooth and cool under her fingers, and no matter how close he was, it was not enough.
         

         
         “Clara,” he said hoarsely between kisses, “there’s something I must tell you. I—”

         
         But he didn’t have a chance to finish. By the time the lamp came upon them, it was too late. Clara jumped backward, nearly
            tripping on the hem of her dressing robe.
         

         
         “Holy Mary!” Helma dropped the lamp and crossed herself, sending shards of light splintering through the clearing. “You get
            away from her, you beast! Just wait until my master gets his hands on you!” She was reaching for a heavy stick and was lifting
            it to take a swing when Clara regained her wits and threw herself in front of him.
         

         
         “Wait! Helma, wait, it’s not what it looks like.”

         
         Helma slowly lowered the stick, but kept her gaze trained on Maurits as if he might try to beat a hasty retreat. Clara rushed
            to explain. “He was doing nothing that I did not wish of him.”
         

         
         Another sign of the cross, this one slower, accompanied by a muttered prayer. Before Clara could say anything further, Helma burst into tears, the stick falling to the ground. “Have I been so lax in your care that you think sneaking off in the night with a man is appropriate behavior for a lady of your standing? The good lord have mercy—what would your mother say if she knew?” 

         
         “She can’t know!” Clara put her arms around Helma’s shaking shoulders. “Helma, listen to me. Mama must not find out. I’ll
            be married in a month and she never need know about this.”
         

         
         She shot a glance at Maurits. He knew that she was to be married, but it was not a reality they had discussed in any of their
            brief encounters. His gaze was steady and penetrating, trained on her with an intensity that made her shiver despite herself.
            His hair was still ruffled from where she had run her fingers through it, his shirt still loose at the throat. Foolish girl
            that she was, the only thought running through her mind was how beautiful he looked, how perfect a tableau the rain and the
            moonlight made of his lithe body.
         

         
         “Please, Helma,” Clara said, breathless. “Please just give us one more moment. To talk.” It was hard not to see Helma as anything
            other than a ball and chain in a lace cap, especially now.
         

         
         Helma’s expression could have frozen canals, but Clara was used to her disapproval. Muttering a contradictory string of prayers
            and curses, Helma stomped back to the edge of the trees, arms crossed, her glare cutting through the rain.
         

         
         Clara’s upbringing had been a gentle one, with the expectation of obedience first to God, then to her parents and a husband. But obedience had never come naturally to Clara; she’d had to push down her inclination to forge her own path. Now she had to call on every reserve of patience she had and reign herself in from the brink of disaster. Helma had shattered the magic glow of the kiss, the lamp throwing Clara’s situation into stark relief. She took a deep breath. “I don’t know who you are, or why you’ve continually lied to me about your identity. Perhaps it makes me a fool, but I gladly played the fool for my own reasons. Now, however, it is time for me to say goodbye. I am to be a married woman and you cannot come back to see me again,” she managed to make herself say. “And even if I were not to be married, I’m not certain that I would want to see you after everything you have lied about.” 

         
         Maurits was very still, saying nothing. The clouds swept away on the breeze, revealing a plump silver moon. He was as beautiful
            as ever, almost otherworldly in the pale cast of the moonlight, but there was something not quite right. His breathing was
            labored, his tall body canting slightly as if he could not balance properly. “Are you sick?”
         

         
         At this he cracked a smile. “Oh, Clara,” he said. “I wish I didn’t have to lie to you. I wish that we had more time. But your
            maid is right—you shouldn’t be here. You need to go.”
         

         
         Her anger began to fade, replaced by concern at the strange sight of him. “Are you sick?” she asked again. “What’s wrong?”

         
         He shook his head. “No, not sick exactly. I just . . . I can’t stay.”

         
         She had come with the intention of saying goodbye, of letting herself drink in his beautiful, calming presence one last time
            and then turning her back forever on this foolish chapter of her life. So why did it feel as if this was only the beginning?
         

         
         He ran his hand through the short, thick layers of his hair, looked as if he wanted to say something, then thought better
            of it. “Clara,” he said finally, taking an uneven step toward her. “I’ve thought of nothing else since the moment I first
            set eyes on you. I know that I have no right to profess such feelings, especially after all my lies. And I agree—we can never
            see each other again. I only hope that you will not have cause to hate me someday.”
         

         
         His words took the breath out of her, left her legs weak and her mouth dry. “Why would I hate you?” she managed to ask.

         
         Maurits gave her a heated look. He was no longer the shaft of sunshine dancing on the water’s surface, but a dark, angry storm cloud. But his anger was not directed at her. At the world perhaps, at the injustice of their situation, but not at her. 

         
         He shook his head. “This Hendrik—he’s a wealthy man, yes? He’ll take good care of you. Keep you safe.”

         
         His words cut her like a knife. Maurits was as good as passing her off. She was not her mother’s daughter for nothing though,
            and blinked back the tears that threatened to spill over, willed herself to take deep, even breaths.
         

         
         Was this what love was supposed to feel like? Love was her mother’s cool hand slapping her for impudence so that she would
            become a better, more obedient girl. Love was her father’s steely distance and determination to make an advantageous match
            for her. Love was a distant God, watching and judging her. Surely the warm ache that Maurits elicited in her heart was some
            entirely different phenomenon, for it held no place in the ranks of what she knew as love. How did she tell him that he had
            begun as simply a novelty, something exciting in her wretchedly stale world, but that somehow, unbeknownst even to her, he
            had turned into something else entirely? The soft shadows of his affection had shaped her while she slept, the glow of his
            attention seeping into her skin and transforming her.
         

         
         “I am sorry, Clara. I am sorry for more than you will ever know. You should get back to your maid now, and back to your family.”

         
         She was being dismissed, but what choice did she have? With a heart so heavy that it threatened to drown her, she turned to
            leave, when his voice stopped her once more.
         

         
         “And Clara? Remember what I told you: stay away from the water.”

         
          

         Maurits watched as the maid dragged Clara back to the big stone house. Even when he could no longer see the white smudge of her gown, he still stared after her into the darkness. Saying goodbye had been harder than it had any right to be. 

         
         Rain was falling light but steady, and he tugged his torn shirt off over his head so that he might feel it on his skin. The
            water felt good—more than good. It felt like a held breath let out after too long. It felt like life.
         

         
         His mother was near; he could sense the heaviness in the air, the expectation. He shivered despite himself—a grown man, afraid
            of his own mother. The seven days were drawing to an end, and he did not wish to find out what sort of punishment she might
            devise if he did not return in time.
         

         
         He could hear his mother’s dulcet voice through the canal, calling for him, asking where he was and if he had the girl yet.
            As soon as he stepped back into the water she would know that he had failed, and willfully so. At least on land he was free,
            if only for a time.
         

         
         Pacing along the canal, Maurits forced himself to think. Clara was the last girl that his mother required. He’d never felt
            right about his mother calling in a debt he had always assumed was a bluff, had hoped that as some of them grew into adults
            that his mother would leave off in her quest for revenge. “The humans broke their word,” she would say, Thade, fawn-eyed,
            nodding vigorously by her side. “They knew the terms of the agreement, and now they must pay.”
         

         
         His mother was right; he knew that. The humans were careless with the land that they had conquered and reclaimed. And their
            greed did not stop at the land; if it had, then perhaps his mother would have been content to let the tree spirits and moss
            people handle them. But the humans insisted on encroaching into the sea. They hunted whales for their oils, fished herring
            to the point of extinction. It seemed that their hunger for the sea’s bounty could not be sated.
         

         
         As the rain fell, Maurits could feel the eyes of the widde juvven peering out at him between the trees, the elves watching from under rain-spangled flowers. It was their land, but like all of the nature folk, they adhered to the truce. So long as humans occupied the lowlands, the Old Ones were bound together by their common interest. 

         
         By the time Maurits reached the sea, his legs were burning and his throat was on fire. The breeze, though slight, felt good
            in his hair. Waves blanketed in starlight lapped at the beach, beckoning him home. He didn’t want to go back, not yet, but
            he had been out of the water much too long, and was beginning to feel faint. He had little choice but to let the waves take
            him and meet his fate at the hands of his mother.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         
         It was with trembling fingers that Helma helped Clara out of her robe in her bedchamber. They had come in through the back,
            Clara begging Helma to be quiet so that they would not wake any of the servants, or God forbid, her parents. Clumsy with anger,
            Helma had nearly knocked over a vase and awoken the whole household.
         

         
         “Helma, please, I wish you would let me do it. There’s no need for you to. Won’t you sit down?”

         
         Helma didn’t resist as Clara guided her to the edge of the bed. “How . . . how long has it been going on?” she asked Clara,
            and then to herself, added, “Right under my nose! How did I never see it?”
         

         
         “Hush, now. You’re making a fuss over something which I think you must realize is really a very little thing.”

         
         Helma’s eyebrows shot up. “Where does your mind travel on Sundays in church? What is the world coming to if maidenly virtue
            amounts to only ‘a very little thing’? I might understand if you had no one to teach you better, but you’ve had me. Child,
            you’ve had me!”
         

         
         Clara was not untouched by Helma’s concern, but Helma failed to understand that there was a difference between polite conduct and passionate matters of the heart. “There now,” Clara said as if she were comforting a child, “dry your tears. I’m not a lost soul, nor a fallen woman.” She didn’t add that if Helma had not come upon them when she had, that she very well might have been. “But do you expect me to enter my marriage a complete innocent, without any taste of the ways of the world?” 

         
         “I expect you to enter your marriage a virgin and an obedient woman! As does God, and as do your parents and your poor intended.”

         
         “Do you think Hendrik has never had his own . . . adventures?” Even as she said it, Clara couldn’t quite picture Hendrik with
            a woman, or enjoying anything besides business, for that matter.
         

         
         “I’m sure it’s not my place to think anything about what Mr. Edema does or does not do. Besides,” Helma added with an uncomfortable
            sniff, “it’s different for gentlemen.”
         

         
         The thought of Maurits with another woman in his arms made Clara’s stomach tighten. For as little as she knew about him and
            as thinly acquainted as they were, she couldn’t deny the way her whole world turned brilliant and exciting when he was near.
         

         
         “You can’t speak a word of this to my mother,” she said in deadly earnestness.

         
         Helma nodded. “I will not tell your mother. For all your folly, I wouldn’t see you beaten at her hands, or your marriage put
            at risk.”
         

         
         After Helma had insisted on praying with her and finally left her alone, Clara lay in bed. Sleep would be impossible, not
            just because of the racing of her heart, but because of the lingering sting from Maurits letting her go so easily.
         

         
          

         Maurits’s mother came to him, as she always did, in a school of darting fish, then transforming into her true form with a
            bright flash of sea foam. He was on the sandy ocean floor, leaning against a rock as he recovered his bearings, letting the
            water seep into him, revive him.
         

         
         “When will you learn that land holds nothing but pain and disappointment?” she asked him by way of a greeting. Her voice was the thunderous sound of waves crashing on rocks, the whisper of rainfall on a placid canal. “You return spent and half-dead, yet you cannot wait to go back at the earliest opportunity. It pains me to see you thus.” 

         
         There was nothing he could say that would satisfy her, so he remained silent, letting the waves high above gently massage
            away his aches and pains.
         

         
         She sighed, adjusting a tendril of flame-red hair into her pearl crown. “You only make this harder for yourself by growing
            attached.” Maurits snapped his gaze up to meet hers, and saw the corner of her lips pulling into the smallest of smiles. “Yes,
            of course I know what is transpiring up on land. I have eyes everywhere. Did you really think I wouldn’t discover your infatuation?”
         

         
         There was no anger in her sea foam eyes, no malice. Just sharp interest. “Why does it have to be her?” he couldn’t help himself
            from asking.
         

         
         Queen Maren glided closer to him. “You know why. Her father was one of the architects of the contract. He bargained away the
            poor children, smug that his own child was untouchable. These debts must be called in, as much for their future as for ours.
            If the men are allowed to regard the treaty with impunity, they will continue taking and taking and taking, until there is
            nothing left for the Old Ones. It is a balance that must be kept in check.”
         

         
         It was nothing Maurits hadn’t heard a hundred times before, but now her little speech hit closer to her heart. “You could
            take her yourself,” he said quietly.
         

         
         “Yes, I could, Minnow,” she said, using his childhood endearment, “I know that you do not wish to sit on the throne.” He looked at her sharply, wondering why he was ever surprised at the breadth of her intuition. “I see myself in you, when I was younger. As a girl, I thought myself uninterested in the mechanisms of politics. But gradually I came to see that this inheritance is not just a burden, but a gift.” 

         
         Maurits knew little of his mother’s childhood, and less still of how she had come to the throne. He couldn’t imagine that
            any part of the process had been peaceful.
         

         
         They watched as a pike swam by, snapping at an unsuspecting bluegill before disappearing into a crevice in the rocks. “We
            all have a part to play, and play it we must. For if we don’t, everything falls apart—the treaty, the lands and the sea, the
            Old Ones . . . all of it.”
         

         
         “Then perhaps it is time for a change.”

         
         There was an assessing look in his mother’s eye that made Maurits’s chest constrict with anxiety. He knew that look, and it
            was never good. “I have been good to you, have I not?” She did not wait for an answer. “I have granted you the form you so
            desire every week of the full moon, turning a blind eye to whatever it is you choose to do on land. Now I wonder if I have
            been too indulgent.”
         

         
         His mother was many things, but he would never accuse her of being indulgent.

         
         “With Thade fulfilling your duties, I suppose you are right—I have little need of you here. I think that I will give you leave
            to return a little longer, at least for a time.”
         

         
         “Your favors are never given freely,” Maurits said, suspicious. “What is your game?”

         
         “There is none,” she said, twining a strand of seaweed absently around a long, shallowly webbed finger. “You receive a valuable
            lesson in obedience and loyalty, and I don’t have to hear your whining about not being on land.”
         

         
         Before he could question her any further, she was gone in a flash of silver fish and swirling kelp, leaving Maurits alone
            on the sandy floor with a sinking feeling in his chest.
         

         
          

         The next few weeks passed in a haze for Clara. At first it had seemed as if her wedding day would never come, and now the date loomed large and final, like a death sentence. What had started as an innocent diversion had taken a sharp turn into obsession after her midnight rendezvous with Maurits, never mind that she had told him she could never see him again. Even if it was just for a stolen kiss and a goodbye, she had to see him one last time. Helma’s interruption had ruined the romance of it all, and she longed for one last, perfect moment to remember him by. 

         
         The sound of Helma’s knitting needles clicked from across the room. Since discovering Clara that night, Helma had only let
            her out of her sight long enough for her to attend to her necessary functions. She had even moved her pallet bed right next
            to Clara’s bed, sleeping beside her like a guard dog. If Clara had felt stifled before, she was downright caged now.
         

         
         With a quick glance about the room to be certain there were no hovering servants, Clara lowered herself down beside Helma
            on the bench. “That’s very pretty. I’ve never seen you do such fine work,” she said, leaning over and inspecting the cap.
         

         
         The little silver needles flashed in the mellow window light, but Helma did not look up. “My sister just had her first grandchild.
            It is to be for him.”
         

         
         “Mm, lucky little fellow then.” Clara measured her next words carefully. “Helma, I need to ask you a favor.” She could practically
            feel Helma stiffen beside her. “I need you to take me to town.”
         

         
         At this, Helma finally put her down her needles. “Why?” she asked warily.

         
         The desperate look on Clara’s face must have given Helma her answer, for she said, “Oh, Clara, you cannot be serious.”

         
         “Shh, not so loud. Please, Helma. It will be the only time I ask it of you. I only . . . I just need to say goodbye. And then it will be over. I swear it.” She didn’t know where Maurits lived, but it had to be in Franeker. How else would he have been able to come by way of the canal so often? 

         
         Helma bit at her thumb. “Why can’t it be over now? It’s a miracle your mother hasn’t found out. You can’t risk everything
            just to see him again when you’ve already gotten away with it. Besides, what do you know of this man? There is something about
            him . . . I don’t like it.”
         

         
         “Please,” Clara said again, her voice reaching a wheedling pitch. “Please, help me. I’ll be married soon and tucked safe away
            in my new home, out of trouble. I’ll never ask anything of you again. Only please don’t send me off to my marriage with a
            heart full of doubt and wondering.”
         

         
         The needles fidgeted nervously in Helma’s fingers. “If I say no?”

         
         “Then I’ll find a way to go myself and my mother may very well find out.”

         
         “You would risk your ruin?”

         
         Clara thought about it, but only for a moment. “Yes, I would.”

         
         Helma’s shoulders deflated. “Very well. Tomorrow.”

         
         “Oh, thank you!” Clara threw her arms around Helma and squeezed. “You are my angel.”

         
          

         Her visits to town usually restricted to church on Sunday, Clara was not prepared for the flurry of activity that surrounded
            her as they alighted from the carriage. Hawkers sold their wares from clever little carts, and children darted underfoot,
            forcing lazy pigeons into flight. The square in front of the city hall was bursting with every sort of shop, the canal wending
            lazily through the center under bridges bedecked in flowers.
         

         
         A lie to her father about needing something for her trousseau had been all it had taken to secure permission, and thankfully
            her mother had been too preoccupied with her own preparations for the wedding to insist on coming.
         

         
         “We’ll go to the fishmonger’s first,” Clara said, gazing about the bustling square for an indicator of where it might be found. Perhaps Maurits truly did work there and that much had not been a lie, at least. 

         
         “First?” Panic flashed across Helma’s face. “Do you mean to say you don’t know where he is?”

         
         “Well, no, not exactly,” Clara answered, wringing her hands. But then she nodded, and said with more conviction, “He’ll be
            at the fishmonger’s, I’m sure of it.”
         

         
         Helma heaved a sigh. “Follow me,” she grumbled.

         
         They made their way through the strolling couples and women selling vegetables from baskets on their arms, Clara occasionally
            stopping to peer into shop windows. If it had not been for the promise of seeing Maurits, she would have been sorely tempted
            by the sparkling jewelry and mouth-watering pastries. There was a whole world that existed outside the stone walls of Wierenslot,
            and she knew so little of it. Someday she would patronize all these shops, have accounts, and run up extravagant bills that
            Hendrik would graciously discharge for her. That was what ladies did, wasn’t it? That was what she had dreamed of for so many
            years, so why did the idea now fill her only with apathy?
         

         
         A large wooden fish, painted turquoise and gold, swung above the fishmonger’s shop. When they pushed open the door, a bell
            tinkled and a big man in a dirty apron looked up in surprise from behind the counter. “Vrouw Helma,” he said pleasantly. “I
            was not expecting you. Was there some mistake with your order?” When he saw Clara enter behind her, he swept off his cap and
            dipped his bald head. “And this must be mistress Clara, a true surprise. But a pleasure, of course.” He looked between them
            quizzically.
         

         
         Helma shook her head, and Clara could see she was struggling to find her tongue. Helma had never been a good liar. Clara swooped in. “No, there is nothing wrong, sir. We have only come because as you may know my wedding is next month and your delivery man told me that you had some mackerel that must be tasted fresh at the shop.” 

         
         The man’s thick brows drew together. “Dirk said that, did he?” He crossed his arms over his broad chest and shook his head.
            “Can’t see why he would—we haven’t had any mackerel these past weeks, and if we had, he could have brought it to you.”
         

         
         “I believe his name was Maurits?” she said, her voice rising at the end in a hopeful question.

         
         “I don’t know of any Maurits.” He frowned. “But it matters not, and you’re here now. Allow me to offer you some cod instead,
            just caught.”
         

         
         The fishmonger was elbow deep in a barrel, pulling out fish for her to examine, but she hardly heard him over the blood pounding
            in her ears. She hadn’t really thought that Maurits would be here, had she? He had lied about who he was twice; why did she
            think that this would be any different? Worse still, she had no other clues, no way to find him.
         

         
         She nodded absently as the man wrapped some fish up in paper, until she felt Helma tugging at her sleeve, silently begging
            her to leave off this foolish errand.
         

         
         “Is there anything else I can do for you, mistress?”

         
         Clara realized he was staring at her, awaiting her answer. “Oh,” she said weakly. “Yes. I mean, no. That will be all, thank
            you.”
         

         
         Ignoring his peeved expression, Clara plunged back into the square, Helma on her heels. Her mind spun as she made her way
            back to the carriage, the afternoon sun bathing the crooked brick buildings in sanguine gold. What had she expected? Why was
            she so disappointed when she had only wanted to see him one last time to say goodbye?
         

         
         “Perhaps there is a reason he lied about his identity,” Helma said, breathing heavily as she struggled to keep up with her mistress. “Why would you risk your reputation and future for a man who will not even trust you with his name? What do you know of him? A thief, that is what he must be, or an outlaw.” 

         
         Clara did not dignify Helma’s baseless accusations with a response. If her maid had seen the earnestness in Maurits’s beautiful
            eyes, she would not be so quick to paint him in such poor light.
         

         
         The carriage ride back was silent, prickly with tension. They rattled past the same old fens, the same old fields stretching
            endlessly to the horizon, back to her monotonous life of disappointment.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         Though the most common of the Old Ones, elves are seldom seen. They live not in our world, but in an overlapping veil of light.
            Acts of mischief and trickery are the only marks they leave in our world. Cows with their tails tied together, or cooling
            pies stolen from windowsills are sure signs that an elf has been at work.
         

         
         But the true danger of an elf is not just its wiles nor its trickery; beware the stranger that approaches you asking for help,
            or looking to make a bargain. For elves are clever, and with their silver tongues bind you to a bargain that you will end
            up repaying with your life.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         
         So that was it then. Like a little fish caught in her bare hands, no sooner had Clara found love then it had wriggled through
            her fingers to return to the sea, lost to her forever. She had thought that she had wanted a diversion, a little adventure
            before her marriage, but now it had veered into something deeper, something urgent.
         

         
         As soon as the carriage came to a halt, Clara threw the door open and stumbled out before the coachman could come and assist
            her down. All she wanted to do was run upstairs to her bedchamber, close up the curtains around her bed, and fall into a deep,
            dark sleep and never wake up. She didn’t want to think about her trousseau or the lifestyle she would soon be living that
            was made possible by her husband’s violent profession. All she felt was a hopeless sort of anger: Maurits had lied to her,
            but worse, he had made her feel something that she had no hope of ever feeling again.
         

         
         She had barely made it through the front hall when a voice stopped her.

         
         “And where do you think you’re going?” Hands on hips, her mother stood blocking the stairs.

         
         “I . . . Just up to my chamber. Helma and I just returned from town and I’m tired.” She forced a light smile, but the look
            in her mother’s hard eyes said she was not fooled.
         

         
         “Liar,” Katrina hissed. “Piet told me that he saw you with a young man the other night, so I sent a rider to follow you today. Did you really think that I wouldn’t discover the truth? Did you think that I am stupid?” 

         
         Clara’s blood turned cold, the black and white tiles beneath her feet swimming. “Mama, you don’t understand. It wasn’t—”

         
         “You are a whore,” she said, interrupting her. “My daughter is an ungrateful whore.”

         
         The words stung Clara as hard as if her mother had slapped her across the face. Why was she still surprised by the depth of
            her mother’s cruelty?
         

         
         Katrina stopped Atty, who was passing by, and snapped at her to fetch Theodor. “You are to be married to a good man in less
            than a month’s time,” she continued in icy tones. “Your father and I have been indulgent parents, and this is the thanks that
            you return to us.”
         

         
         Clara cast her eyes down. It wasn’t that her mother spoke the truth—very much the opposite, for if they indulged her, it was
            in the way that a farmer indulged a cow by fattening it before the slaughter—but she felt the driving nail in her coffin that
            she was to be married in such a short time. Before it would have been enough to be mistress of her own household, the respected
            wife of a good, albeit it somewhat dull, man. But she had felt the winds of freedom beneath her newly feathered wings, and
            now she was being plucked and lamed.
         

         
         “And you,” Katrina said, swinging her frigid gaze to Helma who was just coming in the door behind Clara. “I must be lax in my attentions indeed if I failed to see that the woman who nursed my own child, who cared for her and watched her throughout her girlhood, could now betray me in such a wretched fashion.” Her mother put a bony hand to her throat as if overcome by grief. But of course, her mother was never overcome by any emotion, let alone one which she was so familiar with as anger. Somehow she was even able to squeeze a tear out of her dry eyes. 

         
         It had its intended effect. Helma looked as if Katrina had accused her of murder. “Oh, mistress, no! I never meant to betray—”

         
         The tear vanished and Katrina held up her hand to silence Helma. “Pack your belongings and leave. You have until the end of
            the day. Inka will see that you receive your wages.”
         

         
         Theodor strode in, wiping his handkerchief at his lips as if he had just been enjoying a glass of wine. He took one look at
            Helma’s tear-stained face and Clara’s downcast lashes and came to a stop. “What’s this?” he asked warily.
         

         
         Without taking her eyes off Helma, Katrina answered, “Helma has been orchestrating rendezvouses between Clara and a young
            man. I am dismissing her from this house.”
         

         
         “Oh, but mistress, you can’t! Please!” Clara watched as if far away as Helma sank to her knees, her hands clasped before Katrina
            in pleading supplication. Only hours ago she had cursed Helma as a ball and chain, but at the prospect of losing her, Clara
            realized just how alone she would be without her lifelong friend. Who would sit beside her as she muddled through her needlework?
            Who would comfort her after her mother struck her? Losing Maurits had been a blow, was she to lose the only other person in
            the world who cared a fig for her too?
         

         
         Finally, Clara found her tongue just as her father was about to speak. “Don’t blame Helma. It was all my idea and she never
            wanted to go along with it. I told her we were going shopping. Mama, please, it is all my fault.”
         

         
         “I agree—it is all your fault,” Katrina cut in. “You are a spiteful, wicked girl. Which is all the more reason you need a competent and godly chaperone to keep you out of trouble. Helma has proved herself to be incapable of this. As such, you will not leave this house again.” 

         
         “But I’m to be married in a month! You can’t think to keep me prisoner!” Then, glancing at Helma who was indignantly struggling
            up from her knees, added, “Besides, Helma will be coming with me when I marry.”
         

         
         “What you do as mistress of your own house is your business,” her mother said with a sniff of conceit. “But bear this in mind,
            your new husband will expect complete obedience from you. I will not inform poor Mr. Edema of your conduct, as I want you
            out of this house and married. But nor will I protect you any more than you deserve—servants talk, gossip spreads, and it
            may reach him all the same.”
         

         
         Coldness spread down Clara’s neck. “You would see me fail in my marriage?” she whispered.

         
         Her mother scowled. “Of course not. I would see you humble and obedient. Neither of which you ever were while you lived here.”

         
         Helma, who had been crying piteously to herself, looked up hopefully at this. “Mistress, please, I will watch her like a hawk.
            Like my own babe, she is. I nursed her from my own teat. Both her and—”
         

         
         Whatever she was about to say was lost as color rose to Katrina’s gaunt cheeks. “Collect your things,” she hissed between
            gritted teeth. “Now!”
         

         
         The last word reverberated off the tile floor and sucked the air right out of the hall. Even Theodor looked shaken.

         
         But Helma didn’t move. She was biting her lower lip, looking at Clara as if battling with herself.

         
         “Well? Do you want me to call Piet and have you thrown out with only the clothes on your back?”

         
         Helma flinched at Katrina’s tone but otherwise ignored her words. “Clara,” Helma said, speaking quickly, “there’s something
            you ought to know. When you were a baby—”
         

         
         Red in the face, teeth clenched to shattering, Katrina swept over and before Helma could utter another word, slapped her clean across the face. 

         
         Clara let out a yelp as if the blow had hit her. Helma took a stumbling step backward. “Get out! Get out!” Katrina shrieked,
            Theodor at her elbow, trying in vain to gain control of the situation. Helma stood there for a moment, dazed and tentatively
            touching her face, and then turned and fled upstairs to pack her belongings.
         

         
         Spinning to face her mother, Clara fisted her hands into tight balls at her side. “How could you? Helma did nothing wrong!”

         
         “How dare you speak to your mother in such a fashion,” her father interjected, all ice and disapproval.

         
         They hated her. Clara could see it in her parents’ eyes, feel it in the bite of their words. The realization had been simmering
            for years, but it still left her cold. “Why?” she asked “Why do you always treat me thus? I may have been headstrong as a
            child, but I always was loving. Yet you treat me as if the very sight of me sickens you.”
         

         
         Katrina’s color was slowly returning to her face, but she still stood there breathing hard through her nose, the lace collar
            of her dress rising and falling in great heaves. “How little you understand. Go to your bedchamber and meditate on just what
            it means to honor one’s parents.”
         

         
          

         Upstairs it was quiet. Clara poked her head into Helma’s antechamber, but it was empty. The little trunk at the end of Helma’s
            bed was gone, and the cross that hung on the wall had been removed, leaving a t-shaped stain on the wall where the sun had
            shone around it for nearly twenty years.
         

         
         Leaning against the door frame, Clara closed her eyes and let out a long sigh. Helma had once told her a story about a maiden, who when she touched things, turned them to gold. Clara seemed to have the opposite ability; everything she touched crumbled and turned to dirt. Besides Maurits, she didn’t have another soul who she considered a friend. And Helma had been so much more than just a nurse, a companion. She had been a constant in her life, a mother sometimes and a confidante. How she missed Fenna. Clara flung herself down on her bed, fully clothed on top of the counterpane, tears freely flowing. 

         
         And now she would have neither. It was better that they were all gone from her now, for she could no longer harm them with
            her rotten touch. She would dutifully go off to her new life with the kind and eager Hendrik, never to see Maurits again,
            or Helma. She made a little noise of self-reproach amidst her tears. Even now she could not help being selfish. She was only
            sorry because she had lost them, not because of her reckless behavior.
         

         
         Maurits. Her tears dried and she rolled over onto her back. What torture it was to discover that she felt anything more for
            him than passing fancy, that he was more than a diversion from her quiet life. What torture to know what it was to wrap her
            arms around his solid body, to know the comfort of resting her head against his chest and not being able to again. What torture
            not knowing what it would feel like to lie with him as man and wife lie, and that some other girl would know, and not her.
            The thought of lying with Hendrik made her stomach plummet. It had all been so simple before her feelings ruined everything.
         

         
         She sat up. Perhaps there was another option. She couldn’t stop her marriage, but Hendrik could. What if he were to change
            his mind about her? What if he heard of her behavior with Maurits? Or something else entirely, something fabricated. What
            if she made herself so unpleasant that he couldn’t stand the thought of going through with the marriage?
         

         
         There was still her dowry to consider, which she knew was generous. Would a man, especially a business man such as Hendrik Edema, care enough about his wife’s comportment to forgo a beneficial alliance and sizable dowry? 

         
         And then there was her mother. If life under the same roof with Katrina was strained now, what would her mother do when she
            found out that the brilliant match they had made for her had been broken? Clara threw herself back down on the bed with a
            sigh. Even the prospect of running her own household now held little appeal if the man of the house was anyone other than
            Maurits.
         

         
         Clara allowed herself a few more tears before wiping her nose and sitting up. Perhaps there was no getting Helma back, but
            Clara owed it to her to at least try to make up for what had happened. She would start there. Then she could worry about Maurits
            and Hendrik, and the black ball of tangled twine that seemed to be her future.
         

         
         Carefully opening the window casement, she leaned out and whistled softly into the dusky evening. Would the creature come
            to her? Holding her breath, she strained to hear the sound of wings. She didn’t have to wait long; a moment later a fan of
            black and white feathers came to land on the sill.
         

         
         “Clara?”

         
         Her mother’s voice sounded from the doorway. She narrowed her eyes as Clara hastily closed the window and clasped her hands
            at her waist. “What are you doing?”
         

         
         Clara shrugged. “I’m still allowed to sit and think, aren’t I?”

         
         Katrina’s expression suggested that she wished Clara wouldn’t. “Get dressed. Mr. Edema is coming for dinner and he will want
            to see you. You might as well at least try to look the part of eager bride.”
         

         
         Clara bit back a groan. An evening with Hendrik, enduring his clumsy attempts at conversation, was the last thing of which she felt capable. And how was she supposed to find Helma if she was expected to sit through an endless dinner? “I can’t dress my hair. Helma always did it for me.” 

         
         Katrina pressed her lips, looking as if she wanted to argue. But Clara was right and she knew it. “I’ll send in Nela. She
            will have to attend to the both of us in the month before you leave.”
         

         
         Suddenly it all came to Clara. Her mother wanted to be under the same roof with Clara just as little as Clara wanted to share
            a roof with her. Yes, Katrina might shriek and rail at her for allowing Hendrik to slip through her fingers, but would she
            really punish Clara by keeping her under lock and key here? There would be other marriage offers, surely there would be with
            her dowry. And while none of them would be Maurits, they would buy her time to think. To plan.
         

         
         Clara put on her brightest smile, then immediately moderated it, lest her mother become suspicious. “Yes, Mama,” she said
            obediently.
         

         
         Katrina gave her a lingering look, and then swept out, calling for her maid.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         Moss maidens are tree spirits that protect the woods. They can read minds and speak without uttering a word, so guard your
            thoughts when you are in the forest. With bodies covered in moss and lichen, they stand so still that they may be among the
            very trees you pass by without you being the wiser for their presence. But fear not the moss maidens, for unless you come
            to the wood with the intention to fell a tree, they have no desire to exact violence on man.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         
         Rain pattered against the windows as Clara inspected her reflection in the mirror. Helma would have been gentle as a dove,
            but her mother’s maid had plaited and wound her hair so tightly that her head was pounding. The dress, at least, was lovely,
            with full sleeves slashed to reveal the fine white silk beneath, and a row of little blue bows down the bodice. If only she
            had somewhere else to wear it instead of downstairs for Hendrik’s benefit.
         

         
         She scowled. Why had Hendrik come? She supposed there were business matters between her father and Hendrik that must be attended
            to before the wedding and the transferal of her dowry. Dragging herself downstairs, she followed the sound of voices.
         

         
         Hendrik was in conversation with her father in the study. Pausing at the doorway, she watched her intended, the earnest set
            of his chin, how his body was animated with excitement as he explained some scheme involving a new trade route. Clara could
            just be herself, let her true feelings show, and it would be enough to sour Hendrik on her. Anything beyond that would just
            be for dramatic effect.
         

         
         “Ah, my love, there you are,” Hendrik said, coming to her and bowing over her hand. He was more confident every time they met, and now he only flicked his tongue nervously at his lips once or twice as he as straightened. “I have some business yet to discuss with your father, and then I am at your disposal. I hope that you will honor me with your company on a walk about the grounds while there is still light? A little rain shan’t bother us, shall it?” 

         
         He was smiling at her, warm with expectation. Oh, why did he have to look so earnest, so eager to please? Clara took a deep
            breath. He would be a casualty, but he would recover. He hardly knew her, really, and once he discovered how vain, how selfish
            and petty she could be, he would have no choice but to distance himself from her and break off the engagement.
         

         
         She yanked her hand from his light grasp. “It is always business with you! Is this how it will be when I become your wife?
            Always to be ushered away into some forgotten corner while you scrape and bargain with strange men in our house?” She had
            been attempting an angry tone, but now she affected an injured air. “Really, Hendrik, how can you be so cruel?”
         

         
         She watched as his expression transitioned from one of surprise, to dismay, and finally, bewildered hurt. “I . . . Clara,
            how can you say such a thing? I only want your happiness. I—”
         

         
         “No, it is not just my happiness you want,” she said with a sniffle, “but my dowry as well. You play the part of the eager
            suitor prettily enough, but I know that you only consider me because of my father’s connections and the fortune that will
            come with my hand.”
         

         
         From behind the desk, her father was watching her, sharp-eyed, trying to hear what she was saying to elicit such a response
            from Hendrik.
         

         
         “Well, of course your dowry was a consideration, but . . . Clara, you can’t think . . .” Hendrik was struggling for words,
            all his anxieties unfolding before his eyes.
         

         
         Why wouldn’t he stop groveling? Where was his backbone? She cringed at his lack of poise, all the while increasingly disgusted with herself that she could treat him in such a manner when he had never been anything but kind and respectful toward her. But then she pictured Maurits and his indescribable pull, and deepened her resolve. Was it any worse than shackling Hendrik to a woman who not only didn’t love or respect him, but could never learn to do so in the future? She would never be content unless she knew what it was to love and be loved, and so she would be doing Hendrik a greater kindness by ending this now. 

         
         Hendrik took a step toward her and she turned away, her lip twitching as if his very touch disgusted her. He dropped his hand.
            “Clara, what do you want of me? Only tell me what you want and I shall do it.”
         

         
         She gave a pout. “I want to feel that I am more than just another item in a long list of business meetings and transactions.
            I want to be the center of your attention. Don’t I deserve as much?”
         

         
         Hendrik’s mouth worked, opening and closing like a fish, his eyes darting across the room where her father was still watching
            them. “But surely you understand that I must work! It is important, yes, but dear one, so are you. If I am to provide for
            you and keep you comfortable, then I must attend to business. Surely you know this from your father?”
         

         
         She glossed over his very reasonable points, ignoring that he was speaking far more eloquently than she had ever heard him
            before. “No woman in her right mind could stand for such treatment.”
         

         
         She was both startled and repulsed by the ease of the lies that slipped from her lips, and their effectiveness. While she
            didn’t love Hendrik and the thought of lying with him as a wife made her stomach clench, he was a good man and didn’t deserve
            to be treated with such cruelty. He kills gentle creatures at sea, Clara reminded herself. Your dowry would help him kill more, and you in turn would eat off plates bought with that money, sleep under fine silk
               blankets bought with that money. She thought of the whale’s lifeless eye, the last emotion it held one of profound sadness. How would that whale look at her if it had known that she was party to its demise? 

         
         With a clammy hand, Hendrik drew her further back out of the doorway, out of her father’s line of sight. “I was going to wait
            to give this to you until our wedding day, but perhaps you should have it now.” He fumbled in his coat pocket and produced
            a little velvet box. When he opened it, a ruby necklace on a golden chain winked back at her.
         

         
         She had thought she couldn’t feel any lower about her behavior, but she was wrong. “You oughtn’t to have done that,” she murmured,
            accepting the jewel.
         

         
         Hendrik cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his neck. He was back to being the shy, awkward man he had been the first
            time she met him. He couldn’t meet her gaze. “Clearly,” he mumbled. “I . . . I hope you will keep it, regardless of your feelings
            toward me. If you’ll excuse me.”
         

         
         He bobbed an awkward bow, and then spun on his heel and stalked back to where her father sat, engrossed in his papers. Clara
            watched him, her stomach in knots, the ruby sitting cold and heavy in her hand.
         

         
         “A fine mess you’ve made of that!” Clara jumped at the sound of Nela’s hiss. “Just wait until your mother hears about this.”

         
         Clara shrugged, trying to appear unbothered. But she couldn’t stop staring at the sad slump of Hendrik’s shoulders as he endeavored
            to carry on with her father.
         

         
          

         The nightmares came again that night.

         
         This time there was another sound, a new sound. Something banging, scraping at the window. Something that was not confined to her overwrought imagination. Sitting up, Clara gripped the edge of the blanket. The scraping came again, harsher, like a branch caught in the wind. But there were no trees outside her window. Perhaps it was the magpie, come to herald another visit from Maurits. The possibility propelled her, and she swung her legs out of bed, pushing aside the heavy bed curtain. Padding across the floor, she crept closer to the window, where thick raindrops splattered down. Curling her fingers around the cold stone of the casement, she slowly leaned closer to the glass, squinting to see past the heavy rain. 

         
         Nothing. No magpie, no Maurits.

         
         Pushing down the spark of hope that she had felt, she was just turning to hurry back to bed, when there was an unmistakable
            slam from the window. Spinning, she came face-to-face with the bloated visage of her childhood friend.
         

         
         The scream that tore from her throat could have woken the dead. Fenna’s skin was saggy and puckered, like the white flesh
            of a fungus, her eyes empty sockets. Her lips hung torn, as if her last worldly sound had been an endless wail. Clara took
            a stumbling step back. Fenna rose a clawlike hand to pound on the glass, an eldritch screech piercing the night.
         

         
         And then in an instant, she was gone.

         
         Clara’s first instinct was to call for Helma, but she stopped short, cold panic spreading down her spine. Helma was gone.
            Who else would believe her? Could she even believe herself? It was late and stormy, dark. It could have been anything, a trick
            of the fleeting moonlight. Her heart was beating painfully, her mouth dry and sour. As she lay back down and forced herself
            to close her eyes, she knew that she had seen her long-dead friend, and that Fenna, dead though she might have been, was not
            at rest.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         They are called will-o’-the-wisps in some places, but in Friesland we know them as Nachtlampken. You may see them upon the
            road at night, or hovering about the stones in a cemetery. Like the widde juvven, their preferred homes are swamps and grave
            mounds, and they appear as luminous figures holding lanterns aloft. Many a fool has been drawn to their lamps, thinking to
            find the treasure that the Nachtlampken are said to guard. But these fools are not rewarded with treasure or indeed any other
            earthly thing. They find only a watery grave and an eternity of torment.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         
         The storm left a rift of disturbance, leaves and petals, branches scattered about the carefully manicured lawn. From her window,
            Clara watched as Piet stooped to collect the debris and gather it in his cart. Did he know that his daughter still walked
            these grounds? Did Fenna ever pay him visits as she had Clara the night before?
         

         
         Trailed by Nela, Clara made a pretense of taking some air and slowly walked along the garden under her window. There was no
            indication that anyone had been there the night before. No footprints in the soft earth, no shred of clothing snagged on one
            of the thorny rose branches.
         

         
         Clara looked up long enough from her investigation to see a circle of maids standing around something in the courtyard. Glad
            to turn her mind from the gruesome memory of Fenna’s visit, she hurried in their direction.
         

         
         “What’s this?” she asked, joining them.

         
         Inka turned at her voice. “Found this dog in the kitchen, helping himself to some beef, tucking in like a little prince.”
            She took up her broom and gave the pup a light tap on his side with it. “Out with you, shoo!”
         

         
         “He’s too beautiful to turn out,” Lysbeth said wistfully as she crouched down with her hand out to him.

         
         The dog was indeed striking, with a downy coat of thick white fur and eyes like chips of emerald.

         
         “Beautiful or not,” Inka said briskly, “I won’t have mongrels nosing about the food and making a mess. He must be sent away.”

         
         The dog had found his way to Clara’s side, and was gazing up at her with naked adoration. There was something familiar about
            the creature, and suddenly she remembered Hendrik’s promise.
         

         
         “No need to turn him out,” she said, taking the sweet face in her hands. “He’s a gift from Mr. Edema. He said he was going
            to bring me a dog, only I didn’t realize it would be so soon.” It seemed that Clara’s rudeness had not been enough to deter
            Hendrik from bestowing another gift on her after the ruby necklace.
         

         
         Clara picked up the ribbon about the dog’s neck and led him away, though the dog fell into step beside her as nicely as if
            they had walked together hundreds of times. Behind her, Inka admonished the girls to get back to work.
         

         
         “I suppose I should feel even worse now that I behaved so badly to Hendrik,” Clara told the dog as she brought him inside
            and up the stairs. “He certainly took some care in picking out the most beautiful dog he could find.”
         

         
         The dog regarded her with gentle eyes. She sighed. “What should I name you, I wonder?”

         
         Just then there was a knock at the door, and Nela appeared, summoning her to appear before Katrina. Clara shot a worried look
            at the dog as he rose to accompany her downstairs. “You had better stay here, I don’t think my mother will take kindly to
            a dog in the house, whether you were a gift from Hendrik or not.”
         

         
         He gave a whine, but she closed the door before he could follow her. She could hear his whimpering and pawing as she followed
            Nela.
         

         
         She found her mother seated at her dressing table, another maid standing behind her curling her hair, and her father off to the side, smoking from a long clay pipe. He gave Clara a weary, pitying look before Katrina launched into her rebuke. 

         
         “I would ask you what you have to say for yourself, except I don’t think I could stomach whatever paltry explanation you would
            try to come up with. Nela told me about your behavior yesterday, and while I am disgusted that you would so flagrantly disrespect
            the man you are supposed to marry, I am not at all surprised. Have you no shame? Have you no gratitude for the good match
            your father and I have worked so hard to bring about on your behalf?”
         

         
         Another day Clara might have tilted her chin up and defended herself, but she was weary, raw after what she had seen the previous
            night. What’s more, her own guilt was wrapping itself around her like a constrictive vine. With downcast eyes, she murmured,
            “It was very wrong of me to speak to him so.”
         

         
         Her mother was watching her with the narrowed eyes of a snake about to strike. Clara should have known the warning signs by
            now, but it still came as a shock when her mother rose and delivered a blow that sent her reeling backward.
         

         
         “I can’t look at you,” Katrina said, and stormed out in a huff of curling papers and cloying perfume.

         
         Blood bloomed on Clara’s lip, and curling up with her new pet suddenly was the only thing that didn’t want to make her burst
            into tears. Clara was just turning to escape when her father put down his pipe and stopped her. “I thought you liked this
            young man.”
         

         
         For all her mother’s tempers and abuse, Clara at least knew where she stood with her, and there was a certain comfort in that.
            As her father’s cool gaze settled on her, she squirmed in her shoes, as if he could see into every little crack in her soul.
         

         
         “Hendrik is a good man,” she said carefully.

         
         “Yet you spoke to him as if he was an annoyance and treated him like a stable boy.”

         
         She didn’t say anything to this.

         
         “Perhaps you are still harboring some secret affection for the young man with whom you were meeting the other day?”

         
         Her heart thudded in her rib cage. Did he still suspect Clara after her mother had sent Helma away? “There is no one. I suppose
            it was only my nerves that made me speak thus to Hendrik.”
         

         
         Theodor continued appraising his daughter from behind the curl of pipe smoke. He got up suddenly, and for a moment it seemed
            as if he was going to come right up to her. But he just tamped out his pipe and nodded. “It’s natural for a girl to be apprehensive
            about her marriage and the duties that come with it. Your mother should discuss these matters with you. I will make sure that
            she does.”
         

         
         Her body tightened as he walked toward her, and then headed instead for the door, leaving the rich scent of tobacco in his
            wake.
         

         
          

         Clara walked with heavy feet back to her bedchamber. When she opened her door, the dog lifted his head, cocking it and regarding
            her.
         

         
         Though it was only early evening, Clara fell into bed with her bodice loosened and shoes still on. Something warm and wet
            touched her face.
         

         
         “I am completely without friends,” she murmured as she absently stroked behind the dog’s feathery ears. “Fenna is gone, and
            now Helma. And Maurits, though I suppose I never truly had him.”
         

         
         The dog had gone still, her ear scratches no longer eliciting any reaction from him. He looked up at her with intelligent
            eyes, fierce loyalty already burning within them.
         

         
         “Pim,” she whispered as she stroked the dog’s impossibly soft fur. “I shall name you Pim, for I believe that you are my resolute
            protector.”
         

         
         A long, slow blink of those emerald eyes, and Clara knew that they understood each other.

         
          

         “It seems that despite your abhorrent behavior, Hendrik is willing to go forward with the wedding plans.” Katrina sniffed
            as they sat down to breakfast the next morning. The night had brought a cooling of her mother’s temper, as well as word from
            Hendrik, apparently. “I am sure he is too good for you.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Clara agreed miserably. “I am sure he is too.” So, it had all been for nothing. She was to marry a man that not only
            she didn’t love, but whom she had offended and needlessly heaped abuse upon. There was little reason to try to escape her
            future as a wife to Hendrik. At least this way she would be out of her mother’s grasp.
         

         
         If only Helma were here. She would have put a bright face to the whole matter, distracted Clara with her tales of magic. She
            would have provided a bridge from Clara’s old life into her new, comforted her on this strange new journey.
         

         
         As for Maurits, Clara did not even allow herself to think of him.

         
         Clara stole back up to her bedchamber. Pim circled her legs, brushing against her skirts and asking for kisses. She scooped
            him up and carried him to the bed with her. “At least you still love me, though I’ve done little enough to deserve it.” In
            reply she got an enthusiastic, if not sloppy, kiss of agreement. “Come, let’s take a walk.”
         

         
         It was as if the wind saved its breath, and the clouds their bounty of rain, for the times that Clara stepped foot outside
            of the gate. For such a placid landscape, Friesland could be a wet, dreary place. The land had secrets it wanted kept, and
            took great pains to hide them behind of veils of rain and mist.
         

         
         Hendrik had been right about one thing: her walks were immeasurably more enjoyable with a dog. With Pim stopping every few steps to investigate an intriguing scent, or follow the sticky train of a snail, Clara’s walk was transformed into an adventure, a welcome reprieve from the stifling expectations she endured in the house. She noticed flowers she had overlooked for years, saw the birds with new eyes as Pim excitedly barked after them. If only there was the exciting possibility of a chance meeting with Maurits. 

         
         Without Helma worrying behind her, there was little reason for Clara to stay within the gardens and surrounding grounds. Let
            Piet tell her father that she strayed, what could he do to her now? Let her mother kick her like a dog. She had lost all and
            was soon to leave anyway. If she wanted to go beyond the gatehouse and explore forbidden territory, she would.
         

         
         Pim hung back, a whimper in his throat as Clara tentatively passed beneath the stone arch of the old gatehouse. Unwilling
            to be left behind, Pim eventually trotted to catch up with her, staying close to her heels.
         

         
         The breeze wrapped itself around her, the clouds growing dense and heavy. Clara shivered, invigorated as much by the cool
            air as the knowledge that she was doing something forbidden. She was not yet a wife, and could still enjoy snatches of freedom
            where she may.
         

         
         She had only ever been on this road from the safety of the carriage, and hadn’t expected it to grow so remote so quickly.
            The trees were wilder here, caring not if their tangled limbs obscured the path or what little light the sky offered. The
            chatter of birds had tapered off, with only the occasional rook sending out a cutting rasp into the damp air. Moss grew thick
            along the tree trunks and old stone wall. Clara pulled her cape tighter as the breeze whipped up. As if sensing the change
            in atmosphere, the hair along Pim’s back rose, his lips curling.
         

         
         “Come, you can’t be so scared of a little wind as all that, can you?” Clara asked the dog, as if he could understand her. But the truth was, a prickling sense of foreboding had begun to creep down Clara’s back, and she wondered if she had been too rash in coming here. 

         
         If the old road beyond the gatehouse had been a landscape painting in her father’s hall, the artist would have included some
            little touches of humanity, perhaps a windmill in the distance or a drainage ditch, to allude to man’s mastery over nature.
            But man had no sway here, and the only sign that humankind had ever set foot here was the overgrown path that was growing
            fainter by the moment. Even the canal had broadened into a stream with a current that sent leaves rushing past her.
         

         
         “Perhaps we had better go back,” Clara murmured to herself, and reached down to scoop up Pim. The dog’s warmth and strong
            heartbeat against her chest gave her fresh courage.
         

         
         But when she turned around, the path seemed to have closed up around her, brambly plants tangled where there used to be clear
            grass. Unease sat heavy in her chest. The clouds were growing darker, as if in preparation for a reckoning, and the wind bit
            at her cheeks.
         

         
         She was not alone, she was certain of it, yet there was no sign of life save for her own shallow breaths and Pim’s growling.
            He struggled to free himself from her grasp, and landed by her feet with his hackles raised. Oak trees stretched out before
            her, and though she caught glimpses of the carriage house roof in the distance, she was not sure how to reach it. Where was
            she that there was such an expanse of woods? She had lived on this land her entire life, and could think of nowhere so thickly
            grown with trees. The water here was not the lazy, lily pad–flecked water of the canal; this water moved swiftly of its own
            accord, flowing to or from some place of which only it knew the source.
         

         
         Despite the cool nip of air, she grew drowsy, lightheaded. Oh, why was everything so still, so quiet? Clara leaned her head back against the rough bark of a tree and closed her eyes. The air conspired to suffocate her, blanketing her in never-ending fields, black skies as thick as velvet, stagnant canals. She thought of the beached whale, how terrible it must have been for the creature’s life to end in painful gasps of breath, so close to its home yet so far away. She took a deep breath, as if making certain that she was still capable of such an act. What was it like to live under the water? Her mind filled with briny sea air. Behind her closed eyelids, sunlight filtered through green kelp reaching ever upward, searching for the same sustenance as the plants on land. It was not so different from her own world, perhaps. 

         
         A flash out of the corner of her eye and she spun around. Trees stood silent, passive yet with a heavy watchfulness. There
            was no one, though she could have sworn that she’d seen the sweep of hair, a long arm disappearing behind a trunk. She thought
            of Helma’s stories of mist maidens and little folk. But it was not misty out, and Clara was not a child who believed in such
            tales any longer. Another movement out of the corner of her eye, too fast for her to catch, and then a rustle. Pim’s ears
            lay back, his teeth bared as he protectively circled Clara’s ankles. “Who’s there? What do you want of me?”
         

         
         The wind rushed in reply, the sound of water running on fish scales, musical and old. It was like nothing she had ever heard
            before, beautiful yet terrible. If she hadn’t run from the canal that fateful day, would this have been the eighth sound she
            heard? Clara reached down to pet Pim, her fingers tightening in his fur.
         

         
         The rushing came again, carrying whispers that folded over each other like bolts of silk. Hairs on her neck stood on end,
            and her hand instinctively went to the little gold cross at her neck. If Helma were here, she would have known a protective
            charm or prayer to say. If Helma were here, Clara wouldn’t be by herself in the middle of the woods.
         

         
         She closed her eyes. Deep breaths. Count to seven.

         
         The wind stopped, the rushing water calming, yet the feeling of being watched had only grown stronger. Heart pulsing in her throat, Clara slowly opened her eyes. 

         
         A woman, as green and downy as moss, stood among the poplars, her eyes boring into Clara. Pim was pacing now, putting himself
            between Clara and the woman, a dangerous growl low in his throat. Every instinct told Clara to flee, yet she could not look
            away. The woman was beautiful, ethereal with her long, silver hair twined with glittering crystals and ripe red berries. Her
            eyes were as clear and sparkling as diamonds, and seemed to stare right down into Clara’s soul.
         

         
         Was this what Fenna had seen? Was this graceful woman who had yet to utter a word the siren that had lured an innocent little
            child into the water? Clara could hardly resist taking a step toward her, what chance would Fenna, a child, have had? But
            the woman was not of water; she was most definitely of land. Moss grew up her legs, patches of lichen and tree bark on her
            arms showing from beneath her gauzy white gown.
         

         
         Clara’s heartbeat thundered in her ears. This woman was not of her world, but she could not begin to imagine what world she
            did belong to. What did she want of Clara? It was only when the woman extended one pale arm draped in squirming worms and beetles,
            did the spell finally break. Turning, Clara stumbled back through the bracken, Pim close at her heels, barking all the while.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         Known as gnomes in some lands, we know these diminutive creatures as kabouters. One of the gentlest and most sensitive of
            the Old Ones, kabouters are nocturnal and are seldom seen by humans unless one leaves out an offering of food. Most kabouters
            make their homes under the roots of trees, and for this reason, are often associated with moss maidens and other creatures
            of the woods. Because of their gentle nature, kabouters make easy prey for stoats, rats, and adders. To save a kabouter from
            an encounter with a wild animal is to earn its goodwill and luck for the rest of your life.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         
         There was a fire in the hearth, and a now-cold bowl of broth on the table beside the bed. Wind rattled the windows. Maurits
            watched the steady rise and fall of Clara’s chest as she slept, taking inventory of every golden hair on her head. He nuzzled
            under her hand, smelling her lovely warm, sweet scent. Some of it was perfume, but most of it was just her. Just Clara. He
            pressed himself a little closer. She allowed him liberties that no unmarried young lady would have ever allowed a man. Would
            she have still allowed him in her bed if she knew who he was?
         

         
         He was not proud of the deception, but then, he’d had little say in the matter. His mother had thought giving him the form
            of a dog to be an exceedingly clever punishment. If he were stronger perhaps he would not have come to Wierenslot and ingratiated
            himself into Clara’s life. But the pull to be with her was too strong, and if he were to ever break the bonds of his mother’s
            spell, Clara was his only hope.
         

         
         And it was a good thing he had come; she needed protection. The encounter with the moss maiden had unnerved him, and not just
            because of his new canine sensibilities. The land and air creatures had an agreement with the water folk that they would not
            interfere with the humans, unless it was in upholding the treaty. What had the moss maiden been thinking, showing herself
            to a human like that?
         

         
         The bed was soft, and Clara was so warm. He was loathe to let her out of his sight, but there were pressing matters to attend to. Gently nosing her hand, he gave her a small lick. She stirred, but rolled over, her sleep unbroken. 

         
         His coat was thick at least, and the rain beaded off his fur. But it was cold and unpleasant all the same, and he dreaded
            the audience he was about to hold.
         

         
         At the edge of the canal, he stopped. The water flowed fast and smooth, and for a moment he longed to dip his paw in, to let
            the current sweep him away. Let his mother win. He need not suffer the indignity of this form anymore, need not live with
            the crushing failure that he was to his own people. But then Clara would never know his true feelings, and he didn’t think
            that he could live without telling her what was in his heart.
         

         
         “Fur does not suit you,” his mother gurgled, rising to the surface.

         
         He ignored the smug glint in her raindrop-clear eyes. You must change me back.

         
         He had known that she would not agree, but the swiftness of her denial pierced him just the same. “I will, in time. I want
            to see you contrite and obedient first. Then you shall have seven years in your true form without land privileges,” she said.
            “Less, if your young lady declares her love for you in your true form.”
         

         
         An icy cold arrow shot through Maurits at his mother’s words. Seven years without his legs. In that time Clara would be married,
            have children of her own, and have all but forgotten about the strange man who once held her in the poplar grove by the canal.
            He could not imagine that he would be able to sway Clara’s feelings toward him, not in his true form.
         

         
         She was watching him, rain sluicing down through her long hair. “She is a spoiled child, your Clara,” Queen Maren said. “She lives in a fine house, dressed in fine clothes, eating good food, all at the expense of her father, who in turn made his fortune at the expense of the land and water. She has never tasted struggle, nor even a day’s labor. Like all of her kind, she is unconcerned with the world beyond her own needs and wants. Tell me, when you were in the form of a man, did she desire you? If she didn’t willingly go with you when you were putting your enchantment on her, why would she now?” 

         
         A growl built in his throat and his mother laughed—laughed, damn her! “You might be dining on minnows and enjoying the attention of any number of princesses right now, but for your
            own stubbornness. You brought this on yourself.” She ran a spindly finger along the fur on his head. His growl deepened. “It’s
            good for you though, my impetuous son. You need to learn patience and humility if you are to inherit the throne.”
         

         
         One would never know they were prerequisite for the throne judging by the way you rule.
         

         
         Her eyes only flashed murder for a moment. “I thought perhaps you were ready to end this nonsense, but I see that I wasted
            my time in meeting you.”
         

         
         Rain fell harder, then in a shimmer of pearls and fish scales, she was gone. He sat on the wet grass, looking back at the
            stone house where Clara slept. An unaccountable surge of anger ran through him. His mother was right: Clara was spoiled and
            naive. Yet he couldn’t bring himself to believe that she harbored no true feelings for him. The day they had walked along
            the canal picking flowers, she had said something that had stayed with him: There is a sort of hopeful rising in my chest, as if my heart were a bird and were ready to take wing into a fine spring day.
               But then a weight closes in around me, and just as quickly, the bird plummets back to the ground. Perhaps she had simply never been given the opportunity to fly on her own. With despair in his heart, he jogged back through the gardens and slipped into house and up to the bed where the woman who did not know what he was, and did not love him, slept. 

         
          

         Clara awoke groggy the next morning, her pillow scented with rain and wet earth. As her eyes adjusted to the green floral
            pattern of the canopy, smudges of memories from the previous day came back to her. Kicking off the covers, she examined her
            legs. Angry thorn scratches from when she had run back through the bracken, mindless of her skirts and garters. So it had
            not been a dream, then. The silver lady with the bark skin had been as real as the little dog that was curled at her side.
         

         
         Dressing in a simple skirt of blue wool with a matching jacket, and braiding her own hair, Clara chanced a look at herself
            in the glass. The reflection that peered back at her was startling, with wan cheeks and dark rings under her eyes. The fact
            that Hendrik might find her too sickly to marry was a poor consolation for a girl who always prided herself on her appearance.
         

         
         Downstairs, she wandered through the house and to the kitchen, where Inka immediately shooed her out. “Today is not the day,
            child,” she admonished Clara. “I’ve chickens to pluck and sauces to boil.”
         

         
         Clara briefly entertained the idea of returning to the woods outside the gatehouse and trying to find the silver lady again,
            but thought better of it. If Pim had not been there to come between them, who knew what spell she might have fallen under?
         

         
         “I wish Helma were here,” she whispered to the crackling fire in the hearth. Pim nosed her hand until she noticed him, and
            she absently stroked his head. He was gazing at her with unspeakably sad eyes, and she sighed. “I love you, Pim, of course
            I do. But sadly, even a loyal dog is not a substitute for what I need.”
         

         
          

         Maurits watched as his mistress fell into a fitful sleep. What nightmares tormented her? An unpleasant knot of guilt worked in his stomach at the realization that he might have been part of the cause of them. When he was certain that she was as comfortable as she could be, he slipped out of her bedchamber and down the stairs on silent paws. 

         
         The journey to Franeker, which should have taken only a matter of minutes in the water, instead took hours on his damnably
            short legs. He found the old woman sitting on the floor of the New Church, rubbing her hands against the chill. His canine
            nose had followed her trail, still sharp after all these days. When she saw him, she’d regarded him with something between
            suspicion and dismay. He barked, ran a few paces and waited for her. She knew what he wanted, he could see it on her lined
            face. But she just pressed her lips tight, signed a cross on her chest and turned away. It was no use; she would not follow.
         

         
         Damn his mother. A dog. A dog, of all things! He ran through the narrow, cobbled streets, a child slinging rocks at him, then
            dodged a spray of mud as a carriage clattered by.
         

         
          

         Clara awoke from her nap to an agitated Pim. He paced and nipped at her hand; then running to the door, circled back over
            and over to see if she was following.
         

         
         The little dog had appeared in her life only three days before, but already it felt as if he had been with her forever. It
            was surprising to find herself anticipating his needs, caught her off guard how easy it was for her to communicate with another
            creature. She followed him downstairs to the hall where her mother was stabbing an embroidery needle into her hoop over and
            over.
         

         
         “You are out of bed.” Katrina ran a narrowed eye over her without looking up from her work. “I’ve never seen a girl sleep
            so much. It speaks of sloth and laziness.”
         

         
         “I am feeling much recovered,” Clara said, head bowed. “I would like to go to church to pray, atone for my behavior toward Hendrik.” 

         
         Katrina put aside her needle. “You must truly take me for a fool. Do you think that I would let you take the carriage into
            town yourself, after the mischief you got up to last time?”
         

         
         Clara should have expected as much, but it was worth trying. “Of course, I will take a chaperone. Or,” she paused, gambling
            with her next words, “you could come with me.”
         

         
         The two women regarded each other from across the room, neither willing to call the bluff. Finally, Katrina took her needle
            up again with a sigh. “Very well. Nela will accompany you. I cannot believe that you would be so stupid as to try anything
            similar again, but I have learned that your capacity for disappointing me is endless.”
         

         
         Packed into the carriage with a disapproving Nela, Clara held Pim in her lap and they lurched off toward the city. As the
            spires of the New Church appeared, Pim stood up at the carriage window, barking and growing agitated.
         

         
         Clara frowned. “The church?” She had lied about going to church, but it seemed she might end up there all the same.

         
         Pim was insistent. She instructed the driver to stop, all the while with Nela’s suspicious eyes on her.

         
         Inside, birds congregated on the vaulted ceiling, a pulpit from which they preached airy sermons. Men stood about in clusters
            of dark capes and tall hats, voices echoing, their self-importance greater than even God.
         

         
         Pim snuffled softly, drawing Clara’s attention toward a bench in the outer wing of the transept.

         
         She turned quickly back to Nela, pressing a coin into her hand. “I would like to pray, and shall need a taper.”

         
         The maid looked skeptically at the coin in her hand, which was more than enough for a taper plus money left over. Clara held her breath until Nela finally turned on her heel and stalked off to the nave. 

         
         Pim wasted no time in leading Clara into the shadowed alcove. If it had been the Old Church, then some forgotten saint’s jawbone
            or clavicle would have been turning to dust in a golden reliquary. But because it was the New Church, it was simply an echoing
            chamber, empty but for a hard wooden bench.
         

         
         Except that it wasn’t empty.

         
         “Helma!”

         
         Clara rushed to her old nursemaid, her heels clicking on the marble floor as she threw herself into her arms.

         
         Pim stood guard at the entrance as Helma returned her embrace, squeezing Clara tight like a little girl. How the dog had found
            Helma was beyond Clara’s understanding, but she was so glad he had.
         

         
         “My little sparrow,” Helma said, soaking Clara’s shoulder with tears. “How I’ve fretted over you.”

         
         Clara drew back. “You aren’t angry with me?”

         
         “How could I be, sparrow? You are near to me as my own flesh and blood.”

         
         If Clara could have felt any heavier with guilt, she would have sunk down right into the tombs that lined the floor below
            them. “My mother wouldn’t have sent you away if I hadn’t been so careless and ignored your warnings.”
         

         
         Even in the dim light from the hanging candelabras, Clara could see the frown touching Helma’s brow. “You always were a willful
            girl, stubborn and independent. I suppose it was my fault, I ought to have taken more care to—”
         

         
         Clara stopped her with a weepy smile. “No, Helma. You are perfect as you ever were. My faults are my own and I should never
            have drawn you into my plots and schemes. I’ve regretted it every moment of every day since then.”
         

         
         Helma reached up and wiped a stray tear from Clara’s cheek with her thumb. “There now. There’s no need for tears.”

         
         It should have been enough that she had seen Helma, that she’d had her chance to apologize. But there was an unsettled air
            in the transept, only heightened by Helma’s fingers fidgeting in her lap. Pim was still standing guard, occasionally cocking
            his head in her direction, as if he could discern what they were talking about.
         

         
         “I don’t know how much longer we have. Nela will be back any moment, and I will get a thrashing if she catches me talking
            to you.”
         

         
         “Stay a moment. There is something you should know.” Helma swallowed as she worried at the lace of her cap under her chin.
            “Something I should have told you long ago.”
         

         
         “Tell me what?”

         
         The church bells rang the hour, sending birds scattering. Helma was despondently twining her hands together, staring down
            into her lap.
         

         
         “Helma?”

         
         “You had a brother, a twin. You were but babes when he died.”

         
         Clara stared at her old nurse for a moment. “What are you talking about?”

         
         Helma’s hands were still working, her knuckles white. When she met Clara’s eye, there was a wariness, like a dog that isn’t
            sure if it’s about to be struck or petted. Helma was scared, Clara realized, scared of the truth and how Clara might react
            to it.
         

         
         A pigeon waddled by, cooing hopefully in its search for crumbs. Helma’s revelation sat heavy in Clara’s chest. It was impossible.
            There had never been mention of a brother, nor portraits or any other trace of a sibling. But then she thought about her parent’s
            coldness, the constant disappointment she was to them. Swallowing, she forced herself to ask, “Is that why my mother hates
            me?”
         

         
         Helma let a slow sigh escape her. “Your mother doesn’t hate you, not truly. But I suppose some of her coldness has something to do with the grief she feels for losing her son.” 

         
         Clara’s thoughts were as fast and tangled as unspooling threads. She should have grown up with a playfellow, a friend. She
            wouldn’t have been alone for so long. Her parents would not have resented her. Who knew how her life might have been different?
         

         
         Helma placed a warm hand on her arm and squeezed. “There now, little sparrow. I know it’s a lot, but you can bear it.”
         

         
         “I . . . You never told me,” she said feebly. “Why did you let me go all these years never telling me the truth?”

         
         “Your brother was not to be spoken of in the house; your parents made that very clear after his death. And you were so young,
            and then Fenna died . . .” Helma trailed off, her lips tugging downward. “When your mother dismissed me, I thought I might
            never see you again, and you deserved to know.”
         

         
         “What was his name?”

         
         Helma hesitated. “Frederick. Your parents called him Frits.”

         
         Clara could not imagine her parents using a diminutive name, but then they must have loved him very much. He would have been
            the heir her father always wanted, a doting son to her mother. “How did he die?”
         

         
         “Fever,” Helma said, a little too quickly. “He died of a fever.”

         
         Little wonder that her parents resented her; two babies, a girl and a boy, and it was the preferred child that succumbed to
            sickness. Every day they lived with the reminder that their son was stolen from them, and all they were left with was an unsatisfactory
            daughter.
         

         
         Voices echoed beyond the transept, the clicking of men’s boots on stones. “Whatever became of your young man?” Helma asked
            presently.
         

         
         Clara traced a faded death’s head on a slab with the tip of her shoe. “I have not seen him again. I suppose that I was never more than a passing fancy for him, just as you warned me.” 

         
         Pim raised his head from where it had been lolling on his paws, and regarded her with intense interest.

         
         Clucking her tongue, Helma gave a brisk nod. “It’s for the best.”

         
         “I had best go,” Clara said, standing and smoothing her skirts. Pim jumped to his feet. “Nela will be back presently and I
            won’t bring down reproof on you again.”
         

         
         Helma had just parted from their embrace and disappeared out the side door when Nela came sweeping into view, her mouth pressed
            into a scowl.
         

         
         “Who were you speaking with?” she asked, craning her head around Clara to the door as it swung shut.

         
         Clara shrugged. “Just a beggar woman.”

         
         Nela’s scowl only deepened. “I’m going to tell your mother.”

         
         “I’m sure you will,” Clara said. “I am done. Let us return to the carriage.”

         
         “What about your taper?”

         
         Clara waved her off. “Upon meditation, I have found that I do not wish to pray after all.” Turning abruptly on her heel, she
            left behind the mournful bells and gaping death’s heads of the church, Pim at her heels.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         There is are no creatures so fantastic, so bewitching as the merfolk. Their society once flourished beneath the waves, a civilization
            so advanced and envied that man had no choice but to plunder those riches for himself.
         

         
         A merperson possesses an incredible array of magical abilities, and the more powerful among them can shift his shape into
            anything from a fish to a man, and walk among us on land. But even their powers cannot cure their need for water, just as
            they cannot cure their need for air, and if they do not return to the water within a day, they will expire upon the land.
         

         
         Like most creatures of the water, they prey on children and other unwilling souls who stray too close to the water’s edge.
            Not for food, but for sport. Beware their siren song, for nothing is as alluring as a merperson who sets their sight on a
            human lover.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         
         The days dragged on, a never-ending march toward her wedding. Preparations continued, but Clara had lost interest in the details, no longer caring about learning the particulars of what sauces should be served with which meats, or how many bottles of wine she ought to order each month. She spent much of her time in her room, claiming to have headaches, monthly pains, anything that might excuse her from having to face the reality of her approaching nuptials. Sometimes she stalked the gardens, Pim her constant shadow. Once, she paused at the gatehouse, looking out at the winding path, the wind blowing at her neck, and thought about simply walking off into the unknown. But then she remembered the silver woman, and she continued on her way within the walls. It was one matter to think that she had wanted excitement, something new, but quite another to realize that there was magic in the world, unexplainable things. The lady could not have been human, Clara understood that much. Was this the magic that Helma had always told her of as a child? The stories she had loved as a girl had been full of cunning little folk, beautiful maidens and mermaids. The lady in the moss might have been beautiful, but there had been an underlying darkness about her, a cold threat in her diamond-clear eyes. She should have told Helma about the woman at the church, but the news of her twin brother had made her forget everything else. 

         
         The night before her wedding, Clara sat through a strained dinner with her parents, poking at her food, unable to eat a bite.
            She dutifully recited her prayers before bed, and slipped under her covers with Pim curled at her side. He seemed to understand
            the heaviness that was pressing around her, offering his body for her to stroke.
         

         
         As she let her fingers trail through his soft fur, she took inventory of the sounds of the house for the last time. A clock
            ticking, the light footfall of a servant going down the hall. The air that was somehow both still yet prickly.
         

         
         But tonight, there was a new sound.

         
         Clara felt the tremor in the air first, like a single drop of rain the moment before a storm breaks loose. Pim must have sensed
            it too, for he was up on his feet in a second, growling at the bed curtains.
         

         
         She wished very much that she was not compelled to investigate, but she would not sleep unless she did. Slowly drawing aside
            the bed curtains, she peered into the dark room.
         

         
         Jagged shadows cut across the heavy wood furniture, the patter of rain beckoning her to come to the window. Helpless and brave
            all at once, she swung her legs over the bed and moved forward, her heart beating painfully in her chest.
         

         
         And then Clara saw it. Her feet grew roots on the cold floor, her legs unable to carry her any closer. Pim was barking at
            the window, fur standing on end.
         

         
         The apparition’s mouth opened, a black hole of despair, and let out an eldritch scream.

         
          

         It rained the day of Clara’s wedding.

         
         She should have expected as much, as she couldn’t remember the last time the sun had made an appearance. Eyes dry and scratchy from a sleepless night, Clara sat sullenly in front of her looking glass. Fenna’s visit had been a final farewell, and Clara was not sorry that she would be leaving behind her friend’s restless spirit. What did Fenna want from her? Was it revenge for not saving her? Clara had been only a child, but she wondered if there was something else she could have done, some way to have prevented her from taking those fateful steps into the water. The long-ago day had etched itself into her memory, but as she grew older, the edges blurred and ran, like ink fading on parchment. 

         
         A knock at the door interrupted her brooding thoughts, and then her mother was sweeping in with Nela behind her.

         
         Wordlessly, the three women worked together to dress Clara. The ritual of layering her chemise, stockings, and petticoats
            did little to calm Clara’s nerves though; instead, she felt like a sacrificial lamb being dressed and groomed for slaughter.
         

         
         She flinched as her mother lifted the pearl necklace around her neck, but Katrina had not struck her daughter for the past
            week. Instead, she treated Clara as if she were a ghost, a cold apparition to be avoided.
         

         
         When Clara was dressed and powdered, Katrina and the maid stepped back, and Clara gazed at the young woman in the looking
            glass. She was a porcelain doll, stitched up to her chin in heavy brocade and silks, her face pale and serious. Where was
            the little girl who used to run wild across the estate grounds? Where was the young woman who had roses in her cheeks and
            stars in her eyes as she had held her lover by the edge of the canal?
         

         
         “Come,” Katrina said crisply, breaking the spell. “The carriage is waiting.”

         
         With heavy feet that seemed to move of their own accord, Clara descended the stairs, Pim trailing behind her.

         
         Mist shrouded the countryside, broken only by spindly poplar trees and the occasional rook taking flight. Clara sat knee-to-knee with her parents as the carriage bumped and jostled its way to the church. It was stuffy and damp inside, their collective breaths fogging the windows. Her mother had been appalled when Clara had tried to bring Pim into the carriage, and so he had been relegated to riding with the coachman, much to both dog and girl’s protests. 

         
         “Wretched day for a wedding,” Katrina said, dabbing her running nose with a lace handkerchief. She had the miserable look
            of a drowned cat. Clara nodded absently as she stared out the small window, water running in rivulets down the glass pane.
            Somewhere beyond the gatehouse and among the fens lurked moss maidens and water sprites, only waiting for her to set foot
            outside. What of Maurits though? Where was he?
         

         
         In a way she was glad that she didn’t know; it made her obligation to marry Hendrik that much clearer. She would have been
            a fool to carry on with Maurits.
         

         
         Her mother was going on about the fine weather of her own marriage day, when the carriage lurched to an abrupt halt. There
            was a shouted exchange—the exact words impossible to hear over the deluge of rain—then the driver was jumping down and coming
            around to the door. “Bridge is out up ahead,” he said, water sluicing off the wide brim of his hat. “Do you want to turn back,
            or should we go round the long way?”
         

         
         “Go through the fens,” her father barked.

         
         The driver hesitated before giving a short nod, and a moment later there was more shouting and the whinnying of horses, and
            then the carriage was turning around.
         

         
         The remainder of the journey was slow, with frequent stops required to help the horses navigate the mud. Every time the carriage
            came to a grinding halt, Clara closed her eyes. “How are we ever going to get back, I wonder?” she murmured.
         

         
         Her mother shot her a sharp look. “If we must intrude upon Mr. Edema’s hospitality and stay until the rain breaks, then so be it. In any case, you are not returning with us, so there is little point in worrying.” 

         
         Of course. A life outside of the Wierenslot walls had been nothing but a dream for so long that Clara had all but forgotten
            that she would not be returning. She had a new home now, a new life. Everything she had always wanted.
         

         
         When they finally arrived at the church, the rain was running down the cobbles like a rushing river, the square empty of any
            people.
         

         
         As soon as the carriage slowed, Clara threw herself out the door and took a few staggering steps before being sick right there
            on the street. Katrina scowled, but did not move to assist her. Helma would have held her skirts back, made sure that Clara
            was all right. She wished that she could stay outside and let the rain cleanse her right down to her soul. But she rejoined
            her parents, and they walked up the broad stone steps.
         

         
         The chill persisted inside the grand doors, but once they passed through the nave, warmth began to creep in. Incense wafted
            and candelabras heavy with dripping candles guttered, illuminating the painted saints. Everywhere shone with gold, the glittering
            mosaics stealing the breath right out of Clara’s throat.
         

         
         Hendrik greeted them with outstretched arms. “I must admit I was anxious that you would not come with all the rain. I’ve never
            seen anything like it before.” His wig was askew, and his temples were beaded with perspiration, yet there was a lightening
            in Clara’s chest when she saw him. He was familiar and kind, and in the midst of the strange icons and battering storm, he
            was a welcome sight.
         

         
         “My darling,” Hendrik said quietly as he led her deeper into the church. “You look beautiful. How glad my heart is to see
            you.” He squeezed her hand and she squeezed back. It was the first warm human touch she’d felt since she’d seen Helma.
         

         
         As she was a Protestant and not Catholic, the marriage ceremony took place in the vestibule rather than the nave, a subdued event, with the rain on the colored glass windows and gilded crosses lending it an air of gravitas. 

         
         A signature or two, some somber intoning in Latin from a disinterested priest, and then they were man and wife. It was done.
            She was her own mistress at last. So why did she feel as if she was drowning, the rain outside seeping into her lungs and
            robbing her of breath? Theodor shook hands with Hendrik, and Katrina deigned to plant a cool kiss on her daughter’s cheek.
            “May it be a productive and fruitful union,” she told Clara. There was no mention of happiness, nor advice for success. And
            why would there be? Clara had been bred for being given away, and happiness had never figured into her life before. God wanted
            his children to be fruitful and multiply, to be meek lambs; there was no room for anything beyond that. Happiness was duty
            fulfilled.
         

         
         The small wedding party braved the rain and growing wind to return to Hendrik’s—and now Clara’s—home, where there was to be
            a celebratory dinner with some of the city’s most important citizens and burghers.
         

         
         Clara rode with Hendrik, her hand clasped in his as the carriage struggled through the mud. “Mr. Tadema will be there, as
            well as the mayor of Franeker,” Hendrik told her. “You would do well to learn all their names and those of their wives eventually,
            but for tonight, you are a bride, and we celebrate you.”
         

         
         She gave him the ghost of a smile, concentrating on keeping her churning stomach from bubbling over. The carriages eventually
            pulled onto a long winding drive, which deposited them in front of a grand stone house, larger even than Wierenslot. Hendrik
            helped Clara down, her slippers immediately sinking into a muddy puddle.
         

         
         No sooner had she managed to step out of it, then there was a commotion of voices, barking, and the scattering of wet gravel. She looked up to see a blur of white hurtling toward her, and then Pim was in her arms. 

         
         Hendrik pressed his lips thin at the sight of the muddy reunion, but didn’t say anything.

         
         “Oh, but I’m glad to see you,” Clara whispered into Pim’s fur as she placed him back on the ground.

         
         “You brought that mongrel with you, I see.”

         
         “Why shouldn’t I have? He was a gift from you, after all.”

         
         Hendrik’s frown deepened. “It most certainly was not. I’m still awaiting my bitch hound to pup. You didn’t really think I
            would insult you by giving you a bedraggled mutt of questionable origins, did you?”
         

         
         Pim gave a low growl and ran ahead, and there was no time for Clara to consider where her dog had actually come from.

         
         Hendrik ushered them into a cavernous hall, Katrina sniffling and complaining of her aching joints, Clara silently following.

         
         If Clara were facing the reality of her situation, she would have looked upon the house and noticed its grandness, how every
            detail revealed an astonishing level of wealth. But now she did no more than glance at the paintings that made her own father’s
            collection look quaint, plodding down the hall as if it was just a pile of stones in which lived a man whom she barely knew.
         

         
         “I hope that you will not try to brave the rain again tonight,” Hendrik told her parents as a servant relieved them of their
            wet cloaks. “There are more than enough bedchambers, and I would be only too honored to have you stay here.”
         

         
         Knowing her father, Theodor would not want to be away from the familiar comforts of his own home, but he allowed Hendrik to have a servant show them to a bedchamber where they could dry off and prepare for dinner. Hendrik turned to Clara with intensely bright eyes. “You, of course, will be sharing a bedchamber with me. I know it is fashionable in some places for a man and his wife to sleep separately, but I would have you near me, and in the winter, you will be glad of the warmth.” 

         
         Clara took a hard, dry swallow and nodded, following Hendrik up the winding stone stairs. “I’ll send a maid up with hot water
            for bathing, and some fresh toweling. Our guests will be arriving shortly, so don’t soak overlong.”
         

         
         With a peck on the cheek and a lingering look of desire, Hendrik closed the door. Clara sank onto the bed. The large mattress
            was firm, and covered in a decadent brocade that, while beautiful, was scratchy to the touch. Everything in the chamber was
            extravagant, from the curtained bed to the carved wooden chairs that faced the gaping hearth, but it lacked a homey feeling.
            Pim sat stiffly near the bed, as if mirroring her observations.
         

         
         After the maids had come and filled the large copper tub, Clara eased herself into the steaming water, leaning her head back
            and closing her eyes. The water embraced her, warm and soothing, and she melted into complete relaxation.
         

         
         Her arm was hanging over the side, and she felt something wet and cold touch it. Opening her eyes, she found Pim was regarding
            her with deep curiosity.
         

         
         “Sometimes I wonder if the water was so very bad,” she whispered, more to herself than to the dog. “If Fenna simply walked
            into a dream and never woke up.”
         

         
         The bath was growing cold, her fingers dimpling. Hoisting herself reluctantly out of the tub, she dried of and rang for the maid to come help her dress. Pim sat facing the wall, and if she didn’t know any better, she would have thought he was trying to give her privacy. When she was dressed, Clara paused at the door, certain that she would have to tell him to stay in the bedchamber. But he made no move to follow. 

         
         The dinner was a continual bombardment of people coming up to Clara to congratulate her and offer their well wishes. Women
            she had never met before felt compelled to give her advice on conception, the men giving each other knowing looks. Her mind
            wandered as she picked at her food, unable to concentrate on anything other than where Maurits was, and what he might have
            been doing at that very moment.
         

         
         Hendrik was talking about some new business venture, men dressed in rich suits of velvet swirling their drinks about in crystal
            goblets. “There have been whale sightings off the coast of Skallingen, great schools of them, more than have ever been seen
            before. If we are savvy and plan carefully, we could return with enough oil to make our profits exceed even those of the VOC.”
         

         
         “Skallingen . . . in Denmark?” Clara said weakly. “But isn’t that very far away?”

         
         Hendrik nodded, his fingers nervously twirling around his goblet stem. “It is a risky voyage, there is no denying it. But
            if reports from the French are correct, then it could be an opportunity not seen in decades, if not centuries. I could make
            in one voyage what would otherwise take five years.”
         

         
         “Surely there are other uses for your ships? You say yourself it is risky—why not use the ships for trade or voyages?”

         
         Hendrik gave her an indulgent look. “My darling, you are good to care about my business, but you have a woman’s understanding
            of these things. Trade is tenfold riskier, and that is to say nothing of the uncertainty of the routes, and the contacts required.
            Besides, my ships are not built to be trading vessels, they lack the storage they would need.”
         

         
         Clara chewed her lips. “If it is a successful venture, would it be your last? Perhaps you could invest the money into something
            else afterward. Sell some of the ships?”
         

         
         Hendrik looked at his pretty little wife as if she had suggested he cut off his own arm. “Sell my ships! Oh, Clara.” He shook his head. “Gentlemen, you must excuse my young wife. She is eager to learn, but does not realize that she need not concern herself in such matters.” 

         
         There was a murmur of agreement, and heat crept up Clara’s face. The conversation continued without her. Dinner came and went,
            a lavish parade of dishes with all manner of fish, shellfish, and even a peacock still feathered in all its emerald and sapphire
            splendor. Clara picked at her plate, only eating a little bread.
         

         
         Drinks and delicacies were served as guests continued to mingle. Clara moved about the room like a passing shadow, the laughter
            and conversations far away and unimportant. She found her mother sitting in the corner, an untouched glass of wine in her
            hand. Clara did not usually linger near her mother, or observe her for any length of time. Why would she? Katrina did not
            want her around, and any undue interest on Clara’s part could lead to a boxing. But now Clara looked at the woman who had
            dominated her entire life, noting the fine lines at her mouth, the cold detachment in her eyes.
         

         
         Katrina looked up when she felt her daughter’s gaze on her. “Yes? What are you staring at?”

         
         Clara wet her lips, glanced over to where Hendrik was in animated conversation with some other men. “I know about my brother,”
            she said, the words slipping past her lips before she could stop herself. “I know he died when I was an infant.”
         

         
         Behind her glass, Katrina’s flint eyes went wide for a moment before narrowing again. “Helma told you, I suppose?”

         
         Clara nodded, bracing herself for, at the very least, a sharp word. But her mother only sagged a little in her seat, the ruffle
            of her collar drooping with her.
         

         
         “Of course she did,” she muttered. “The woman never did know how to hold her tongue.”

         
         “Why?” Clara asked, growing bolder. “Why did you never tell me?”

         
         “You want to know why?” Katrina downed the wine as she shifted in her seat to pin Clara more squarely under her gaze. “Because
            every time I look at you I see my precious little boy. Every time I hear your voice, I am reminded of the gift that I lost.
            How could I speak of him to you, when you were the one to survive? When she took—” Katrina bit off whatever it was she had
            been about to say, closed her eyes and took a long, steadying breath. “But you are your own woman now, and I need never see
            you again after this night.”
         

         
         There was a heaviness in her mother’s face that Clara had never seen before, or perhaps had just never recognized for what
            it was. But something stopped her from dropping to her knees and putting her head on her mother’s lap. Katrina did not want
            Clara’s pity or apologies or anything else. She only wanted Clara gone.
         

         
         Outside the rain pelted down in vicious sheets, the wind its erstwhile accomplice. For the first time since they had embarked
            that morning, real unease pricked at Clara. Guests were beginning to rise to leave, so as soon as she could reasonably excuse
            herself, she ran to the window. Pressing her face to the cold glass, she tried to see out into the thick gray. She sucked
            in a breath, her blood going cold. Where fields had stretched as far as the eye could see, water now roiled and churned, with
            no indication where it ended and the ocean began.
         

         
         She raced back to her parents who were preparing to leave. “I think you ought to stay,” Clara said to her father.

         
         He raised a brow in irritation. “I’ll not intrude on Mr. Edema’s hospitality, not when my own bed is not ten miles from here.”
            Proud and sure as ever that nature would submit to his whims just because it suited him.
         

         
         Clara was just about to try her mother, when a servant, drenched to the bone, stumbled into the hall. “The dikes,” he managed to gasp out. “The dikes have given way and the sea is at our door.” 

         
         There was an uproar as guests scrambled to peer out the dark windows. Hendrik shouldered his way past them to see for himself.
            “It’s impossible,” he murmured. “The dikes are strong, and we are nearly a mile yet from the sea.”
         

         
         But even as he spoke, water was seeping in through the door, rising with alarming speed. Women screamed, grabbing their skirts,
            and scrambling atop chairs. Ignoring Hendrik’s protests, Clara ran upstairs and found Pim stalking back and forth in the chamber.
            “There is water coming into the house,” she told him. “You must stay here for now, where it is dry yet.” Satisfied that Pim
            would be safe, she quickly shut the chamber door behind her so that he could not follow. As she hurried downstairs, she could
            hear him piteously howling and throwing his small body against the door.
         

         
         Clara had to elbow her way past guests pushing and shoving their way up the stairs. The water was up to her knees now, her
            gown heavy and cumbersome as it gathered between her legs. In the space of five minutes it had risen to an incredible level,
            and already the house had the feel of an abandoned ship. She found her father sitting atop the dinner table, his face drawn
            and pale. Her mother was nowhere to be seen.
         

         
         “Papa, what are you doing? We must find high ground, or a boat. We must do something.”

         
         But he made no indication that he’d heard Clara. “She’s come back,” he whispered.

         
         A silver platter that only an hour before had held grapes and cheese drifted by, empty. They had little time if they were
            going to escape the house. “Who has come back?” she asked.
         

         
         Theodor turned a vacant look on her, took a long, dragging breath, and discarded his wig. He ran a shaking hand through his balding hair. “You have to understand, Clara, there were orphanages full of poor children who would never have a home or a family. The cities took care of their street children as best they could, but . . .” His words trailed off. 

         
         She threw a harried glance at the door where a few brave souls were making an attempt at reaching the stables. “What are you
            talking about? Papa, we must leave, now.”
         

         
         “What does it matter? Here or there, she will take me regardless. You, at least, might have a chance, if you flee now.”

         
         “Don’t be ridiculous, I won’t leave you.” The despondence in his voice gave her pause. “Papa, are you well?” He did not look
            feverish or sick. Indeed, he looked remarkably calm, resigned almost.
         

         
         But he didn’t answer her. He wasn’t going to try to escape, she realized as she watched him mutter to himself. Clara would
            come back, try to persuade him again, but first she needed to find her husband.
         

         
         Tearing herself away, she began wading through the waist-deep water. “Hendrik?” The house had gone eerily silent, the only
            sound the rushing of water. Where was everyone? She tried to make her way to the stairs, but it was dark, the lamps having
            all gone out, and indistinct shapes in the water slowed her progress.
         

         
         Silver streaks ran through the water, glistening like pearl threads despite the lack of a moon. Voices, soft and slippery
            as fish scales, whispered through the dark air. Her neck prickled, certain that someone was watching her even though there
            was not a living soul left downstairs.
         

         
         Clara. The voice was haunting and rang clearer than church bells, soft as petals falling on water. Clara, your time is come. Come with me, child. Come join your brother. Come join your little friend Fenna.

         
         A twinkling laugh, closer but still faraway and dreamy. Then there was a flash of movement out of the corner of her eye, and Clara could have sworn she saw the pale face of a child peering out from behind an upturned chair. But when she looked closer, she found it was simply a white table linen, balled and caught in the arm of the chair. 

         
         Water swirled around her waist, pulling at her. Some deep-rooted instinct told Clara that she must not succumb to the lovely
            voice, but she swayed all the same. Her brother, who she had never met. Fenna. Were they somewhere just out of reach, waiting
            for her? She put her hands over her ears, desperate to block out the singsong voice.
         

         
         Her skin puckered with cold, her toes grew numb. Seaweed pulled at her legs. How odd that there should be seaweed in the house.

         
         From somewhere deeper in the house she thought she could hear the frenzied barking of a dog. It pulled her out of her daze
            and she freed herself from the seaweed. “Pim,” she called, her voice shaky. “Stay where you are, I’m coming.”
         

         
         Trudging through the ghostly shapes of bobbing furniture, her outstretched hands touched against something soft and cold.
            Recoiling, she was met with the bloated face of Hendrik, his eyes rolled back, his mouth frozen in a grotesque howl. He couldn’t
            have been dead more than a matter of minutes, but he looked as if he had been in the water for days, if not longer. He looked
            like Fenna.
         

         
         Clara opened her mouth to scream, but water rushed in, gagging her. It was no use. This had always been her fate, hadn’t it?
            Ever since the water had called to her and Fenna that day. She could fight it all she wanted, but eventually, it would come
            for her. Even as she came to this realization, her body fought for air, and she struggled to keep her head above the surface.
         

         
         But in the end, the water won. The water always won.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         There is one creature older than the rest, more powerful, more dreaded than any other. The dire whale is the true king of
            the deep, so rarely seen that even in the old days it was only known from tales. Their song is mournful and chilling, and
            it is said that to hear the song of the dire whale is to receive an omen of a great catastrophe coming. Merfolk may sit on
            the throne of the Water Kingdom, but the dire whales are stewards of everything beneath the waves, and their powers transcend
            those of any other creature on land or water.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         
         Maurits could feel his mother in the current, her gleeful vindication in every hungry lap of the water as he swam against
            her.
         

         
         The once grand house was dark, deathly quiet. Bodies in voluminous dresses and lace ruffs floated past him, collateral damage
            of his mother’s bargain. Each time a limb brushed against him he forced himself to check if the body they were attached to
            had pale blond hair, or soft brown eyes.
         

         
         His fur began to shed as he swam, his arms lengthening as water slid against scales and skin. He had not fulfilled his mother’s
            wish, and Clara had not broken the spell, and it most definitely had not been seven years, so why was he able to take his
            old form? But then, his mother had gotten what she wanted after all, and he supposed she had no reason to punish him further.
         

         
         Except that she hadn’t gotten what she wanted, not quite. Pushing aside floating furniture and the bodies of partygoers, he
            caught sight of a glimmer of golden hair floating like a strand of seaweed. He dove, his heart pounding fast, under the murky
            water, until he was face-to-face with her motionless form. Her heavy skirts had pulled her down, and she bobbed gently, seaweed
            twined round her ankles.
         

         
         Maurits had been young when the Great Flood happened, and most of what he knew about it had been learned from plays and reenactments in his mother’s court. It had been a necessary evil, a hard stand to let the humans know that the Old Ones would not be trifled with. How short their memories were. His mother was to blame, yes, but if only the humans had kept to their end of the bargain then Clara would be warm and dry and sitting by a fire embroidering without so much as a scratch upon her person. 

         
         Gathering her in his arms, he touched her neck where he felt a featherlight pulse. Where could he take her that his mother
            would not find her? Beyond the lowlands obviously, but he needed the water, needed his mother’s nourishing water, damn her.
            There were caves, grottoes near the shore if he could just get to them. With every stroke, he felt his mother circling closer,
            pulling and grabbing at him. She would have taken Clara if not for his steel grip, and the water queen would not hurt her
            son.
         

         
         You understand so little, my son. Bring her to me, and all can still be right.

         
         He tried to block out her voice, but it was no use; his mother was everywhere. “Her parents are dead,” he ground out. “Everyone
            who was anyone to her is dead. What does it matter now if you take her or not? Her death punishes no one. It brings back none
            of our land or our kind.”
         

         
         Bring her to me.

         
         There was no time to argue any further; Clara had been without air for too long as it was. Taking her pale face between his
            palms, he brought his mouth to hers, giving her breath.
         

         
          

         Clara was cold in a way she had never been before, hadn’t even thought possible. Her entire body was chilled through to the
            bone, and her chest ached as if someone had packed her in a barrel of ice.
         

         
         There had been movement, as if she was being carried in someone’s arms, or perhaps rocked gently in a boat. But now she was still, the ground beneath her hard and cold. She scrambled up on her elbows. Stars winked in the black sky above her, a sharp breeze cutting through her. Cold air wrapped itself around her legs, and she looked down in horror to find that she was wearing only her smallclothes, and they were in a sorry state, soaked and torn. Someone had draped a damp blanket about her shoulders. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” a familiar voice said. She scrambled up straighter. The words sounded nearby, but she could not see him. What
            was Maurits doing here? “Your dress was too heavy,” he said. There was a blush in his voice.
         

         
         Where was she? She was supposed to be celebrating her marriage, preparing for her wedding night. It was dark and wet and cold,
            and emerging from the shadows came the man she had thought she would never see again. Frantically, she began patting at the
            cold ground around her. “Pim . . . Where’s my dog?”
         

         
         Silence followed, so thick that it threatened to suffocate her. “Clara.” Maurits moved toward her, hand outstretched, green
            eyes unbearably sad. He was shirtless, and wore some sort of strange breeches that shimmered in the thin moonlight. “Clara,
            there’s something I must tell you.”
         

         
         Hugging her arms to her exposed chest, she shrank back. She didn’t want to hear him tell her that her parents were dead, that
            her husband was dead. She had been a bride but a few hours, and now she was a widow. The wind wailed around them, scattering
            leaves and sending the tall grass dancing. Was God punishing her? She had committed every transgression the priest warned
            against in the pulpit, and had thought herself exempt from retribution simply by virtue of her standing. Her heart was rotten,
            her soul tarnished.
         

         
         At some point while she was lost in a fog of disbelief and self-pity, Maurits had closed the distance between them and had taken her hand in his own. Even with her being wet and cold, his skin was shockingly frigid, though he did not seem to be shivering. She wrenched her face up to meet his gaze. “Whatever it is, I don’t want to hear it,” she managed in a cracked whisper. “Whoever you are, I don’t want to know. Helma was right—the whale was a bad omen. From the moment you came into my life, I have known only heartache and strife. I wish you would go back to wherever it is you came from.” 

         
         If there was any question in his mind about her feelings toward him, she put it to rest by withdrawing her hands and turning
            away. “Pim!” she called into the darkness. “Pim, please come back.”
         

         
         How long could he bear to watch her call for her friend who would never return? She hated Maurits the man, hated him for lying
            to her, leaving her. But even if he could respect her wish and go, he would not. If his mother didn’t kill her, the exposure
            would. There was nowhere left for her to go, no home, no family. He was all she had now, whether she liked it or not.
         

         
         “He’s not coming back,” Maurits called softly. “Please, come get warm near the fire.”

         
         She barely paused long enough in her search to pierce him with a caustic glare. “He’ll come back. Pim would never leave me.”
            She paused. “He’s the only one that has never left me.”
         

         
         “Clara.” Maurits used his most commanding voice, the voice of the prince that he was, who expected to be obeyed. “He isn’t
            coming back.”
         

         
         “Pim would never leave me,” she repeated. “I know he wouldn’t.”

         
         The crack in her voice nearly undid him. Did he tell her that her beloved companion had run off? Died in the flood? Her heart would be broken, but the only other option was the truth, and there was no telling how she would handle it. Worse, she might hate him even more than she already did once she found out he had deceived her. He was selfish, but he could not bear to see her anger toward him deepen any further. 

         
         “Sit by the fire and get warm first. Then I’ll tell you.”

         
         Her face said that she would as soon go back and throw herself into the water, but to his immense relief, she gave a jerky
            nod of her head. He draped another blanket over her shaking shoulders, and wished that he could join her near the licking
            flames, feel her warmth. But she didn’t want him near her, and he couldn’t go too close to the fire anyway, so he stood a
            few paces from her, useless and miserable.
         

         
         “Tell me,” she said, her voice flat.

         
         The tightness of her mouth, the dark resignation in her eyes told him that she wasn’t just asking about her dog.

         
         There wasn’t time to ease Clara into the truth, or assuage her fears about what the future might hold; his mother wouldn’t
            leave the water, but she might send Thade, and it was only a matter of time before they were found.
         

         
         Crouching, he resisted the urge to reach out and cup her cheek in his hand. “Clara, listen to me, love. I know you have little
            reason to trust me, but I must ask that you listen to what I have to say and not ask any questions until I am finished.”
         

         
         She was staring into the depths of the fire, her gaze hollow. She wasn’t going to say anything. Maurits cleared his throat
            and raked his fingers through his hair. “There was a beached whale earlier this spring. You had come with Helma, for the spectacle
            of it I assume, like so many others. But you saw it for what it was, not as an omen or an opportunity for plunder, but as
            a tragedy. The quiet kind of tragedy that most people don’t even recognize. I could see it in your eyes. You were wearing
            a pale blue dress, and had let your hair down to feel the breeze in it.”
         

         
         Her weary gaze lifted to him, her brows raised in the slightest surprise. “You . . . you were there? And you were watching
            me?”
         

         
         “Yes, I was there. Clara, I’ve always been there. I’m—” He hesitated, decided on another tack. “What do you know of the old ways? Of the gods that ruled the lowlands before the Dutch claimed the territory?” 

         
         “Helma used to tell me stories about them.” An uncomfortable knot was forming deep within her chest. Clouds swept across the
            moon, bringing with them a light rain. The smell of smoke drifted from somewhere far away.
         

         
         Maurits nodded. The rain began to pick up, rivulets running down the strong profile of his face. She peered at him through
            the darkness, cataloging his extraordinary green eyes, his regal posture.
         

         
         “Did she ever tell you of the water folk?”

         
         She didn’t answer him, but threads of memories wound through her mind: Maurits always arriving from the canal. Maurits cold
            to the touch. His strange warnings, how no one seemed to know him and he always had a different story about who he was. “You . . .
            come from the water?” she asked, her tongue struggling to keep up with the staggering revelation that was unspooling before
            her.
         

         
         “Clara, I am the water,” came his low reply.
         

         
         He came a step closer, and she could feel the coldness radiating from his smooth skin, his coiled energy.

         
         “I don’t understand,” she whispered, although she was afraid she did.

         
         “It will be easier for me to show you, but you have to trust me.” Gesturing to the hungry water beyond, he reached for her
            hand, but she drew back.
         

         
         She gave a vigorous shake of her head. “Fenna died in the water when we were children—I watched her walk right in, never to
            emerge again.”
         

         
         “I know, and I’m sorry. So sorry. I never wanted for that to happen, but—”

         
         The blanket slipped from her shoulders as she bolted to her feet. “What do you mean you ‘know’? What are you sorry for?”

         
         “Waves above us,” he cursed. He was all but handing her his heaviest sin, the reason she should hate him above all others.
            “Nothing,” he said quickly. “I misspoke. Will you please come with me?”
         

         
         She crossed her arms, glaring at him from under her bedraggled gold tresses. When he realized that she wasn’t going to sit,
            he tried again. “My mother is Maren, queen of the Water Kingdom.” He paused. “How much do you know about the bargain?”
         

         
         Her lips were parted, her eyes round and disbelieving. “What bargain? What are you talking about?”

         
         He stared back at her. She didn’t know. Did the Dutch not teach their children about how it came that the lowlands were taken?
            Then again, she didn’t know of magic and the Old Ones, so how would she have understood the bargain?
         

         
         He resigned himself to sitting on the ground, just out of reach of the fire’s warmth. This would take a while. “One hundred
            years ago, the herring fisheries collapsed, whales beached, dikes broke. All that which made the Dutch Republic prosperous
            and the envy of her neighbors began to diminish.” He chanced a look at Clara, wished that he was in the water where he did
            not have to worry about his form. But he had to gain her trust first, so he went on. “The burghers and other important men,
            they knew that their wealth was not a gift from God, nor a reflection of lives lived in piety. They beat back the water into
            submission, claiming more and more land, plundering her bounty of fish and whales. Oh, there were floods of course. And the
            basilisks my mother set loose in Utrecht. But for the most part she let the men play at their games. For they had struck a
            bargain and she knew that everything would come back to her eventually.”
         

         
         “What bargain?” Clara asked again, this time in a whisper.

         
         Maurits would not meet her eye, and her stomach dropped. “My mother agreed to cede the lowlands to the Dutch, restore the fisheries, in exchange for seven hundred of their children.” 

         
         The blood in Clara’s veins went cold, colder, she was sure, than even Maurits. “And they—and they agreed to those terms?”

         
         He nodded. “Yes, they did.”

         
         Clara pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders, desperate for something real to hold on to, something to shield her.
            That day with the moss woman, or whatever it had been—hadn’t she known then that there was more to the world than just what
            she had been taught? And her parents—they had knowingly entered a bargain, let children die so that they could be prosperous.
         

         
         “I know what you’re thinking,” Maurits said, cutting into her runaway thoughts.

         
         “I very much doubt you could even begin to comprehend what I’m thinking,” she said coldly. Clara held her head in her hands.
            “I don’t believe it,” she murmured. “It’s not true. It can’t be.” She looked up at him. “Fenna,” she said. “Fenna was one
            of the poor children that was taken as payment.”
         

         
         He could not deny it, so he said nothing. He had thought that nothing could hurt him after his mother’s punishment, but the
            way Clara was looking at him with such betrayal made him feel as if he were the worst villain in the world.
         

         
         “Why are you here?” She gestured around them at the little hill, her voice cracking with misery. “Why did you save me?”

         
         Water was creeping ever closer, turning the small hill into an island. They had little time, perhaps an hour at most, but
            Maurits knew that she would not move so long as he had not told her everything.
         

         
         “My mother tasked me with retrieving you.”

         
         “The day you came to the kitchen . . .” She trailed off, her words small in the darkness. “You meant to take me.”

         
         He gave a tight nod. “Yes.”

         
         “And the following encounters?”

         
         This was harder to answer. “I should have left you alone, Clara, but I couldn’t. Ever since I saw you on the beach, looking
            out over the sea with such longing, I have not been able to go a moment without wanting you. I am tortured by thoughts of
            having to go through life without you. I have nothing to offer you but heartache, but all that is mine would be yours as well.
            You must believe me that I love you, and will never let you come to harm.”
         

         
         He hadn’t meant to declare himself, and certainly not in such circumstances. Nonetheless, he let the words hang in the cold
            air, afraid to breathe. Perhaps he had misjudged her, and she would forgive him after all. What if she did truly love him,
            and had only been waiting for him to make the first entreaty?
         

         
         Her face contorted as the silence dragged on, and with a sickening realization, he saw it what for what it was: horror. She
            was horrified of him, his confession, or both. Waves above, what had he been thinking? She had just lost her parents, her
            husband, and now the man who had been instrumental in their demise was offering her his heart.
         

         
         But he couldn’t stop himself; she deserved to know. “I made a deal with my mother: the chance to come on land, in exchange
            for you.”
         

         
         “For me?”

         
         “She wanted you. She wanted all those little children that were promised to her, loved each of them in their own way. She
            sees you when you walk near the canal, wants you. And she sent me to deliver you to her.”
         

         
         “But . . . But I’m not even a child anymore! What could she possibly want from me?”

         
         “It’s not what she wants from you. You were part of the bargain struck with the burghers all those years ago, before you were even born. Seven hundred souls she was told she could take. She wants her due. She wants the men of the Republic to feel the pain, the loss, that she felt when she was pushed back and dammed up, drained.” 

         
         “And what of the women of the lowlands! Surely she is a mother herself, she could not wish to inflict such pain and loss on
            so many other mothers.” Clara glared off into the distance, shivering.
         

         
         “You think my mother cruel,” he said, his hope of bringing Clara around dwindling as he spoke, “bent on destruction and fulfilling
            petty bargains.”
         

         
         “Well, isn’t she?”

         
         Maurits shook his head. “She has seen the land built and built with no regard for the life or world beyond that of humans.”

         
         “And her bargains struck for children?”

         
         Maurits gave her a patient look. “She didn’t actually want them, not at first.”

         
         “But . . . what do you mean?”

         
         “It was a ploy, a bluff. She only put forth those terms because she assumed that the burghers would never agree to such outrageous
            demands. She never anticipated actually having to call the debt in.” Seeing Clara’s face and guessing her next question, he
            went on. “She took the children so that it would be known that there would be consequences. If the men of the Republic were
            going to be so cavalier with the lives of children, then they could not be trusted to act as stewards of the land.”
         

         
         Clara let out a little huff. Whatever patience and trust she had for him was thinning fast, and he still had not told her
            the truth about Fenna, or Pim.
         

         
         The fire grew low as dampness crept in, and soon they would be without warmth or light. Not an issue for him, but potentially
            deadly for Clara. “We should go,” he said softly.
         

         
         She was watching the tendril of smoke tapering off into the dark. “Where?” Her gaze remained fixed on the dying flame. “The water? I don’t trust you for one moment, and I don’t care if your mother is the queen of Spain herself—I’m not going in the water. Besides, wouldn’t that be the first place she would look? Couldn’t she see us there?” 

         
         Rain was coming down harder now, the ground beneath his feet turning thick with mud. “There are two options,” he said. “One,
            we keep seeking dry land, and she follows us, flooding everything and everyone in her way.” He didn’t add that this option
            would eventually dry him out, kill him. “Or two, you trust me that I know my mother and that there are ways I can keep you
            safe below the surface.”
         

         
         Still, she would not stand. All that was left of the fire was a fizzling wet pile of sticks and dark smoke. She whispered
            something, so quiet that he had to come crouch beside her to hear her.
         

         
         Her lips quivered like a child’s. “I want Pim.”

         
         His heart nearly broke then. She didn’t resist when he lifted her. Her skin, which was usually warm and soft as silk, was
            cold and puckered from the wet. Even so, as he held her against his chest, he could feel the steady thrum of her heartbeat.
            He didn’t know what awaited them beneath the surface; his mother might see fit to break her word and revoke his land form.
            She might send her water maidens to sing beautiful songs and draw him and Clara apart. But whatever trials might come, he
            would keep the shivering young woman in his arms safe. He vowed it with every fiber of his being.
         

         
         The water was at her chin when Maurits stopped. His breath was cold against her cheek, and she could feel his hesitation in
            whatever he was about to say. “You don’t trust me,” he said. “I know that. But you must allow me to do this one thing. It
            will allow you to breathe beneath the water.”
         

         
         Her body ached with the cold, and her mind was growing dim and unfocused. Even if she had been able to resist, she was inclined to let him do what he would. There was a question in his eyes, and she thought that perhaps he really did intend to help her. With the smallest nod, she let him know that she would not fight whatever it was he meant to do. Perhaps he would drown her, claim her for the water after all. And would that really be so terrible? What was left for her on the land that she had once called home? 

         
         But he did not plunge her into the water. Instead, his grip tightened on her, his fingers gentle and firm, as he lowered his
            lips down to meet hers. Her breath caught. Whatever hazy thoughts had been swirling through her mind ceased as her senses
            were caught up in the kiss. At first, it was no more than the gentlest brush of cold lips against cold lips. Despite her shock,
            a flicker of warmth ignited deep within her, slowly spreading up her spine and flooding her body. He was dangerous, and a
            liar. He was also possibly mad—what else could explain the fantastic story that he had just told her? But she was too tired
            to fight, and some wretched part of her, deep down, was grateful, excited even, for the feel of his lips on hers. She had
            craved this for so long, and it was impossible to deny her body that for which it was crying out.
         

         
         The kiss deepened, and her mouth opened, inviting him in despite her misgivings, all the while water swirling about them,
            lacing the pleasure with icy cold reality.
         

         
         Could Clara feel that he was giving her more than just the breath that would sustain her in the Water Kingdom? Could she feel that he was pouring his very soul and heart and every ounce of love he had to give? This was not supposed to be a romantic gesture, but he felt his body responding to her supple form in his arms. How he had dreamed of this moment when he had been stuck in his dog form, and long before then too, if he was being honest with himself. All his frustration was given release now. A soft moan escaped her and he deepened the kiss, greedy for every bit of her. For all that he had taken from her, he could give her this at least. Who knew what would face them in the water, and this might be the last time either of them had even the smallest bit of pleasure. He was doing it for her, he told himself. 

         
         Then, as if coming to her senses, she broke the kiss, staring up at him in the dark. A look of horror spread over her, as
            if she could see him for the monster he was. Everyone she knew was dead, and he was exploring the depths of her willingness,
            exploiting the haze of her grief. He could tell himself that it was for her benefit all he wanted, but it was a selfish lie.
         

         
         In the time it took him to come to this realization, she twisted away in a desperate bid to escape. But the water was high
            and the blankets were heavy, and he easily caught her by the wrist, tugging her back to him. She glared at him, struggling
            in his grasp, and he felt every inch the evil creature she no doubt knew him to be.
         

         
         “Come,” he said gruffly, as if she had any say in the matter. “We’ll go in now.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part Two
Water

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         
         Seven steps and then the water was rushing up to meet them. Seven blinks of an eye and the black sky disappeared, giving way
            to an even darker night. Seven deep breaths and then a baptism so frigid and abysmal that Clara was certain she would never
            surface again.
         

         
         Her body tensed, her eyes and mouth clamped shut, face instinctually turned into Maurits’s chest. His arms tightened around
            her, and she waited for the water to steal her breath and claim her as its own.
         

         
         But the breathlessness never came. Her lungs did not burn, and her mouth did not fill with water. At some point in their descent,
            Maurits’s steady tread had transitioned to a fluid glide. Coldness still bit into her flesh, worming into her bones, but it
            was different from the coldness above the surface. Cracking one eye open, she turned her face to see shafts of moonlight filtering
            through dark water, gone as quickly as they appeared.
         

         
         Maurits moved smoothly, though she could not tell how; he neither seemed to swim or expel any sort of effort, just flowed
            as if part of the water. Despite the soundless calm, a prickly sense of unease ran through her. From beneath every rock, yellow
            eyes glistened, watching her. Seaweed caught at her legs, twining up and around her until Maurits pulled her free.
         

         
         They were spiraling upward now, and her stomach felt as if it would fly up her throat. With dizzying speed, they broke the surface, and Maurits gently pushed her up onto a hard ledge. 

         
         Falling upon the dripping stone, a gasping breath escaped her, her lungs struggling to fill themselves with air—real air.
            No matter that it was putrid and damp, it was air, and she couldn’t draw it in fast enough.
         

         
         “Easy,” Maurits murmured. “Not so fast, you’ll be sick.”

         
         Glaring at him and his useless warning, she struggled to steady her breathing. Eventually her lungs caught up, and her pounding
            heart was able to slow. Water dripped, echoing throughout the dark space. She hadn’t thought it possible to be colder, but
            she was certain she would die from it now.
         

         
         All the questions that had been building up inside of her like the need for air finally came spilling out. “Where are we?
            How did we get here? Is it safe?”
         

         
         Maurits was gathering arms full of wet seaweed, piling it at the far end of the small space. “We’re in a cave,” he said, pointing
            out the obvious. Two generous ledges lined the walls, water filling the deep crevice which cleaved between them. It was probably
            no bigger than the hall in Wierenslot, but the soaring ceiling made it feel impossibly large. Every movement she made sent
            a despondent echo ringing through the space. “We’ll be safe here, for now.”
         

         
         “And how long will that be, do you suppose?”

         
         Maurits mumbled something as he continued arranging the seaweed on the ground.

         
         With a sigh, Clara sat down and pulled her knees up to her chest, hugging herself like a little girl. All the times that she had eschewed the monotony of Wierenslot, and now she would have given anything to be back, lying on her bed with a warm fire and a full belly. Pim would be at her side, his soft fur rising and falling in steady breaths as he watched her with his fathomless eyes, the sound of Helma knitting in the next chamber. Clara’s stomach let out a painful grumble, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten in, what, hours? A day? Time had stopped at some point, as her body vaulted from one unimaginable scenario to the next. She watched with detached interest as Maurits added armfuls of dried seaweed and piled them against the damp wall. He must have felt her gaze on him. “It’s a bed,” he said, not quite meeting her eye. “You’ll be more comfortable on it than on the cold rock.” 

         
         She gave a jerky nod. She had only ever slept on feather beds, but she was so tired that she probably could have fallen asleep
            on her feet.
         

         
         The bed complete, Maurits stepped back in invitation, and she slowly unfolded herself and stood, her cold bones protesting.
            He turned away while she settled herself down. The seaweed was surprisingly soft, and when he produced a thin blanket from
            a ledge and laid it over her, she was almost comfortable. She did not think she would ever be warm again, though.
         

         
         She didn’t ask where he would sleep, and she didn’t particularly care. Perhaps he would go back into the water. Or perhaps
            he would leave her here, never to return. Though there had been something in that kiss—or whatever it was—that told her that
            he had no intention of leaving her.
         

         
         As if reading her thoughts, he cleared his throat. “I . . . I’ll be just on the other side, if you need anything.”

         
         She had already lain down, her back to him. What could she possibly need that he would be able to do for her? Dry up the flood
            and give her back her life? Return her to her husband and her family?
         

         
         When she didn’t answer, he stood there for what felt like an eternity, seemingly weighing whether or not he should say something else. He clearly had some sense of self-preservation, because he was smart enough not to say another word. Then there was finally the sound of him moving to the other ledge and settling down. Closing her eyes, she forced herself to think of something—anything—other than the sound of water rising and bodies thumping against each other, until sleep eventually overtook her like a wave. 

         
          

         Despite what Maurits could tell were her best efforts, soon Clara’s breathing deepened and grew slow and even. With her safely
            asleep, the knots in his shoulders gradually loosened, and he could begin to think of what should come next.
         

         
         With a heavy sigh, he sat on the hard rock, dipping his feet into the warm pool of water and relishing the feel of it between
            his toes. He should have been a dog still, and while Maurits thanked his lucky stars that his mother had seen fit to lift
            the spell, he couldn’t begin to fathom her reasons for doing so. And there was nothing that made him more nervous than when
            his mother was being unaccountably charitable.
         

         
         He cast a look at Clara in the makeshift bed. Waves above, what was he going to do with her? He’d been able to spare her from
            the flood, but what now? Hide in his grotto until his mother forgot about her?
         

         
         “I thought I might find you here.”

         
         The low voice echoed through the cave, and then a moment later, Thade was pulling himself up onto the rock ledge.

         
         Even if Maurits had wanted to, there was no time to hide Clara. The best way to deal with Thade was to be honest with him;
            his brother seemed to possess an uncanny ability to nose out secrets and truths that Maurits would rather remain hidden. Just
            like this grotto, which had been Maurits’s secret childhood refuge.
         

         
         Thade shook out the water from his hair. “Quiet,” Maurits hissed, nodding toward the huddled form on the bed of seaweed.

         
         Thade followed his gaze, stiffening. “So it’s true.”

         
         There was a tender tug in Maurits’s chest as Clara shifted slightly in her sleep, her tangled hair and what was left of her bridal clothes glowing in the darkness. “What does Mother say?” he asked softly. 

         
         Thade tore his gaze from Clara. “She’s furious, of course.”

         
         The games Queen Maren played, the lessons she meted out when she was in her usual mood were bad enough, but a furious Queen
            Maren was exponentially more dangerous. Maurits drew his hand over his face. “And what of the people of Franeker?”
         

         
         Thade gave him a pitying look. “All dead, by my count.”

         
         Cursing under his breath, Maurits shot a glance at the gentle rise and fall of Clara’s sleeping form. “Even her husband?”
            He had to ask, though he knew the answer.
         

         
         “I suppose you are glad of it?”

         
         “Of course I am not.” Yet Maurits couldn’t bring himself to be sorry either, not when there was one less obstacle standing
            between him and Clara.
         

         
         “So, this is her. The human girl that made the crown prince of the Water Kingdom wish to renounce his crown.” Thade had moved
            from the ledge and was peering at Clara through the darkness.
         

         
         Maurits’s jaw went tight and his body tensed as his brother inspected her. “What do you want?” he forced himself to ask. He
            could see Thade’s mind working, trying to play the situation to his advantage somehow.
         

         
         But Thade only drew back with a shrug. “I have no plans to tell Mother where you are.” At Maurits’s suspicious glare, he cracked
            a rare smile. “You know as well as I that you can’t hide from our good queen. She’ll find you, and your pet. Will I delight
            in watching you brought down when our mother finally punishes you? Perhaps. I am curious what your plan is, though. You, who need water, and she, whose death is all but written in the waves.”
         

         
         Maurits had assured Clara that he could keep her safe, and in the water no less, but the reality was that he could guarantee
            her no such safety. “You are the last person who I would tell of my plans.”
         

         
         “Mm.” Thade gave him an infuriatingly bland smile. “I am certain of that. I am also fairly certain you don’t have a plan.”

         
         “Then you have nothing to tell Mother,” Maurits said with an easiness that he did not feel.

         
         Thade had taken a seat, shifting back into his water form and stretching his long tail out in front of him, arms crossed over
            his chest. He certainly did not seem to be in any hurry to leave. “Why are you so afraid of her?” he presently asked.
         

         
         “I am not afraid of our mother,” Maurits snapped.

         
         “Aren’t you? You go about your life skulking on land, avoiding her at all costs.”

         
         “It isn’t fear that keeps me at a distance. My interests just happen to lie elsewhere.” He pointedly fixed his gaze away from
            Clara. “What I don’t understand is why Mother ended my punishment as a dog and granted me my shifting form back.” He looked
            longingly down at his legs that were even now beginning to grow scales. Without his mother’s leave, he could not keep himself
            in this form for long. Some water folk could come and go as they pleased, though he knew of none that preferred the land such
            as he did.
         

         
         “Don’t you?”

         
         “Mother does not go back on her agreements, especially when they are of a punitive nature.” Maurits paused as he watched Thade
            finally prop himself up from the wall.
         

         
         Thade slipped back into the water. “It wasn’t Mother who lifted the curse,” he said, briefly surfacing. “It was me.”

         
         Maurits stared at his brother. Whatever game this was, he wanted no part of it. “But why would—”

         
         With a splash, Thade disappeared into the water, leaving Maurits to his anxieties. Leaning back against the cold rock, Maurits closed his eyes and listened to the gentle drip of the water. He had been more useful to Clara as a dog. Chucking a rock into the black pool, he watched the ripples spread until it was completely still again. There was little he knew with certainty, but he knew this much: his brother was not to be trusted, not any more than the mother who had made tormenting him her life’s purpose. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         
         A weak, blue light diffused through the cave, the only sign that morning had broken and the long, wet night had come to an
            end. Clara might have slept for hours yet if it hadn’t been for the ache in her back, the fatigue of her shivering muscles.
            Gingerly turning over on the bed of seaweed, she looked about her.
         

         
         Maurits had moved closer to her during the night, and sat propped up no more than an arm’s length away from her. He was wearing
            loose breeches, and an open linen shirt. In his lap he held what looked to be some sort of spear. It canted to the side, his
            grip loosened from sleep. His eyes fluttered open, and he returned her gaze, startled, as if he’d forgotten that she was there.
            “I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” he said, his voice husky. He must have sat there all night, staring at her. She hoped he was
            as sore and cramped as she was.
         

         
         Clara sat up, pulling the threadbare cover to her chest. “How long will you keep me here in this cave?” There was air here
            to breathe at least, but her voice came out thin and shaky.
         

         
         Hurt seeped into his face. “I’m not keeping you here, Clara,” he said softly. “It’s the only place that you are safe.”
         

         
         “How long will I be safe here, then?”

         
         Maurits drew his hand through his hair, the gesture tugging her memory back to the day they stood in the drowsy sunlight by the canal. Suddenly standing, he gave a huff and turned away. “It’s safe, that’s all that matters.” 

         
         Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t know,” she said, surprised at the strength of her voice. “You don’t have a plan, and you don’t
            know what to do with me.”
         

         
         He glanced back at her, the slight tightening of his jaw all the confirmation she needed. He had taken her from the only home
            she had ever known, and he didn’t even have a plan. A hard knot formed in her stomach. “What will become of me?”
         

         
         “I won’t let my mother have you, I know that much.” He said it with such conviction that she was almost obliged to believe
            him. But then she remembered all his falsehoods and deceits. “But for now, I’m going to go find food for you,” he said. “You
            need to eat.”
         

         
         With a graceful arc, he was in the water, disappearing into the fathomless dark. Alone, her breath was loud in her ears, every
            drop of water reverberating like the quivering string of a clavichord. She waited another minute or so, making certain that
            he was gone, and then she began her inventory of her prison. She was not going to wait and see if he would be true to his
            word this time; she would have to save herself. High above her, light filtered through a crevice. The walls were slick and
            cold, but she tried to find handholds, to fit her feet into any little divot and climb up. After several attempts all that
            she was left with were raw hands, her chest aching from the exertion.
         

         
         Crouching at the edge of the rock to rinse her hands, something silver winked in the dim light from the opposite side of the
            grotto. She stood slowly, following the dancing light to a carved crevice in the wall.
         

         
         Putting her face to the crack, she squinted one eye shut. The space was deeper than she’d realized. When her eyes adjusted to the darkness, her breath caught. Treasures—dozens of them, if not hundreds. A little silver spoon, bent and tarnished, yet lovingly placed on a ledge. Coins with the Prince of Orange’s face stamped on them. Marbles, beads, jars. A little doll with a cracked face and missing limbs. 

         
         It was the collection of a child, mundane objects that had caught a little boy’s fancy and imagination. Reaching in, she gently
            lifted the spoon and ran her fingers over the smooth bowl. It felt intimate, and despite her anger at him, she found herself
            curious about the boy that Maurits had once been.
         

         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         The voice snapped her out of her reverie, and she spun around. “N-nothing,” she stammered, fumbling to replace the spoon.

         
         Maurits came up beside her, but rather than reprimanding her, he simply took the spoon gently from her hands, turning it over
            in his own as he seemed to consider it. “A crown prince, yet these baubles were my greatest treasures as a boy.”
         

         
         She was curious as to where he had gotten them, why he had bothered to save such a strange collection of items, but she was
            not about to give him the satisfaction of asking. All the same, he seemed to sense the question and gave her the ghost of
            a crooked smile.
         

         
         “Anything I could get my hands on from the human world, I took and hoarded away in my little cave. If there was a shipwreck,
            I took whatever I could carry. Not gold or weapons or anything of that sort,” he added. “It was the simple objects that I
            wanted. The little things that humans take for granted, like a spoon or a button. Something useful and clever.”
         

         
         Was she supposed to feel pity for him? He didn’t seem to be looking for any, but there was a vein of remorse running through
            his words. Returning the spoon to its ledge, Maurits cleared his throat. “I’ve brought food,” he told her. “Last night, you
            needed sleep more than anything. But now it is time to regain your strength.”
         

         
         Still addled from the intimate glimpse of his past, Clara glanced at the brace of dead fish on the stone floor. Once, she would have delighted in spearing the little fish on a silver fork and feeling them slide down her throat, salty and delicious. But here in the cave, fish were just one more cold and slippery thing. She pushed them away with her toe. 

         
         “You must eat,” Maurits said, not unkindly.

         
         She turned her head away. Her hunger had gone from a persistent gnawing ache into something so painful as to be numbing. But
            she would not eat the fish.
         

         
         With a sigh, Maurits took up the brace of fish and began scaling them. His knife strokes were deft, economical. When they
            were skinned and cleaned, Maurits went to the crevice and produced two rocks. She watched with wary interest as he struck
            them together several times, finally producing a spark, which landed on a piece of a dried seaweed. With a little coaxing,
            soon he had a respectable fire going. Jumping back, he took up a long stick and began skewering the fish and roasting them
            over the flame. Her stomach growled despite herself.
         

         
         “Here.” Maurits removed the skewer, and handed it to her. Her mouth was watering, but she couldn’t bring herself to take it
            from him. She never wanted anything from him again, even if it meant she would starve. With a sigh, Maurits carefully placed
            the fish on a piece of seaweed on the ground.
         

         
         “What will it take for you to trust me?”

         
         She nearly laughed. “I didn’t trust you on land, not for one minute. I might have indulged you, sought you out, but even then,
            I knew better than to trust you.” And now that she was here wherever this was, she trusted him even less. But it was easier to say it than to believe her own words. There was still something
            deep within her that responded to him, that drew her to him. She wanted to be the object of his gaze, his attention, his heart,
            all while knowing that she was only giving him the opportunity to hurt her again. And he had hurt her, badly. She would be
            a fool to trust him.
         

         
         Something flickered in Maurits’s luminous eyes and he opened his mouth, but whatever he was about to say was lost as a bubbling splash drew her attention to the water. 

         
         The head that surfaced looked human enough at first glance, but as the dark hair crowned and gave way to a preternaturally
            long neck with gills, Clara realized that she was beholding something that should have only existed in stories. She edged
            back closer to the wall.
         

         
         The creature bowed her head to Maurits, though there was something like amusement in her red slit eyes, as if she did not
            take the gesture very seriously.
         

         
         “Prince,” she said. “I heard you had returned.”

         
         Maurits gave a low curse. “It seems that everyone knows.”

         
         “Not everyone. Thade used some clever magic to ensure that your mother does not know where you are.”

         
         “Did he now?”

         
         Clara watched as Maurits and the . . . creature, conversed. There was an easiness between them that spoke of at least being
            acquainted, if not friends. Yet Maurits did not invite her to come out of the water (if she was even able to) and he made
            a point to stand between her and Clara at all times. Perhaps she should have been frightened, shocked at the existence of
            this creature, but after seeing the silver woman in the woods, and learning the truth about what Maurits was, she found that
            her capacity for believing the unbelievable had greatly expanded.
         

         
         The creature dropped her voice, her slit eyes narrowing further over Maurits’s shoulder. Whatever they were talking about,
            they did not want Clara to be privy to it, yet they spoke in perfect Frisian. Clara pretended to be disinterested, but she
            could not help studying the strange beauty of the creature. What else lurked in these waters? What else did she not know about,
            simply because she had led a sheltered life, or because it had been deliberately hidden from her?
         

         
         While Maurits was deep in conversation, Clara took the opportunity to eat some of the fish. Stealthily at first, but then ravenously. She closed her eyes, the crispy skin salty against her lips. It was the best thing she had ever eaten. She shoved a few more in her mouth, barely stopping to chew them. 

         
         “You’re eating. Good.”

         
         Her eyes flew open to find Maurits turned back to her, watching her intently. Immediately, she pushed the remaining fish away
            and glared at him. He sighed.
         

         
         “I have to go attend to some . . . business. Will you be all right here for a little while? I promise I shall return, and
            I will bring clothes for you. Something warm.”
         

         
         In answer, she turned back to the wall, waiting for him to leave.

         
         “Your lady is downright feral, isn’t she?” The words were spoken in the musical hiss of the creature, and sent prickles down
            Clara’s arms.
         

         
         “She is not feral,” Maurits said sharply. “And I would wager that she does not wish to be considered ‘my lady,’ either.”

         
         The creature made a little sound that Clara interpreted as a smirk, and then there were twin splashes of water.

         
         Alone at last. The emptiness of the cave wrapped around her, every drip of water magnified and echoing. Clara finished the
            fish and drank greedily from the bucket of clear water that Maurits had provided. When her belly was finally full, she stood
            up, surveying her surroundings with renewed determination.
         

         
         She could not stay here. Maurits was not to be trusted.

         
         But what was there for her on land? An empty house—and that was assuming there was a house at all—a dead family? And what
            of the rest of Friesland? What was the extent of the flood? Were there other cities still standing, cities that she could
            go to? But even if there were, she could not simply reappear in her smallclothes and expect to step back into society.
         

         
         She had to try. She would not be a prisoner, subject to the whims of a man—or whatever he was—who was untrustworthy at best, and dangerous at worst. If she was to escape, it had to be now, while he was gone. 

         
         The sliver of light that filtered in through a crack was much too high above her to reach, as she had already discovered from
            her first attempt at scaling the walls.
         

         
         Which left the water.

         
         There was no current here, no movement from the inky black water, but Clara could feel energy charging it all the same. It
            was a living thing, home to creatures that she could not even begin to imagine. Her eyes had been closed for most of the descent
            with Maurits, but she doubted that she would have been able to reconstruct their journey anyway.
         

         
         Testing the water with one toe, she shivered. Maybe it was better to wait for Maurits to return. Force him to take her back.
            But what if he came back with that creature again, or others? What if what he said about his mother was true, and he decided
            to take Clara to her after all? No, she could not risk it.
         

         
         Sitting on the edge of the rock, she carefully put both her feet in up to her ankles. The water was placid, only faint ripples
            emanating from where her calves now dipped. No sea monsters or angry queen came spiraling up from the water, so she slid further
            in, twisting her body so that she could grip the rock ledge as she lowered herself down.
         

         
         There had never been an opportunity for her to learn how to swim, and indeed, she doubted that it would have served her now,
            in any case. But if there was light above her, then all she needed to do was hold her breath, pull herself up along the rocks
            as far as she could, and she should be able to reach the surface.
         

         
         Taking a deep breath, Clara closed her eyes, and prayed that she was right.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         
         There were not many folk whom Maurits implicitly trusted with his life, but Neese was one of them. She was old—gods only knew
            how old—and he could remember her lurking in the dark edges of the water ever since he was a child. Her kind, the nix, were
            not well-liked by the other water folk. He had never been sure why exactly, but he suspected it had something to do with the
            fact that they were notoriously merciless hunters, and had no compunction preying on weaker creatures. That had not stopped
            him from untangling the nixie from a fishing net when he came across her as a boy, and she had rewarded his kindness with
            her fierce loyalty. After that, they had become fast friends, much to the dismay of the rest of his family.
         

         
         So when Neese had sought him out in the cave, claiming to have information about Thade, he took her seriously.

         
         “Your brother is planning something,” she had told him without preamble as they glided to the lower reaches of the seafloor,
            where the light was dim and the water colder.
         

         
         He watched her as she slid a mackerel down her throat, leaving the delicate skeleton behind in her webbed fingers.

         
         “He inferred as much,” Maurits said. “He’s eager for the throne, and I think he’s trying to impress our mother.”

         
         Neese shook her head, her dark hair spiraling in the weak current. “It is more than that. He is working toward something bigger. I heard from the basilisks that he plans to send a flood. Another one, even more destructive than your mother’s in Franeker.” 

         
         This gave Maurits pause. He knew his brother to be ambitious, but this seemed unduly aggressive, even for him. “At my mother’s
            bidding?” he asked.
         

         
         “The queen is unaware of his actions.”

         
         He stared at his friend for a long moment, a sinking feeling in his stomach. “What are you saying, Neese?”

         
         “You know exactly what I’m saying. Just as you know that your brother has ambitions, has always had ambitions beyond his place
            as second in line for succession.”
         

         
         Tension was building behind his temples, and he closed his eyes. As if he didn’t have enough to deal with between caring for
            Clara and keeping her safe from his mother. At the thought of Clara, his eyes sprang open.
         

         
         “I have to go,” he told his friend, who was busy deboning another mackerel with her teeth. “I cannot leave her alone for long.”

         
         “Do you know what you’re doing with that girl?”

         
         “Why does everyone keep asking me that? Of course I know.”

         
         Neese inclined her head the barest bit, a mocking show of respect that he only tolerated because she was his friend.

         
         “And what of you?” Neese persisted.

         
         “What of me?”

         
         “If Thade is up to something—thinking of taking the throne, perhaps—then what forces will you call on to stop him?”

         
         Maurits began to laugh, then saw the deadly earnest expression on her face. “I have no forces—you know that. And if Thade
            wants the throne so bloody badly, he may have it.”
         

         
         In a flash of sharp teeth and tangled black hair, Neese was in front of him. She was his friend, yes, but she was also a deadly predator that could slice him from head to tail in the time it would take him to blink. “You’ve spent too much time on land if you think that Thade won’t act quickly and dangerously,” she told him, her teeth glinting in the dark water. “Queen Maren is loved not just because she rules judiciously, but because she chose you for her heir after your sister died. You are seen as the great hope for the water. Thade, while connected and ambitious, is not well-liked.” 

         
         Maurits tried not to feel too pleased to hear her assessment of his brother.

         
         “You smile, but it is hardly a light matter,” she reprimanded him. “Thade is ruthless, and will not extend the same consideration
            your mother does to the humans. For all their bluster, the water folk want to have good relations with those on land. Thade
            would not rule gently, and he would gladly destroy whatever diplomacy your mother has worked to build.”
         

         
         “You rebuke me for spending too much time on land,” Maurits replied, his tone cool but his heart pumping fast and angry, “yet
            you fail to understand how the humans see us. They think nothing of diplomacy. The elder generation is determined to forget
            us and the bargain, while the younger generation is unaware of us completely. My mother has done nothing except wreak havoc
            on their livelihoods and loom over them like a threatening storm cloud.”
         

         
         “So you disagree with her? You think the humans should be allowed to continue destroying everything in their path unchecked?”

         
         Maurits scrubbed at his eyes, suddenly beyond tired. “I disagree with my mother about a great many things. I am not going
            to become entangled in a debate about the humans with you.”
         

         
         There was only one human about whom he was particularly concerned, and right now she was sitting alone in a cave, hating him.

         
         “If that is all, Neese?” he asked, already thinking of how he could win Clara’s trust back, how to earn a chance to hold her
            in his arms again.
         

         
         She bowed her head, deeper this time. But Maurits didn’t miss the sharp flash of disappointment in her eyes. “That is all.
            Again, I do hope you know what you are doing, Prince.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty

         
         Maurits did not know what he was doing.

         
         The swim back to the cave was a pensive one, as thoughts of Clara swirled through his head. He was not proud of the inventory
            he kept of every look she had given him and the inflection of her voice in every word she had ever uttered, a means to measure
            her possible interest in him. It had been so much simpler on land, in the days before she knew who he truly was. She had been
            happy enough to walk beside him and kiss him when she thought he was a man, even if that man had been a servant or a fishmonger.
         

         
         From every crevice, every bed of seaweed, eyes watched him. He supposed he had Thade to thank for the audience. But if what
            Neese had said about his brother was true, then why was he helping Maurits protect Clara?
         

         
         He had just come to the narrow crevice that would open out to the entrance of the secret cave when a wavering smudge of white
            caught his eye against the dark weeds and rocks. He stopped. No, it couldn’t be . . . Clara couldn’t have been that foolish.
            But as he shot closer, her pale face, her unmoving chest, came into view with sickening clarity.
         

         
         Snatching her into his arms, he began ascending, putting his mouth to hers as they shot upward. What had she been thinking?
            She was thinking that you are a monster, and that she had to get away from you, a little voice told him from the recesses of his mind. She was thinking that she would rather die trying to escape than submit to your company a moment longer.

         
         They surfaced, but she was still limp, no sign of her lungs expanding on their own. Her skin was so cold that he could not
            tell where his touch ended and she began. What had he been thinking bringing her down here? He hadn’t been thinking, not with
            his head anyway. On land, she at least had a chance. She was not tethered to him, would be harder for his mother to find.
            Her people were up there; they would take care of her, wouldn’t they? As much as the humans intrigued Maurits on a singular
            basis, he did not have much faith in their institutions as a whole. He’d seen the orphanages, the poorhouses. The thought
            of Clara left to the mercy of one of those heartless places made him feel ill.
         

         
         Laid out on the ground, Clara looked like a marble effigy, completely lifeless. But he put his ear to her chest, heard the
            faint flutter of life deep within. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, not just for what he was about to do, but for all that he had
            put her through already. With reverent hands, he placed his palms flat against the cold skin of her chest and began massaging.
            A moment later her eyes flew open and she began coughing. Flipping her quickly to her side, he watched as she coughed up a
            prodigious amount of water. When she was heaving with emptiness on her elbows, she cut him a caustic look.
         

         
         “I need to give you air again,” he explained, a hint of apology in his voice. “Your lungs are weakened.” She stared back at
            him, all the light from her eyes dull and flattened. It hurt him in a visceral way; she could have died, and she simply didn’t
            care.
         

         
         But she gave a short nod, her body stiffening in anticipation. Tender, hesitant, he bowed his head to hers. If he could only give her more than his breath. But now he knew the painful truth—she would rather die than accept anything from him. The most he could hope for was her safety. He would watch her from afar, try to protect her as well as he was able. 

         
         She accepted his mouth on hers, but it was a cold exchange. Still, he thrilled at the sensation of her soft lips, and tried
            to savor the taste of her until he could no longer justify his embrace. It would be the last time he held her in his arms,
            the last time he would know the feeling of her smooth cheek beneath the grazing of his thumb.
         

         
         “You tried to escape,” he said, when he’d reluctantly let go of her.

         
         She looked off toward the misty woods through the gloaming, her throat bobbing, but no words coming out.

         
         His body was aching, not just from the cost of shifting his form, but from holding in all the feelings that she engendered
            in him. He could feel them building inside, looking for some sort of release. If he could just tell her how he felt, let the
            words pour out and share the joyous burden of his love with her. But as he followed her gaze to the trees shivering in the
            wind, he swallowed them back down. “I shouldn’t have brought you to the water, it was wrong of me. You’re free to go,” he
            told her, the words costing him almost everything in his chest.
         

         
         A strip of lavender light glowed on the horizon, the last vestige of a rainy day. Soon what little light there was would be
            gone, and the air would turn cold. If she was truly free to go, she needed to go now. She was still on the ground, propped
            up in the cold mud where she had arisen from the dead. Scrambling to her feet, she immediately canted to the side. Her body
            felt light and unbalanced, like she’d had too much wine at one of her father’s interminable dinners. Maurits shot out a hand
            to steady her, but she recoiled, sent him a cutting glare.
         

         
         “Don’t touch me,” she rasped.

         
         He folded his hands behind his back, as if it was the only way to force himself to obey her command. He was doing a fine job of looking for all the world like he was in anguish, though with himself, or at the prospect of losing her, Clara didn’t know. She didn’t care. 

         
         “That way is the coast,” he said pointing beyond the tree line when he saw her looking about in a daze. “Don’t go that way.
            Head toward the south. Even better, leave the low countries all together.”
         

         
         Did he know how ridiculous he sounded? What sort of world did he come from that he believed that she could simply pick up
            and start a new life, a lone woman with nothing to her name except an outlandish story and the clothes on her back? Helma
            might have been able to fend for herself, find a new position and start over. But Clara had been gently bred for marriage
            and wifehood. She couldn’t even make a loaf of bread, let alone make her own way in the world. She was as free as a bird with
            clipped wings being thrown out of its cage.
         

         
         She wobbled again, this time catching her foot on a stone and losing her balance. Maurits caught her neatly, pulling her close
            to his body. His face was an inscrutable mask, but somewhere deep in his canal-green eyes there was a pooling of sadness.
            Gently setting her right again, he stepped back. “I’m sorry, Clara, for everything. Here,” he said, handing her a brace of
            fish. “If you make a fire, you can roast them.” Mute, she accepted the fish. She was still hungry—ravenous—but she couldn’t
            even begin to think how to start a fire, and her pride and anger would not let her ask him to help. Taking another good step
            back from him, she fisted her hands into the wet cloth of her skirt. Nothing good would come from lingering in his hold, and
            she was already so tired, so close to letting her defenses fall. If she was to survive, it had to be away from him. Far away.
         

         
         He seemed to sense that she had come to some kind of conclusion, because he gave a short nod, and stepped back into the shallow
            water.
         

         
         There was a taught pause, the only sound the light breeze through branches and the far-off cry of a bird. “I know I have no right to ask it of you, but—” 

         
         She stopped him with a swift shake of her head. He may have saved her life, but it was only because he had interfered with
            it in the first place.
         

         
         His response was infuriatingly even-tempered. He simply folded his hands, his elegant fingers white at the knuckles. “Very
            well, Clara. As you wish.”
         

         
         As she began walking, her scowl faded and tears rushed to fill her eyes. Eventually there was the softest splash and she knew that he’d returned to his world, leaving her alone in hers.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-One

         
         The light shone out in the night, a miraculous beacon of habitation that made Clara’s weary legs begin to move faster. Hunger
            was a living animal in her stomach, roaring, demanding food. Though she had balked at the idea of eating the fish from Maurits,
            her inability to kindle a fire had rendered her pride moot. But now, after walking aimlessly for miles, there was a flicker
            of hope in the darkness.
         

         
         Wind rushed through the poplar trees, pushing Clara closer to the light. She could have fallen to her knees in thanks when
            she saw that it was coming from a building. The farmhouse looked like any other Frisian dwelling—a steeply pitched roof of
            thatch, brick walls, and owl nests carved into the gables. The familiar sight made her chest tighten.
         

         
         Rapping on the rough wooden door, Clara leaned heavily against the frame, her legs dangerously close to buckling. There were
            the sounds of footsteps and whispers on the other side of the door, then a blade of light sliced into the night. A wrinkled
            face peered out of a shawl at her, and for a moment she fancied it was Helma, come to take care of her.
         

         
         But then the woman spoke, her rough accent putting Clara’s fancy to rest. “Jan! Come quick, it’s a child!” she called back
            into the house.
         

         
         Muttered cursing, clumsy footfalls, and then a moment later a spindle-thin man in nightdress with a candle stumbled forward, crowding the door. Wiping a hand across sleep-crusted eyes, he took one look at Clara and jolted the rest of the way awake. “Well bring her in, bring her in!” 

         
         Clara could have wept as warm arms went around her, but she had no tears left. The woman led her into the main room which
            must have served as kitchen, dining room, and living space. In the corner, a cabinet bed with the curtain thrown open boasted
            an inviting pile of blankets and pillows. A fire licked merrily in the hearth. The room was small, but comfortable, with low
            oil lamps burning and throwing warm shadows onto the butter-colored walls. It reminded her of the kitchen at Wierenslot, and
            an arrow of homesickness shot through her.
         

         
         The woman pressed her into a seat at the table, and a moment later a soft blanket was draped over her shoulders. “You just
            have a seat there, and I’ll make you up something warm to drink. My name is Tryn and that’s Jan. We’ve lived our whole lives
            here in this cottage, and I can’t say we’ve ever had a maiden show up in the dead of night before, but here we are.” She tutted
            and tsked as she prepared something to eat, the warm aroma sending Clara into a drowsy state of relief.
         

         
         “There we are,” Tryn said, setting a plate of rolls and cheese in front of Clara, and a steaming mug of something that smelled
            like licorice. “You put some food in your stomach.”
         

         
         Clara couldn’t get the food into her mouth fast enough. Nearly choking, she tipped the mug back, letting the sweet drink warm
            her from the inside. The last real food she had eaten had been her wedding dinner, and even then, she had only been able to
            pick at it, her nerves too taught to eat much of anything. Tryn watched her with keen interest, as Jan passed in and out of
            the room with armloads of wood for the fire.
         

         
         Once she’d cleaned her plate and drained her cup, Clara looked around with renewed interest. “Where are we? Was there a flood
            here? Have you received news from Franeker?”
         

         
         Tryn’s gray brows rose. “Child, if anyone is going to be asking questions, it’s me. You appear in the middle of the night in naught but your smallclothes, your feet near bloody, and an appetite that would alarm even a shipwrecked sailor.” Clara clamped her mouth shut. “Now, I see you are wearing a ruby around your neck and a gold ring on your finger, and what is left of your clothes is not homespun. So how does a young lady find herself in such a spot? Do you have parents looking for you?” 

         
         Even if Clara had been inclined to answer, how could she? Her story was unbelievable at best, the rantings of a madwoman at
            worst. Wrapping her fingers around the empty mug, she raced to put something together. “There was an accident outside of Franeker.
            A dike broke and my home was flooded. My family all perished, and I became lost.” She tried to gauge the effect of her words
            on them before adding, “Have you heard news from Franeker?”
         

         
         Tryn and Jan shared a fleeting look. “Child, Franeker is a four-day journey from here,” Jan said. “Do you mean to say you
            walked all the way and this was the first house you came to?”
         

         
         Time had begun to lose all meaning to her, but surely she had not walked that far. Maurits must have left her somewhere further
            from the city. Any lingering thoughts about returning to Wierenslot were quickly put to rest. “So you’ve no news of a flood?”
         

         
         Tryn sighed. “I no more know the goings-on of Franeker than I do of Bruges. If there was a flood, it certainly hasn’t reached
            here.”
         

         
         Clara’s shoulders relaxed a little. She had envisioned a flood that had reached all the way from Friesland to Amsterdam. Perhaps
            it had not been the magic doing of an angry queen, and simply a broken dike after all.
         

         
         “Is there anyone who would recognize you? Vouch for your identity?” Tryn asked gently. “Someone outside of the city who could perhaps take you in?” 

         
         “There’s no one,” she whispered, the gravity of her situation settling in her stomach.

         
         “Poor child,” Jan said around his pipe stem, his eyes creased with pity.

         
         Clara rubbed the heels of her hands into her eyes until stars exploded behind her eyelids. In the cave, it had seemed enough
            to escape, to get back to land. But now that she was here, reality crashed over her like a frigid wave. “What am I to do?”
            she asked, more to herself than the old couple watching her.
         

         
         “Well, I’ll tell you what I would do,” Jan said, crossing his arms over his thin chest. “I’d go on to Amsterdam and find myself
            a position. Good manners and breeding mean you could be a lady’s maid, or even a companion.”
         

         
         A lady’s maid or companion. Clara searched his face for any sign that he was jesting, but of course found only earnestness.
            Her life at Wierenslot might not have been a happy one, but it was all she had ever known. Even in her dreams of escaping
            and starting a new life as a wife of some esteemed man, she still would have had a good name behind her, a level of comfort
            to which she was accustomed. But to start anew, and with none of those considerations . . .
         

         
         As Jan lit another pipe and rambled on about different possibilities, Clara let the idea settle. Losing herself in a city,
            starting a new life for herself . . . She would put Maurits from her mind, devote herself to forgetting all that had occurred.
            She was an orphan and a widow, completely alone in the world. And wasn’t that what she had always wanted? Independence? A
            future that could forge herself? She had just never imagined that it would come with such a cost.
         

         
         “Hush, you,” Tryn admonished her husband. “The poor mite is too tired to think about cities and positions. Let her rest, then we’ll talk of it tomorrow.” 

         
         Hoisting himself up from his seat with a grunt, Jan tamped out his pipe. “You bide here a week or so, and I’ll teach you some
            husbandry, and Tryn here can teach you mending and sewing. By the time you’re in Amsterdam, you’ll be skilled as any maid.”
         

         
         Clara offered the kind old man a weak smile. Her legs ached, her eyes were heavy, and her mind was all tangled up with dreams
            and memories from the flood. Time since then had slowed down, the days and nights spent under the water and walking the land
            blurring until she could no longer parse out what was real and what had been a dream. But as she curled up on the blankets
            Tryn had arranged for her by the stove, her head was finally blessedly empty, and she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
         

         
          

         Life on the small farm with Tryn and Jan was a new kind of dream. Clara went to bed every night with aching arms and fingers
            numb from spinning wool, but also with a full belly and clear mind. If only Helma could see her now, working with her sleeves
            rolled to her elbows, her brow glistening with sweat. It would be a lie to say that she was good at the work, that it came
            naturally to her. But to Clara’s surprise, she liked it. She liked feeling useful, like she had accomplished something by
            the time she lay down each night.
         

         
         Though her family had owned some farmland adjacent to their estate, Clara never knew much of what went on within a farm. She
            wondered if all farms were as idyllic as Jan and Tryn’s, with a well that produced the clearest, sweetest water Clara had
            ever seen, and chickens that laid plump eggs by the dozens every day.
         

         
         “I don’t know what we’ll do when you leave,” Jan confided in her one afternoon as they sat to eat a meal of soft bread and creamy cheese after cleaning out the chickens’ coop. “You’ve become like a daughter.” 

         
         The breeze was lifting Jan’s wispy gray hair at his temples, and she had the sudden urge to reach out and brush it back for
            him. The tender feeling took her aback. Was this what it was like to be beloved of a parent? Could there be more between a
            father and daughter than simply cold, transactional duty? “Maybe I don’t have to leave,” she said quietly.
         

         
         Tryn, who had come outside to join them, put down her cup with a clatter on the ground. “Now don’t start becoming sentimental,
            the both of you,” she said. “This is no life for a young woman, never mind a young woman of means. You are educated and gently
            bred, and it would be selfish of Jan and me to keep you here feeding chickens and mending hose.”
         

         
         Clara’s shoulders sagged. It was no use arguing with Tryn—she ruled the house with the authority of a queen. For a few days
            at the farm Clara had been able to forget, but more than that, she’d known what it was to have a family, people who cared
            about her and valued her. The farm was like a little world unto itself. She hadn’t seen another person besides Jan and Tryn
            since she had been here. No carriages passed on the road, no peddlers selling trinkets came knocking at the door. It was cozy
            and safe, and she was loathe to plunge back out into the uncertain world beyond the gate.
         

         
         But the day of her departure came, and with it, a deepening sense of finality.

         
         Clara broke her fast with a bowl of boiled potatoes, mashed and served with smoked sausage. It was strange to think this was
            the last meal she would eat at the wooden table, the last time she would listen to Jan and Tryn good-naturedly bicker over
            cups of tea. It had only been a fortnight, but already this place had indelibly imprinted itself on her heart.
         

         
         When she was finished, Tryn packed a bag for her with some apples and cheese, a blanket, and her old clothes which had been mended and ironed. On the front step, the clouds slid over the sun, and a rooster crowed from beyond the yard. 

         
         “A fine day for travel,” Jan remarked, squinting up into the sky. “Clouds in the morning is always a good omen.”

         
         Tryn elbowed her husband. “Now, don’t be putting it off any longer. It’s time we told her.”

         
         Jan was suddenly red in the face, making a show of examining his pipe with a deep frown. Clara looked between them. “Told
            me what?” she asked, a prickle growing along her neck. “What is it?”
         

         
         Jan gave a heavy sigh. “Very well.” Plunging his hands into the pockets of his rough trousers, Jan faced Clara. “Child, there
            is a reason you cannot stay with us. A reason why you must find your own way.”
         

         
         Clara waited for him to continue, but it was Tryn who cut to the heart of the matter. “What do you know of the Old Ones?”
            she asked.
         

         
         Clara opened her mouth, closed it again. “From the stories?”

         
         Tryn gave an impatient huff. “So you do know of them, but you think they exist only in tales?”

         
         “Come now,” Jan said to his wife. “How would she know? They aren’t like us, they don’t teach their young the way of things.”
            Clara watched, confused, as he fumbled in his pocket for his tobacco and prepared another pipe. “We have not told you a single
            falsehood, but neither have we told you the truth,” he said to Clara, his creased blue eyes boring into her over the curling
            smoke of his pipe.
         

         
         A strange feeling began to spread in Clara, and she looked at her friends closer, as if seeing them for the first time. Had
            Tryn always been so small of stature? Was Jan’s beard always so white, so long? They both had an almost . . . sparkling quality
            about them, as if they had bathed in starlight and dewdrops.
         

         
         A rare smile spread over Tryn’s lined face, her eyes sparkling emerald green. “That’s right. Don’t just look at what is in front of you. Use your eyes, your heart, to see us.”
         

         
         The rooster had left off in its crowing, and even the breeze seemed to hold its breath. There must have been a name for what
            Tryn and Jan were, but if Clara knew it from her childhood tales, she could not find it now.
         

         
         “Kabouters,” Jan helpfully supplied as he tapped out his pipe. “That will be the word you’re looking for.”

         
         Clara jolted at his uncanny ability to know what she was thinking. “Kabouters,” she repeated in a numb whisper. The funny
            little characters from Helma’s stories that lived beneath the roots of trees or in windmills, and were seldom seen by human
            eyes. Jan and Tryn certainly looked human enough, and they were far larger than the little beings that were supposedly only
            a few inches tall. But then, who knew what sort of charm they might have cast to make themselves appear larger? Who knew what
            was real on the farm and what was the product of magic?
         

         
         “It is not our custom to trifle with the affairs of humans, but you found us somehow. No one has ever found this place,” Tryn
            added with an appraising look.
         

         
         “And then you began speaking about a flood . . .”

         
         “And we knew that we must help you.”

         
         Clara availed herself of the stone step, sitting down heavily and cradling her head in her hands. Jan and Tryn continued to
            offer her unbelievable explanations, and peppered her with some of the most confusing advice she’d ever been given.
         

         
         “Take care around anyone you meet on the road, especially if it is night and if they come asking you for assistance. Never
            enter into a bargain or accept a gift unless the giver first offers to repeat the terms of the deal to you.”
         

         
         “Don’t make new acquaintances on Sundays. And for God’s sake, stay away from water, especially during the full moon.”

         
         “You are a clever girl,” Jan said. “You will be fine. But before we send you off, we give you three wishes as a token of our thanks for the work you did on the farm.” 

         
         “I . . . I don’t understand,” Clara said, finally looking up. Jan helped her to her feet and gave her hand a warm pat.

         
         “Whether you believe us or not, here we stand before you, offering you three wishes.”

         
         Clara blinked at the smooth stones sitting in Tryn’s small hand. If they were telling the truth, if these stones really did
            possess the power to grant her anything, she could wish for her old life back. She could ask for her family to be spared,
            for the water to have never risen. Pim. She could ask for Pim. As if sensing the turbulent thoughts roiling behind her eyes,
            Tryn said, “You cannot wish for someone to be brought back from the dead, nor the past to change its course. Magic has its
            constraints.”
         

         
         “They need not be used all at once, either,” Jan added. “Perhaps you would like to save them?”

         
         Clara managed to nod. Taking her hand, Tryn pressed the three smooth, round stones into her palm and closed her fingers over
            them. “You keep those somewhere safe. When you are ready, you will know what to do.”
         

         
         The stones sat heavy in her hand, humming with magic. She had no choice but to believe now, didn’t she? Here were magic folk,
            just the kind that Helma used to tell her about. Whatever doubt—or rather, hope—that she had been nursing about Maurits had
            to be given up. He had told her as much, but even after everything that she had experienced, she had been unable to accept
            the fact that he was not human. If Helma was to be believed, then the Old Ones and magic folk were not to be trusted. Well,
            she had certainly learned that the hard way with Maurits. But what of Tryn and Jan? They hadn’t just treated her kindly, they
            had saved her from certain death on the road. She had to trust them.
         

         
         Clara finally managed to thank them, and, pocketing the stones, gathered her things and readied to take her leave.

         
         Jan was still watching her with shrewd eyes. “Another piece of advice, though you did not ask for it? There are folk who use
            their cunning as a weapon, and those that use it as sport. Sometimes it is impossible to tell the two apart. And humans have
            not been good to the land or the water, and those same folk have no qualms about teaching a human a lesson. If something appears
            too good, too perfect to be true, it probably is. So be on your guard, and when in doubt, hold your tongue and put your head
            down.”
         

         
         “Has it always been thus?” Clara asked. “Why have I never seen someone like you before?”

         
         Jan cleared his throat. “Have there always been magic folk? Yes, of course, and I daresay you have seen some but did not know
            it at the time. But there is something coming, and—”
         

         
         “Jan!” Tryn said sharply. “That’s enough. No need to frighten her.”

         
         “She ought to know. You said yourself that we ought to tell her the truth.”

         
         “What is there to know?” Tryn argued back. “Nothing for certain. Leave it be.”

         
         “Don’t mind us,” Jan told her with an apologetic smile, his mismatched teeth flashing. “You are a clever girl, and you will
            do well in the city. Now, off you go, before it grows too late. You should reach Amsterdam before nightfall if you can find
            a ride with a farmer or trader.”
         

         
         As if speaking one into existence, the creak of wheels sounded around the turn, and soon Clara found herself bundled into the back of a jostling cart, bearing her toward a new life in the city. A farmer in a wide-brimmed hat idly flicked his reins on the hump of his bull, barely sparing Clara a glance as she settled into the straw. They were almost to the turn in the road when Clara looked back, hoping to catch one last glimpse of the cottage and commit it to memory. But as the wheels trundled over the rutted dirt, all the remained of the little farm where she had spent a fortnight was an overgrown clearing, and a faint wisp of smoke trailing into the overcast sky. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Two

         
         A pleasant current of water was running over Maurits’s body, teasing out his stiff muscles and slowly infusing him with life
            again. It felt marvelous. He couldn’t quite remember why he was here, or how he had gotten here in the first place. Come to
            think of it, he wasn’t even sure where here was.
         

         
         A night bird called softly from above. Tentatively, he cracked an eye open. The light from the moon filtered down through
            the brackish water. An estuary; he was in an estuary. He had been walking—on land—until his legs gave out and he was gasping
            for water. Clara. He had brought Clara back up to land, and then not even a day later had regretted it terribly and gone looking
            for her. He’d searched the canals, the cow paths, and even the carriage roads, hoping against all odds for one more glimpse
            of her. But, of course, she was clever, and had taken his advice to heart and fled as soon as he had left her. That hadn’t
            stopped him from walking himself dry, desperate to find her again and see her one last time.
         

         
         He was pathetic; he knew that. He was everything his mother and brother had always accused him of being. If he had spent half
            as much time in his kingdom attending to his duties as he did wallowing and pining after a woman he could never have, what
            might have gone differently?
         

         
         Feeling sorry for himself was becoming tiresome. Disgust, that was what he felt. He had lain right down on the ground, determined to let himself die. How had he gotten here? Not just to this estuary, but to this point in his life? 

         
         As if in answer, there was a rush of water beside him. “You’re awake,” said a chorus of hissing voices.

         
         If he could have sunk to the bottom of the deepest ocean floor, he would have. Basilisks were the last creatures he wanted
            to see in his moment of distress. “Unfortunately,” he told them.
         

         
         They made a sound, as close to a tsk as a creature with a forked tongue could produce. “You were on land, dried out like a worm in the sun,” one of them said.
         

         
         Maurits groaned, closing his eyes as if he could slip back into unconsciousness. “You ought to have left me where you found
            me,” he told the school of basilisks. He had never liked the serpentine creatures that could kill a human man with their eyes
            alone, and breathe fire from their nostrils on land. It was not their remarkably brutal powers that bothered him, rather the
            way that they wielded them indiscriminately, whether against foes for survival, or hapless creatures for sport. And of course,
            here they were, responsible for pulling him back into the water and saving his wretched life.
         

         
         “But we did not, and now you owe us a debt for saving your life.”

         
         Their slit eyes watched him, and though they couldn’t kill him with just a look, Maurits was wary all the same. He doubted
            he would have died up there on land, but he could have been gravely injured. At the very least he supposed he could grant
            them some favor in the future. “Very well.” He sighed.
         

         
         There was a drawn-out silence which he didn’t like. “We wish to call in our debt now.”

         
         Of course they did, the bloodthirsty pains in his ass. They probably wanted the right to go into the canals again, to wreak havoc in the cities. His mother had never had any compunction about sending them to do her bidding, but he did his best not to engage with the creatures that would have as soon as killed him as dragged him back into the water. “What would you have of me?” he asked carefully. 

         
         “We could have brought you to your brother,” one of them said, its voice the sound of oil on water.

         
         “Or your mother,” another put in.

         
         “But we kept you here, where the fresh meets the salt.”

         
         He did not like the direction this was taking. “One debt,” he ground out. “I will grant you one debt for saving me, but I—”

         
         “We want your favor, should you take the throne.”

         
         Maurits paused. “You . . . what?”

         
         “The throne,” one said.

         
         “When you take it, we want a voice.”

         
         “Voices,” another added. “We want our kind represented in court.”

         
         “That could be decades yet,” Maurits said carefully.

         
         Those black eyes shifted, sharing something unspoken between them. “What do you know?” he asked.

         
         “Nothing, nothing,” they lied in unison.

         
         First Thade’s cryptic threat and Neese’s warning, then this. The water turned cold against his skin and scales.

         
         “You’ll have a voice in my court,” he muttered, not bothering to mention that he had no intention of ever taking the throne.
            Let the slimy devils think that they were getting a better deal than they were.
         

         
         “That is all that we ask, Prince.”

         
         “Our thanks, Prince.”

         
         They slithered back into whatever dark little crevices from which they had come, leaving Maurits alone in the marshy estuary
            with a sinking feeling in his chest.
         

         
         The water grew clearer and colder as he swam out to sea, and he allowed his tail to unfurl and stretch now that he was back where he belonged. He was not particularly concerned about his mother now that Clara was safely on land. Or at least, he hoped safe. Every time he tried to force himself to think about Thade and whatever grab for power his brother was contemplating, Maurits’s mind would wander to memories of Clara lying sleeping in the cave, her lips slightly parted, her lashes feathered against her cheek. And those images would lead him to more dangerous memories of when he had given her breath and held her body in his arms.
         

         
         Diving deeper into the surf, he swam for the palace. Despite his aversion to politics and the mechanisms of the Water Kingdom,
            there were matters that should be attended to now that he was back. As the crown prince and heir, it was possible he could
            at least mitigate some of the damage his mother sought to bring to the land. And his mother would take her revenge on the
            land, now that Maurits had denied her the final child from the bargain. Thade had taken on more and more of Maurits’s roles
            in the past few years, but his mother still preferred Maurits, her more levelheaded son. Now that Clara was gone and his mother
            had taken her petty revenge, there was no reason to put it off longer.
         

         
         The castle from which Queen Maren ruled never ceased to make Maurits feel incredibly small and inconsequential. He didn’t know when it had been built, or who had built it, but it was as immutable as any cliff or crevice carved into the seafloor from millennia ago. The stories passed down among the sea folk said that it had been cleaved from salt and rock by giant creatures so old that their names had long since been lost to the tide. Even if he didn’t believe the stories, it was still awe-inspiring to behold. Glittering turrets studded in pearls and crusted in coral pierced up from the green seafloor, any light from the surface refracted a hundredfold by the silver shells that adorned the spires. Inside would await spacious halls and towering columns, a calm energy flowing through it despite the many creatures and water folk that came daily to conduct business and manage the affairs of the kingdom. 

         
         Maurits slowed as he neared the great doors. A few merfolk watched him, clustered in groups and giving him wary nods of recognition.
            He hadn’t been gone that long, but everyone seemed to expect him to shirk his duties, to never show his face here again. Or perhaps they had heard
            that he had gone against his mother, been consorting with a human on land. He gave them all a bland, unbothered smile as he
            passed.
         

         
         Ever since he was a boy, the castle had held him in a sort of thrall. It was old, beautiful, and seemingly indifferent to
            the folk that came and went and sat on the throne. Unlike the halls of human castles and guildhalls, there were no portraits,
            no testaments to the kings and queens who had ruled here throughout the centuries. The occasional improvement or necessary
            repair was the only indication that time had touched it. It was a comforting notion, though intimidating when he thought of
            what his own legacy would be.
         

         
         As he swam further down the great hall, his muscles began to tighten, as if they were aware of some threat that his mind was
            not. The castle was suspiciously quiet, with none of the usual bustle of envoys or emissaries or whoever it was that usually
            were doing business here.
         

         
         The uneasiness only grew as he swam up to the green doors that led to the throne room. They should have been posted with his
            mother’s guards, but there was no one there, and they stood slightly ajar. Pushing them the rest of the way open, he felt
            his heart sink.
         

         
         Every space in the Water Kingdom made allowances for the creatures and folk that could not breathe underwater indefinitely.
            Ledges and pockets of air were carved into every space so that there was no need to surface. Maurits could breathe underwater
            for hours, a day perhaps if he really needed to. But there were those who required air more frequently.
         

         
         Maurits stared into the throne room. Those ledges should have been full of courtiers and advisors, but they stood empty. The only creature in the cavernous room was his brother. 

         
         “Brother, you have come at last. I know that you dislike attending to your duties here, but I didn’t think you would be quite
            so tardy.”
         

         
         Thade sat on the coral throne, a simple pedestal with a seat that had been worn smooth and shimmering from centuries of use.
            His voice echoed through the hall, sending a few stray mackerel scattering.
         

         
         “Where is Mother?” Maurits asked warily.

         
         Flicking a disinterested look at Maurits, Thade returned to running his hands along the arms of the throne. “Indisposed.”

         
         “Thade, what—”

         
         “King Thade,” his brother corrected him in an icy tone.

         
         If Thade was looking to elicit a reaction out of his brother, he would be disappointed. Maurits wasn’t moved to anger, or
            even confusion. Thade had taken the throne, or rather, was playing at taking the throne. There was not a creature that would
            willingly submit to the rule of an untried youngest son. Maurits’s only real concern was where their mother was, and if this
            had been the plan between her and Thade all along.
         

         
         “Thade, I am not calling you that,” Maurits returned in what he thought was a commendably calm tone.

         
         His brother’s gills flared. “If you do not address me properly, you’re not only disrespecting me, but the throne and very
            office of king itself.”
         

         
         “And what would make you think that I would ever care anything about that?”

         
         Thade shot up from the throne, his patience gone. “Where is she?” he growled. “The girl.”

         
         “Really? That is your first order of business?” Maurits gave a little tsk that sent red crawling up his brother’s face. “You stole the throne, and your biggest concern is one of Mother’s lost pets?” He might have delivered the words calmly, but inside his heart had started beating hard and fast at his brother’s sudden interest in Clara. Thade had seen her himself, had all but protected her from their mother, and now he was suddenly interested in her whereabouts? No, he did not like this at all. 

         
         One moment Maurits was floating peacefully before the throne, and the next, he was on his back, icy manacles around his wrists
            and tail.
         

         
         Thade hovered above him, his face so close that Maurits could see the tiny scar under his right eye where Thade had run afoul
            of a ray as a child. “Watch your tongue, brother.”
         

         
         When had Thade gotten so strong? Not just physically, but his powers, they were . . . sharp. Their mother had always been able to take the water in hand,
            to bend it to her will. She could bestow forms, shift her own shape, and those were just the powers of which Maurits was aware.
            As her sons, Maurits and Thade had inherited some of her abilities, but never to such a degree.
         

         
         As if sensing the question, Thade gave an infuriating little smirk. “While you’ve been busy on land, playing man and falling
            in love, I’ve been training, honing my power. I told you I lifted your silly dog curse, didn’t I?”
         

         
         Maurits didn’t bother asking him why. Whatever plans Thade had, there was little chance that Maurits would understand his
            brother’s motivations. “It seems you are quite content then,” he said evenly, watching the slight tic in Thade’s eye. “You
            have your throne, and I am spared having to undertake a duty which never appealed to me. I suppose I should thank you.”
         

         
         Thade’s flint eyes flashed murder, but then he was smiling, pushing away and swimming back to the throne. “Oh, Maurits, the
            golden child. You didn’t even ask how I managed it. Aren’t you curious how I took the crown?”
         

         
         “Not particularly, no.”

         
         Scowling, Thade lowered himself back onto his seat.

         
         “Now that you’ve shown me just how clever you are, will you release these damn manacles?”

         
         Taking up the old brass trident that rested beside the throne, Thade began to idly pass it between his hands, studying the
            patinaed points. It was a largely symbolic object, a relic of the water kings and queens of long ago, when sparring and feats
            of strength were expected of rulers. His mother had always kept it mounted above the throne, a reminder of the power that
            she wielded. “Did you know that you possess something of a following? No, don’t scoff. It’s true. The basilisks seem to think
            that you will give them representation on the council, and there are those among the nix and the merfolk who see you as a
            vital continuation of the way of order. Whatever your transgressions, Mother has made sure that your image never suffered.
            I might be the younger son, untested and unproven, but I have plans, ones so grand that you could not even begin to conceive
            of their breadth. My tenure on the throne must be legitimate. There can be no alternative, no other prince waiting in the
            wings.”
         

         
         Maurits closed his eyes as he began to follow Thade’s stream of thoughts. “So you see, I cannot allow you to go, not when
            there are those who would see you on the throne.”
         

         
         There it was. His brother was going to kill him. It didn’t matter that they had been bonded through the grief of losing Evi
            all those years ago. It didn’t matter that Maurits would have happily given Thade the crown and all that went with it.
         

         
         Suddenly the invisible manacle bonding Maurits’s tail fell away. A moment later, Maurits realized it was because Thade wanted
            him upright for whatever he was about to do next.
         

         
         With a snap of his fingers, Thade summoned a contingent of guards. Some of them he recognized from his mother’s court, while others came from some of the deeper crevices and plateaus. Forgotten creatures that all had an angry, desperate look about them. He wondered about the kind of company Thade had been keeping these past years. 

         
         Two of the burlier merfolk flanked Maurits, taking him by his arms. “I should probably kill you,” mused Thade as he watched,
            “but whatever our differences, we are still brothers. I would not pain Mother by taking away another of her children. And
            I may have use for you yet.”
         

         
         So his mother was still alive, somewhere. That was a small comfort at least. “Thade, I—”

         
         “Enough! I’ve heard enough from you, forever. All your wasted breaths and words and time on land. You have a people down here, and you ignored it all. Mother never saw you for the liability that you were, and as creative as she was with her
            little games and punishments, she never took away what really mattered.”
         

         
         Thade was staring at him, piercing him with his icy gaze. The guards’ grips on Maurits’s arms was tight, but he hardly felt
            it. There was something unnerving about the way Thade seemed to be looking straight into the dark recesses of his heart. A
            cold weight settled in Maurits’s stomach, but it wasn’t just a sense of foreboding. Soon the sensation was climbing up his
            body, a trail of ice that blazed an excruciating path up past his lungs and lodged in his throat.
         

         
         If it weren’t for the guards holding him up, Maurits would have fallen from the pain of it. He opened his mouth to cry out,
            but no sound emerged. Thade gave him a sad smile. “No, there will be no more words now.” Another snap of his fingers, and
            he was holding a little glass bubble in his palm, a bluish green light dancing within. “Your voice,” he explained. “You won’t
            be needing it where you’re going. Though you never made good use of your powers, I will be taking those too.”
         

         
         Maurits watched helplessly as Thade played with the bubble, letting it float between his hands. “Goodbye, brother. I hope that you will not think me unduly cruel. What I do, I do for our people, our kingdom. The current situation with the humans is untenable, and the Water Kingdom needs a ruler who will take matters firmly in hand and see them through.” 

         
         Maurits thrashed at his idiot brother’s words. “I wouldn’t waste my energy, if I were you,” Thade said with a smugness that
            only made Maurits struggle harder. “You can take him now,” he told the guards, and turned his back.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Three

         
         The narrow buildings of Amsterdam glowed golden in the late autumn evening. Clara hurried from the pigment shop, taking the
            long way so that she would not have to cross one more canal than was absolutely necessary. Avoiding canals in Amsterdam was
            as fruitless an endeavor as trying to avoid eels in eel soup. If Wierenslot had been a testament to her father’s planning
            and tight-fisted control of nature, then Amsterdam was a rambling, untamable testament to the nebulous interests of man’s
            mind. Crooked alleys and twisting footpaths wound about in an endless tangle, circling art guilds and luthiers, banks and
            exchanges. Clara could walk to the same shop every day for a week, and find herself on a different path back each time. The
            novelty of the city should have amused her, given her something to preoccupy her mind with, but as she hurried across uneven
            cobbles—baby’s heads, the citizens of Amsterdam called them—her shawl tight against the October chill, all she felt was a heavy sense of loneliness,
            of homesickness. All the roses and tulips in her father’s garden, regardless of how tame and meek they had been, were mere
            smudges of memory here in this gray and unfamiliar city.
         

         
         Clara cut through a narrow alley, then zigzagged behind a bakery, nearly upsetting a cart loaded with flour. If she was careful, she could at least time her errands so that she was back at the studio before it grew dark. But today there had been a customer in the shop who had monopolized the shopkeeper’s time, and by the time she was helped she had found herself leaving late enough that the sun was sinking fast, the lengthening shadows bidding her to make haste. 

         
         Her breath came in cold puffs, her arms hugging the precious pigments to her chest. It felt good to have a purpose, even if
            it was a small thing. Her new life was not without brightness. Clara ground cobalt pigment, as blue as the water that flowed
            through the city. She fetched parchment and canvas from the little shop with the rickety sign on the Singel canal. She dreamed
            and remembered and tried not to dwell on all that had come before. Her life working for a painter of some small renown was
            not unpleasant, but neither was it the satisfying work that she had done at the farm, where her mind and body were so busy
            that she never had time to ruminate on anything other than her next meal. She felt as if she was a docked ship, simply waiting
            for its anchor to be pulled up before she could set sail again. And Clara van Wieren had never been one who was content with
            waiting.
         

         
         News of the floods in Friesland had reached the city not long before she had, but most people here didn’t seem terribly concerned.
            Friesland was a long way from Amsterdam, and the city was like a world unto itself. Maurits and Pim, Helma and all the rest
            of the faces that had peopled her world in Wierenslot . . . They all seemed so far away, like a dream that had long since
            faded. And Fenna—where was she? Did her restless spirit still haunt the ground where Wierenslot had stood? There was so little
            anchoring Clara to her old life, and even less from her years before the flood.
         

         
         A few other people nodded their greeting to her as she wove down the street, but for the most part, she was invisible to the
            grinding cogs of the city. She passed by taverns, the interiors boisterous like the paintings on her father’s walls come to
            life.
         

         
         The sun was sinking fast in the inhospitable slate sky, and Clara hurried her step. There was no real reason she couldn’t be out past dark, but she would be a fool if she believed that the water held no danger for her anymore. Who knew what Maurits was doing right now? Who knew what his mother, the water queen, was capable of? It still seemed too fantastic to believe. She was in a city, and so long as it was bright and she was surrounded by people, she doubted that any creature of the water would try to abduct her. In the cover of night, however . . . 

         
         She was nearly running by the time she saw the small sign with the red tulip. Panting, she fell inside and bolted the door
            behind her, her legs going weak.
         

         
         “I thought you had gotten lost,” came a woman’s familiar voice.

         
         Straightening, Clara set the pigments on the old wooden table that dominated the small room. “Mr. van Horne was trying to
            charge double for the cobalt,” she told her mistress, her breath slowly beginning to even again.
         

         
         “Old miser,” the woman commiserated, stepping into the light of the rushes. She was dark-haired and petite with freckled skin
            the color of fresh milk, and carried herself with the poise of a queen. “He only charges so much because he knows that no
            one else can get their hands on that blue. Never mind him, did you put it on credit, or do you have any change left for me?”
         

         
         Clara dutifully deposited the extra coins into her mistress’s hand.

         
         Sometimes it prickled her that she was expected to defer to a mistress now, that no one here knew that she had once lived in a castle and eaten off plates from China. But she could not complain when she had a roof over her head, food in her belly, and a degree of freedom she had only ever dreamed about. Securing a position with one of the city’s finest painters was no small feat, and she knew that she had been lucky to be accepted for the post. It wasn’t the life she would have hoped for in a city as grand as Amsterdam, but neither was it a life of poverty and insecurity. 

         
         “Perhaps I should pay you back the coins in exchange for your thoughts?”

         
         Clara flushed at being caught drifting at sea by Alida. “Nothing of import,” she said with a strained smile.

         
         Her mistress gave her the smallest raise of her brow. Alida was sharp-witted and canny, with an eye for detail and an ear
            for gossip. “You needn’t look so nervous,” Alida told her with a smile that touched her knowing green eyes. “You’ve been here
            nearly a month, and I have yet to see you breathe freely, let your shoulders down. If it’s me you’re afraid of, you’ve no
            need to be. I don’t care what my maid gets up to outside these walls, so long as your work is good and you do not give me
            trouble in the studio.”
         

         
         Clara nodded as her mistress went off, humming, to attend to her evening toilet. Alida was nothing if not kind, but she didn’t
            know that Clara was a fugitive from a deep and drowning magic. Perhaps if she had, she would not have opened her home and
            her life to her so quickly.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Four

         
         Sun was pouring in from the third-floor window, casting mellow gold across the gabled studio. After finishing her morning
            tasks, Clara liked to climb the steep stairs up to the studio and sit in the corner on a crate to watch Alida work. It wasn’t
            a large room—just the footprint of the narrow house—but entire worlds were created in it. She had never given much thought
            before to the skill that was needed to bring a painting to life. All the pictures that had hung on her father’s walls might
            as well have been furniture. But watching Alida blend her pigments, dance her brush across the canvas in small, precise strokes,
            ignited a strange hunger within her. What power it must be to wield a brush and see one’s innermost visions become real.
         

         
         Clara knew better than to ask what Alida was working on this morning, as this piece had consumed a great deal of her time
            already, and required several very expensive pigments for which Clara was continually being dispatched to fetch from the shop.
         

         
         “The Hooft family,” Alida said from behind her brush as if sensing Clara’s curiosity. “Mr. Hooft wanted the whole brood in an open-air setting, with all of the family’s pets, from the monkey to the hounds. His good wife was able to convince him of a studio setting with a backdrop of temple ruins, and just the monkey.” She applied a few more brushstrokes, her lips tugged down in a slight frown. “The little devil shat on my floor, and after the preliminary sketches, I asked that Mr. Hooft keep his family at home until I needed them for the final sitting.” 

         
         Now that she had been invited into conversation, Clara approached the giant canvas and studied the sketch of the family that
            was taking shape through streaks and dots of color. They were well-dressed, the wife and daughters all in immaculate white
            ruffs that presented their pink-cheeked faces like apples on a platter. Beside the mother’s elbow, a little table stood, and
            it was here that Alida was painting a wilting rose. Several brown petals rested beside the head of the rose, its leaves crumpled.
         

         
         “The mother fades as the daughter blooms.” Alida stood back, a small crease between her brows as she examined the addition
            of the rose. Letting out a small breath of approval, she wiped her hands on a paint-stained cloth. “But such is life when
            a woman’s worth is measured in rosy cheeks, a firm bosom, and nothing else.”
         

         
         Clara thought it a rather bleak view, but then, that was the story of her own life, was it not? Now that she was simply a
            nameless maid in a big city, she supposed she had no value to a man. It was freeing, intoxicating, the more she thought about
            it. She no longer had to practice worthless skills or preserve the paleness of her complexion, or do anything other than her
            tasks as a maid.
         

         
         “Why do you paint such a subject when you find it so abhorrent?” Clara asked, taking the cloth to add to the growing pile
            of laundry.
         

         
         Alida gave her a withering look. “Same reason that any of us do anything besides indulging in pleasure,” she said, patting
            her flat stomacher. “I need to eat, and these paintings put food on the table. But,” she added, “I will always get the last
            word.”
         

         
         Clara watched as Alida added a tulip head, nothing more than a hint of gleaming crimson in the shadowed corner of the painting. “What is that?” 

         
         “That,” Alida said, standing back and running an approving eye over the canvas, “is my secret signature.”

         
         After the rest of the scene was filled in and the paint had dried, Alida would apply a thick, glossy varnish made of egg whites
            and resin, then the painting would cure, and finally she could send it off to its eager benefactors.
         

         
         Alida turned to Clara and gave her an inscrutable look. “Would you like to try?”

         
         Clara frowned, certain that she was misunderstanding. “Painting?”

         
         Without answering, Alida rummaged for a spare canvas on stretchers among the many that lined the slanted walls. “Here,” she
            said, planting it on the easel. “This was a commission that never paid. No use in it going to waste. Paint anything you like,
            and I will paint over whatever you do later.”
         

         
         The honor to use one of the precious canvases was not lost on Clara, even if it had been already used. Taking the brush from
            Alida’s outstretched hand, she tested the weight of it in her own. Aside from cleaning them or arranging them, Clara had never
            held one just for the sake of it before. “I don’t know what to paint,” she admitted to Alida.
         

         
         “Don’t you?”

         
         Clara gave a sharp look to her mistress, who was watching her right back with equal interest.

         
         “I never ask about your life before you came to the city, and I don’t expect you to tell me. You owe no one your story. But,” Alida said, tapping her finger on her chin, “there is something that haunts you. I can see it in your eyes when you’re working, the weight that keeps your shoulders bunched as if you are always ready to run.” She gestured to the brush in Clara’s hand, then to the canvas. “In my experience, putting bad memories on canvas helps. It takes them out of your mind, gives them a home where they can’t hurt you.” 

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Clara said, stiffening. She didn’t care for the sensation of someone being able
            to see all her troubles and nightmares written so clearly on her face. Nonetheless, she found herself lifting the brush and
            giving a tentative stroke of blue paint across the canvas.
         

         
         Alida made herself busy tidying up the other side of the room, wiping up pigment dust and sorting brushes, things that were
            really Clara’s job. Applying another stroke, Clara added to her blue streak with a thread of green. The sweep of hog hair
            against canvas made a satisfying shhhwp.
         

         
         Soon she was experimenting with more colors, blending them, playing with them, filling every inch of the canvas. The studio
            was quiet, the only sounds the distant rumble of a cart or horse hooves clipping on the cobblestones. The light, which had
            been shafting in through glittering dust motes, was growing thinner, weaker. Clara didn’t know how long she had been painting,
            or when exactly Alida had come up quietly to stand behind her.
         

         
         Clara slanted herself protectively toward the canvas, but it was too late; Alida had seen her work.

         
         “There it is,” her mistress said, her usually husky voice tinged with gentle admiration. “How do you feel?”

         
         Finally allowing herself to set down the brush, Clara flexed her stiff fingers as she gazed at her work. Aside from the occasional sketch—and of course, the cursed embroidery—she had never pursued any artistic venture before. She had none of the training of a painter, no idea what colors ought to be blended to achieve different effects, nor how to compose a scene that would be pleasing to the eye. Yet none of that seemed to matter as she took in the great swathes of blues and greens crested with white sea foam, the dark and angry clouds that roiled above. If the waves also happened to be the same color as a certain pair of eyes, well, then that was surely just coincidence. 

         
         Alida’s question was still hanging in the air. How did she feel? She felt as if she had released a breath that she had been
            holding for a long time, an eternity. She felt as if she was seeing a glimmer of her own soul reflected back at her. But the
            pigments on the canvas didn’t change anything, not fundamentally. She was still an orphan, a widow, a young woman without
            anything to her name. The painting did not give her all of the comforts of her old life back.
         

         
         As if sensing these unspoken thoughts, Alida broke the silence. “Whatever you left behind, or are still running from, you
            owe it at least some debt of thanks. It has given you a deep well of inspiration.” She began gathering up the paintbrushes,
            moving around the studio with quiet efficiency. “From now on, you are to spend an hour every evening in the studio, practicing
            your technique. In the mornings, I will look over your work and critique it.”
         

         
         From the way Alida said it, Clara knew that this was as good as an order. But she couldn’t help asking, “Why? Why would you
            allow me to use your supplies?”
         

         
         Alida paused, brushes in hand, and smiled at her. “Because you are going to be my apprentice.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Five

         
         There were many things about the land that Maurits missed whenever he was confined to the water: hot food, the clear notes
            of a spinet, paintings showing canny scenes of life, the scent of freshly baked bread carrying on a breeze. But there was
            something about the water that land would never have: it was home.
         

         
         Oh, he’d taken it for granted all of his life. After the wonders of childhood, the pearls lost their luster, the secret caves
            and the illuminated creatures that glowed within them their magic. But now that he was confined to this dreary prison, he
            found that he missed it all, even the fucking basilisks. Missed it terribly. No sparkling light shafted down from above, illuminating
            the kelp forests. No schools of brightly colored fish darted by. It was just cold, brackish water, with only a small gap for
            air when he required it.
         

         
         The worst part was that it was his own damned fault he was stuck here, his voice and any powers he possessed gone. He had
            been a crown prince, and he hadn’t spent any time in his kingdom, listening to the concerns of his people. Instead, he’d let
            a coup occur right under his nose.
         

         
         The softest slither from the darkness pulled him from his dreary thoughts. He tensed, keenly aware that he had no means to protect himself. There were plenty of creatures that lurked in this part of the sea, some of which would be more than happy to have a fresh meal. Without any power or even the use of his hands, he did not stand much of a chance against them. 

         
         But the shape that wriggled itself through the gap near the stone ceiling and then materialized in front of him was no enemy.
            Neese. He let his head loll back in relief.
         

         
         Looking about the chamber, she gave a sigh and slipped into the water. Though she was blessed with legs, his friend had never
            been comfortable with them, walking like a jagged marionette whenever she was on solid ground. “So, it is true then,” she
            said, swimming slowly and taking her time inspecting the walls of the crevice. She did not seem particularly concerned that
            her friend was shackled and bruised from the guards handling him roughly. For a horrible moment, Maurits wondered if she wasn’t
            one of his brother’s sympathizers, or worse, spies.
         

         
         But she quickly put his fears to rest. “I heard that Thade finally had enough of your shiftlessness,” she said. “Though I
            didn’t think he would go quite so far as to lock you away.”
         

         
         His excitement to see her quickly faded. Her flippant tone grated on him, added to his already sour mood.

         
         “You might ask how I got in here,” she said, peevish. “Do you know that a dire whale is lurking about out there? Thade must
            have made some deal with it to stand guard. I only just managed to slip by while it was feasting on a squid. I don’t know
            how I’m going to get back out,” she added, glancing back up at the gap.
         

         
         The dire whales. The name alone sent a ripple of fear through him, making him feel as if he were a small child again hearing tales about the horrible and shadowy creatures that were seldom seen, but often spoken of in hushed tones. His mother told them that the dire whales were creatures of chaos, that they would as soon see the Water Kingdom crumble and fall as they would devour little merchildren just for the sport of it. “They remember the long-ago times when their kind ruled the seas. They are bitter that the triumph of the Water Kingdom left them with only the deepest reaches to lurk in.” Until now, he had never quite been sure if they were truly real or merely an invention of parents trying to frighten naughty children into obedience. And if they were real, then he wondered how much he had been taught about them was really true.
         

         
         Neese seemed to be waiting for him to say something. He gestured to his throat.

         
         “Mm, no tongue? How wonderful. You can’t interrupt me when I tell you how spectacularly fucked you are.”

         
         Maurits clenched his jaw as Neese launched into a detailed account of Thade’s rise to power, and how Maurits, as usual, had
            been a fool.
         

         
         Neese caught his look. “Yes, yes. You’re wondering why I did not warn you if it was so obvious. Well, I would ask you this:
            When was the last time you came to court? How many times did I seek you out, only to find that you were on land? Don’t give
            me that look,” she chastised, when she caught him glaring at her. “You were so busy with your prize when I saw you last that
            you hardly took the time to listen to what I was telling you.”
         

         
         Neese had every right to be angry, though it didn’t take the sting out of her words. He had been lax in his attentions, not just to his duties, but to his friends as well. It was so much easier up on land where he
            didn’t have any commitments, any worries beyond returning to the water in time. As much as he loved Neese, seeing her was
            a reminder of who he was, who he was expected to be. It filled him with shame, but his life was infinitely less complicated
            and unpleasant the less time he spent in the water.
         

         
         Neese was continuing. “You once told me that your mother granted you your land form for seven days during the full moon.”

         
         Maurits nodded to confirm. An uneasy feeling was beginning to grow in him.

         
         “Yet you were coming and going as you pleased for some time. Did you never wonder why your mother was so lax in enforcing
            her rules? Or abandoning them all together?”
         

         
         The realization lodged deep in his chest. It was so obvious; why hadn’t he seen it? It hadn’t been his mother, it had been
            Thade. His brother had wanted him far away so that he could scheme and set his plans in motion. All the times that Maurits
            had been elated to find himself able to possess legs and lark about on land beyond the seven days had been his brother’s doing.
            When the flood had happened in Franeker and he was stuck as a useless dog, his form had been restored by Thade. And Maurits,
            a fool, had been content to accept the gift, unconcerned from whom it had been given. All so that Thade could continue to
            plot and put his plans into action while Maurits was blissfully ignorant on land.
         

         
         Neese watched as grim understanding set in. She nodded. “He’s powerful, more powerful than any of us realized, and he’s had
            time to hone his skills. You’re lucky he decided on imprisonment for you.”
         

         
         What of my mother? Maurits wanted to ask.
         

         
         For all the ways in which Neese could find to be a pain in his ass, she had always been uncannily good at knowing what he
            was thinking. He was grateful now for being spared having to sit with his questions unanswered. “No one has seen the queen,”
            Neese said, dropping her voice. “Which is concerning. Thade is not popular, not among those who were loyal to your mother
            and who would have liked to see you on the throne. He is brash and ruthless, and many are afraid that he will undo whatever
            diplomacy still exists between the Water and the Land.”
         

         
         Brash and ruthless. Maurits closed his eyes. Those were not qualities that whoever sat on the throne should possess, especially when his brother now only had to snap his fingers to call upon the water to rise up. Thousands of humans and other innocent land folk were up there, unaware that Thade was working toward their destruction. Clara was there, widowed and alone, vulnerable. She should have been under Maurits’s protection. He bore so much fault for what had happened, and the least he could have done was stay with her, somehow, made sure that she was safe. With a fruitless yank, he strained at his bonds. 

         
         Neese lifted a dark brow. “Goodness, you burn for her, don’t you? I never saw you so moved to action before. If only you had
            this much passion when Thade was consolidating power.”
         

         
         He held up his wrists, defeated, and Neese finally had pity on him.

         
         “Very well.” She sighed, coming closer and inspecting the manacles. Her brow furrowed, and he did not like the implication
            from someone who usually would rather die than admit defeat. “He’s laced them with some sort of magic,” she said, her long,
            webbed fingers skimming over them. “I can’t get them off.”
         

         
         Suddenly, Neese pulled back, her head craned high as if she was hearing something. “Did you hear that?” she murmured. Maurits
            couldn’t hear anything, but then, he didn’t possess the ability that the nixies did to hear a raindrop falling miles away.
         

         
         Neese put her fingers to her lips, forgetting that he could not speak anyway. And then he heard it. The long, low eldritch
            moan of a dire whale.
         

         
         He’d heard the stories, knew that to hear the cry of a dire whale was to be given an omen of bad news. But nothing could have
            prepared him for the way his blood seemed to stop in his veins at the unearthly sound.
         

         
         “I must leave, now,” she said in a low hiss. “Before it comes closer.”

         
         He wanted to reach out and make her stay. 

         
         But he had no voice, and he could not reach her. His friend shimmied through the gap and disappeared into the murky waters,
            leaving him alone with a monster just beyond the walls.
         

         
         The darkness folded in around him, and he let his head rest on the cold, hard wall. How had Thade found a dire whale? And
            more importantly, what kind of deal had he made with it to enlist it for his purposes?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Six

         
         A silver charger with a thick wedge of cheese sat on the wood table, a tumble of grapes, a few apples, and a half-peeled orange
            spread around it. Clara stared at the cheese until her eyes began to ache, trying to identify the exact spot where the creamy
            white flesh gave way to the rind.
         

         
         “Why must I paint cheese?” Clara asked, finally giving up and closing her eyes. Now that she had experienced the exhilaration
            of putting her dreams on canvas, anything else seemed like torture. She knew that it was very gracious of Alida to ask her
            to be her apprentice, but all Clara wanted to do was paint the roiling waves and shafts of moonlight filtering through water
            that filled her mind. Not cheese.
         

         
         “If you can paint a sweating rind of cheese and make it beautiful, then you can paint anything,” Alida told her. She gestured
            to the fruit. “Each apple, each grape, has its own relationship to the light from the window. There is no detail too small
            to be excluded. Even Van der Poel was able to master fruit, and the man can hardly a paint anything that is not a night scene
            swathed in shadows. I’ll not have my apprentice lack the most basic skills.”
         

         
         Clara supposed painting the uninspiring table scene was still better than dusting or fetching fish from the market. Swallowing her pride, she set to work, studying the way the light played off the surface of the cheese. The more she looked, the more she began to realize there was no one point where the colors shifted; rather, it was a gradual leeching. Each grape was as brilliant as a star, a thousand glimmers shining back at her. She wondered if this was how the mundane objects she had always taken for granted had looked to Maurits. His collection of spoons and glass and baubles did not seem so frivolous now. The thought of him as a child collecting and hiding his little treasures threatened to shatter her concentration. She shook the thoughts loose. How to capture such ephemeral qualities that seemed to shift with each passing cloud out the window? Alida never used white paint. “Everything has a color,” she’d told Clara. “What looks white is merely the palest shade of another color. Paint what you see, not what you think something ought to look like.” So Clara played with the green instead, and tried not to think about how it was the same color as a certain pair of eyes that still haunted her dreams. 

         
         Light was fading from afternoon gold into deep orange, and her painting time would soon be over. A light supper needed to
            be prepared, and all of the work that Clara postponed while she painted finally seen to. Alida had been balancing her account
            book, but came to look at her work. Clara bit at her lip until she tasted the tang of blood, awaiting her verdict.
         

         
         Finally stepping back, Alida put her hands on her hips. “It’s good,” she said, her face still blank. “Very good.”

         
         “But?”

         
         “You’ll be wanting to paint your nautical scenes again tomorrow, and you’ve used all my blue verditer on the violence of your
            waves,” Alida said, though the small tug at her lips told Clara that she wasn’t all displeased. “Go fetch some more, and then
            visit the vintner and we’ll sup on our subject.”
         

         
         The crisp fall air on her cheeks was refreshing after being in the studio all day. Painting had given Clara a new set of eyes. The city was full of inspiration, every brick, every cobble, a palette of colors and light. The turquoise blue sign that swung over the luthier’s shop, the gleeful face of a child nicking a hot roll from a cart and darting around a corner. People of all colors and modes of dress, speaking in tongues from near and far. It was all so different from anything she had ever known. All those times in Wierenslot she had grown tired of walking the grounds, the endless fens—there had been beauty there, just waiting for her to see it, and she had been too preoccupied with her own narrow view of the world. Never again would she know the green of the grass, or the light on the canal on a golden afternoon. Eventually her memories would fade, and then what would she have? Alida would say that she should paint what she saw, but Clara knew that she had to paint her memories, before they were lost. 

         
         In the shop, she used Alida’s credit for purchasing the coveted blue verditer, then used her own small earnings to buy pigments
            that would create the Wadden Sea and the poplar trees that lined the roads. On impulse, she had the shopkeeper add some umber
            and vermillion she could mix to create a head of hair of rich auburn. Walking back, Clara imagined herself an ordinary girl
            who had never known the horrors of the flood, or the magic of the world beneath the water. Everyone in Amsterdam went about
            their business as if nothing was amiss, as if there was not a world full of dark magic and strange creatures. Did they not
            know that an entire city was gone in the north? Did they not know of the deal that had been struck all those years ago? Had
            every parent practiced a great deception on their children?
         

         
         A sharp gust of wind sent dry leaves dancing over the cobbles, and a chill raced down her spine. It had grown late before
            she’d realized how long she had been out. The sun, which was casting such alluring rays on the canal, would soon be sinking
            lower, leaving the city shadowed and vulnerable.
         

         
         She had only turned for a moment when she heard the soft sound of water splashing behind her. “Clara.”

         
         The basket fell from Clara’s hands as she spun around, sending the pigments and brushes scattering across the cobbles and into the canal. 

         
         “Clara.” Maurits extended a hand, a soft smile touching his lips. “I’ve returned. For you.”

         
         He might as well have been a ghost come back from the dead. She had never really expected to see him again, and now her mind
            raced to make sense of the fact that he was here, truly here. He was taller than she remembered, his eyes lighter and lacking
            that playful intelligence that had first drawn her to him. There was a restless energy about him, his finger tapping a rapid
            tattoo against his thigh. But he was handsome and graceful as he stood in a small skiff, his other hand still extended toward
            her. The moment drew out as she raced to reconcile the fluttering in her stomach with the anger that still clouded her heart.
         

         
         A small notch formed in between his brows. “Come now, I know we didn’t part on the best of terms, but surely you are still
            glad to see me?”
         

         
         She backed up, bumping into a hitching post. Only a few other people were about on the street, hurrying this way and that
            as the evening closed in. Did no one else notice him? Couldn’t they tell that he was not of their world? But no one paid any
            mind to her and her upturned basket, nor the strange young man in the boat, confusion and expectation on his handsome features.
         

         
         “You abandoned me,” she said, gathering her courage. “I will not submit to your whims again, taking me and leaving me as you
            please. I have lost everything.”
         

         
         His eyes grew bright, her words, though harsh, an invitation for him to continue. “This will be the last time, I swear it.
            But there is something below that I must show you.”
         

         
         She shook her head. “Let me be.” At home, Alida would be slicing up the cheese with some bread, setting out the glasses for wine. There would be a warm fire, and they would talk and laugh as they watched Puss scurry after the mice that were forever outwitting her. 

         
         But Maurits did not leave, and his pleading look turned stormy. “Clara,” he said, deep authority in his voice. “Clara, you
            must come. It is for your safety, and because . . . because, I love you.”
         

         
         A traitorous part of her heart leapt at his admission. He was still handsome and alluring and promised her adventures the
            likes of which she could not even dream of. But she was not the same desperately bored girl who had first thrilled at his
            attention at Wierenslot. Putting her head down, she began walking, plowing a path through the unbothered traffic of the street.
            She had to get away from him before the girlish fancies she thought she had left behind in Friesland returned and led her
            straight back into trouble.
         

         
         “I have Pim.”

         
         His words stopped her like a musket leveled at her chest. Slowly, she turned.

         
         Seeing that he had captured her interest, Maurits hoisted himself up on the edge of the canal, graceful and swift. “I went
            back and found him. He was cold, a little scared, but he is well. Won’t you come, if not for me, for your loyal friend?”
         

         
         She crept a little closer, regarding him. She missed her dog, desperately. Pim was a link to her old life, the last friend
            that she had left. Perhaps the only one she had truly ever had. “Why did you not just bring him here? Why is he in the water
            with you?”
         

         
         “For his safety,” Maurits told her without hesitation. “My mother knows how special he is to you. I could not risk leaving
            him somewhere she might find him, and having her use him to lure you to her.”
         

         
         “And the water is safer?”

         
         “The grotto is. It is the one place that she does not know about.”

         
         Clara’s shoe tapped nervously on the muddy cobblestone. “If I come with you, will you allow me to return, with Pim?”

         
         Maurits looked hurt. “Of course, Clara. You are not a prisoner. I only want to reunite you with your friend. I would be lying
            if I said that I did not want you to stay with me, but I understand that I have betrayed your trust, hurt you irreparably.”
         

         
         The sun hung low on the horizon behind the curling smoke of the chimneys of Amsterdam. Alida would be wondering where Clara
            had gotten to. But Clara would go and return quickly. Alida would be there when she got back, and had never begrudged Clara
            her personal errands before. “Very well,” she said, placing her hand in his cold grip.
         

         
         For all the finality of their parting, she had imagined what a reunion might look like a thousand times over. He would come
            upon her happy and blooming, and he would see how little she needed him. He would fall on his knees, beg her forgiveness.
            She, of course, would accept, but only because Christian charity demanded it. She would remain cool and aloof, and he would
            know how deeply he had erred. If she had also imagined how it might feel to once again be wrapped in his embrace or taste
            his lips, well, she was human after all.
         

         
         But as she stood there, the chatter of the city flowing around her, she felt none of those things. In fact, it was all she
            could do to muster a weary sense of curiosity.
         

         
         Maurits helped her aboard his skiff, and pushed off. They left behind the traffic of the canals and headed toward open water.
            When at last they were clear of the docks, he dropped the paddle, and held out his hand to her. She did not relish going back
            beneath the surface, that sensation of simultaneously plunging down and feeling impossibly light while her lungs contracted.
         

         
         But she would do it, for Pim. She would get her dog, bring him back with her to Alida’s, and put all of the magic, the heartache, the death, behind her once and for all. 

         
         She waited for Maurits to bow his head to hers and give her breath, but instead he simply touched one cold finger just above
            her collarbone where her shawl was slipping. When he drew his finger away, she found a small marble, no larger than a robin’s
            egg, hanging from an invisible chain on her neck. “What is that? What are you doing?” she asked, quickly trying to peel it
            off. But Maurits caught her hand and shook his head.
         

         
         “Giving you breath for below. So long as you have it on you, you shall be able to draw breath and move freely. Do not try
            to remove it,” he added sternly.
         

         
         “That’s not how you did it last time. Don’t you need to . . . kiss me?” She didn’t want her question to be misconstrued, but
            heat rushed to her cheeks all the same.
         

         
         He slanted her a look from above. “Did I, now?” he mused. “I must have forgotten.”

         
         He didn’t even remember kissing her. She looked past his shoulder to the jagged gables of Amsterdam silhouetted against the
            cloudy sky and gritted her teeth.
         

         
         “Are you ready?” he asked.

         
         The marble sat cool and snug on her throat. She gave a short nod, and then he was taking her lightly in his arms and hopping
            off the side into the water. Maurits was holding her, but she felt nothing. The last time he had taken her down into the water,
            there had been a promise in his embrace. Never mind that he had been bearing her away from all that she had ever known, she
            at least had felt his tenderness, his concern for her. But now there was . . . nothing, and soon the frigid water was stealing
            any sensations from her at all.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

         
         “Where is Pim?”

         
         Barnacles and slick seaweed covered the ground of the cavernous hall in which Clara now found herself. Pillars of pearl and
            coral towered above her, shells strung on thread delicately clinking in the current. The sheer beauty of the place would have
            stolen her breath away if not for the marble at her throat. “And why are we not at the grotto? I thought you said it was the
            only place that was safe from your mother.”
         

         
         Maurits had his back to her, his broad shoulders bare, his torso tapering to where an emerald green tail met his lower back.
            She had never seen him in his true form before; at least, she thought this must be his true form. His hair was darker than
            she remembered, his posture rigid despite the gentle flow of the water. Perhaps she had not committed every detail about him
            to memory after all. She wondered how much of her brief infatuation had simply been the result of boredom, desperation. Now
            that she knew the satisfaction of working, of creating worlds of her own on canvas, she did not need to let her heart fly
            away on the smallest promise of excitement.
         

         
         The minutes stretched out, and Maurits seemed in no hurry to answer her or produce Pim. She shifted her weight, glad to at
            least have her boots this time to protect her from the creatures that scurried across the ground.
         

         
         “Where is my dog,” she repeated, a sudden heaviness pressing in around her chest. She had left the little life that she had scratched out for herself in Amsterdam to follow a man—or whatever he was—who had only ever lied to her. Something was very wrong, and she knew that she only had herself to blame for whatever was about to happen. 

         
         When Maurits finally turned to face her, it was a slow, deliberate movement, and she felt her already frigid limbs go colder.

         
         Something was happening to his face. It was like when she had leaned over the canal as a little girl to see her reflection,
            and a frog would jump in, rippling her visage into something blurred and unrecognizable until the water settled again. He
            was changing right before her eyes, smudgy and blurry until it was no longer Maurits’s face, nor even his body.
         

         
         The eyes that had given her pause now shone a completely different color. Gone was the beautiful green-blue, replaced instead
            with a piercing slate gray. There was some resemblance to the man who had once kissed her by the canal, but it ended at the
            strong curve of his jaw and the tousled hair. He was wrong, all wrong. Her mind screamed at her to run, but her body was anchored
            to the rock floor.
         

         
         “You’re not Maurits.”

         
         The man who was not Maurits stretched his mouth into a humorless smile. “How clever you are. No, I am not your Maurits.”

         
         Clara swallowed the fear that threatened to clog her throat. “Where is she?”

         
         The smile slipped, just for a moment. “She?” he asked.

         
         “The queen. Whoever you are, you have brought me to the water queen, haven’t you?”

         
         Clara did not like the way his gaze sharpened on her, the corners of his mouth pulling up again. “No, though I am sure she would have liked to have seen you for herself. No,” he said again, “you are here at my leisure as my guest.” 

         
         “Please,” she pleaded. “Whoever you are, just let me have Pim and go. I will make no trouble for you, I will not tell a soul
            about you. Just please, let me have my dog and go.”
         

         
         In the time it took her to blink, the creature had darted to her with amazing speed, hovering before her so closely that she
            could see the unearthly shimmer of silver in his skin. She leaned back, nearly losing her balance, as he regarded her with
            something between curiosity and amusement. “You truly don’t know, do you?” he murmured.
         

         
         “Know wh-what?”

         
         “Your dog—Pim. You don’t know what he truly is.”

         
         Her already tight stomach clenched further. Though she could breathe and speak, it was terribly cold here, and her body was
            aching from it. She forced a swallow and tried to remember anything Helma might have ever told her that would help her deal
            with this nature of creature. Merfolk were clever and dangerous, that much she knew. She might have had a chance on land,
            but here in his domain, she felt her disadvantage both in size and knowledge.
         

         
         “He is my dog and nothing more. I am a silly girl and am quite attached to him. Please, do not punish him for whatever my
            transgression was.”
         

         
         After a long moment, he gave her a smile that reminded her that he was not just a character from an old story, but a real
            creature; a dangerous creature. “Maurits always did have a habit of befriending the broken ones, the stupid ones. You poor
            child. You think that he loved you, that for all his faults and all his lies, that at least his feelings for you were genuine.
            But tell me, would a man who truly loved you, go to such lengths to deceive you?”
         

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         
         He gave a flick of his tail, scales shimmering in the glow of the pearly light. “Your dog,” he said with studied disinterest. “Isn’t it funny how he appeared after Maurits left, how as soon as Maurits returned, you never saw Pim again?” 

         
         The icy water curled around her. There was much that Clara had experienced in the past months that beggared disbelief, but
            what this creature was implying was beyond the pale. “That can’t be,” she said.
         

         
         “Can’t it? Your Maurits is a trickster, just as many of the Old Ones are. He enjoyed playing with you, making outlandish claims
            and watching you twist yourself about in an effort to believe them. You already know that he can take different forms—why
            wouldn’t he use such an ability to deceive you?”
         

         
         Despite the cold, Clara felt her blood go hot. “And you didn’t? Coming to me pretending to be Maurits, only to lure me down
            here?”
         

         
         The man with the fish’s tail gave her a one-shouldered shrug. The gesture was remarkably human, and only unsettled her further.

         
         Even as Clara fought to deny the wretched lie, she knew it to be true. The dog with the beautiful green eyes had appeared
            after Maurits had bid her farewell, and it could be no coincidence that Pim had disappeared in the flood, only for Maurits
            to save her. All of her sweet memories of her companion were tarnished now. She was truly left with nothing. “Why are you
            telling me this?” she finally brought herself to ask.
         

         
         “Because I think it important that you understand the sort of creature you have chosen to attach yourself to. And you have
            attached yourself to him, whether you believe that attachment still stands or not.”
         

         
         Maurits had lied to her time and again, and she would bear the scars of those lies for the rest of her life. Yet why should she trust what this creature said? He had lured her down here using trickery and deceit, and he seemed determined on turning her against Maurits. 

         
         She studied the merman before her, forcing herself to look past the silvery skin and stormy eyes that glowed with uncanny
            knowing. He was not Maurits, but she again noted the striking resemblance.
         

         
         Catching the understanding that was beginning to dawn on her face, he gave a smug smile. “You did not ask who I am. I would
            have thought the identity of your captor would be of more interest.”
         

         
         “I do not care who or what you are,” she said, though the quaver in her voice betrayed her.

         
         “You should care. I am King Thade, and I rule over the Water Kingdom. I have brought you here myself as my mother and brother
            proved unable or unwilling to do so. You are the last child due as payment, and as such, it is important that the folk of
            the Water Kingdom see you for themselves. They must know that justice has been done, and that their rulers do not take the
            breach of contracts lightly. Tonight, you will stay as my guest in the palace. Tomorrow, you will appear at court, and then
            meet the fate that you have so long evaded.”
         

         
         All those times Clara had cursed Helma as being a nuisance, and her nursemaid had only been trying to protect her from herself.
            The water was dangerous, yes, but it was Clara herself who posed the greatest threat to her own well-being. She had been unthinkably
            foolish to come here. It was her own headstrong foolishness that now saw her trapped in a deadly world of which she didn’t
            know the rules.
         

         
         She opened her mouth to speak, tried to lift her feet, but found that she could neither produce words nor move so much as
            an inch. The king gave a little tsk. “Your voice was a privilege of which you showed yourself unworthy,” he told her. He produced a bubble the size of an orange
            seemingly out of nowhere, a flicker of blue light dancing within it.
         

         
         It glowed softly, bobbing like a leaf on a current. Something stirred within her at the sight of it, a dull ache that started in her throat. She opened her mouth again, tried to say something, but no sound came out. 

         
         Her hand went to her throat as she fought a wave of nausea. It was her voice. He had taken her voice, trapped it in a little
            glass bauble like a specimen in a university.
         

         
         “A fine addition to my collection,” he said, and for a moment he was no different from her father, pinning the spoils of trade
            to his wall. “Human voices, for all that they speak falsehoods and deceits, are remarkably interesting to behold.” His gaze
            slid back to her as he palmed the bubble. “I have matters that need attending to,” he said as he rose abruptly from the throne.
            “I hope that you will find your stay here tolerable. Never let it be said that the Water Kingdom is inhospitable to our guests.”
         

         
         Two scaled creatures carrying staffs materialized and wrapped their tentacles about her arm, bearing her away before she could
            try to choke out a plea for help. There was no time to take in the labyrinth of coral halls and the curious water folk who
            paused in their conversations to watch as she was hauled by. Everything was dark and unfamiliar, horrifyingly beautiful in
            the way of an unsettling dream. There were merfolk, both men and women, but other creatures like the guards that she could
            not even begin to make sense of; tentacles and glowing jellyfish, shells that clung to the walls, and everywhere eyes that
            peered at her from the darkest crevices.
         

         
         The guards escorted Clara to the chamber where she was to bide until the morrow. When they’d gone and bolted the door from
            the outside, Clara allowed herself the luxury of curling into a ball for a few moments, rocking back and forth on the cold
            floor. The horrible reality of her situation made her want to shut her eyes, lull herself into an endless sleep, but she did
            not have the luxury of ignoring it.
         

         
         Uncurling herself, she stood and inventoried the small, dim room. Perhaps of all the strange, unbelievable details about life below water, what struck Clara the most was the lack of windows. Of course there would be no windows, for what light could they admit? What fresh air was there to blow in? The closeness of the room pressed in around her, the only light from some sort of moss or algae that clung to the roughly hewn ceiling. 

         
         Clara rubbed at the stinging spots where the guards’ tentacles had left circular imprints on her arms. The small room was
            dry, at least, but there was no warmth, no comforts other than a bucket and a small wood pallet. How did anyone tell time
            down here? How did one know when the night ended and morning began?
         

         
         As she lowered herself down to the pallet in the corner, she tried not to dwell on the memory of nearly drowning when she
            had tried to escape from Maurits’s grotto. The way the water had stolen her breath. How it had taken and taken and taken until
            her vision had gone black, her lungs empty. There was no use in trying to escape. And indeed, she did not want to, for her
            prison was also her salvation, the only means of keeping her alive in this dark and inhospitable place filled with hungry
            creatures until she was summoned to meet her fate.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

         
         Like the tongue of a great beast, the stone table stretched from one side of the rock-hewn dining room to the other. If Clara
            closed her eyes, she could almost pretend that she was home, a goblet of wine at her right hand, a plate of steaming fish
            in cream sauce in front of her as Atty scurried about with serving platters. But even with her eyes closed, there was no mistaking
            the cold bite of the damp air, the lack of any sort of smell other than wet rock and salt.
         

         
         Thade was seated across the chasm of a table from her, his face a mask of benign disinterest, a little silver spear in his
            hand which he used to occasionally skewer small fish. There had been two merfolk who set down some platters and then were
            dismissed by Thade, leaving him and Clara alone.
         

         
         “Eat,” Thade said, more of a command than an invitation. “I am not an ungracious host, and I do not like to see my guests
            go hungry.”
         

         
         Clara had no appetite for the cold fish or the pile of seaweed that lay before her. She had been escorted from her dreary
            chamber to the dining room after a guard had delivered a gown to replace her soaking skirts and jacket. Even in the chambers
            filled with air, it was damp and the rough wool and linen clung to her skin. Putting cold food in her stomach was the last
            thing she wanted to do.
         

         
         Sighing, Thade placed the little spear down and laced his long fingers together, leveling her with a hard look. At his shoulder, the bubble with her voice floated, taunting her. 

         
         “Don’t eat, then,” he said. “It is all the same to me. Do you know why I invited you to sup with me?”

         
         He didn’t seem to expect a response as he toyed with the stem of a pearl goblet, bored. Even if she wanted to tell him that
            she did not care for his reasons, her voice was not at her disposal. Instead, she bore her gaze into the stone table until
            her eyes swam.
         

         
         Thade scraped seaweed onto his spear, ate his meal in silence until he gave a heavy sigh. “Look at that herring on your plate,”
            he said at last. “To you it is a little fish, one of thousands, perhaps millions. You probably ate fish like that every day
            when you lived your soft and pampered life on land. Did you never wonder how it came to be on your plate? What had to come
            to pass so that you might have a moment of pleasure upon your tongue?” He gave another weary sigh and pushed his own plate
            away from him.
         

         
         “I believe in justice,” he continued, “but not in the way my mother does. To her, justice is when the scales are balanced,
            when the battlefields are level. But there can be no justice without understanding. The guilty party must be made to grasp
            their crimes. Otherwise, how do we go forward? By all means, let the scales tip, but let both sides understand why they are tipped.”
         

         
         He was quiet again, and she chanced a look at him. His attention was faraway, somewhere in the depths of his goblet as he
            slowly swirled it. “So, Clara van Wieren, I would ask you if you understand why you are here? Truly?”
         

         
         There was no malice in the question, but Clara had no interest in giving Thade an excuse to lecture her further. She was here because she was part of a deal made before she was born, and her life was the final payment. She was here, she assumed, because justice was easier served against a single girl than against an entire empire. 

         
         “Let us return to the herring on your plate. Before we made the bargain with the humans, herring were so plentiful that you
            could dip your spear into the water and skewer three at once. They were the axis upon which our world turned. On the occasion
            of a marriage, the bridegroom was responsible for bringing no less than seven braces to the family of his bride. It was largely
            symbolic, of course, but important nonetheless. When a child was born, the family celebrated by stringing the polished bones
            of herring with shells and hanging them on their threshold so that all who passed could hear the joyous tinkling sound.
         

         
         “Even with these practices, there was no shortage of herring. But in a matter of only a generation, they were fished to the
            point of extinction. Now they are so precious that they are reserved only for high feasts. Losing our land and resources is
            not just a wound to our pride and dignity, but to our very way of life.”
         

         
         Clara began to warm; not because of the dry clothes, or from becoming acclimated to the room, but because the blood in her
            cheeks was growing hot as Thade’s words found their mark. “Young merfolk need not just their mother’s milk to thrive, but
            also kelp. And for the kelp to grow, it needs sunlight and space. But as the docks expanded and the port continued to be built
            up, the kelp forests died back.” He gave a hard swallow, the closest thing to emotion Clara had seen from him thus far. “I
            doubt I need to spell out the result of this, even to you.”
         

         
         Thade slipped into a contemplative silence. His words had teeth, and they sank into her conscience, filling her with guilt. If there had been any chance of Clara taking a bite from the fish, it now dwindled to nothing as she stared at it, her stomach knotting itself tighter and tighter until she felt light-headed. It was not just fear from being seated across from this mercurial creature who might decide to pierce her through with a spear at any moment, but the growing realization that she was not as innocent and blameless as she had been led to believe. 

         
         Pushing back from his seat, Thade suddenly rose. “I will leave you to your thoughts and your supper. A guard will escort you
            back to your chamber when you are ready.”
         

         
         Clara felt hollow, but managed a short nod, her gaze still pinned to the plate heaped with fish and seaweed before her. A
            moment went by, and Clara thought that Thade had gone, when his voice came from behind her. “I cannot fault you for your ignorance,”
            he said quietly. “It is not a lesson I relish teaching, but it is a lesson that must be taught regardless. For in ignorance,
            the same sins will forever be repeated. Good night.”
         

         
         And with that, he left.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

         
         To say that Clara awoke to a slithering in the darkness would not be quite true, for it would assume that she had been asleep
            to begin with. Instead, she had been drifting between consciousness and exhaustion, her mind too full of dead fish and dried
            seabeds.
         

         
         But there was definitely a slithering.

         
         Struggling to her elbows, she would have let out a curse that would have made even Inka blush, only to find that she was still
            without her voice. A strangled gasp was all that escaped her throat as she realized there was something in the small dark
            chamber with her.
         

         
         She groped for something, anything, to protect herself with. But her fingers met only the cold rock of the floor, so, feeling
            like a scared little child, she huddled in the furthest corner, arms wrapped around her knees. It was her dream of her mother
            locking her in the dark cabinet, except this time, the slithering sound was not just the manifestation of her fears. It was
            real, and it was here.
         

         
         “There you are. You needn’t be afraid,” said a voice that was both soft and slippery, and did nothing to put Clara’s fears
            to rest.
         

         
         There was a sound of bare feet moving closer, and then the glowing algae came back to life, illuminating the chamber in a hazy green glow. Forcing herself to look at the source of the voice, Clara raised her head. 

         
         Two red slit eyes peered back at her, framed with a tangled mane of black hair. Pallid skin and a long neck incised with gills.
            It was the creature that had visited Maurits in the grotto. Clara relaxed, but only a little. Despite her strange features,
            there was an impossible beauty that radiated from the creature, and Clara very much wanted to trust her, to follow her where
            she might bid her. It was the same sort of hazy feeling that had come over her the first time Maurits had tried to lure her
            into his boat.
         

         
         The creature—who had a name that Clara could not remember—began moving about the room, humming a haunting tune. Her legs were
            long and slender, and Clara quickly cut her gaze away when she realized that she was not clothed.
         

         
         When the creature—Neese, her name was Neese—had made a full inspection of Clara’s prison, she gave a little hum that said
            she was not impressed. “Maurits has gotten into a lot of trouble on your behalf.” There was no accusation in her tone, only
            a bland statement of fact.
         

         
         “You mustn’t be too cross with him though,” she continued, after receiving no response. “Everything he has done has been with
            you in mind, even some of his stupider forays. He seeks only to reconcile your people to the truth and mitigate his mother’s
            wrath.”
         

         
         A cold comfort, given her position now. Everyone was very concerned with her knowing the truth, but no one seemed to care
            what happened to her once she knew it.
         

         
         “You are to stand trial, I understand.”

         
         Clara wanted to ask her what the trial would entail, what her judgment would be, and if it was death, would it be painful? Would she quietly slip into the arms of the water like poor little Fenna and simply go to sleep, never to awaken? But then, she didn’t know what truly had happened to Fenna, what her last moments had been like. All Clara had seen were gentle ripples. Whatever had transpired beneath the surface could have been much more violent. Fenna’s spirit would certainly have her think as much. 

         
         “I have already risked life and limb by visiting Maurits, and to no avail. You though,” Neese said, moving closer and peering
            at her, “Thade has tethered you with magic, but it is clumsy.” She slowly circled Clara. “He does not think very highly of
            you, or else he would have bound you more strongly and posted guards outside your door. You’re very quiet, aren’t you?”
         

         
         Clara just stared at her. Understanding lit Neese’s red eyes. “Ah! Thade has played the same little trick on you as he has
            on Maurits. I don’t pity Maurits the loss of his voice—if anything, it is a welcome reprieve not to have to hear his every
            passing fancy and thought. But you . . . well, you are only a human. It does not seem to be in good sport.”
         

         
         Clara looked away, her eyes suddenly smarting. So, Neese had seen Maurits. And Maurits was Pim. And she desperately loved
            and missed Pim. An old ache opened up in her chest. Clara wrapped her arms around herself tighter, but she could not help
            the hard set that her jaw took. She was going to stand trial, and she would be found guilty. She would die with love and anger
            and hurt in her heart. All of Helma’s stories had always ended so neatly, with lessons learned and happily-ever-afters. If
            Clara had her voice, she would have screamed until the chamber shook.
         

         
         “You have something in the pocket of your dress.” Neese’s slippery smooth voice interrupted her thoughts. Clara had almost
            forgotten about the stones that Tryn and Jan had given her. But she could feel them now, heavy and expectant, radiating a
            dull sort of pulsing heat from her pocket.
         

         
         As if sensing the power the stones held, Neese’s mouth split into a wide grin, showing two rows of perfectly sharp white teeth. “Clever little human!” Neese said with real admiration. “You have some magic of your own! And here I thought I would have to intervene, when in fact you are quite capable of freeing yourself.” 

         
         Clara had had enough of these creatures and their tricks and riddles and the way they talked in circles without ever coming
            directly to the point. Her eyes were tired from trying to stay open, her body stiff and aching from the damp. She could not
            even begin to fathom how to spin magic from a stone.
         

         
         “Well?” Neese watched her expectantly. “Are you going to release your bonds?”

         
         Any fear of this strange and beautiful creature was quickly fading. How was she supposed to know how the stones worked? Jan
            and Tryn had told her to that all she had to do was hold it in her hand and imagine her heart’s desire, but surely it couldn’t
            be that simple? Otherwise, every fleeting wish that had crossed her mind would have been rendered real by the stones these
            past months. And once her bonds were released, Clara had no idea what to do next, where she should go. She only had to remember her last escape attempt and how
            close she had come to death.
         

         
         Clara threw the creature a peevish glare, which only earned her another toothy smile. “Well, well,” Neese purred, “I can see
            why Maurits is smitten and Thade is vexed. Who knew the last child had a temper?”
         

         
         Neese was lurching closer, her uneven gait echoing through the small chamber. Clara held her ground as Neese stopped less
            than an arm’s length from her, her gaze drawn again to Clara’s pocket.
         

         
         “Whoever gave you these should have ensured that you knew how to use them. In the wrong hands they could unleash a dangerous magic. But no need to fear, I will show you now.” Neese raised a long, webbed finger, pointing at her. “First, you must close your eyes.” 

         
         There were few things that Clara wanted to do less than close her eyes in the presence of this creature.

         
         “Close them, Clara,” Neese sang, her voice so honeyed and sweet that Clara found herself obeying. The hazy feeling returned,
            grew more intense.
         

         
         “Good. In your mind’s eye, you can see the manacles that bind you to this place.”

         
         All she saw was darkness behind her eyelids. She was about to open her eyes to glare at her presumptuous visitor, when, to
            her surprise, shapes began to form until she could see manacles, rusted metal, and glowing glass at the same time, sparkling
            with magic. How had she not noticed them before? What else did she not see because she did not know what to look for?
         

         
         “You see them now, don’t you?” There was a smile in Neese’s voice.

         
         Clara managed to nod.

         
         “Take a stone in your hands.”

         
         Her invisible bonds were long enough to allow her to reach into her pocket and palm the stones nestled there. They were smooth
            and hummed with a promise of power as her frigid fingers closed around one. It showed her things, terrible, wonderful, things
            that it could do for her. There was none of the simple twinkling magic of Helma’s stories in the power of this stone. One
            errant step past the periphery of her wish, and she would be plunged into a deadly cauldron of magic from which she would
            never emerge.
         

         
         “Show it what you want to become of your bonds. Show it with your mind.”

         
         Clara forced her mind past images of unlimited riches, beauty that never faded. Free she said in her mind. She envisioned the rusted metal breaking and falling from her wrists and ankles. She envisioned the snapping sound of glass, the glowing manacles floating away. I want to be free.
         

         
         The stone gave an excited thrum, as if it were a horse being given free rein, and then it dissolved in her fingers, simply
            melting away as if it had never existed. She opened her eyes, but she did not need to look to know that it had worked. There
            was a lightness about her, as if she might float up, if not for the stone ceiling.
         

         
         Neese was still regarding her. “Where did you get that, I wonder? That is not a charm for a novice.”

         
         Neese didn’t seem to expect an answer. Flexing her fingers a few more times, Clara coaxed her blood to flow into her hands
            again. She looked about, uncertain how to proceed. Even the doors were different here—smooth rocks that slid over the entrance
            with seemingly no handles or knobs.
         

         
         “As I said, you don’t have guards,” Neese continued. “Thade did not think that escape would be possible for you. Come.” She
            gave a jerky nod of her head, and as easily as if she were strumming a string on a lute, ran her finger down the smooth rock
            until it slid to the side, revealing the opening below it.
         

         
         “There will be no air for you beyond the door,” she explained. “May I?”

         
         This time, when Neese raised a finger in Clara’s direction, Clara nodded, understanding what was needed. Neese’s finger was
            firm and cool as she placed it just above Clara’s collarbone, fitting neatly into the hollow left by Thade’s marble.
         

         
         Granted the ability to breathe, Clara followed Neese out the door and out into the cavernous network of tunnels where the
            air melted away into cold water.
         

         
         Her bonds might have been broken, but Clara had no better idea of how to move about in this strange place than she had the first time she had tried to escape the grotto. But Neese, as usual, had anticipated this, and took Clara by the wrist, gently pulling her along. They glided through tunnels and finally emerged into an opening of dark, frigid water. 

         
         All of Neese’s awkwardness in the chamber was gone now as she swirled, elegant and graceful, in the endless expanse of the
            sea. Clara supposed that she should feel some sense of relief, some sense of freedom, but in the black water with only the
            occasional little fish hurrying by, she felt only lost and terribly alone.
         

         
         “Where shall I take you? To the surface?”

         
         The cold seeped into Clara’s bones. Every moment below the water took a toll on her; on her nerves, her body, her mind. She
            could be home by supper, curled up by the fire with a cup of something hot to drink. She could put her complete trust in this
            creature, and, if Neese was true to her word, Clara would be free.
         

         
         But she couldn’t bring herself to, and the moment drew out as she grew colder and colder.

         
         Neese was watching her with sharp interest. “Come with me,” she said suddenly. “You needn’t decide quite yet.”

         
         Clara found herself allowing Neese to swim her into the deep. Moonlight filtered down in shafts, sometimes so faint that she
            could hardly see more than her hand in front of her face. They passed ruins of castles and buildings, so encrusted with barnacles
            and coral that it was hard to tell what they had been save for the jagged silhouette of a parapet or crumbling tower.
         

         
         “This all used to be part of the capital city. I expect Thade has told you a great deal of our history. For whatever his methods,
            his anger is justified. What happened . . .” Neese bit her lip, let the rest of her words slip away in the current.
         

         
         Thade’s speech had been edged in poison, bitter and designed to make her sick. The things he had spoken about had seemed as far away, as impossible as a tale told in childhood. But it was another matter to see with such startling clarity the evidence laid in front of her. 

         
         A young mermaid with jet-black hair swam past them, gave Clara a guarded look before continuing on.

         
         “Folk come here to remember,” Neese explained when the last shimmering scale was out of sight. “But there is no reason for
            us to linger here any longer. The docks are just there, and you are free now to return to them. If I were you, I would not
            spend a moment longer here lest Thade realize you have slipped through his net.”
         

         
         The sorrow of the place wrapped around Clara. She had thought the Water Kingdom a dreary place, dark and cold by nature, sparsely
            populated. But what she was seeing was the result of her people’s doing. It must have once been beautiful, and she wondered
            if Maurits remembered those days, or if the damage had been done by the time he had come of age. He might have grown up among
            these ruins, the destructive actions of humans imprinted on him as a child. And yet, he had not grown up hating humans. He
            sought to know them better, to understand them and bridge the divide between the two worlds. It spoke, at the very least,
            of a good heart.
         

         
         “Shall we?” Neese asked gently.

         
         Clara tore her gaze away from where the young mermaid had disappeared into the distance and shook her head. She would not
            return to land and pretend that she was still ignorant of the pain and destruction that her world above had caused the world
            below. All the fine silk gowns and sparkling gold that she had once worn could not entice her to return to a life of quiet
            violence. It had been beautiful, yes, but also empty.
         

         
         A glimmer of admiration shone in the Neese’s flame eyes. “You have no voice,” she said. “If you are made to stand trial, you
            will not be able to defend yourself.”
         

         
         Something told Clara that even if she could speak in her own defense, it would make little difference. Perhaps it would be a real trial, and there would be some consideration for the fact that she had come back of her own accord to face consequences. But more likely than not, it seemed that it was to be symbolic, and that her blood was as good as the blood of those who had broken the bargain. 

         
         “Unless . . .” Neese cocked her head. Then she immediately shook it, as if thinking better of whatever she had just been considering.
            “No, even your stones are not powerful enough to counter Thade’s theft of your voice by magic. The clumsy manacles were one
            thing, but Thade guards the voices he takes like a jealous magpie.”
         

         
         Neese put to rest what Clara had been wondering herself as soon as she’d seen the stones melt away her bonds. But she would
            not give up so easily. She mimed a crown, or what she thought a crown for a water queen might look like. It took Neese only
            a moment to understand.
         

         
         “Even if I thought she would help you, I cannot take you to the queen. I could not do that to—” Neese broke off, threw a narrow
            glance at Clara. “I would not do that to your Maurits. You must know that what he did, he did it only out of regard for you.
            He would as soon as kill me as see me deliver you to his mother.”
         

         
         Clara turned her head away, the current caressing her cheek. Her Maurits. He wasn’t hers. Good heart or not, he had taken everything from her, even her memories of Pim. If some of it had
            been his mother’s doing, he certainly had not absolved himself with the lies piled upon lies in service of it.
         

         
         But that was not what was driving her now. She put her hands on her hips and faced Neese, a challenge in her eyes.

         
         Neese held her gaze. “Very well,” she said at last, her slender shoulders falling in a defeated shrug. “I will take you as
            far as the old castle, but after that you must go the rest of the way alone.”
         

         
         She bid Clara hold on to her arm, and they left behind the old kelp fields. They had not gone more than the length of a city square when a shadow fell over them and the water turned frigid. Neese went still, and Clara looked up to see a dark shape that eclipsed what little light filtered down from the surface. 

         
         Neese’s grip relaxed. “Only a whale. Not a dire—” She shot Clara a look before pressing her lips and starting again. “We have
            no need to fear it. It is simply passing on its way.”
         

         
         But the great creature did not continue on. With breathtaking grace, it slowly spiraled downward, until its giant eye was
            level with Neese and Clara. The whale on the beach had been a novelty, incredible to behold, even, but nothing could have
            prepared Clara for the sheer size and dignity of the creature that hung suspended like a pearl from an earring beside her.
            When it opened its jaws, a mournful cry echoed out, reverberating through Clara’s bones.
         

         
         Neese bowed her head, listening. She looked up sharply, her red lips parted in surprise. “It will escort us to the queen,”
            she said, her voice tinged with awe. “I . . . I don’t know why. The whales seldom involve themselves in affairs of the water
            folk.”
         

         
         The whale slowly extended a flipper the size of a grown man, and Clara tentatively accepted. It was smooth, like the leaf
            of a tulip. Then the whale was gliding through the water, towing them along.
         

         
         It was a cold, dark journey that might have lasted hours or only a few moments. Nothing was certain in this place save for
            the coldness. They passed through the water like a great knife slicing through the darkness. If Thade’s spies or guards were
            about, they dared not hinder them while they were under the protection of the whale.
         

         
         As they passed through a narrow crevice, they slowed even further until they emerged into a dark valley. A dead forest of seaweed carpeted the floor, the only living creatures an occasional opalescent jellyfish lazily propelling itself by. Neese took Clara’s arm, and Clara reluctantly let go of the whale. During their voyage, she had felt so calm, so at peace. The creature let out another mournful call that sent tingles down Clara’s neck. She felt terribly small as the giant whale finned slowly away into the dark water. Neese watched it leave, her expression inscrutable. 

         
         When at last Clara could no longer see the spackled tail, she allowed Neese to take her hand and help her navigate down further
            into the valley. Like the ruins they had passed before, this place stood empty and forgotten but for the fish that lurked
            in the rocks and weeds. Clara could see no guards outside the dark and overgrown castle, but could feel a prickling sense
            of being watched all the same.
         

         
         “There is a magic protection placed around the walls,” Neese explained. “You will have to get past it if you want to see the
            queen.”
         

         
         Neese stopped when they got to the old stone slab that sat outside the door. “It is not safe for me to continue to visit Maurits,
            lest I arouse suspicion. But if I am able to see him again, I will tell him that you have chosen to remain, and that you are
            every bit as worthy of his love as he claimed you were.” She paused, her long black hair swirling softly about her face. “He
            will be furious at me for allowing you stay.”
         

         
         Even if she had been in possession of her voice, Clara would have told Neese not to bother with Maurits. What she did now,
            she did for the people on land, for the debt that demanded to be paid. Not for the man who had deceived her and broken her
            heart. Not even for the memory of the little dog who had once made her dreary life that much brighter.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty

         
         The old castle where the queen was imprisoned reminded Clara of the crypts beneath the New Church. She had visited once as
            a girl, on the occasion of the death of a great uncle or distant cousin, she couldn’t remember who. But she did remember that
            it had been tight, the air heavy, and she had thought that she would die from the stench of it. Her mother had pinched her
            by the ear and told her to stop crying or else the putrid vapors would settle in her lungs. The memory did little to calm
            Clara, and panic begin to grip her chest. Her breath came out cold and shaky, her fingers raw as they scraped against the
            damp, close walls. There was air here, at least, which was the one small comfort.
         

         
         Her heart beat loud in her ears, the only other sound the echoing drip of water, the same sound that had haunted her dreams
            since she was a child. And now it was here, all around her, and she was plunging right into the heart of it.
         

         
         Although Neese had assured her that the same magic that kept the queen in also kept interlopers out, Clara could not help
            but look over her shoulder as she felt her way through the narrow, dark corridors. Thade could have spies or any number of
            creatures hidden here, just waiting to snare her.
         

         
         A crab scuttled over her shoe on porcelain claws and she jumped before finding her footing again. Its click click click receded into the distance. The corridor narrowed as it twisted further into itself, a spiraling sense of expectation that kept her moving, a feeling that if she could only reach the center, she would be able to breathe again. 

         
         “Come, Clara.”

         
         Clara stayed her step, one hand on the cold wall to steady herself. That voice. She had heard it before, both in life and
            her dreams. It was sweet and clear, yet sent a ripple of cold dread through her. She moved forward as if pulled by a current,
            until the impossibly narrow corridor spit her out into a great room.
         

         
         The burst of light assaulted her eyes, and she covered her face with her scraped hands. The seaweed that had lit her small
            chamber in Thade’s castle had been dim and soft, but here it was a brilliant, undulating canopy that hung from the soaring
            rock ceiling.
         

         
         “Open your eyes, Clara,” the voice instructed.

         
         Clara did not want to obey, but she found herself helpless as her hands fell away and her eyes gradually adjusted. The room
            was not so grand as the palace where Thade had interrogated her, but it was no less impressive. It felt . . . old, like a
            temple to a forgotten god. Pearls everywhere caught the light, glinting with colors that would have taken her a lifetime to
            capture with paint. For a prison, it was easily one of the most beautiful places she had ever seen, second only to Thade’s
            hall.
         

         
         In the center, a pool the color of a peacock’s tail glimmered. The queen sat with her back to Clara, tail dipped in the water.
            Carmine hair threaded with pearls and shells flowed from beneath a jagged silver crown. Her back was a network of lean muscles,
            her waist tapering to a tail so brilliantly colored that Clara momentarily thought herself back in the Old Church with the
            sun illuminating the stained glass windows.
         

         
         Having no voice, Clara could only plant her feet on the ground and await whatever came next.

         
         “I wondered when you would come,” the queen said, slowly turning to face her over her shoulder.

         
         There was no mistaking the woman before her as being Maurits’s mother. They shared the same strong cut of the jaw, the same eyes the color of sunlight dancing on a canal. The resemblance shot an arrow of longing through her, her memories of kisses and betrayal tangling and knotting together. 

         
         “But of course, you have no voice.” The queen made a little sound in her throat. “You probably have some choice words you
            wish you could share with me.”
         

         
         Clara stood her ground, her numb feet anchored to the slick rock below her. She would not be intimidated, not when she had
            already lost everything, seen so much. Then there was a flash of red hair and shimmering scales, and the queen was before
            her, so close that Clara could see the flare of the gills on her neck. Gone was the jeweled tail, replaced with long legs
            strapped with lean muscle. What had been ethereal beauty from a distance, Clara now recognized as lethal vitality. She willed
            her knees not to shake.
         

         
         The queen arched a brow. “What, did you think I was not free to move about my own prison? That I could not still shift my
            form to my whim? My son may have put me here, but even he would not dare completely tether the lady of the water.” She drew
            nearer still, sharp white teeth glinting as she slowly circled Clara like a hungry hound. “You caused quite a bit of trouble,”
            she said when she had finished her slow and meticulous inventory. “I did not have high expectations of my son bringing you
            to me, but for you to slip through Thade’s fingers . . .” She made another noise in the back of her throat.
         

         
         “It is just as well you have no voice. I have much to say to you, and I know how prone humans are to interruption, how much
            they enjoy hearing themselves speak.”
         

         
         Gesturing to a smooth stone beside the pool, the queen settled herself back at the edge of the water. Clara slowly lowered
            herself on the rock, wary, but grateful to rest her aching feet.
         

         
         Trailing her long fingers through the sparkling water, the queen took her time coming to her point. “Did you know, when I came to the throne as a young mermaid, the outer rings of Amsterdam had not yet been built? It was completely water before the Dutch built it up. Reclaiming, they called it, as if it had once been theirs and they were simply taking it back. But it had always been water—a spawning
            ground, you would call it. A place where our kind birthed and raised our young for the first year, before taking them deeper
            into the sea. The humans filled it with sand and rock and dirt, and on top of it they built their buildings and carved out
            their canals. The Dutch Republic became a glittering jewel, known for her scientists and artists, her long arms that reached
            every corner of the earth, plucking riches and spoils for her crown.”
         

         
         Despite the harsh truths she spoke, the queen’s voice was soothing, and Clara listened, spellbound, her sore feet and scratched
            palms forgotten.
         

         
         “Did you never wonder the cost of such beauty, such progress? For what is progress to the butcher is simply another form of
            death to the boar. Maurits often told me of the delicacies that are sold on land—sweet breads, pies, marzipan novelties. Tell
            me, how many slaves harvested the sugar? How many hands were bloodied to grow the spices, all for a moment of sweetness on
            the tongue? And yet, I do not believe it is humans that are evil, not inherently, but their love of money and power. Perhaps
            previous generations would have been amenable to an understanding. But once the money began to accumulate, once they saw their
            wishes and desires reflected back at them in the glint of gold . . .” The queen lifted her shoulders in a graceful shrug.
            “Their souls are too corrupted, their society rotten. Do they truly think that they can endlessly profit? That the delicate
            network of roots and waters upon which they built their world can support such an insatiable appetite? There are plenty of
            fish and gold and spices until there is not. What then?”
         

         
         Clara thought of Hendrik and his ships, how their purpose made little difference to him so long as they brought him wealth. She thought of her old house full of fine paintings and silver, tiles and exotic flowers. Thade had already made certain that she felt the full weight of guilt on her, but an unpleasant feeling of shame snaked through Clara’s belly now as well. She had never considered what made it possible for all these things to exist. She had never complained of the pretty gowns or the good food. In fact, she had bemoaned her life as stale and without satisfaction. She’d known that there were plantations across the sea. She’d known that slaving was a terrible business and could not please God. She’d known that there was nothing gentle about any of it. Yet it had all seemed so far away until the day the scarred whale washed out of its world and into hers, bearing not an omen of what was to come, but a warning of what was already happening. 

         
         But it all mattered little now. The Dutch Republic and all her cities were built. Clara had seen for herself the life and
            art that flourished in Amsterdam. It might have sprouted from a bad seed, but it had bloomed into something beautiful. Besides,
            it did not excuse what the queen had done in taking all those children. In taking Fenna.
         

         
         “Uncomfortable, isn’t it?” The queen arched a brow with far more poise and authority than a prisoner should have been able
            to muster. “The humans will wish me back on the throne when they see what Thade has planned for them. They will think me merciful
            and just,” she said, a hard edge creeping into her otherwise silky voice.
         

         
         Maurits had told Clara that he had believed he could be gentler in doing his mother’s bidding. Clara had only seen him through the eyes of an impetuous girl, a jilted lover, but he came from a vastly different world, one where his upbringing had been shaped by injustice and anger toward humans. Could she truly blame him for any of the deceptions he had practiced? He had tried to save her, many times. His lies and falsehoods fell under a gentler light, a protective light, and she found her anger turning directly on his mother instead. 

         
         The children, Clara wanted to scream at her. What of the children?

         
         Whether it was magic or intuition or something else, the queen seemed to infer her question.

         
         “You were the last child,” she told Clara. “The last installment of the payment. I took Fenna, but it was always supposed
            to be you. The children of the poor, of the workers, well, I really had no use for them. After all, it was not the poor who
            had encroached upon the water and dried up all of its riches, was it? No, it sent a message to the burghers, the men who sat
            safely in rooms of marble and gold, playing at God. But you,” she continued, “you were slippery, my little fish. Your brother
            came easily enough, but either through luck or some other force at work, you were much harder to net.”
         

         
         A fever. Helma had told her that her brother had died of a fever in infancy. She felt the rock beneath her cant, the whole
            world shift. The word brother shaped itself on her lips.
         

         
         The queen’s expression was slightly peeved, as if she could not believe she was being forced to recount such obvious details.
            “Your parents offered me one of their children, but they forgot to specify which one. They thought taking one might placate
            me, might make me forget the terms of the deal. So when they told me they had a daughter that had been unwanted, I took the
            son instead. Let them understand that the terms of the deal were mine to forge and enforce. And I told myself that there would
            be time, that I would return for you later. Well, now we see how that came to pass.”
         

         
         Clara staggered up from her seat, the ground swaying beneath her. With a hand to the wall, she began lurching toward the narrow
            spiral path.
         

         
         The queen tracked her movements with detached interest. “Well? Did you get what you wanted?” she asked.

         
         None of this was what Clara had wanted. She longed to be back home at Wierenslot, walking through the same old gardens while Helma shouted her same old warnings after her. If she could, Clara would go back even further than that, to the days when she and Fenna had run free, careless of the world and its evils. How good life had been, and what a fool she was to not have seen it. But such is the nature of childhood, a curse and a gift all at once, something so sweet that the rest of life tastes bitter in comparison. 

         
         “You were a beautiful child,” came the queen’s voice behind her. A melancholy thread wound through the soft words. “And you
            could have stayed beautiful, here under the water with me, far from the corruption of man and his ambitions.”
         

         
         Despite every instinct telling her to flee, Clara turned around. The queen’s attention seemed to have strayed entirely as
            she gazed up into the softly winking lights that clustered about the ceiling. “A child should be a child forever.”
         

         
         It was good that Clara did not have her voice, because despite the queen’s soothing assurances, she was sorely tempted to
            argue that what a child needed beyond anything else was the privilege to grow up.
         

         
         The queen was toying with a glittering bangle about her wrist. “Do you disagree? What has adulthood brought you other than
            a keen awareness of the injustices of the world? What has it done other than shaped you into a prize for a man to pluck?”
         

         
         A life of injustice still seemed preferable to no life at all. The queen had drowned Fenna, and the fact that she thought
            it a mercy, instead of the murder that it was, made Clara all the angrier.
         

         
         “You are not a mother,” Queen Maren continued, unaware or unmoved by the anger that radiated from Clara. “And so you can never truly understand. When you are a mother, every child becomes your own, regardless of their race, and you would do anything to safeguard their innocence. I lost a child,” the queen said softly. “A daughter. She should have sat on the throne, been a great queen like myself. But I lost her to a whaler’s harpoon when she was not yet even seventeen.” 

         
         Maurits had never mentioned a sister. But then, he had never mentioned a brother either. She thought back on their conversations,
            their few happy encounters and tried to shake them out like a rug, seeing if anything loosened and flew off. But of all the
            facades he had worn, he had never painted himself as a grieving brother. Her heart gave a tender tug.
         

         
         “Do you truly think that humans deserve their young?” the queen asked, lengthening her spine as the hardness crept back into
            her voice. “You have seen how quickly they were to bargain away their futures, how thoughtless they are with their inheritance.”
         

         
         All Clara could think of was Fenna, sweet, innocent Fenna, running toward a beautiful woman who promised her the world. Tears
            stung Clara’s eyes, and she was surprised that even here she could taste the salt as they slid down her cold cheeks.
         

         
         The queen was saying something else, but Clara could not stand to be in her presence a moment longer.

         
         “Wait.” Queen Maren reached a slender arm out toward Clara, compelling her to stay. The quiet word was not so much of a command
            as a plea. But Clara had had enough of the riddles and tangled logic, the conceited lessons on morality that the queen meted
            out.
         

         
         Whatever answers she had been seeking from the queen, she was to leave empty-handed. As she was about to squeeze back through
            the narrow tunnel that led out, something compelled Clara to turn around one last time. And for just a moment, Clara saw Queen
            Maren as what she truly was: a mother, mourning the loss of her child.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-One

         
         Whatever magic that had been trying to keep her out of the prison clearly did not care if she left, because Clara passed easily
            through the winding corridor and back into the dark expanse of the valley.
         

         
         She was free, she supposed. There was no vengeful queen searching for her, no Maurits to try to persuade her to stay, and
            so long as she was quick, no Thade to bring her back as a prisoner. The whale was somewhere deep and far off in the water,
            and Neese was likewise gone, probably unwilling to risk herself any further for a foolish human. Clara could go back to land,
            resume her life as an apprentice in a city that afforded her anonymity and possibilities.
         

         
         Memories of Alida’s studio sparked a hint of warmth in her as she pulled herself slowly along the jagged valley walls. There
            would be hot pottage and spiced wine. Her cabinet bed in the kitchen would be piled with blankets, warmed by a fire crackling
            in the hearth. She was so hungry that just the thought of a piece of bread made her mouth water. All the unbelievable events
            of the past year would eventually fade away, so long as King Thade did not actually plan on exacting revenge. But even if
            he did, there was no telling how bad the flood would be. Maybe it would just be a loss of some of the land near the docks.
         

         
         The seaweed at her ankles was eerily still as she slowly made her away up and out of the valley. She tried not to think of Neese’s admiration for her decision to stay, or how anxious Maurits would be when he inevitably learned that she had been in the Water Kingdom briefly, only to return to land. He would be hurt, terribly hurt. But perhaps he would be relieved as well; after all he had brought her to the surface before, in hopes that she would be safe. If he truly loved her as he had professed, then knowing she was on land was the greatest gift she could give him. The thought did little to quell the guilt that she felt. She might be safe, but she was abandoning him, leaving him to face the consequences of her actions with Thade and his mother. 

         
         The seaweed gradually cleared as she left the valley behind, and she found herself in a sandy patch on level ground. The faintest
            rays of light shafted down, tiny particles and fish briefly illuminated in their paths. But despite the peacefulness, she
            was keenly aware that she was not alone, that she was being watched from the secret places under rocks and between crevices.
         

         
         The sensation only grew stronger as she fought to walk through the water. Something cold and slick touched the back of her
            neck. She spun around, only to be met with emptiness.
         

         
         It was past time she left. There was nothing for her down here. She had thought that an audience with the queen would throw
            everything into clarity, that she would find answers and know exactly what had to be done. But it had only shown her just
            how little she understood, and that while her intentions might have been pure, she was unfit for bringing about any sort of
            understanding between the two worlds. She would not offer herself up like a sacrificial lamb when she did not even know if
            it would change anything in a meaningful way.
         

         
         Clara put out her arms as Neese had shown her, slowly propelling herself upward. Ascending had seemed so effortless when Maurits had done it, but now it felt as if she were clawing her way through something thick and impenetrable. As she kicked her legs, the marble at her neck grew heavier and heavier, pulling her back down. With a gasp she realized too late that she would die before Thade’s magic would allow her to leave. The cold water slid through her fingers, and then there was a sudden tightness around her arms. 

         
         She flailed against the growing pressure until she was yanked back down. Suddenly, all was still. The marble at her throat
            was once again no heavier than a bird’s egg, and her lungs filled with air.
         

         
         As her heartbeat began to steady, she felt the boring gaze of something on her. Whatever it was could not be worse than what
            she had just endured, so she slowly turned.
         

         
         Immediately, she wished she had not. The creatures flanked her, their limbless bodies undulating in place. In front of her,
            another slithered about, watching her from black eyes. She spun around again, panic rising in her chest, only to find that
            she was surrounded.
         

         
         “Rather foolish to venture into the deep with only a charm for air,” said a slippery, disembodied voice.

         
         “It’s true then,” said another. “They really cannot swim. How curious.”

         
         Five pairs of unblinking black eyes stared back at her, beady and intense. The toothy mouths of the creatures did not move,
            but she could hear their voices as clearly as if they had spoken aloud. Basilisks. Helma had told her a story once of a basilisk
            that had terrorized the citizens of Utrecht. But these creatures were smaller than she had imagined them, more like a school
            of eels than great serpents.
         

         
         “We are more powerful than they give us credit for,” said one. “They think magic is the domain of their kind.”
         

         
         “But we wield power.”

         
         “Great power.”

         
         They looked like what she imagined dragons would, their form reminiscent of the lithe and swirling beasts that adorned the porcelain her father traded from the Orient. 

         
         “She has no need of us,” one said. “She was going up, up, up.”

         
         “Slowly,” said another.

         
         “Too slowly. She could have been snatched.”

         
         “Or eaten.”

         
         A forked tongue flicked out as if hungry. She took a stumbling step back.

         
         “Come, come. We are your friends. Friends of friends are friends.”

         
         Her head spun as she tried to follow their words, which seemed to half occur between themselves, and half spoken directly
            into her mind.
         

         
         “We will take you to him. To your prince.”

         
         “We can see what many cannot. In the dark we have honed our vision, our intuition. We see that he is lovesick.”

         
         “And so long as he is lovesick, he is useless.”

         
         “We need our prince.”

         
         “Need him on the throne.”

         
         “Come, come.”

         
         They watched, their black eyes tracking her, but made no move to touch her. The panic gradually subsided as she realized that
            if they had some dark design on her, they surely would have carried it out by now. Something told her that whatever their
            motives, their words were true. They would take her to Maurits.
         

         
         Whether she wanted to see Maurits was another matter. Some of his falsehoods, the things he had told her . . . she did not think she could ever truly forgive him, but she understood better now. He came from a deeply scarred world, a world that had been plundered and subjugated. He carried an enormous responsibility on his shoulders, and perhaps he had just wanted to forget all of it for a little while. Perhaps she had been a pleasant diversion. And while the thought did not exactly comfort her or absolve her of her anger, it did allow her desperate heart some reprieve to feel what she had so long been smothering. She missed him. 

         
         The basilisks were still watching her, and she had the unnerving feeling that they knew every thought that was running through
            her mind. Could they see that she was even now beginning to wonder if Maurits had been truthful in one respect at least? Could
            they feel that her traitorous heart beat faster at the realization that she wanted to know if his love was as true as he claimed?
            Try as she might, those drowsy mornings spent by the canal had etched themselves into her heart and her memory. His cold lips
            pressed to her were phantom sensations that prickled her skin into gooseflesh, and lit a fire deep within her belly.
         

         
         “You need your prince too, we think,” one of them said with a sly flick of its tongue.

         
         “We could also give you that which Thade took,” another offered.

         
         “He is powerful, but not so powerful as us.”

         
         “We are old.”

         
         “And with age comes wisdom.”

         
         “And with wisdom, power.”

         
         “All we ask in return is a small pledge.”

         
         “A debt to be called in in the future.”

         
         They watched her carefully, their lazy tails flicking in the current. Helma’s stories, and Tryn and Jan’s warnings about never
            entering into a bargain with an Old One were ringing through her head. She pushed them aside. Raising her hand, she touched
            it to the throat that could speak no words, her question in her eyes.
         

         
         “Yes, we can give you back your voice.”

         
         Before she could think better of it, she nodded. She would need her voice for what she was about to do.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Two

         
         She WHAT?

         
         If Thade hadn’t taken his fucking voice, Maurits would have spat the words, shouted them and sent every fish in the sea scattering.
            And if it weren’t for the manacles still about his wrists and tail, he would have shot straight through to the surface in
            disbelief. Not disbelief . . . anger.
         

         
         “We just deliver the message,” said one of the basilisks. Maurits recognized it by a long white scar that ran down the length
            of its body, but beyond that he did not know which was which. If the creatures had names that separated them as distinct beings,
            he had long ago forgotten them. Perhaps they had forgotten too.
         

         
         Maurits did not care for the message at all. How did she get here? There was no point in keeping up the pretense that the basilisks could not simply see into his mind and read his thoughts.
            Glaring, he dared them to pretend otherwise.
         

         
         Silence. Silence on its own was unnerving, but coming from creatures that would as soon die before abstaining from ceaseless
            chatter, it was downright concerning. He had never known them to be nervous before, but they were darting worried looks at
            one another now, seeming to be in some internal distress about who should be the first to speak.
         

         
         Finally, the one with the scar broke their silence. “Your brother.”

         
         “He laid a trap,” another said, picking up the narrative.

         
         “Brought her down with the promise of a dog.” 

         
         “Silenced her voice.” They watched him, naked curiosity on their narrow faces.

         
         Reflexively, he opened his mouth to let out a curse. He would not rise to the bait of the basilisks’ curiosity about the dog,
            but his heart constricted painfully at the detail all the same. Clara had followed his brother back down into the water with
            the promise of seeing her beloved Pim, and now she was just like him—trapped. Voiceless.
         

         
         “She was going up up up,” the basilisks chanted, cutting into his thoughts.

         
         “When we found her.”

         
         “Had no air in her lungs, but she was going to swim for it, despite Thade’s charm about her neck.”

         
         Each new revelation only twisted his gut further. How did she get away from Thade?

         
         The basilisks exchanged more nervous looks between each other.

         
         “It’s not our place to say,” said one.

         
         “Wouldn’t want to tell someone else’s story.”

         
         Maurits closed his eyes. He didn’t need roundabout answers to tell him that this had Neese written all over it. He was more
            than glad to transfer some of the more unpleasant emotions welling up inside of him from Clara to his nixie friend.
         

         
         But waves above, why was Clara still here if she’d escaped? Was this the same Clara who had walked so demurely beside the canal with him? The same Clara who had allowed herself to be married off to a wobbly little excuse of a man? Of course it wasn’t. It was the Clara who had wandered into the wood and faced a moss maiden, the Clara who had tried to escape from the grotto, despite not knowing how to swim. He closed his eyes. When he opened them, the basilisks were still watching him, their long bodies testing the boundaries of his cell. 

         
         “He will not like this part,” said the biggest one.

         
         “No, not at all.”

         
         Tell me, he commanded in his mind.
         

         
         “She is to stand trial in Thade’s court.”

         
         “For the human’s breach of the deal, and their unwillingness to pay their debt.”

         
         “She saw the queen,” another said. “Had an audience in the old palace.”

         
         “She is determined. Quite determined.”

         
         He stared at his serpentine visitors. He had done everything in his limited power to protect her, to get her away from his
            mother and her vengeance, and Clara had come right back and had a FUCKING AUDIENCE WITH HER.

         
         Maurits had always prided himself on his ability to keep a level head. His relaxed temperament endlessly vexed Thade who had
            seen it as further proof that Maurits was incapable of being a serious ruler. But now Maurits felt white-hot rage.
         

         
         His jaw was so tight that his teeth hurt. When is the trial set?

         
         “In seven days’ time.”

         
         “At high tide.”

         
         She truly turned herself back in, willingly? he asked in his mind.
         

         
         “Would we lie?”

         
         “We would, probably, but not of this.”

         
         Maurits could only imagine that Thade would be merciless in his prosecution, giving Clara little chance to defend herself.
            Besides, what did she know of the world beneath the water? Their laws, customs, and history were all thousands of years old,
            completely foreign to her. She would be entirely lost.
         

         
         Not that it mattered. It was all just for show, so that Thade could point a finger at someone and tell the water folk who
            was responsible for their suffering. The outcome would be the same.
         

         
         You must grant me a favor.

         
         He had not thought it possible, but the basilisks looked surprised.

         
         “You wish another favor, from us? You have yet to discharge your first,” one said.

         
         “We are not in the habit of granting endless favors, and your debt will be large.”

         
         I will do anything you ask, only agree to help me in this one thing.

         
         The creatures glanced at each other, some unheard discussions passing among them. Maurits waited with a tight chest for them
            to come to a decision.
         

         
         “Very well,” the largest one said at last.

         
         “You may ask of us a favor, but your debt will be of our choosing, and at a time decided by us.”

         
         That was a problem for another time, when Clara wasn’t in immediate peril. Fetch Neese to me, he told them.
         

         
         “That is all?”

         
         “Hardly worth a debt.”

         
         Will you do it, or not?

         
         The basilisks shared one of their inscrutable looks before turning tail to leave. “Your Highness,” they chimed in unison.
            Slithering out through the cracks in the rock, they left a frigid chill in their wake.
         

         
         No sooner had their tails disappeared than the stone door was pushed aside, and one of Thade’s guards entered. Maurits vaguely
            remembered the guard from his days in the palace, a short, hard-looking merman who was never without a scowl or a notch between
            his heavy brows. Working for Thade certainly had not improved his disposition.
         

         
         The surly guard gave Maurits a long, hard look. “It’s cold here. Feels like magic.”

         
         Maurits could only give him what he hoped was his most innocent look of mild surprise.

         
         “The king says your powers are hobbled, but if there’s even a hint of magic I’ll see to it that King Thade takes another look at you. Here’s your supper,” he added, tossing a handful of shrimp at Maurits’s tail. With a final scowl, he left. 

         
         Maurits was not particularly hungry, but then he hadn’t been hungry for a long time now. All of his senses were beginning
            to dull, the days blending into one long tide that was forever lingering between coming in and going out. In his darker moments,
            he almost wished Thade had killed him. It was only once he received news of Clara’s return to the water that his soul had
            flared back to life in his chest. He would need to hold fast to that spark of life, for her sake.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Three

         
         Her welcome back to Thade’s palace had not been a gentle one.

         
         As soon as the basilisks had escorted her and left her at the palace door, she’d been snatched up by guards and roughly brought
            back to the same small chamber in which she’d been sent before. This time there was no visit from Neese, no considerations
            such as dinner with the king. There was only darkness, cold, and waiting.
         

         
         The time was, by far, the worst. It gave her mind too much space to wander, too many paths to fruitlessly run down. Had she
            made the right decision? Had she wasted her one life in a meaningless sacrifice? Perhaps there would be no trial. Perhaps
            she had lost that chance when she had absconded the first time. Perhaps she would simply sit in this chamber until she died
            of the darkness and the cold.
         

         
         But with the time eventually came clarity. For the first time in her life, she had made a decision herself, one that did not
            sit precariously on the axis of her own comfort and duty. If she died, then she died knowing that she had looked inside her
            heart and tried to live according to its most hidden truths. There was some comfort in that.
         

         
         As she curled into herself and tried to find sleep, her arms ached with emptiness. She had never longed for her mother the way other children might when they needed comfort. Helma perhaps, but even then, Clara had only wanted a sympathetic ear or a reassuring pat on the head. No; now, in her darkest hour, when she felt small and alone, it was someone, not quite a man, not quite a creature, for whom she would have traded her life to have the chance to place her head against his chest and hear the steady beat of his heart. 

         
          

         “Supper.”

         
         Maurits had barely eaten in the past seven days, but that did not stop his favorite guard from punctually delivering his meager
            meal every day with a scowl. Today, Maurits had neither energy nor inclination to make a show of indifference to his cruel
            treatment. He was in a foul mood, and he didn’t care if Thade’s men knew it. The basilisks had not fulfilled their pledge
            to bring Neese, and despair had begun to creep in again.
         

         
         But the guard made no move to leave. “You’re coming to the trial as a guest of the king,” he informed Maurits.

         
         Maurits blinked, blood suddenly rushing through his body. I will see Clara, perhaps in a matter of moments. The realization brought some small measure of comfort, and the guard cut him a fierce scowl when Maurits was unable to keep
            himself from grinning.
         

         
         The blindfold the guard put on him was pointless. By the time they had joined the current, Maurits knew exactly where they
            were. Perhaps the guard was aware of as much, and did not expect him to return to the palace. Perhaps it was simply to humiliate
            him.
         

         
         When they reached the palace, the guard yanked off the blindfold and Maurits blinked against the brightness that greeted him.
            He had never liked the Hall of Justice. It was cold and sterile, all the barnacles and algae scrubbed off until the white
            stone stood plain and unforgiving.
         

         
         He found himself the subject of the watchful eyes of his people, hundreds of water folk crowded into the hall. Some were probably simply curious to catch a glimpse of the disgraced prince who had not been seen in some time. Others, loyal to his brother, glared at him. Across the hall Thade sat on the marble seat, wearing a mask of cool indifference as some advisor Maurits didn’t recognize whispered something in his ear. 

         
         Maurits knew something of the justice of men. The humans had their own courts and laws, a system that was ravenous for punishment,
            and that eagerly devoured wrongdoers for the chance to impart cruelty upon them. The Water Kingdom was different. There was
            no judge, no jury, no tiers of punishments. Cases and grievances could be brought against anyone regardless of their station,
            and anyone could speak in their own defense. While his mother was on the throne, she would also hear cases where parties wanted
            her to specifically offer her judgment. In his lifetime, he could only remember two murder cases, and one hearing about a
            kidnapping. The verdicts had been reformative rather than punitive for all of them.
         

         
         In the time it took Maurits to shift the weight of his chafing manacles, she was led out, and all his thoughts and worries
            flew out of his mind. His heart leapt when he saw Clara. He couldn’t help it. It was like the feeling of being on land too
            long and needing water, then the blessed relief when he finally returned to the sea. Her face was his sustenance, his everything.
            She hated him, wanted nothing to do with him, but he thanked the waves above for the chance, however brief, just to catch
            a glimpse of her.
         

         
         But his ecstasy was short-lived once he noticed how pale her skin was, how sunken her once-sparkling eyes had become. She
            might have been able to survive under the water, but it was hardly the same as thriving. She needed sunlight and fresh fruits
            and vegetables, meat. She was not made for this dark and cold world. Still, she was easily the most beautiful thing he had
            ever laid eyes on as she was led to the center of the hall and made to stand facing the throne.
         

         
         Maurits watched with his heart in his throat. There was a call for silence, and then Thade rose and began to speak. His speech was nothing if not predictable. He lamented the loss of water, the greedy ways of the humans, the careless stewardship of the land. He chastised the queen’s laxness in upholding the terms of the bargain, and took the opportunity to expound upon his inalienable ability and right to sit on the throne. After taking a brief foray into the history of the herring fisheries, he then returned to the subject of the children, and how at last the final child would be brought to answer for the crimes of her parents. 

         
         What Maurits had not expected was the nodding of heads as his brother spoke, nor the thoughtful expressions. As he looked
            about the great hall, he saw many folk who he had always thought were content under his mother’s rule, with the way of things.
            The basilisks and Neese had both intimated that Thade was not trusted by the majority of the Water Kingdom; was it possible
            that they were mistaken though? Thade seemed to be giving everyone exactly what they wanted. Maurits wouldn’t have thought
            his people could be so intent on revenge, but perhaps again this was just the misguided result of his absence and how alienated
            he had become from his kingdom.
         

         
         Throughout this, Clara stood still as a statue, her pointed chin jutted up, not in defiance but something closer to pride.
            He had once thought her spoiled and soft, and while he had never faulted her for it, he realized now how wrong he had been.
            She had merely been untested.
         

         
         Thade’s droning monologue was coming to a close. “There is little benefit in going through the motions of deciding guilt in
            your case,” he said, almost bored. “And as you will not speak in your defense, I have no choice but to—”
         

         
         “But I will speak,” Clara said, her voice clear as a church bell.
         

         
         An excited murmur rippled through the hall. Clara had her voice back. How did she have her voice? Meanwhile, Maurits could see his own voice, glowing softly in the bubble that Thade kept on the arm of his throne. His brother had wanted him to see it, wanted everyone to see it so they knew that the dethroned prince was truly hobbled. 

         
         At her words, Thade had bolted up from the throne, casting his gaze about, presumably for the bubble in which he had kept
            her voice. “How—” he began.
         

         
         Clara did not let him finish. “I beg you, your majesty, please listen to what I have to say. I do not take the opportunity
            to speak lightly, and I do not dispute your just judgment. Only do not let me meet my fate without allowing me to speak on
            behalf of my people first.”
         

         
         The hall was completely still, silent. Maurits took some small pleasure in the streaks of color that touched his brother’s
            cheeks, how completely off guard Clara had managed to take him.
         

         
         Thade slowly lowered himself back down onto the throne. “I would weigh your next words very carefully,” was the icy response.
            “For there is someone here whose life hangs in the balance.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Four

         
         Clara followed the king’s smirking gaze and her body went rigid.

         
         She had not noticed him there, his wrists bound behind his back, his jaw clenched to the point of shattering his teeth. The
            moment he met her gaze, he softened, and it was as if they were the only two beings in the crowded hall. He was a hundredfold
            more beautiful than she had remembered. When she had been full of anger and hurt over him, she hadn’t been able to wait to
            put distance between them. And now, seeing him again for the first time since her heart had begun to understand him, she could
            not go to him.
         

         
         She had thought that he was to be kept prisoner, that the Water Kingdom must not know that he was alive. Because surely if
            they knew he was alive, there would be a coup and his brother would be removed. Surely Thade’s ascension to the throne would
            not be allowed to stand.
         

         
         An icy cold sensation snaked back into her mind, like a tentacle wrapping about the inside of her skull.

         
         It wouldn’t do to begin my reign with the suspicion of murder hanging over me, came Thade’s voice. It echoed, sounding impossibly close and faraway at the same time. She started, glanced about at the
            curious faces of the audience. No one else seemed to notice that the king was speaking directly into her mind.
         

         
         It must be seen that not only is he alive, but that he is subjugated, came the voice again. I am the just one. I am the one who can take the kingdom firmly in hand and rule.

         
         Clara squirmed. The sensation of Thade inside her head made her feel vulnerable, naked.

         
         He is a wastrel, a weak and ineffectual son who shirked his duties. He is alive, but unfit for the throne.

         
         What was to stop her from telling all of the water folk assembled here? Thade could have taken her voice again, but then he
            would appear as unjust and cruel as he feared being perceived.
         

         
         “I will speak,” she said, louder this time. In her pocket, she could feel the magic of the stones vibrating through her, and
            was beginning to think that perhaps Neese had been right; Thade underestimated her. “And if my words offend or wound, then
            I pray that you hold me accountable, and no one else.”
         

         
         Thade’s glare narrowed on her, the twitch beneath his eye almost imperceptible. But she saw it, and she knew that so long
            as they were under the eye of the assembled water folk, that he could not hobble her by taking her voice.
         

         
         “Speak, then,” he bit out. “But do not waste the time of my subjects. They have come to see justice carried out, not listen
            to the prattling of a girl who does not understand the first thing about this kingdom.”
         

         
         A thousand eyes watched her, and those were only the ones that she could see. No matter where she was under the water or what
            she was doing, she could always feel someone, something, watching her. It was the same sensation that would dance down her
            spine when she was young, standing by the canal.
         

         
         Squaring her shoulders, she could feel the wrap of her spinet teacher’s switch at her back, commanding her to pull herself taller, to lift her chin. She had hated the man, hated those lessons with a passion, but she was grateful now for the armor they afforded her. She was not a meek little girl; her mother had ensured that, even if she had intended the lessons have the opposite effect. 

         
         She moved further into the hall, her feet finally having acclimated to the cold, damp stone. Taking her place in the center,
            she turned slowly. The faces that watched her would have once filled her with horror. Some looked human enough, but others
            she had never seen before, had never even heard about in stories. Now she feared she was not worthy to address them. She began
            to speak, but her voice came out cracked. She tried again, clasping her hands so that they would not tremble.
         

         
         “I came prepared to speak in my defense, but I now see that what my people have done is indefensible.”

         
         The great hall had already been hushed, but now silence draped over it, thick and expectant. Thade sat forward on the throne,
            gills and nostrils flared. Behind her, Maurits had not moved so much as an inch, his quiet presence steadying. She dropped
            her hands to her sides as the trembling stopped.
         

         
         It was not difficult to speak the truth. In fact, it was easier than anything she had ever done. Her old life had been one
            of routine and meeting expectations. It was simple, but it was not easy. Her words had always had to be carefully considered
            so that she did not attract her mother’s wrath or her father’s displeasure. Her inclination to run wild on the estate had
            to be carefully tamped down, and her dutiful daughter role carefully practiced.
         

         
         So she was not frightened now. Anxious perhaps, but not frightened. A veil had been lifted from her eyes, not once, but twice.
            First, when she learned that there truly was magic in the land, that all the stories from her childhood were more than just
            stories. The second, the painful realization that her world was built upon the suffering of another, her comfort pillaged
            from the rubble.
         

         
         “Every accusation which has been leveled against me is true,” she said. “The wealth and prosperity of my people have come at the expense of yours. There is nothing I can offer in my defense except that I did not know, and now that I do know, I am sorry. I will do whatever I can in my limited power to remedy this injustice.” 

         
         To her surprise, tears rose to her eyes. Her chest felt hot and tight despite the pendant at her throat which allowed her
            to breathe. Thade’s and the queen’s words had found their mark, but it had not been until she had seen the devastation with
            her own eyes that she truly understood. And what did that make her? What did it say that the most macabre proof had to be
            paraded about in front of her to make her understand the true depths of her people’s cruelty and malignance? She had always
            thought herself to be good. Well, mostly good, anyway. She said her prayers, obeyed her parents, was not unkind to her servants.
            But she had simply been an ornamental masthead on a cruel and ugly ship.
         

         
         “I beg you, all of you, to know that I do not claim my ignorance as innocence. Your anger is justified. But only please, please
            know that there are so many on land who, while ignorant, would be horrified to learn the truth.” Though even as she said it,
            she was unsure of whether it was true or not. Her parents had certainly known, and they had been glad enough to go on living
            with blood on their hands. “Please, just know that the children were innocent in this, just as the children that now live
            on land are innocent. They did not deserve to die. Do not exact a punishment on them for the sins of their forebears.”
         

         
         Thade looked genuinely confused. “What my mother did or did not do with the children is not a concern of mine,” he said. “They
            were called in as part of a debt from the bargain that was established and the humans broke. As such, it is fitting that you
            are the last child to be collected; an end to an era of injustice and broken promises. If a flood is to be sent, it will not
            discriminate between man nor child, just as the humans did not discriminate when they built their cities over the water.”
         

         
         While her words had surprised Thade, it did not seem that they had overly moved him. “You have all but argued against your own case,” he continued. “What would happen to the rule of justice in the kingdom if I was to let you go now? There must be consequences.” 

         
         “But what of all the other creatures on land?” Clara asked, her voice pitching higher. “Will you punish them for the folly
            of a few? I believe that there is still much good in humanity, that we can yet be stewards of the land. Maurits,” she said,
            a sudden bloom of hope taking hold of her. “Ask Maurits. He understands the value of art and music and science.”
         

         
         Thade’s lip curled up at the side. “Maurits, as you call him, cannot tell us anything,” he said, gesturing to the bubble that hovered just over his shoulder. “And even
            if he could, he is hardly the voice of reason when it concerns humans.”
         

         
         At some point there had been a shift in the atmosphere in the hall. The expectant hush had faded, replaced by whispers and
            excitement. Clara began to feel as if a tide had turned, and that everyone else was aware of something that she was not.
         

         
         Thade looked almost bored as he rose from the throne and planted the trident beside him. “I have made my decision,” he declared.
            The whispers immediately died down. “Clara van Wieren, last of the children, will be put to death so that the scales of justice
            may finally be balanced. There will be a flood, and the land will return to water, its rightful and natural state.”
         

         
         She had known that it was a possibility, that even with all the apologies and heartfelt words that it might not be enough.
            But the prospect of death, of really dying, had seemed faraway all the same. Now it was staring Clara in the face. If the
            folk of the Water Kingdom were disappointed or upset with the ruling, they were careful to hide their true feelings. No one
            came to her rescue, no one spoke for her. Only Maurits seemed affected. He strained against his bonds, every muscle in his
            body twisted in silent anguish.
         

         
         Numb, she stood her ground. What would her death accomplish? She thought of Fenna’s spirit, destined to roam the silent grounds of Wierenslot. Would Clara have been better off slipping beneath the water as a child? She never would have known the pain of her mother’s hand, the coldness of her father’s indifference. But then, she never would have known the quiet joy of a walk she once took in the shade of the canal, a handsome stranger beside her. She never would have known the unconditional love of a true friend, regardless of his form. 

         
         The stone in her pocket sang. It was a big wish, far greater than wishing for her bonds to fall away. But that had been a
            wish working against magic. This was straightforward, simply a wish for a thing to happen. Perhaps it could be done.
         

         
         She cut her gaze back to Maurits where he had finally given up fighting against bonds and was watching her with unnerving
            stillness. She wondered what he saw when he looked at her. She could tell herself that her death would accomplish nothing,
            that even if she sacrificed herself, there would still be a flood and the world above the waves would be decimated. But the
            truth was much less noble: she was simply a coward who did not want to die. Not here, and not like this.
         

         
         Thade was conferring with an advisor, and the guards who had borne her here were busy restraining Maurits. If Thade had thought
            her capable of resisting his decision, he would not have left her unguarded. He would have bound her with magic, ensuring
            that she could not reach into her pocket and close her freezing fingers around the stone there. But Neese had been right—he
            underestimated her. No one thought that the girl condemned to die was anything other than a meek sacrificial lamb who would
            willingly go to meet her fate.
         

         
         So, like her parents and Hendrik before him, Thade was not expecting her to have a smoldering ember in her soul, a fight in
            her heart. When she reached for the stone, her wish was clear and true.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Five

         
         A peaceful sense of falling came over her, and Clara surrendered herself to the magic. It was the same sensation of when she
            had fallen asleep in the kitchen as a child, and Helma would lift her up and carry her back to her chamber, tucking her nice
            and tight into bed. She felt warm and soft and loved, draped in magic.
         

         
         But the warmth quickly faded and Clara jerked awake to find herself on the hard cobbles of a square. The windows of Amsterdam’s
            rickety houses glowed through the night, and a damp breeze carried the smell of woodsmoke and cooking meat, making her stomach
            tighten with hunger.
         

         
         Hauling herself up, she slipped past a mule pulling a cart wafting with the stench of offal. It was cold, but it was the sort
            of cold that could be staunched with a good fire and a warm blanket, nothing like the devouring chill of the water. She welcomed
            it with a gasping cough, filling her lungs with the sharpness of it.
         

         
         The West India House’s distinctive white facade glowed across the square, the only landmark that told her where she was in the city. Smoke curled out of a nearby tavern, laughter and lute music spilling out from orange windows into the night. Before her tenure as Alida’s assistant, all she had known of taverns was what she had seen in the paintings on her father’s wall. They were bawdy places, servicing people from classes and backgrounds that she would never be permitted to associate with. But now she saw them for what they really were: places in which to disappear. 

         
         Wringing the water from her hair, she pushed her way past the men loitering about the doorway, pipes dangling from their lips.
            Hardly anyone spared her a glance. Inside, Clara slipped onto a bench at a rough-hewn table next to two men in a heated argument
            about the price of tobacco. A serving woman leaned over Clara, her bosom brushing her shoulder as she plunked a heavy mug
            of something on the table. “You’ve got the smell of the sea, on you,” she said, not unkindly.
         

         
         Clara was certain the briny smell was the least of what marked her as different now. In the smoky light of the tallow candles,
            she could see the paleness of her hands, the way the water had smoothed and polished them. Her legs felt wobbly, like one
            of the colts Piet used to break every summer, and she walked just as unevenly. She didn’t even want to consider what her hair
            looked like.
         

         
         The woman was called away by another customer, and Clara curled her fingers around the earthenware mug. Whatever was inside
            was thick and warm, mildly spiced. It left a burn in her throat as it went down, but it was the first hot thing she’d had
            since her exodus from the water, and she could have cried for how good it was.
         

         
         She’d hardly set the mug down when the woman returned, a pitcher in her hand. “Another, love?”

         
         Clara nodded. The woman lifted the pitcher to pour, then seemed to think of something and stayed her hand. “You can pay, can’t
            you? I’ll need to see some coin.”
         

         
         The concept of payment was one that was so foreign to Clara, that for a moment she was certain the woman was jesting with her. Most of the errands that she had run for Alida had been paid for with credit, and the little money she had kept with her must have been lost to the water. She had pawned her ruby pendant and gold ring as soon as she’d come to the city in order to buy new clothes. 

         
         The woman was looking at her, a faint scowl starting to pull at her lips.

         
         Clara would not squander her precious last wish on the bill for a smoky tavern drink. But then her finger fluttered to her
            collarbone, probing the small indent where the marble that had held her air still rested. No longer tethered to Thade’s magic,
            it came away easily in her hand.
         

         
         The iridescent marble dropped with a clink and rolled down the length of the table. Silence fell. The marble continued its journey, twinkling with unnatural light until
            it dropped over the side of the table, releasing a puff of blue smoke as it shattered. Faces turned to look at her, and the
            woman with the pitcher narrowed her eyes, as if finally putting all the odd pieces of Clara together.
         

         
         “Just what are you, anyway?”

         
         Clara palmed the last stone in her pocket. The atmosphere in her father’s genre paintings had always seemed so jolly and welcoming,
            but now the air in the tavern had gone taut as a lute string. It wasn’t a wealthy clientele, but some of the patrons wore
            small ruffs, and porcelain plates hung on the walls. Every detail reminded her of the accusations Thade had leveled against
            her and her people. As they sat drinking and making merry, there was an entire world below which bore the scars of the accumulation
            of these things. She was not going to be able to pay for the drink, and she had already attracted attention to herself. Giving
            a hard swallow, she rose on shaking legs.
         

         
         “I am . . . I have come as a messenger,” she said, finding it a thousand times harder to address this drunken crowd than she had the court of the Water Kingdom. “There is going to be a flood,” she added quickly, before she could lose whatever little conviction was buoying her along. “Have you heard what happened in Franeker? The same will happen here if we do not mend our wasteful ways. The land that was reclaimed does not belong to us, and we have used it poorly. Every stitch on your back was sewn at the expense of some poor soul in the Indies. Every plate upon your wall is a trophy of a trade route forged in blood.” 

         
         Clara swallowed. The taut silence only grew thicker. Her heart pounded in her ears, her chest tight.

         
         “Wasteful?” The man that finally broke the silence was stout and ruddy-faced, a yellowed pipe in his hand. “We’re all good
            Christians, aren’t we? You don’t see any of that gold and icons hanging about in the New Church, do you?”
         

         
         “We work hard,” chimed in an old woman from her seat. She was small and hunched, her gnarled hands testifying to her claims
            of labor. “I keep a good, clean house, and fear God. What waste do you see in that?”
         

         
         The first man snorted. “A flood! If a flood comes, it will be because of a storm tide and a lack of sluice gates. Not because
            a girl decried black velvet doublets as an extravagance!”
         

         
         No one would believe her. She was a woman without the weight of a family name behind her, and she looked mad with her tangled
            hair and skirt that was crusted in sea salt.
         

         
         Clara ducked as someone threw a hard piece of bread at her, and soon it was followed by another and another. The serving woman
            stood with her arms crossed over her broad chest, scowling at Clara as if she had brought the plague itself into the tavern.
         

         
         “Go back to the poorhouse,” jeered a woman from the lap of a laughing man.

         
         The door slammed shut behind Clara, the cold night smugly welcoming her back. Her bare feet gripped the cobbles as she braced
            herself along the sides of buildings and iron gates, still unused to walking on land. At least out here she was not the object
            of undue attention; she looked like any other poor soul, making her way back to an almshouse for the night.
         

         
         The magic of the wishing stone was capricious, and because she had not specified where on the land she wished to be returned, she found herself in a far-flung part of the city. But the tangled canals and streets of Amsterdam had become familiar to her during her time as Alida’s apprentice, and with the Brouwersgracht to guide her, she set off in the direction of the studio. 

         
         She passed another tavern, laughter and song spilling out into the night. It was late enough that bakers were beginning to
            light their ovens and bake the morning’s bread. The smell made her stomach twist with hunger.
         

         
         Would Alida welcome her back? Would she still want Clara to be her apprentice? What must she have thought when Clara had disappeared?
            All of it mattered little if there was to be a flood that swept away all the studios and paint shops and frame makers.
         

         
         The piercing spire of the Old Church rose into the dark sky. Clara thought of her wedding in Franeker. How odd was the passage
            of time, the way that it was not the number of years that informed growth, but rather what happened within them. For twenty
            years she had grown taller and fuller, her mind fed on starvation rations of embroidery and Bible verses. Yet in the course
            of only a number of weeks, she had expanded her entire understanding of the world. She had been an entirely different person
            on her wedding day, and she would never be that Clara again.
         

         
         The bakers might have been preparing for the coming day, but with the sky still ink black and the air seeping in through her
            damp clothes, Clara did not think that she had the luxury of waiting for the warmth of morning much longer. With the cold
            wind nipping at her heels, she followed the spire.
         

         
         Inside the church it was shadowy, echoing with the sleepy cooing of birds. It was warm, and incense filled the air. Candles guttered and swayed in the nave, each one a flickering reminder of a soul since passed. Church had never felt like a sanctuary before; it was where she went because she was expected to go, and the grinning skulls and bleeding savior seemed to be more cautionary than hopeful. But now, she was grateful for the building that welcomed her when the rest of the city seemed to see her as nothing but an unwanted reminder of poverty. 

         
         A few other desperate souls had sought shelter in the nave, indistinct shapes huddled at the foot of the great pillars that
            soared up to the vaulted ceiling. It was a far cry from the cabinet bed in Alida’s kitchen, and further still from her chamber
            in Wierenslot. But it was dry and warm and Clara could feel her body beginning to gravitate toward the ground, her eyes heavy.
         

         
         “Sparrow? Is that really you?”

         
         Clara spun around to find a stout figure draped in a shawl peering at her through the dim light.

         
         “Helma!”

         
         For the second time in only a few moments, Clara found the balm for her battered heart in the echoing transept of a church.
            And for the second time, Clara could not get her arms around her old friend fast enough. Helma folded her into her chest,
            her familiar scent of musky lavender the sweetest thing that Clara had ever smelled.
         

         
         “What are you doing here?” Clara asked breathless as she pulled away.

         
         “In Amsterdam? I came to visit my sister, and look for work.”

         
         Clara’s cheeks colored, painfully aware that she was the cause of Helma’s position. “But why the church? Why are you not with
            your sister?”
         

         
         “Oh, you know the way of it,” Helma said with a little wave. “I don’t like to be underfoot. And you?” Helma was holding Clara at arm’s length, taking in every stain and wrinkle in Clara’s dress. “What has happened to you? Where is Mr. Edema?” 

         
         The weight of everything Clara would have to impart to Helma came crashing down on her all at once. Her friend knew nothing
            of not only what had happened in the water, but of the flood and her brief marriage, of the deaths of her family.
         

         
         She led Helma to a shadowed corner, the tiles cold and slick beneath her bare feet. Pressing her friend down into a seat,
            she sat next to her, tucking her frozen feet up under herself.
         

         
         “They are dead, all dead,” Clara told her after taking a long swallow. “There was a flood on my wedding night, and . . .”
            A hot lump lodged in her throat. She hadn’t realized it would be so hard to say aloud what she had already experienced.
         

         
         Helma’s hand flew to her mouth. “I had heard that there was a flood in the north, but I never thought for a moment that it
            destroyed so much, killed so many. Oh, my poor child! How frightened you must have been!”
         

         
         Frightened. Yes, she had been frightened, she supposed. The lump finally pushed its way upward and she indulged in the tears
            that had, until now, been a luxury she had no time for. It seemed years ago that she had stepped out of the carriage a new
            bride, apprehensive and resigned to her fate. Kind, well-meaning Hendrik, appraising her with hungry eyes. The relief she
            had felt as soon as she had seen the corpse of her husband, knowing that she would not have to fulfil her wedding night duties.
            The guilt could kill a person.
         

         
         Helma’s shoulder was wet from Clara’s flowing tears. After Helma had soothed and shushed her, she waited patiently for Clara
            to continue.
         

         
         But for all that Clara could confide in Helma, she could not bring herself to tell her of her time under the water, what had transpired there or what was to come. It was too fantastic, and the jeering faces from the tavern were still fresh in her mind. 

         
         But Helma was far more perceptive than Clara had ever given her credit for. “What are you not telling me, sparrow?”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         Helma gave her an indulgent look. “You’re covered in bruises. Your hair looks as if you scrubbed it with salt, and you’ve
            got the look of a drowned cat about you. You may have been a practiced liar when you lived at Wierenslot, but I know you well
            enough that you might as well be out with whatever it is.”
         

         
         It was no use trying to pretend that she didn’t know what Helma was talking about. Haltingly, as if she were still trying
            to make sense of it herself, Clara began to tell her of Maurits and her strange journey into the Water Kingdom. The politics
            and the history that shaped the world beneath the sea, and that mattered so little to those on land. She told her old nursemaid
            about the nixies, the basilisks, even Jan and Tryn and all the other Old Ones that were as real as any person in the church
            with them at that very moment.
         

         
         Helma listened without interruption. When Clara had finished, she pursed her lips. “I told you there was something wrong with
            that young man.”
         

         
         “Helma! I tell you the most fantastic story, and all you can do is gloat about your poor first impression of Maurits?”

         
         “Well, and why shouldn’t I? It seems he’s the one that’s got you into all this mess. He told you lie after lie, and look what
            he’s done to you,” Helma added with a tsk.
         

         
         “Maybe so, but he isn’t the one that sent the flood, nor is he the one that made that ill-fated bargain all those years ago.” Clara’s cheeks began to burn as she rose to Maurits’s defense, as if she hadn’t had this same argument with herself many times already. Seeing him at the trial had lit something deep in her heart. She could still keenly feel the torture of not being able to go to him, the pain of seeing him shackled. The guilt of knowing the impossible position she had put him in. 

         
         Helma looked as if she wasn’t in strict agreement. Faint light was beginning to glow through the stained glass window, and
            a novice priest was setting up the first mass of the morning. Soon the transept would be filled with black cloaks and hushed
            voices as congregants gathered for morning prayers and confession.
         

         
         “Come,” said Helma, drawing Clara to her feet, “let us find somewhere more private.”

         
          

         “I don’t understand.”

         
         Clara paced back a few steps in the narrow street and craned her head up to the gabled roof once more, searching for any sign
            of life from behind the windows. “It was here. There was a little sign above the door with a tulip on it.”
         

         
         Alida’s studio was gone. The building was there all right, but the sign was gone, and with it, any trace of the artist who
            once lived there. A knock at the door had confirmed that no one was inside, and through the window Clara could see the kitchen
            empty of anything besides the bare table and old cabinet bed.
         

         
         Helma shuffled, pulling her shawl tighter about her. “Well, she isn’t here now, and perhaps it is a blessing. A painter’s
            apprentice! It’s a good thing your parents—God rest their souls—aren’t here to see their daughter taking on a trade.”
         

         
         Clara ignored Helma’s muttering. The wish in her pocket was singing to her, and she instinctively wrapped her fingers around
            the smooth stone. She was tired and hungry. It would be so easy to use her last wish to find Alida. Alida—wherever she was—would
            see Clara warmed up by a fire and fed. But then what? That only solved her immediate problems, and did nothing to address
            the lingering danger of a flood. And that was assuming that Alida even wanted to see her. What if Alida had thought that Clara was not coming back, and had decided to start with a new apprentice, in a new studio? 

         
         “We will go to my sister’s,” Helma said, breaking into her thoughts. “She lives outside the city, and while she doesn’t have
            much, she’ll set us right.”
         

         
         Clara reluctantly followed Helma, once again leaving her home behind. When their path took them close to the Herengracht,
            Clara allowed herself to walk right along the edge of the canal. A sort of fatalism had come over her, and if she were to
            be snatched back into the water, well, so be it.
         

         
         “Did you know, Helma?” Clara asked as they wound through the early morning women with carts, and burghers in black capes congregated
            like vultures. “Did you know that magic was still in the land? That the Old Ones were still here?”
         

         
         Clara did not miss the way Helma slanted her gaze off to the side before she answered. “I suppose it stands to reason,” Helma
            said carefully. “Where do folks think that all the magic went? That one day poof—it simply disappeared? The burghers knew well enough that there was power to be had, and that it did not come from men.”
         

         
         Not quite satisfied, but too tired to pursue it further, Clara continued trudging behind Helma, wishing that she had a pair
            of boots on her poor feet.
         

         
         The sounds of the city’s slow awakening began to build into a rich chorus. Men called from boats to each other, laughing children
            ran along the edge of the canal with fishing rods. Church bells tolled, and birds beat their wings in search of dropped morsels.
            But a softer sound, closer, was coming from the canal.
         

         
         “Helma,” Clara breathed. “Look.” They came to an abrupt halt as Clara grabbed Helma’s arm and pointed.

         
         The basilisks glided through the canal, their razor fins cresting above the surface as they wove between boats. Clara couldn’t be certain, but she thought she saw one look at her with its black marble eye and wink. 

         
         This time, Clara was not the only one to notice the creatures in the canal. Women abandoned their carts, fishermen hurriedly
            pushing their skiffs toward the canal walls. A little boy, wide-eyed, ran to the edge of the canal to stare, only to be pulled
            back with a tug to his ear by his mother.
         

         
         If the basilisks were here on behalf of Thade, then they would be looking for her. But something told her that they were not
            here at the king’s bidding, or perhaps anyone’s bidding at all. They had seemed altogether too mercurial and slippery to serve
            anyone but themselves.
         

         
         Helma crossed herself, and the sight of her old nursemaid falling back on her superstitions momentarily brought Clara some
            comfort.
         

         
         “Nasty creatures,” Helma said. “What could they want?”

         
         “I think it’s a warning.” Clara watched them as they slid through the water, leaving a wake of confusion and fear behind them.
            A tense hush had fallen over the crowd gathered at the edge of the canal. “I think the flood is coming.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Six

         
         It seemed that Thade was taking no chances this time.

         
         After the disaster of a trial, Maurits was roughly escorted to a chamber deep within the castle itself. He would be kept near
            Thade so that there was no chance of him meeting with Neese—or anyone else who might aid him, for that matter. Thade had underestimated
            Clara, and perhaps the king was beginning to worry that Maurits would likewise slip from his grasp.
         

         
         Where was Neese, anyway? He had not seen her since her last visit when he had been imprisoned, and had been surprised that she had not
            been in the audience of the trial. It would take more than a few guards to keep her away, and he wondered if she would be
            able to find him here of all places. The basilisks would know where he was, as they always seemed to know everything that
            went on in the kingdom. They would fulfill their pledged and send Neese to him. They had to.
         

         
         While he waited for her, Maurits allowed himself to get comfortable. There were worse places to be imprisoned than his childhood room, he supposed. He remembered playing in this chamber as a child with Evi and Thade. They had been thick as thieves then, always in some sort of trouble with the palace guards as they raced through the halls, pretending they were sharks on the hunt. It was always Thade who would eventually grow nervous and tattle on them to their mother, but even he could not resist the thrill of the chase for a little while first. Maurits ran his finger over one of the little shells Evi had carved in the stone. She had been a good artist. She had been a good sister. It was funny how he and Thade had grown distant after her death. Shouldn’t grief have brought them closer together? Instead, their memories had become a wedge, driven them further and further apart. 

         
         Beyond the stone walls, he could hear the chilling call of the dire whale, reminding him that there was no escape, no hope.
            He could feel himself slipping into melancholy. The land had always been a balm for the dark thoughts that consumed him in
            the water. This was his home; how was it possible that it could engender such sorrow in him? But homes are more than just
            the good memories and the comforts; they are also the difficult times, the trials that we face with our loved ones. He supposed
            Neese was right. He had used his human form to run away from his problems. And now that it was denied to him, he had not the
            slightest idea how to survive.
         

         
         Clara would have helped him forget his troubles. Even when she was under the water, angry and hurt with him, he had felt stronger
            just for having her near him. He could face Thade, his mother, even the dire whale, if only Clara was nearby. He had always
            known her to be beautiful, to be capable of enchanting him completely with just a look slanted from her guileless brown eyes.
            But when she had stood her ground at the trial and spoken . . . she had been magnificent. He wanted to take care of her, to
            shield her from Thade’s vengeance, but he was beginning to suspect that she didn’t need his protection. She probably never
            had. What had she said that time when they had been walking by the canal? She only needed testing? Well, she had been tested,
            and she had come away stronger and even more beautiful for it.
         

         
         The more wistful and melancholy his thoughts grew, the more time slowed. The kingdom didn’t need him. Neese didn’t need him,
            and Clara certainly didn’t need him.
         

         
         Clara might not need him as a protector, but he did owe her a debt. He owed her several debts, if he were being honest with himself. He had lied to her and deceived her time and again. And with Thade threatening to send a new flood, she was in danger, as well as the rest of the land folk. 

         
         He roused himself from his melancholic stupor, gave himself a few brisk words of reproach, followed by encouragement. He had
            only been here for two days, but it would seem he was losing his mind.
         

         
         Thade might have taken Maurits’s meager powers, but that did not make him powerless. Waves above, he was young and strong,
            and while he was shackled, it was nothing compared to the self-pity he had been allowing himself to wallow in.
         

         
         His brother had underestimated Clara, and it was likely his brother had underestimated him as well. Thade wouldn’t be sitting
            on the throne with their mother a prisoner and Maurits stripped of his voice if he’d thought Maurits capable of fighting back.
         

         
         So on the third day of imprisonment, Maurits began to do what he should have been doing years ago.

         
         He trained.

         
         Every night, long after the last guard had looked in and was satisfied that the defunct prince was sound asleep, he tested
            what few powers he had left.
         

         
         Thade had been clumsy, though Maurits understood why. Maurits had never taken his training seriously, even as a young princeling
            being groomed for the throne. Swimming, rationing his breath, fighting . . . these were all things that he learned as needed.
            But he had never delved deeper into the gifts that all merfolk—especially those of royal blood—possessed, such as shifting
            his form, reaching into another’s mind to see their thoughts, bending the water to his whim.
         

         
         Now he forced himself to regain the lost time. Thade had not touched the spark of power that rested deep within his heart, for Thade had simply assumed that it was no longer there. But Maurits nursed it now, every night forcing himself to focus through the pain of flexing an unused muscle. 

         
         Legs had been his mother’s gift, a blessing that lasted for seven days and seven nights when the moon was full. The first
            time he had tested his land legs he had been like a colt, wobbly and unused to the feel of solid ground beneath him. The movement
            of putting weight on his legs had left him covered in bruises and scrapes by the time he could walk from the water’s edge
            to the trees. But it had only been a matter of practice, and once he had done it, it came easier and easier to him each time.
            Now he was beginning the process all over again, only this time in the confines of his small chamber and with no soft grass
            to soften his inevitable falls. This time it was his own stubborn determination that granted him the power to try, and not
            his mother’s charity.
         

         
         On the third day he was able to soften his bonds enough to break them. On the fifth day, shift his form to a small fish for
            just a few moments of time. And on the seventh day, he put a barrier about his mind, and swam undetected from the walls of
            the palace.
         

         
         But there was no magic strong enough to fool a dire whale. He had not gotten to the outer gates of the palace, his fish form
            melting away, when he felt a vibration running through his body, the light from the surface blotted out.
         

         
         Every child of the Water Kingdom knew which creatures to fear, which deep, dark crevices to avoid if they didn’t want to be
            snatched by a toothy mouth. Maurits knew the hair-raising sensation of being followed by something that wanted him for supper.
            But never had he felt so small, so vulnerable as he did now, finding himself the sole object of the dire whale’s attention.
         

         
         The gigantic creature descended until it was eye to eye with him. And then the dire whale’s great jaw creaked open.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

         
         Clara awoke to the gurgle of water.

         
         This was not the sound of her nightmares, nor the heralding of a water creature. This was real, and very, very close. She
            sat up, her head blurry and throbbing. It took her a moment to recollect where she was and why. They had walked all day through
            the city, finally seeking rest in a cowshed just outside of the city. Beside her, Helma snored softly, her head propped on
            a bale of hay.
         

         
         “Helma, wake up,” Clara whispered, shaking her arm.

         
         Helma muttered something and settled deeper into her sleep.

         
         Water lapped up and over the edge of the canal, sending spray right up to the cowshed. A thick, uneasy feeling rooted in Clara’s
            stomach. It was as if her wedding night was playing out in front of her again, and she was just as helpless to stop it.
         

         
         She roused Helma, shaking her roughly until the older woman awoke with a violent snort. “The water,” Clara explained breathlessly.
            “I think the flood is coming, now.”
         

         
         Helma needed no further explanation. She sat up, eyes bright and alert suddenly. “So, he will truly do it,” she said with
            a strange gravitas that Clara had never heard from her friend before. “Come,” said Helma, briskly throwing on her shawl and
            gesturing for Clara to follow her.
         

         
         “Where are you going?”

         
         “To go put a stop to this nonsense once and for all,” Helma told her without turning around. Helma took off at a furious clip through the saturated grass. 

         
         Clara stared after her, then finally ran to catch up. “What are you talking about?”

         
         Helma gave her an irritated wave. “Ask fewer questions and walk faster. You’ve a wish in your pocket, don’t you?”

         
         “I do, but how did you—”

         
         “Never mind how I know. We may need that. Don’t use it.”

         
         Unused to being ordered about by her old nursemaid, Clara watched in disbelief as Helma negotiated a ride on a farmer’s cart,
            and soon she found herself bouncing about in the back, sharing quarters with an unamused goat and several offended chickens.
         

         
         As the small farming towns gradually receded into the distance and were replaced by open fields and swelling canals, Helma
            turned to Clara.
         

         
         “We are going to visit the Old Ones,” Helma said primly. She folded her hands in her lap as if she had not just uttered the
            most fantastic words Clara had ever heard from her.
         

         
         “We— What?”

         
         “Just as I said, child. It’s time to pay a visit to the Old Ones of the land.”

         
         Clara studied her friend closely as the cart creaked and jostled. All the years that Helma had tended to her, trailed her
            about, told her stories and soothed her tears away, Clara had never seen her as a real person, someone who might have a heart
            full of secrets. But clearly Helma had not only secrets, but an entire life of which Clara was not aware.
         

         
         The field that Helma had them alight in looked much like any other rural stretch of land. A windmill turned lazily in the
            distance, a copse of trees clustered about behind it. It was toward these that Helma began purposefully marching, leaving
            Clara with no choice but to follow her once again.
         

         
         When they reached the trees, Helma stopped abruptly, hands on her hips as she surveyed the clearing. A ring of flat rocks stood in the grass. “Right,” she said, as if coming to some decision. “Here we are.” 

         
         Doubled over, Clara braced her hands on her knees, struggling to catch her breath after the march across the field. “Now what?”
            she gasped out.
         

         
         “Now we summon them.”

         
          

         Maurits finned through the clear, fresh water of the canal, for once preferring the sensation of water sliding off his back
            to that of the hard ground under his feet. Above him, a magpie swooped and called, bidding him to follow to where the Old
            Ones were gathering.
         

         
         The call to come had been fortuitous. More than fortuitous—it had saved his fucking life. No sooner had the dire whale’s gaping
            jaw opened than the summons had rippled through the water. The whale had heard it too; he knew because it had hesitated just
            a moment, and it had been enough time for Maurits to make his escape.
         

         
         Thade would have noticed it if he had not been so busy meeting with advisors and plotting his next move. By now, his brother
            would have realized that Maurits was no longer in his chamber, and that the dire whale had failed in guarding him. The thought
            brought a smile to Maurits’s lips. The situation might have been desperate, but Maurits felt light and giddy with possibility.
            Was this how it felt to be a true creature of the deep? He was powerful and untethered, and this was only a fraction of himself
            after Thade had stripped him of his other magic.
         

         
         But even with all the magic in the world, nothing could compare to the wings that thinking of Clara gave him, the promise
            of holding her again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

         
         The moss maidens were the first to heed the summons.

         
         Clouds scudded across the sun, throwing the copse into prickling shade. For a moment, Clara wished that Pim was beside her
            so that she could curl her fingers into his fur, feel his warm body. Instead, she found herself reaching for Helma as she
            had so many times as a young girl, and her old nursemaid gave her a comforting pat on her arm. “There now, sparrow,” Helma
            said, her gaze fixed on something that was yet to appear. “There’s no harm that will come to you here.” Clara wanted to ask
            how Helma was so certain, but there was no time.
         

         
         As the dwindling light shifted, mottled forms began to take shape, women with lichen skin and mossy hair. Clara could hardly
            tell if she was looking at a creature or simply a collection of shadows, and it was only when they stood before her and Helma
            as fully formed beings that she recognized them as moss maidens. If the horribly beautiful women took any notice of Clara,
            they did not show it; they simply stood in the dappled evening light, both unmovable as mountains and delicate as a spider’s
            web.
         

         
         Next came the widde juvven, their eldritch wails heralding their arrival. Three columns of mist appeared, with only the faintest outlines of a slender arm or a tendril of hair to suggest that they were women. Clara tightened her grip on Helma’s arm. Like the moss maidens, they took their position within the crescent that was forming about the clearing, hovering above the rocks. 

         
         Clara did not even see the elves until Helma pointed into the trees, drawing her attention to the golden orbs that sparkled
            in the leaves. Gauzy little creatures with wings, they flitted about so quickly that, at first, Clara thought them moths or
            simply tricks of the light.
         

         
         Last to arrive were the kabouters, a people so small that they had to scramble up on the stones to take their place in the
            circle that was forming. Jan and Tryn had claimed to be kabouters, but her old friends bore little resemblance to the tiny
            creatures who stood before her now. Some were pale-skinned like her, and others had skin brown and warm as acorns. They wore
            floppy boots and funny little hats, but carried themselves like diminutive kings and queens, each holding a knobby wooden
            staff.
         

         
         The stone ring now filled with magic folk, Helma cleared her throat and began to step forward. Here were all the creatures
            from her childhood stories, come to life. The only one missing from the assemblage was an emissary from the water. Clara waited
            with her breath held, unable to even begin to imagine what Helma might have to say to these creatures. But no sooner had Helma
            taken her place in the center of the ring than the creatures all went still, their gazes lifting in unison to something behind
            Clara. The already preternaturally still air fizzed with expectation.
         

         
         Helma heard it first, the telltale drip drip drip, and gently took Clara’s hand in her own, squeezing. “You are safe here,” she reminded Clara. “I will not let him harm you.”
         

         
         Clara might have been safe, but her heart was racing, her palms suddenly clammy. She turned and her entire world shifted on
            its axis.
         

         
         This was not Thade—thank God—but nor was it the Maurits she remembered. The creature before was as radiant as the full moon, had a vital look about him, as if he was for the first time a complete being. He was all shimmering scales, taut muscles, and the sunlit eyes she had been dreaming about. 

         
         Just as the veil had fallen away in the Water Kingdom and she’d seen her world for the cruel subjugator it was, now with Maurits
            in front of her, the last vestige of her aversion likewise fell away; she saw every part of him, from the cocky young prince,
            to the loyal dog, to the enchanted lover. She saw the vulnerabilities and hurt that had shaped him as a child. She saw the
            love in his eyes, and felt her own heart leap in response.
         

         
         Though she longed to throw her arms around his neck, nuzzle into him, and inhale his scent of salt and sunshine on lily pads,
            she stood her ground, tilted her chin up as if she were still the young lady of good breeding that she’d been when she met
            him, not the ragged woman who stood before him with nothing to lose.
         

         
         “How good of you to join us, Prince,” said one of the elves in a ringing voice as thin and tremulous as her gauzy wings.

         
         Maurits gave the barest nod. As easily as if he were passing a knife through butter, Maurits rose from the canal, his tail
            vanishing as he did so, and then he was walking toward the remaining stone and taking a seat in the circle. Clara stared.
            She had been under the impression that his legs had been a gift from his mother, or rather, his lack of legs a punishment
            from her. Had he been able to shift his form at his leisure this entire time? When he had been a dog, could he have simply
            changed back into a man? The thought left a hard pit in her stomach, souring the joy she had just felt.
         

         
         Beside Maurits, the Old Ones looked fragile and ethereal. There was a hardness about his eyes that had not been there before,
            a general air not of cockiness, but confidence. The moss maidens gave the barest inclinations of their heads, and held their
            ground. A few of the kabouters shifted about nervously at Maurits’s arrival, but most simply waited for him to say something.
         

         
         He opened his mouth as if he might speak, and then seemed to remember that he was still not in possession of his voice.

         
         “No tongue to speak with, eh? Good,” Helma said with a scowl. “He can’t tell any lies.”

         
         Clara placed a placating hand on Helma’s arm. “Hush. He is probably here at great risk to himself,” she said, burning with
            curiosity.
         

         
         Helma scowled, but did not say anything else on the matter. There did not seem to be one figure that commanded more authority
            than another, and the circle in which they stood was a testament to their equal footing. So, to her surprise, it was Helma
            who spoke first. “I come on behalf of the Queen of the Trees. She has granted me leave to represent.”
         

         
         Clara felt her legs go weak, and she dropped to the ground, her fingers curling into the cool earth to steady herself. Helma
            did not just know of the Old Ones, she was here on behalf of them. “None of that now,” Helma said briskly, helping Clara back up to her feet before Maurits could try to rush to her.
            “There will be time for wonder later, but there is important business at hand and not a moment to waste.”
         

         
         Too dumbstruck to do anything other than obey, Clara just stood there. One of the widde juvven hissed, “Why does she not come
            herself?”
         

         
         “There is nothing that says she cannot send someone on her behalf,” Helma said with a sniff of indignation. “Much like Queen
            Maren has sent this boy on her behalf.”
         

         
         Helma knew who Maurits was. How long had she known? Since Clara’s return? Since the night by the canal? Or—and Clara felt
            her stomach go watery at thought—the very first moment Helma had seen him? “How did you know—”
         

         
         Helma paid no attention to Clara. Hands on her hips, she looked like the stern nursemaid Clara had crossed one too many times of a morning in her childhood. “You, young man,” Helma said, addressing Maurits. “You will relay your thoughts to the moss maidens, who will translate them into speech for us. If you are found to be in earnest and not up to some form of trickery, then we will consider if you can be trusted.” 

         
         If Maurits was insulted by Helma’s demands, he did not show it. He simply gave a solemn nod.

         
         Clara watched as one of the moss maidens closed her icy eyes. She could still feel Maurits looking at her, a hungriness in
            his gaze that made her shift a little despite herself.
         

         
         Helma cleared her throat. “If you please. We have little enough time as it is without all the lovesick gawping and pining.”

         
         Maurits went very still, and the moss maiden began to speak, her voice halting and pitching strangely, as if unused to speaking
            in such a tongue. It was the sound of branches scraping against a window, the harsh rustle of leaves scattering across cobbles.
         

         
         “The prince comes from the Water King-kingdom . . . where King Thade has ousted his m-mother and taken the throne. The prince . . .
            brings a warning and an offer.”
         

         
         “Yes, the flood,” Helma said. “We know.”

         
         “It is worse than you know,” the moss maiden corrected her. “Much worse. All of the . . . all of the land folk are in danger.
            Thade does not intend to stop with the humans.”
         

         
         The elves flew right out of their seats. “But surely not the air? Surely not the space between the land and the clouds?”

         
         The widde juvven, though silent, grew agitated, their misty outlines blurring further.

         
         Beside her, Helma touched the amulet at her neck, then crossed herself for good measure. A shadow passed over the already
            darkening assemblage of magical folk.
         

         
         “But why?” Clara forced herself to ask the moss maiden.

         
         The forest creature and Maurits shared a long, inscrutable look. Clara’s palms grew damp as she waited.

         
         “Because . . . it is not just revenge that he wants, but power.” The maiden gave a raspy cry that belied even her own words.
            “Dominance.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

         
         Maurits did not like that he was forced to sit on the low stone, the object of his desire so near and yet so far from him.
            Though he supposed it was fitting that Clara was above him, for she was so far above him, perfect in every way, from the slight
            pout of her lips as she hung on the moss maiden’s words, to the slender finger she occasionally touched absently to her collarbone.
         

         
         While Maurits had honed his powers and practiced to the point of exhaustion, he could not maintain his shifted shape for long.
            Already scales were beginning to come in on his legs, slowly transforming them back to his tail. He did not mind gazing up
            at her like the goddess she was, but he acutely felt the disadvantage it put him at. She had loved him best in his dog form,
            but it was his man’s form that he wanted her to see. She had once kissed him in that form, had once, he dared to hope, loved
            him a little. Now she only saw a creature who had betrayed her. And if he had his damn voice he would have been able to tell
            her all of this instead of having to hear his thoughts spelled out in the wretched tones of a moss maiden.
         

         
         “What will it take for him to stop?” Clara asked at last, carefully averting her eyes from Maurits.

         
         The question was both naive and bold in its scope, and Maurits loved her all the more for it.

         
         “There is nothing,” the moss maiden translated for him. “Thade will stop at nothing.”

         
         There was a worried murmur from some of the elves.

         
         “I could go back,” Clara said quietly. “I could go back and appease him. I thought that I could do more good here, warn people.
            But it has become clear that any warnings will not be heeded, and if he is determined to see this through, then I will offer
            myself up to him and finish what was started.”
         

         
         Never had Maurits wished he had legs more than at that moment, but the transformation to his tale was already complete. If
            he had legs, he would run to her, take her into his arms, and never let her go. He wouldn’t let her do something so foolish,
            with so little guarantee of success.
         

         
         He shook his head, vehement, mouthing the word no. He would not have her make an impulsive sacrifice.
         

         
         At least he was spared having to explains this to her. “We are well past the point of him accepting you as a sacrifice,” Helma
            interjected. “As soon as Thade began consolidating power he saw what would be possible if he could take the land.”
         

         
         “I am not so certain about that,” mused a kabouter with shockingly orange hair and a cape of freckles about their shoulders.
            Maurits could have throttled them. “Thade failed to follow through in securing Clara. Letting her slip through his fingers
            after the trial makes him look weak and inefficient. It may largely be symbolic, but securing Clara and seeing the end of
            the bargain through where his mother did not would send a powerful message.”
         

         
         “There is no guarantee he would not continue to seek power,” countered an elf.

         
         “Then we will cross that bridge when we get there,” the kabouter said. “Why sharpen weapons if we can avoid a fight?”

         
         “But at the expense of a life!” another elf protested, gesturing to Clara.

         
         “If there is to be a flood the likes of which we have never seen, the elves will not cower away,” they said. “We may be small, but we will fight for both land and air. It is as much ours as the birds or the insects.” 

         
         “The girl has a wish in her pocket—why does she not use that?” asked a kabouter.

         
         The freckled kabouter scowled. “And what exactly should she wish for? That Thade simply abandons his ambitions?”

         
         Everyone was talking over each other, going in circles. The widde juvven hummed low and persistent, the moss maidens the only
            silent creatures in the entire disaster of a convocation. Maurits pinched the bridge of his nose, suddenly realizing why so
            few of these were ever held, and why the different kingdoms seldom worked together.
         

         
         “I will do it.”

         
         The bickering fell away at once as everyone looked up at Clara. Her voice was quiet but steady. “It is no great thing. I was
            supposed to be taken as a child, and I was not. I resolved to stay beneath the water and face the punishment ruled to befall
            my parents and my people, only leaving because I thought I could save the lives of those on land. But if my staying here serves
            as fodder for Thade’s vengeance even a little, then please, let me go back. I am tired,” she added, her voice finally breaking.
         

         
         Maurits had never cared for Helma, who was always circling Clara like a sheepdog a lamb. The first time he’d seen Helma in
            the kitchen of Wierenslot he’d recognized her for what she was. Now though, as she tutted protectively about Clara, he felt
            a surge of gratitude that she was in his beloved’s life and would keep her safe where Maurits could not. Helma would not let
            Clara make such a foolish sacrifice.
         

         
         “If that is your wish, sparrow,” Helma said, tears gathering in her eyes.

         
         No, he was wrong. He hated Helma. She was as bad as the rest. The moss maidens bent their heads in unison, even the kabouters silent in their admiration. Everything was spiraling out of his control too fast. 

         
         Desperately, he caught the moss maiden’s attention, his racing thoughts hardly formed before she began translating for him.

         
         “The prince . . . the prince escorts her,” she told the rest of the creatures. “It is his condition.”

         
         Helma looked as if she wanted to argue, but she gave one look at Clara and her shoulders fell in a slump. “Very well. I may
            not trust your kind,” she told him, “but I trust your love for Clara. I give my little sparrow’s heart into your keeping,
            and trust that you will do everything in your power to protect her until she chooses to step into her fate.”
         

         
         It was all he could do to give a tight nod. It wasn’t a satisfactory solution to the problem of Thade. It wasn’t any kind
            of solution. But everyone else was apparently satisfied, and so, one by one, the Old Ones left the way they had come. The
            widde juvven evaporated back into the mist, the moss maidens into the shadows of the leaves. The elves took flight, floating
            up into the canopy, until it was only Helma, Maurits, and Clara in the dusky trees.
         

         
         Clara was standing very still, hands folded in front of her waist, the first rays of moonlight gently caressing the planes
            of her cheeks. If he were being honest with himself, none of his reasons for agreeing to accompany her were so noble. But
            being honest did not come naturally to him, and he only knew that he needed to be as close to her as possible, for as long
            as possible.
         

         
         After a painful eternity, Helma cleared her throat and looked between them. “Well, I suppose you’ll be wanting me gone now,”
            she said, the tremble of her lip belying her flinty tone.
         

         
         “Oh, Helma.” Clara threw herself at the older woman, wrapping her arms around her. “I never want you gone. If I ever said as much, you must know that I was only being very foolish and spoiled. You are my best friend.” 

         
         Maurits made a study of the moonlight through the tree branches while the two women said their goodbyes. He was sure Clara
            was too good for Helma, but he would not deny her the chance to say farewell to her friend.
         

         
         When both of the women’s cheeks were streaked with tears, and they had finally pulled away from each other, Helma marched
            up to Maurits, stopping just in front of his tail. “You will take care of that girl.” She leaned in close, dropped her voice
            to a sharp whisper. “If there is even one thing that you can do to prevent this transaction, then you must do it. I do not
            know what it will take to stop Thade, and I do not believe that he will be satisfied with what he already vowed was not enough.
            Clara is a stubborn little mite, and her mind is made up. I cannot ask her to live with the guilt of knowing that she should
            have been taken when so many others were.” Helma threw an aching glance at where Clara was still standing, before leaning
            in closer and taking Maurits’s hand in her own. “But if you see even the slightest chance of saving her, you take it.”
         

         
         It did not matter that Maurits had no voice, for even if he did, what could he say to that? Nodding, he tried to withdraw
            his hand, only for Helma to tighten her grip. “Even if it means forfeiting your life.”
         

         
         Her gray eyes bore into him a moment longer, and then she was releasing his hand and striding back to Clara. Helma gave her
            one last hug, and then left them alone in the clearing together.
         

         
         Clara watched her friend leave. When she could no longer make out the white swish of her skirt in the darkness, Clara finally
            turned back to where Maurits was still sitting on the rock, his tail swept to the side.
         

         
         “Did you know that Helma was . . .” She searched for the right words, still unsure of what had just happened. “Did you know that she could summon the Old Ones?” 

         
         Maurits nodded, though his expression gave nothing away about what he thought of this.

         
         “I suppose I should be hurt that she was not truthful with me all these years,” Clara said, toeing a small stone in the grass
            with her bare foot. “But then, all the stories she told me . . . maybe I allowed myself to grow out of the magic, the belief
            in them after I was a child. Maybe I would not have believed her, in any case.”
         

         
         Loneliness crept in. Maurits made no move to come to her. If he had the power to shift his shape, he was not using it. It
            was too painful to admit to herself that she had been hoping for something more from their reunion, that after all the false
            starts and deceits that they would have some sort of perfect understanding when they finally saw each other again. “I am ready,”
            she told him, her voice flat.
         

         
         Maurits slid off the rock, easily pushing himself up with his arms and slipping into the water. Color touched his cheeks,
            and he did not meet her eye until he was in the safety of the canal.
         

         
         She swept her gaze over the clearing, committing to memory the sensation of the night breeze against her skin, the subtle
            smell of damp earth and distant woodsmoke. Even the knot of hunger in her belly was a reminder that she was human, that she
            was alive.
         

         
         When she had finished bidding the land goodbye, she allowed Maurits to give her breath for the water. She crouched by the
            edge of the canal, and he tenderly lifted her in by her waist, bringing her down to him. His touch ignited her despite the
            cool bite of the water.
         

         
         Her pulse fluttered beneath his fingers as cupped her jaw. He knew that he had been found out, and that Clara would not tolerate his breath in the form of a kiss again. But the warmth in her eyes gave him hope that his touch was not altogether abhorrent to her. Without breaking her gaze, he slowly trailed his finger down the elegant line of her throat, stopping just above her collarbone in the delicate hollow where Thade had put a charm, but which now sat empty. 

         
         And then they were plunging below in a spray of bubbles and sparkling water as he took her back to the place he had vowed
            to save her from, and to the fate that awaited them both.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty

         
         A soft green light was diffusing through the grotto, hazy orbs sparkling like the heralding of the widde juvven in the clearing.
            But no women materialized here. It was only Clara and Maurits, alone again. She quickly wriggled out of Maurits’s arms as
            they surfaced, and hauled herself up onto the rock before he could help her.
         

         
         While she took a moment to wring out her skirt and put herself to rights, Maurits inventoried the grotto. He would have liked
            to have warm blankets and more of the comforts she was accustomed to already prepared for her down here. But there had been
            no time, and besides, he thought bitterly, she would not be here for long if she had her way. Instead, he rifled through his
            childhood collection for anything that might be useful to her, which was admittedly not much. A comb. A bent spoon that, with
            some polishing, could be used as a mirror.
         

         
         Clara gave a soft clearing of her throat, signaling that she was done. When he turned, he found her staring at the small seaweed
            bed where she had slept when he’d first brought her here. He had often wished that he had the ability to know what she was
            thinking, but now that he had sharpened his powers, he found that he could not bring himself to violate her in that way.
         

         
         “I don’t think I shall ever get used to the cold here,” she said, heedless of the turmoil brewing within him. “It seeps into me, down to my bones.” 

         
         She was only a little distance from him; he could have swum closer, and taken her by the hands and drawn her into him. But
            he had no warmth to offer her. Instead, he settled for nodding and watching as she lowered herself down onto the seaweed with
            a tired groan. He could feel her stiffness, her coldness, in that one little sound and it winnowed through his heart. He had
            so little time left with her. Everything he had done thinking that he could protect her, keep her safe, and here she was,
            ready to walk into the jaws of a hungry shark. Let the land flood for all he fucking cared. Let his mother’s curse choke him,
            let Thade keep his bloody voice. He could not let the object of all his desires, the reason for his heartbeat, do something
            so reckless.
         

         
          

         Clara gave in to her shivering. The first time she had been in the grotto, she had been so tired, but so determined not to
            let Maurits know how uncomfortable she was, lest he thought her weak or pitiful. Now she found she didn’t care if he saw her
            shaking, or even letting a stray tear slide down her cheek. Nothing seemed to matter much anymore.
         

         
         She did not bother asking if they were safe here; she knew the answer by now. Nothing was guaranteed, and if Thade found them
            it would only accelerate what was already going to happen. It was freeing in a way, though, a different sort of fatalism than
            her old life had afforded her, where she’d had no say in her marriage or her future. She had been but a pawn in a game of
            wealth and greed and accumulation. If she were to die in a cold grotto below the sea, at least it was on her own terms, and
            at least it was in service to something greater than herself.
         

         
         Maurits’s emerald tail glinted in the dark as he sat on the opposite rock ledge, gently flicking it in the water. The more she studied his tail, the more colors she began to see. An iridescent rainbow of blue, green, and purple jewels. She did not think that he could see her from there, so she allowed herself to stare, to try to make sense of the body that at once fascinated and confused her. If she had a graceful tail that allowed her to slice through water, she thought she should never want legs again. But Maurits seemed determined to hide it from her, as if it shamed him. 

         
         “You aren’t really going to sleep over there, are you?” Clara called softly from across the ledge.

         
         Maurits jerked at the sound of her voice, his lips parted in surprise. Shrugging, he pantomimed sleeping with his head on
            the rock.
         

         
         “Don’t be silly,” she chided, though her heart had started to beat a little faster. “I don’t believe for one moment that can
            be comfortable.” She honestly wasn’t certain that it wasn’t comfortable for him. Did he need to sleep near the water? In the
            water? Would his tail dry out if he was on the stone all night? Something told her that he was keeping his distance out of
            consideration for her, though. The small sacrifice was unexpectedly touching.
         

         
         Besides, she was cold, and more than a little frightened despite her resolve to meet the morrow with a brave face. Inside,
            she was still a little girl who craved the touch of a loving mother, or a kind word from a devoted nursemaid. She had never
            been a wife in the proper sense of the word, so she could not rightly say that she missed the touch of a husband. She would
            never know if Hendrik would have pleased her, but she did not think he would have. Perhaps it made her wicked, but she did
            not miss him, and she was glad that she did not know his touch.
         

         
         “I’m cold,” she said, her voice dropping lower. Maurits went very still, and even in the darkness she could feel his gaze
            heating. “Will you come to me?”
         

         
         Her question hung in the air for an unbearably long moment in which she could feel every painful beat of her heart and ache of cold in her muscles. But then there was a soft splash and he was slipping into the water and swimming to her. He gracefully hoisted himself up on the ledge nearest to her, water
            falling onto the rock in a gentle shower. He was close enough that she could have reached out and touched his slick chest,
            close enough that she should have been able to feel his heat if he was a man. Her heart began to steady, the knots in her
            hunched shoulders loosening.
         

         
         The darkness, the fact that she knew he would not—could not—speak, made her grow bold. “I never dreamed about the marriage
            bed,” she told him as she ran her fingers through the dry seaweed. “I suppose no young woman is supposed to imagine or look
            forward to what will transpire between her and her future husband. It is an act of duty, and if there is enjoyment to be had,
            it is on the part of the husband.” She knew this much from the little bit that she had managed to extract from Helma, and
            the rest she had extrapolated from listening to Atty and Inka whisper between themselves in the kitchen.
         

         
         As she spoke, he had slowly moved nearer, closing the remaining distance between them. Her hand fell upon his chest as naturally
            as if it had rested there a thousand times before.
         

         
         “Do you remember our kiss?” she asked. Under her fingertips, she could feel the muscles of his chest tense, his breath catch.

         
         Of course he remembered their kiss. He thought about it upward of ten times a day, conservatively. He dreamed of it when he
            closed his eyes at night and the current lulled him to sleep. Swallowing, he managed the smallest of nods.
         

         
         “I think I would like to do that again,” she said.

         
         He could hear her give a swallow of her own in the darkness. “But right now, I don’t want more than that. Do you understand
            me?”
         

         
         His heart kicked a little faster. He gave a nod, his throat tight. As he was now, he could not be a husband to her in the way in which humans understood it. There could be no consummation. He was letting his mind race ahead of himself. She hadn’t declared her love, or even invited him to share that most sacred of rites with him. But if he was understanding her, then his form didn’t matter to her. Hope flared in his chest. Not just that she might lift his mother’s curse, but that she might accept him truly as he was, love him even. 

         
         If he were a man, he would not be able to see her so clearly in the dark, nor discern the soft shadows and pale, gentle curves
            of her in the green glow. He wanted to tell her that whatever happened tomorrow he was proud of her for coming this far, that
            he would protect her and honor her in whatever way she allowed him.
         

         
         Instead, he took her chin in his hands and gently tilted her face up so that she could meet his gaze.

         
         The coldness of his fingers sent shivers down her. They weren’t unpleasant though, and Clara found herself leaning into his
            touch. Emboldened, he drew her closer until she fit snugly against his chest. He was a familiar link to her old life; she
            did not have to trust him completely to find comfort in his touch.
         

         
         Yet, she did trust him, or else she would not be inviting him into her bed, revealing her most precious secrets to him. She
            would not be here at all, standing on the precipice of death if she did not trust him to catch her when she inevitably fell.
         

         
         When his lips found hers, the kiss was tentative. Contrite and achingly tender. He did not press her, nor rush ahead, but
            allowed her to explore him as much or as little as she cared to, occasionally giving a little breath of pleasure.
         

         
         Her hand wandered lower down his abdomen, some instinct telling her that the emptiness in her would be staunched the further
            she went.
         

         
         With surprising speed, Maurits grabbed her wrist, halting her progress. A little gasp escaped her and she pulled back, searching his face. 

         
         He gave the smallest shake of his head.

         
         “Did I do something wrong?” she asked softly. The thought of offending him was less troubling than the possibility of losing
            his touch. She was achy and unsettled in a way that made her reach for him again, her fingers grazing the hard planes of his
            chest. She had thought she only wanted a kiss, but she felt greedy and desperate now that she was so close to him.
         

         
         He made a little noise in the back of his throat, but did not move away from her touch. Closing his eyes, he gathered her
            to him, and tenderly laid her back down on the seaweed bed.
         

         
         His message was clear: it was time to sleep. As she lay her head on his chest, and the heaviness of sleep quickly overtook
            her, she knew that she would be satisfied with whatever he would give her, in whatever form. Love was such a fleeting thing
            in a world so cruel, and it was best not to squander it, not when the next day was not even guaranteed.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-One

         
         Clara awoke with an ache in her back and a hazy sense of frustration lingering at the edges of her memory. The faintest ray
            of light was shafting down from the crack far above her. The chill had returned, and she shivered, rolling over to find Maurits
            and any warmth he might offer her. Falling asleep in Maurits’s arms been transcendent. There was a hot, fluttery feeling in
            her chest that was dangerously close to what she thought must be love. For love was a double-edged sword, a driving force
            that told her she must act to save those she cared about, as well as a drowsy sort of luxury that she wanted to wrap herself
            in. And she did not have time for the latter.
         

         
         But as she reached over, her hand only met with the soft crunch of more seaweed. Maurits was not there. Thinking he must have
            gone to fetch something for her to eat, she took the time to comb her hair and lay out her clothes to dry. Anything to keep
            her hands busy, her mind occupied so that she could not dwell on what was to come next.
         

         
         The light grew stronger, and still Maurits did not return. She paced the rocky ledges as much as they allowed, willing herself
            to remain calm. Perhaps he had ventured back to land, trying to find something he knew she would like to eat, perhaps he had
            been waylaid by Neese or another friend. If there was a more sinister possibility for his disappearance, she tried not to
            let herself dwell on it.
         

         
         She had resigned herself to her fate, and the delay was a cruel prolongment. But whether Maurits was here or not, she would still go through with it. She would wait until the light was at its highest peak, and if he had still not returned, she would slip into the water and let it take her as it would. 

         
         The spiritual rapture she had never experienced in church washed over her now, as she felt the overwhelming need to pray to
            something, to someone. She poured out her heart between sobs, begged for forgiveness for whatever sins she had committed,
            wished that there was more time, not to delay her death, but to map out the love she held for Maurits in her heart. To die
            with regrets, even if it was honorably, was a punishment beyond all cruelty. She had always assumed that there would be time
            to forgive him, to come to terms with all the hurts. Which meant that somewhere deep in her heart, she knew that all was absolvable,
            that he was hers.
         

         
         The light above was piercing through the crack, shafting down in a sharp line. Her knees were sore and bloody from kneeling.
            But before she could get to her feet, there was the sound of water splashing. She cried out in relief. Maurits was back, and
            she would not have to go alone. But the heads that surfaced were slick and scaly and full of sharp teeth.
         

         
         The basilisks gave a hiss of greeting, then began circling below her. “You came back.”

         
         “Foolish little girl.”

         
         “Did you think that you could solve yourself what has been wrought by centuries of wrongdoing?”

         
         “How human to believe that a solution could be reached by one creature itself.”

         
         She ground her teeth. “Where is he?” she asked.

         
         The creatures continued circling.

         
         “What about Neese?” she asked. “Surely she can find him?”

         
         “The nixie?”

         
         “She is gone.”

         
         “Thade found out that she was carrying messages to the prince.”

         
         “So he took her as well.”

         
         “Took her away.”

         
         Clara didn’t want to consider what might become of the nixie at the hands of Thade.

         
         “Where is Maurits?” she asked again. “I know you know.”

         
         “He has gone,” they said in cold unison.

         
         Clara had been expecting as much, but the finality in their words still made her head go light. “Gone where?”

         
         “Deep.”

         
         “Very, very deep.”

         
         She had thought herself past the point of feeling anything besides numbness, but the basilisks were driving her to madness
            with their evasive replies.
         

         
         Clara dug her fingernails into the damp stone behind her, forced herself to drag in a deep breath. “What has he done? TELL ME!”
         

         
         The basilisks finally stopped their circling, and seven pairs of black marble eyes blinked back at her. “Come, look at what
            his love for you has done.”
         

         
          

         They arrived at a palace in chaos.

         
         The basilisks had towed her along, depositing her in the throne room. Doors to chambers stood ajar, furniture was upturned.
            Merfolk were hastily throwing belongings and treasures into trunks, barely sparing her a glance as they shot down the halls
            and out into the deep.
         

         
         Clara turned to ask the basilisks what was happening, only to find that they had disappeared and she was alone with Thade and a flurry of harried advisors. This wasn’t how she’d imagined her next and last encounter with Thade. She had thought that there would be a sort of calm that would fall over her, a sharp clarity that would guide her to her fate. There would be a final, beautiful farewell between her and Maurits, and all grievances would be forgiven. She would be brought before the king, bow her head, and she would be enveloped in serenity as she stepped into the unknown. 

         
         “I’ve come . . .” Clara started, her words no match for the overlapping chorus of frantic voices.

         
         Thade looked up from the scroll in his hands.

         
         She tried again before she lost her nerve. “I’ve come to offer myself as penance. To fulfill the terms of the bargain so that
            there will be no need for a flood.”
         

         
         He looked at her as if he had forgotten who she was. “What? What makes you think that is how it works?”

         
         She had no time to form a response, for an advisor was immediately in Thade’s ear again.

         
         He gave an irritated wave. “Yes, yes,” he told the merman. “Have the spear division ready for fortifying the palace.”

         
         The advisor gave a short bow and left. Thade shifted his tail to legs, strode to the throne, and sat heavily in it. Behind
            him, Maurits’s voice hovered in its bubble. Thade looked about the room for a moment, before finally setting his gaze on Clara
            again. He gave a weary sigh. “Do you know what he has done? Do you know how—how fucking stupid your lover is?”
         

         
         Heat rushed to Clara’s cheeks, and she shook her head, both desperate and afraid to know.

         
         “He enlisted the help of a dire whale to escape,” the king said, in a tone that told her that whatever a dire whale was, it
            was not good, not good at all. “The very same whale that I had guarding him—the mercenary creature! And then if that was not
            enough, he bargained away his life in exchange for the toppling of the whole fucking kingdom.”
         

         
         The room went fuzzy at the edges. Green algae pulsed and flickered, alive. No, he wouldn’t have done that. Maurits might have been impulsive and cocky, but he wouldn’t have sacrificed himself. Not without telling her first. Not without saying goodbye. All the times he had deceived her, and this cut her the hardest. She struggled to make sense of it. How could the kingdom topple? What did that mean? She supposed if there was no Water Kingdom then there was no need for the bargain to be fulfilled; there was no flood. Would Maurits have truly allowed the entire kingdom to crumble, just to spare her life? 

         
         A low, piercing wail echoed through the hall, and everyone went still, from the frenzied servants and advisors, to Thade who
            had been slumped in his seat. The hair along the back of Clara’s neck lifted, and suddenly, being in this room with Thade
            seemed like the safest place she could be. For whatever was out there, was not something that she could explain. The cry came again. None of Helma’s stories could have prepared Clara for the
            deep sense of wonder and sadness that ran through her. It was mournful and terrible and achingly beautiful all at once.
         

         
         “Five centuries the dire whales have haunted the darkest depths, and left us to our own devices,” Thade said to seemingly
            no one in particular. “And with one reckless bargain, he has undone it all. Do you know what that means?” he asked, pinning
            Clara with his steely gaze. Her mouth too dry to answer, she just shook her head. “It means that there will be no more Water
            Kingdom. The throne will be destroyed, and chaos will reign. There will be no one to keep the humans in check. It is what
            the dire whales have always wanted. Free reign of the waters. Chaos.”
         

         
         Clara thought of the gentle whale that had escorted her and Neese to the queen. She thought of the dead whale on the beach.
            Could a dire whale truly be so very different from the creatures she had encountered? But it didn’t matter. Maurits had charted
            a course for destruction of his world, all so that she would not be beholden to the terms of the bargain.
         

         
         “I can see from your face that you did not know he was planning this. After all the lies and deceptions, I wonder if you can ever forgive him for this final betrayal? Although I suppose he will be dead, so it matters little.” 

         
         “He is your brother,” she forced herself to say, shocked at the indifferent cruelty of his words. “How can you bear to speak
            of his death?”
         

         
         “Because the Water Kingdom is bigger than him, bigger than either of us or our mother!” Thade said, exploding off his seat.
            “Long after we have succumbed to the tide, the kingdom will remain. If I can speak about his death without shedding a tear,
            it is because we were born to serve a cause greater than ourselves. That is what you humans fail to understand. You think
            only of your worldly pleasure, and dress it up in the name of Church and God so that when you die you are absolved of your
            responsibilities. But you leave behind a world rotting with disease, crumbling from greed. Is it any wonder that the wealthy
            burghers gambled away the futures of their children? What did they care for what comes after them? They bear no effects of their actions. They have their worldly spoils, and then they are dust.”
         

         
         At some point in Thade’s speech, all the advisors and guards and other creatures had disappeared, leaving the throne room
            in echoing silence. The whale called again, closer this time, vibrating the ground and shaking loose pearls from the pillars.
         

         
         Thade lifted a heavy head. His gray eyes had gone dull. “I would leave now, if I was you. It will be here soon, and it is
            ravenous.”
         

         
         “Where would I go?”

         
         The corner of Thade’s mouth kicked up in a weary smile. “Isn’t that the grand question of our time? Where to go, where to
            go. Go back to land, and pray that the dikes hold, that the dire whales do not send a flood of their own. Or stay in the water,
            adapt as we did, until eventually there is nothing left. It hardly seems to matter.”
         

         
         The shaking grew closer, more rocks and coral coming loose and scattering into the water. Had Maurits really died for this? It seemed a poor trade, his life for more destruction. Perhaps he thought it bought both worlds more time. Perhaps he had only been thinking of her, blinded by a love that she was only now beginning to grasp. Now she knew how he had felt watching her agree to go to her death; rage, helpless rage. 

         
         There was an explosive crash, and then the whole facade of the throne room was caving in. Clara dropped to her knees, covering
            her head. A few small rocks grazed her, one slicing down her arm and drawing blood. So this was how it would end. She braced
            herself for everything to go black, to be smothered and crushed, her breath stolen in the end not by water, but by the crumbling
            palace.
         

         
         But no blackness came, and the stones settled, miraculously avoiding her. All went deathly still.

         
         “So,” came Thade’s quiet voice, “you found a bargain better to your liking from my brother.”

         
         He was not speaking to her. Just an inch, Clara lifted her arm so that she could see the recipient of these words.

         
         In her mind, she had pictured a whale, bigger and more fearsome than anything she had ever seen before. Large, gnashing teeth,
            and serpent eyes. But the creature that had come through the wall and was now floating amidst the destruction had none of
            those things. It was large, but so had been the whale that had escorted Clara and Neese before. Continents of barnacles clung
            to its back and its fins, tendrils of seaweed crowning its head. Its eyes were cloudy, its flesh cross-hatched with healed
            scars. It was old, so old. Clara felt as if she should prostrate herself before this ancient being, beg its forgiveness for
            trespassing in its domain. But she was frozen to the floor, too awed to do anything other than watch this final moment play
            out.
         

         
         Yes, came a voice, echoing both inside Clara’s head and the crumbling hall. A kingdom falls and a people rises. It is a good trade. A fair trade.

         
         Thade’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the arms of the throne, but he did not shrink back, and Clara could not help but admire
            him for his conviction. Had she been in his place, she did not think she could have suffered being the sole object of the
            dire whale’s attention. “I was born to sacrifice my life for this kingdom.” He rose, his jaw locking. “Get it over with.”
         

         
         The dire whale said nothing, its cloudy eyes tracking Thade’s every movement. Then it opened its creaking jaw. The groan was
            low and long, and Clara felt it in her teeth, her hair. Closing her eyes, she put her hands over her ears, but it did nothing
            to stop the sound from crashing around her, through her, like a wave.
         

         
         When at last the terrible roar had died away, Clara chanced to open her eyes again. The whale was still where it had been,
            but Thade was gone. His crown lay at the foot of the crumbling throne.
         

         
         There will be balance. There will be peace, came the dire whale’s disembodied voice.
         

         
         The dire whale slowly, slowly turned back the way it had come through the wall, but not before fixing her with its cloudy
            stare that seemed to see right through her.
         

         
         There will be no revenge. Let this be the end of it.

         
         And then it was gone.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-Two

         
         There was nothing for her here.

         
         Maurits was dead. Thade was dead. The queen was probably likewise dead. She had hardly had time to let the grief soak into
            her. Clara picked up the crown, weighed the copper and pearl design of braided seaweed in her hands. But what of the land?
         

         
         A crab scuttled over the upturned rocks, but otherwise it was silent. Clara replaced the crown on the throne with a clink. It would have sat on Maurits’s head someday, but now none would wear it.
         

         
         The flickering blue light caught her eye from behind the throne. Reaching for the bubble, she watched as Maurits’s voice danced
            within its translucent prison. She cradled it in her hands like a mother might a newborn, overcome with awe and love and terror.
            It had not died with him. She could have wept for the words he would never speak to her, the words that even now shimmered
            within her hand but had no mouth to give them life.
         

         
         She had loved him, given him a piece of her heart whether she had known it or not at the time. How else could every memory
            of him, every breath, evoke such a burning ache in her? Why else did she feel like dropping to her knees and howling from
            the pain of it all?
         

         
         But there was no time for grief. A loud groaning above her head snapped her from her thoughts and sent her hurrying out of the throne room. A moment later, a pillar fell and shattered where she had been standing. Land. She would go to land. There was no other choice. 

         
         She made her way through abandoned halls, sometimes swimming as she was able, somethings walking through knee-deep water.
            Her fingers were numb, her mind was numb. Later, there would be time later to understand what had just happened and its implications.
            For now, she had only to find her way back to the surface.
         

         
         Another groan sounded, and Clara dropped to her knees, hands over her head as she braced for more debris to come crumbling
            down on her. But nothing happened, and when the sound came again, she recognized it for what it was.
         

         
         She followed the voice. Someone was here, and they were in pain. Trapped, perhaps, by one of the fallen walls or pillars.

         
         “Neese?” Clara rushed to the other end of the corridor, picking her way over debris as she went. A slender arm was draped
            over a pile of rocks, disappearing into a pile of rubble. Crouching down, she could see a red eye peering back at her. “Are
            you hurt?”
         

         
         “No, but my leg is pinned.”

         
         The rocks were heavy, but Clara put her shoulder against the largest of them, and with her counterweight, was able to roll
            it off. Then it was just a matter or digging out the rest of the rubble. Neese watched her work patiently, only occasionally
            letting out a little wince when the weight of the rocks shifted.
         

         
         When Clara was nearly to the bottom, Neese wriggled free, the rest of the rocks falling away. The nixie stood on swaying legs,
            cuts and bruises painting her body. “Come,” she said, head cocked as she listened to the groaning of the palace. “There’s
            no time.”
         

         
         Clara followed Neese down the hall, water tugging at her hem, until they reached a flooded passage. Taking her arm, Neese hooked her arm around Clara’s waist and they shot up and out of the palace. Behind them, a pillar came crashing down. 

         
         Neese brought them to a rocky overlook where a handful of other merfolk were watching the last great gasp of the palace as
            it returned to rock and sand. Schools of fish darted wide, giving berth to the plumes of debris. An empire was falling, but
            life went on.
         

         
         “There will be a flood,” Neese said, unflinching as she watched, “a small one. Perhaps the dire whale will break a dam, but
            there will be no loss of life.”
         

         
         Clara wanted to ask how she knew that, and what made the dire whales such great purveyors of justice. “But why? Why had they
            never intervened before?” Clara asked.
         

         
         “There needs to be some form of reckoning, else when will it end? Shall the lesson the humans learn come at the cost of the
            whole earth and all its creatures?” Neese shook her head, her dark hair swinging. “No, it is better that it is now. A council
            of seven creatures from both land and water will be formed, and rule just as once was the custom. Justice will be restored,
            and a ruling reached.”
         

         
         “There will be no revenge,” Clara said quietly. “The dire whale said as much.”

         
         Neese only gave a slender shrug. “Well, it is a question for the council when it is formed.”

         
         Clara did not have much use for councils and rulings and faraway pronouncements made in the name of justice. Whatever the
            future held, it would be bleak and narrow without Maurits.
         

         
         She pushed down the heavy knot of grief in her stomach as they watched in silence as the last remaining wall of the palace
            swayed and then buckled, a cloud of sand blooming around it.
         

         
         “Are you angry with him?” Neese asked.

         
         Clara watched as the rest of the merfolk gradually dispersed, returning to their homes in the secret caves and tunnels of the sea. 

         
         “I am angry that I never got the chance to know him, the real him,” she said quietly. “I don’t even know his real name.” Mostly
            she was surprised, though. Surprised at how keenly she felt the loss, as if part of her soul had been ripped away, a part
            she hadn’t even known existed. All of the little moments that she had analyzed a thousand times for proof of deceit were now
            thrown into the golden light of the past, rosy and lovely. She clung to them desperately.
         

         
         Their last night spent together . . . that was one memory that did not need to be gilded with longing or regret. It was a
            dream that had ended too soon, the hazy threads of memory already slipping away. She had wanted more of him, and he had been
            unable or unwilling to share it.
         

         
         “Come,” said Neese gently. “There are many awaiting your return on land that will be glad to see you.”

         
          

         Neese brought Clara to the heart of the city, gliding through canals and dodging boats. The water level was a little higher
            than when she had last been here, but otherwise, nothing had changed. If the dire whale had not come, it was possible that
            the entire city would have been under water. And just as Neese said, the people here went about their lives as if nothing
            extraordinary had happened, unaware that they had been spared.
         

         
         This time, Clara knew better than to ask why Neese knew where Helma would be, or why Helma was back in the city at all. Like
            with so many others in her life, Clara had lacked curiosity about her friend, about who she truly was. And now she had been
            given the gift of more time, of a second chance, and she would not squander it.
         

         
         It was gray and chilly in the streets of Amsterdam. Clara emerged from the canal to see a familiar sign with a tulip on it creaking slightly in the breeze. “Is this Alida’s studio?” she asked, turning to Neese. “What are we doing here?” 

         
         Neese only jutted her chin toward the door, more of a command than an invitation to go in. Too curious to waste any more time,
            Clara put her hand on the door and pushed. Behind her, she heard the splash of water, and turning, saw Neese’s slender legs
            disappearing under the surface.
         

         
         Inside, the kitchen was just as warm and welcome as she had been dreaming. It seemed that wherever Alida went, a home sprang
            up around her. A fire crackled in the hearth, a pot of something rich bubbling above it. From somewhere deeper in the house
            came the creaking of footsteps on the stairs.
         

         
         And then Helma was hurrying into the room, her wide skirts swaying, arms outstretched. “Oh, my little sparrow,” she cried
            when she saw Clara. “You’ve come back.”
         

         
         After Helma had given her an embrace that threatened to snap her ribs and steal her breath, Clara let her hold her at arm’s
            length for inspection. “Yes, I’ve come back. And I shall not leave again.”
         

         
         Helma’s gaze sharpened as she studied Clara. “It is over, then?”

         
         With a nod, Clara slumped heavily onto the wooden stool that Alida kept near the fire. Her clothes were still wet, crusted
            in salt. She felt as if she had been holding her breath for an eternity, and it was only just starting to rush out of her.
            “It is over for now.”
         

         
         “And Maurits?”

         
         If she was not so tired, the tears probably would have come then. But as it was, all Clara could manage was a shake of her
            head. “No,” she said in a whisper.
         

         
         Helma looked as if she wanted to say something, but then there was more creaking and Alida came hurrying down from the studio,
            swiping away the paint from her hands on her apron skirt. She stopped midstep when she saw Clara.
         

         
         “Clara? Is it truly you?”

         
         Clara rose, and the force of her small friend’s hug nearly knocked her backward.

         
         “When you didn’t return home I was convinced that you had run afoul of thieves or something more sinister,” Alida said. “I
            searched everywhere for you. Helma came to bring me news of your . . . your sacrifice,” she added, darting a glance at Helma.
            “She said that you had come looking for me at the old studio, but that I was already gone.”
         

         
         “And it’s a good thing I came,” Helma said bluntly. “She cannot cook. I found only a rind of cheese and some cured pork, more
            salt than meat.” Punctuating her opinion, Helma gave the pot over the flame a good stir.
         

         
         Alida rolled her eyes, but did not argue when Helma bid them all sit down at the table, and ladled out steaming bowls of rich
            pottage. The edge of Clara’s hunger had been dulled by her welling grief, but she forced herself to lift the spoon to her
            mouth.
         

         
         “There have been many sightings of creatures in the city since your disappearance,” Alida continued. “I’d heard stories when
            I was a child, but I never thought . . .” She bit at her lip. “Well, the job of the artist is to see what is truly there,
            and I suppose I was doing my job poorly that I never saw the world for what it was before.”
         

         
         Helma gave a snort and muttered something under her breath.

         
         “But there is news since you left, not just of the creatures,” Alida said. “I have been accepted into Saint Luke’s Guild.”

         
         Clara dropped her spoon. “Truly?” Saint Luke’s was the most prestigious artists’ guild in the city, and for Alida to be accepted,
            not just as a woman, but a young woman, was no small feat.
         

         
         “Truly. And do you know the painting that did it? It was the Hooft family, monkey and all. It also helped fund these new lodgings and studio. You must see the light upstairs later, it is divine.” 

         
         Clara smiled. “You deserve the recognition, and it is time that the world knew your talent.”

         
         “Yes, but that is not all. Now that I am in the guild, my apprentice will be taking over more of my commissions in the studio.
            What do you think of that?”
         

         
         Only a day ago, Clara had forfeited any hope for her future, and now bright new possibilities were being laid at her feet.
            She could be a painter, a true painter, earning money for her art.
         

         
         “It will be mostly portraits,” Alida continued. “Setting up the study and blocking the groupings. Perhaps not the most exciting,
            but it would be good practice, and as I rise in the guild, so too would my apprentice.”
         

         
         Clara pushed the cabbage in her bowl about with her spoon. She thought of Neese’s words, about the nature of human memory
            and how it was too short to learn from the mistakes of the past. That was why she painted, she supposed; her art would outlast
            her, its messaged carried down for generations. The paintings that her father had hung with pride on his wall had all shown
            a dominated and subverted natural world. Canals hacked out of the earth, trees planted and spliced into precise rows to yield
            a pleasing pattern to the human eye. But Clara did not want to paint such things. She would show the beauty of nature’s truth,
            the twisted branches, the unruly waves. The creatures that called them home. If the same mistakes were to be made again, at
            least this time let there be a reminder. Let there be a lesson so that it had not been for naught.
         

         
         “I will have to think on it,” Clara told Alida, forcing a small smile. “The offer is most generous.”

         
         “I do not make it to be generous,” Alida told her. “I make it because you possess a rare talent, and I should like to see it flourish. But I think I understand. I have seen your work, and I know your temperament. As much as you endeavored to hide from me your inclinations, I don’t think you are well suited to serving the caprices of clients.” 

         
         Alida put her spoon down with a sudden groan. “And that reminds me that I am supposed to meet Mr. Huygens at the guild at
            noon.” She rose, and with one last fierce hug and a kiss to Clara’s cheek, left.
         

         
         Helma cleared the dishes away, and for a moment Clara allowed herself the fantasy that she was back at Wierenslot with Helma
            bustling about a warm kitchen as she grew drowsy in front of the fire.
         

         
         But then Helma sat back down at the table, bade Clara pull her stool closer to her. “Come, sparrow. I know you have questions,
            and I think it time that you knew the truth.”
         

         
         Clara wanted to tell her that she was too tired for more truths laid bare, more anything, but she nodded. This was what she
            had wanted, and though she was weary, there was nothing else for her to do now but listen. “Yes, I think you had better tell
            me.”
         

         
         “I told you many stories when you were a girl,” Helma said. “But there is one that I never told you. You know of the Water
            Queen, but do you know that there is a Queen of the Trees as well? She rules from the land, her throne a twisted yew, her
            crown a garland of willow leaves.”
         

         
         Clara shook her head.

         
         “Well,” Helma said, settling into the story. “She is a good queen, a just queen. Seldom seen, but much loved and respected. She always believed that the people of the lowlands could take care of the land if they just understood it better. But that’s neither here nor there. What you must know about this queen, is that she has a sister. Now, this sister has just as much power as the queen, but unlike her royal counterpart, she does not like to intervene in the affairs of humans. Better to let them muddle through it themselves and learn their own lessons. That isn’t to say she never takes an interest in the affairs of men, or takes a particular shine to certain humans.” 

         
         Helma took a meaningful pause, and Clara couldn’t help but notice a shift in her old nursemaid. That bewildered look that
            Helma so often wore was gone, replaced with something almost like serenity, a beatific glow.
         

         
         “What . . . what are you?” Clara asked on breath.
         

         
         “Oh, tut.” Helma rearranged her skirts. “What names do they have for us now? Not quite a kabouter, nor an elf. Something older,
            something far more powerful.”
         

         
         The clouds had cleared, and Clara stared at the sun slanting in from the window. Somewhere outside, a magpie called. The sounds
            of the city rumbled on. “You lied to me,” she said finally.
         

         
         “I did no such thing!”

         
         “All these years, I believed you to be my nursemaid, my companion.”

         
         “Ah,” said Helma, holding up a knobbed finger. “And did I ever say I wasn’t? No, I only omitted certain small details.”

         
         Clara scowled. “You say that the Old Ones don’t meddle, but it seems that they certainly like to insinuate themselves into
            the lives of humans.”
         

         
         “Now,” continued Helma, “you tell me that you always considered me a friend, a companion. When you were young, you certainly
            loved me. But as you grew older, you came to see me as burdensome, a hindrance to your follies.”
         

         
         Clara started to protest but Helma silenced her with a frown on her gray brows. “Don’t fret, sparrow. I always knew that you
            had a good heart. I wouldn’t have come to Wierenslot if I’d thought you beyond redemption. And with parents such as yours!”
            She huffed. “Well, you did need a friend.”
         

         
         Clara’s mind was already racing ahead. “You knew about Maurits,” she said in a breath of disbelief.

         
         Helma smiled, not in the least bit contrite. “Of course. I could see the magic shining off that boy the moment he stepped into the kitchen.” 

         
         “And you knew he’d come to take me.”

         
         “No,” Helma said with a definitive shake of her head. “He might have come with that intention, but the moment I saw him looking
            at you I knew that he would not lay a finger on you, not when he had already fallen in love.”
         

         
         It was too much. Hearing of his love from someone else—and not just anyone, but her oldest friend—was all it took to break
            the dam of tears that Clara had been able to hold in thus far. She let the salt flow freely, wishing her tears were a conduit
            to the sea so that she might be forever bound to her lover’s final resting place.
         

         
         With Helma’s arms tightly around her, Clara rocked back and forth, an ebb and flow of tears. “I took him for granted,” Clara
            said through gasps. “I thought he would always be there, whether it was for me to be angry with him, or to forgive him. If
            I died, then I died first.” Never did she consider that she would be left alone with only her severed heartstrings and far
            too few memories.
         

         
         “My little sparrow,” Helma crooned. “What a gift you have been given. You know what it was to be loved wholly, unconditionally.
            You know what it was to be loved by someone who would swallow the whole world before they let you come to harm.”
         

         
         Clara bitterly disagreed. If this grief was not harm, then what was? But there was no use trying to explain to Helma the aching
            void in her chest, so she wiped away her tears and endeavored to save her howling grief for nightfall when she was alone.
         

         
         “Now,” said Helma standing and extending her hand to Clara. “Will you come meet my sister?”

         
          

         The clearing where she had bid goodbye to land was bathed in dappled sunlight, but still a chill ran through Clara. Had it truly only been a matter of days since she was here last, determined to sacrifice herself? What a strange sensation to revisit a place that she had thought she would never see again. 

         
         Helma caught the shudder, and gave Clara a little pat on the arm. “There now, nothing to be frightened of. We must come here
            because she does not like to venture into the city, you understand. Not enough trees.”
         

         
         “Why did she not come to the last gathering?” Clara asked, wrapping her arms about herself.

         
         Helma did not respond. She was peering up into the canopy. “Oh, she was mostly likely there, somewhere. Ah!”

         
         A gust of wind blew through the copse, scattering the sunlight like stained glass through the leaves. Clara craned her head
            up to try to see whatever Helma was seeing. But there was nothing there, only dancing leaves.
         

         
         And then Clara looked back down, and had her first look at the Queen of the Trees.

         
         Except, it wasn’t the first.

         
         “Tryn?”

         
         The old woman was smaller than Clara remembered, but carried herself with a regal bearing, twigs and grass in her long, gray
            hair. On her head sat a crown of twisted willow branches, and in one hand she carried a gnarled staff of yew. Her other hand
            she held out to Clara, and some instinct propelled Clara forward to offer a kiss on the wrinkled skin.
         

         
         “There now, she is not half so wild as you always said,” Tryn told Helma with a triumphant smile.

         
         “A cap for your new grandson,” Helma said as she handed Tryn the cap that she had been knitting all those months ago. “I wish
            him health and every happiness.”
         

         
         Tryn accepted the cap with a bow of her head, and it disappeared into some fathomless pocket in her shapeless smock.

         
         Rising, Clara turned toward Helma. “Tryn is your sister?”

         
         “Did you think I would let you wander off into the world without a friend, someone to watch over you?”

         
         Clara opened her mouth, shut it again. Turned back to Tryn. “You are an Old One?”

         
         When Tryn laughed, it was the sound of wind through branches. “Oh, yes. I am the oldest of the Old Ones. Queen of the Trees.
            The mist maidens and widde juvven all serve the forest under me.”
         

         
         “And Jan is . . . king?” Clara looked about, expecting him to likewise appear out of the leaves themselves.

         
         A toothy smile split the old woman’s face. “I’m sure he likes to think so,” she said with a long-suffering huff. “He is my
            companion.”
         

         
         Clara could barely make sense of it. “Do you really live on a farm? Was it all for the sake of a lesson?”

         
         Helma made a little sound in the back of her throat, but Tryn shot her a stern look. “What you call a lesson, I call love.
            My sister has always loved you, and so I love you too, child. It was our honor to be there for you in the dark. That which
            is learned from experience is far more ingrained than that which is lectured by an elder. Ask any child in the nursery. You
            only needed the opportunity of experience, and because I love you, I gave you that opportunity. As for where I live—” Tryn
            gestured to the trees around them. “I am not bound to one place or another. Only, I do not care for the city, with its cobbles
            and polluted canals.”
         

         
         “Care for it you might not, but I’ve still got to bring her back before nightfall,” Helma told her sister. “There might not
            be a bounty on her head any longer, but I won’t have her catching cold once the sun goes down.”
         

         
         “Always a worrier,” Tryn said with a wink at Clara. “But she is right. I am glad that we have met again, Clara. Now that the Water Kingdom has fallen, there will be a council of all the Old Ones, from land, water, and air. No more decisions being made by a single king or queen that will affect all of us. Thade would have never agreed with me, but humans ought to be at the table. An emissary between the lands, perhaps.” Tryn smiled broadly, her eyes creasing. “It grows dark, and I will not keep my sister from discharging her pledge to keep you safe. Goodbye, Clara. I expect that I will be seeing you again. I do hope the wishes were of some use.” 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-Three

         
         Time passed easily on land. Clara painted and studied with Alida during the days, read books, and visited the guild. But in
            the evenings she found herself wandering by the canals that she had once so feared. Helma drifted in and out of her life,
            sometimes staying for weeks at Alida’s studio only to disappear for days before returning. And though she was never certain
            where her friend went, Clara knew that she saw only a sliver of the world around her, that there were some things she would
            never understand.
         

         
         Nights were filled with dreams, both good and bad, of the water. Sometimes she was being pulled by unseen hands to her death
            beneath the waves. Other times, she was in an idyllic grotto, lit by blooming algae and softened with seaweed. Maurits was
            beside her, and she was tucked perfectly up against his body. But whenever she tried to look to see if he had legs or a tail,
            the dream would scatter like a school of startled fish, and she would awaken, warm, but alone.
         

         
         Clara pulled her heavy shawl tighter against the bite of the November evening. Workers were hurrying home before the city
            gates closed, and everywhere there was a sense of camaraderie as the people of Amsterdam congregated in the squares to gossip
            and buy hot drinks while children ran and played in the evening’s dying light.
         

         
         “Clara van Wieren.”

         
         The voice hissed through the bare trees along the canals, seemed to reverberate from the cobbles beneath her feet. Clara froze, the sounds of the city fading around her. 

         
         A dark head broke the water’s surface, then another head and another. A whole school of nix, pale shoulders and dark hair
            in the canal. The red eyes of the nix closest to the edge found Clara and bade her come closer. Ignoring the startled murmurs
            of the passersby, Clara rushed to the edge of the canal and dropped to her knees. She had never seen a nix before other than
            Neese, and certainly not a male. Helma had always told her that they were dangerous and would lure humans to their watery
            grave, but she knew better now. If these creatures had sought her out, it was for a reason.
         

         
         “Neese bids you to come with us. It is the prince.”

         
         The nix, unlike the basilisks, at least did not mince words or speak in riddles. Without a blink of hesitation, Clara peeled
            off her jacket and unfastened her shoes, then slipped down into the canal. She did not bother asking leave, instead just holding
            out her arms so that a nixie could grasp her and swim fast and smooth with her. The bite of water was frigid and sharp, but
            she hardly felt it.
         

         
         It is the prince. She thought she would never hear those words again. He couldn’t possibly be alive, could he? She told herself to temper her
            expectations, but as they left the city behind and emerged into the harbor, her heart was beating painfully fast, her blood
            hot.
         

         
         The nix took her past the docks, but instead of heading deeper into the sea, they hugged the coast until they came to a sandy
            beach outside of the city, dark buildings dotted against the falling dusk in the distance.
         

         
         Clara was only confused for a moment, for as soon as they found their footing and brought her onto the shore, she caught sight of Neese’s hunched back, a curtain of long black hair falling in front of her face. The nixie was crouched over something, rocking slowly on her heels. “Tend to our prince,” the nixie with whom Clara had been riding told her by way of a farewell. “We need him well. Tend to him and your debt to the basilisks and all water creatures shall be erased.” The other nix disappeared back into the water, leaving Clara dripping and cold as she ran the rest of the distance to Neese. 

         
         At Clara’s approach, Neese slowly turned and stood. Clara’s hand flew to her mouth when she saw what Neese had been guarding.

         
         Maurits lay on the sand, his tail a little tattered and scarred, but looking as peaceful as if he was simply sleeping. Her
            greedy eyes quickly took stock of every feature she thought she would never see again, the planes of his gently sculpted cheekbones,
            his muscled forearms, his long, elegant fingers.
         

         
         “Is he . . . ?” Clara forced herself ask.

         
         She had known that he was dead, had bitterly come to terms with it. But the spark of hope she’d felt when the nix had appeared
            had made her throw all that to the wind. Seeing him laid out like a corpse on a marble slab was too much, and she didn’t think
            she could go on living if her hopes were dashed now.
         

         
         But Neese shook her head. “No, not dead. Look.” She traced a long, webbed finger down the column of his throat. “He washed
            ashore this morning. The basilisks saw and told me.” A bitter laugh escaped her. “They said that they had already dragged
            his pitiful ass back once before without being granted their debt, and they would not do so again.”
         

         
         Dropping to her knees in the soft sand beside him, Clara put a tentative hand flush on his chest. He was cold as always, but
            she felt the flicker of life that Neese had showed her, a heart that was not ready to stop beating yet.
         

         
         “The dire whale,” Neese continued. “It must have decided that their bargain—whatever it was exactly—had been fulfilled and
            left him to the current.”
         

         
         Clara could not drag her gaze away from him. She wondered how he had come by the scars on his tail, and if they had hurt terribly. “When will he awake?” 

         
         Neese gave a snort. “I have been asking myself that same question for the past hour. Apparently not until he is good and ready.”

         
         Clara’s hand drifted higher, until she was cupping his jaw. Some invisible string seemed to pull her closer to him. His lips
            were perfect, slightly parted and covered in the softest dusting of salt. It seemed the most natural thing when she lowered
            her mouth to his and allowed her body to remember every time he had given her breath. He tasted of salt and sunlight and Maurits.
         

         
         Behind her, Neese muttered something, and then Clara heard her wading off into the spray.

         
         The shrieking gulls and gentle roll of the waves were far away as Clara lowered herself beside him, resting her head on his
            chest. “You are my miracle,” she whispered. “I thought I wasted my chance to love you, but you have come back to me, and now
            I may try again.”
         

         
         The slow rise and fall of his chest beneath her head made her drowsy, threatening to lull her to sleep like the waves. “I
            have you,” she murmured. “I have you, my resolute protector. My prince.”
         

         
          

         The tide was coming in.

         
         Maurits could feel the give and take of the sea foam on his tail, edging closer with each wave. His head was pounding, and his tail felt as if it had been sliced by a fishermen’s knife. He groaned, trying to piece together the flickers of memories that flashed behind his eyes: leaving Clara alone in the grotto after giving her a silent kiss goodbye as she slept. Finding the dire whale, offering himself in exchange for an end to the Water Kingdom’s reign. Darkness. He had been in the belly of the whale. He was going to die, had been prepared to die. And then, with no warning and no explanation, the great creature had breached, expelling him on the surface before diving back into the deep. Perhaps it had been a lesson, perhaps a mistake. Though, something told him that dire whales did not make mistakes. 

         
         Movement stirred beside him and he was aware of a gentle pressure on his chest. Clara. Propping himself on elbows, he looked
            down to see her curled beside him, her face resting on him like a pillow. Fair lashes feathered against her pallid skin. She
            was shivering, but she was radiant, and she was real. Not a dream or a mirage shimmering before him as he languished in prison.
            She was here, with the salt air tugging at her hair and the moonlight gracing her with a halo.
         

         
         The weight of his weary head pulled him back down to the sand. He was tired, not just in his body, but in that deep well within
            him from which his magic sprang. He had only just started reconnecting with his powers, and now he felt drained. But that
            did not stop him from trying to conjure a blanket of warmth to cover her with. It must have had some small effect, for she
            stirred beside him, then awoke, a drowsy smile touching her lips.
         

         
         “You’re awake,” she said, her eyes brightening as she scrambled to sit up. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

         
         He shook his head, his smile growing to match hers. He wanted to tell her that she could sleep as long as she liked, that
            he would not move a muscle. He wanted to tell her a great many things, like how beautiful she looked with the salty breeze
            in her hair, her amber eyes sparkling brighter than the sea. Even if he had his voice, he would still be speechless in the
            face of her beauty.
         

         
         A charming blush spread over her cheeks, as if she could discern his thoughts regardless.

         
         “I have something of yours.”

         
         From under her collar, she pulled out a chain with a large silver locket hanging on the end. She pried it with her fingernail and it sprang open, a soft blue light glowing from inside. 

         
         “I don’t know how . . .” Clara cradled the bubble in her hand. “I don’t know how it works.”

         
         Maurits gently took it from her, his finger grazing hers. Inside, his voice glowed and flickered. He was moments away from
            being able to confess his deepest feelings for her. All he needed to do was pierce the bubble and swallow the light within.
         

         
         Instead, to Clara’s confusion, he lifted the chain from her neck and draped it around his own, closing his voice back within
            the locket.
         

         
         She had to tell him she loved her first, as he was now, voiceless, tail and all. Otherwise, he would always be left wondering.
            His mother’s curse be damned; he needed to know that she could accept him as he was.
         

         
         “Don’t you want your voice back?” she asked.

         
         He shook his head, tucking a windblown lock of gold hair behind her ear. She had never looked more beautiful than she did
            right now. He only wanted to hear her speak, to keep feeling her hands as she idly ran them down his chest over and over again
            like a mother cat licking its kitten.
         

         
         She seemed to understand, and settled back down onto the sand with him, her ear on his chest. “I thought I would never see
            you again,” she whispered. “Everything that I thought mattered to me, I found inconsequential in light of your absence.”
         

         
         She spoke like a woman now, her words confident and measured, not those of the headstrong girl he had met in Friesland. But
            there was still a spark in her eyes, one that he had been afraid had been extinguished forever beneath the water.
         

         
         “You betrayed me again,” she told him, her fingers never stopping in their long trails up and down his chest. “It was I who was supposed to offer myself to Thade. I was ready, and I wanted to do this one thing to atone for the sins of my people. But you did not give me the chance to prove myself before you took matters into your own hands.” 

         
         She drew in a ragged breath, let it out, a small white puff that evaporated into the air. “But I understand. And I understand
            that to love means to allow the possibility of being hurt again, and I accept that.”
         

         
         He could reach into the locket and retrieve his voice right now, explain that he adored her beyond all reason and that he
            didn’t want to hurt her, would spend his entire life endeavoring to deserve her trust. He would tell her how he bargained
            his seat on the throne, his very life, to the dire whales so that there would be no more power struggles within the Water
            Kingdom. But he had sworn to let her speak, and so he let his hand fall away from the locket and instead cup her own cold
            hand.
         

         
         “There is something else . . . something that took me too long to understand. It was not until I saw the Water Kingdom, the
            destruction that my kind wrought on it that I truly understood. You should have hated me, or at the very least, not tried
            to help me. I represented everything terrible that happened to your world. Yet you have been generous in your love, never
            judging me for my people’s sins. I owe you an apology, and am sorrier than you can know for the part I played, knowingly or
            not.” Her fingers stopped their idle exploration, and she placed her hand over his heart. “I think that in your deceptions
            there is a need to protect, a noble instinct. But if you are to be in my life and my heart, I need to know that there are
            no secrets, no lies between us. Can you do that?”
         

         
         His nod was quick. Her shoulders sagged a little, the cloud lifting from her brow. She gave a nod of her own.

         
         “I believe you, and I trust you. But most of all, I love you, Maurits. I only wish I knew your true name.”

         
         Her words carried to his ear on a blissful whisper. He closed his eyes, letting them wash through him. It was all he had longed to hear for so long. He could have his voice back, shift his form back, knowing that she loved him completely and unconditionally. 

         
         He braced himself for his mother’s curse to slide away and leave him the man he had always wished to be. But the moments passed
            and there was no great change.
         

         
         Clara was propped on her elbow, watching him. “Maurits?”

         
         Of course his mother would not have made it so simple. Of course there was some unmet stipulation. He smiled, and found that
            he did not care. His happiness was that she was here, that he had her love. Taking her face in his hands, he pressed a kiss
            from lips that could speak no words, yet told her everything.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-Four

         
         Under Clara’s careful gaze, Maurits pierced the bubble and released his voice from its cage. He tipped his head back and let
            the flickering light find its way to his mouth. His throat warmed, like the madeira that he had drunk once on land, a tonic
            rich and smooth that blazed a comforting trail through him.
         

         
         Once he felt his voice settle back in his throat, he measured is first words carefully; he did not want to squander the impact
            of his long-awaited declaration. “I love you, Clara. I always felt that I was something in between, not quite a man, not quite
            a creature of the water. But now I am simply a thing that lives to worship you. Will you let me worship you, Clara?”
         

         
         A tear slipped from her eye as she cupped his jaw, but she nodded.

         
         There was so much he wanted to say; he was desperate that she know the depths of his true feelings. How could she begin to
            understand how perfect she was? The way that she was at once a completely unique creature, yet seemed to have been created
            solely for him? “I live in anticipation of your next smile, the way a dove awaits the break of dawn. If you leave, my life
            will be one long stretch of darkness. There is nothing on this earth or beneath these waves that could make me forget that
            you are the reason my soul is alive.”
         

         
         Clara stared at him for a moment that seemed to stretch all the way to the horizon and back. Above them, terns shrieked and bickered. Still she did not speak. 

         
         He had misjudged her feelings, terribly. She loved him, but not in the all-consuming, soul-afire way that he loved her.

         
         Her tongue darted out over her lips and he told himself that he would not reduce himself to begging if she got up and walked
            away from him.
         

         
         But she did not get up or walk away. “How long have you had those beautiful words inside of you?” she asked him.

         
         He blew out a long breath, desperately relieved. “Too long,” he told her, his grin spreading.

         
         She returned the smile, leaned into him and imparted another kiss.

         
         He was overtaken by a desperate need to be closer to her, to give her a piece of himself. So he murmured the only other thing
            he had to give her against her neck.
         

         
         She pulled back. “What?”

         
         “You asked my true name before. That’s it.”

         
         Her puzzled expression shifted into one of pure joy, so beautiful that he wished he could bottle it and keep it forever. She
            tried the unfamiliar vowels on her tongue, failing to even closely replicate it. It was terribly endearing, and his heart
            swelled at her effort. “It’s beautiful.”
         

         
         “It will always be as much a part of me as my very bones, but I prefer to look forward. Besides, I want to hear you say my
            name often, and with no offense intended . . .”
         

         
         “Maurits, then,” she said with a laugh.

         
         “Maurits,” he agreed.

         
         Night had settled over the beach, the twinkling lights and chimney smoke of Amsterdam just far enough to make it feel as if they were in their own world on the beach. But the scales on his tail were beginning to chafe, his body reminding him that he was not a man, and that he needed to return to the water soon. Clara had a life up here now, one that he did not know how he fit into, despite her declaration. 

         
         “I must go, my love. But I will return in the morning by the canal.”

         
         Now that there was no kingdom anymore, no duties to shirk, he had little idea what he would do with his time. If the curse
            was broken, then he would have spent his days by Clara’s side, exploring the land and all the wonders it had to offer. Even
            with his powers partially restored, he did not think he was capable of shifting his form for long periods of time. And there
            was still his mother to contend with, and he could not put off their reunion forever. He did not look forward to explaining
            what had happened to Thade. Perhaps she already knew; even imprisoned, he couldn’t imagine that there was much that transpired
            in the water that did not make its way to her ears. This was all assuming that his mother was still alive.
         

         
         Clara looked about, rubbing her eyes and fighting a yawn. He wondered if there ever would be a time when he could offer her
            a warm bed, a proper place to be together. “I suppose you must,” she said, rising and stepping toward the encroaching waves.
         

         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         “I’m coming with you.”

         
         “Clara, you cannot think to—”

         
         She crouched, stopping him with a light touch to his chest and heat shot through him all over again. “I cannot think to live
            with you beneath the water? Of course not, I would not dream of such an impossibility. But I must speak with your mother.”
         

         
         “I do not know where my mother is. She may be dead for all I know. I—”

         
         “You need not know. She will find me. I only need you to bring me down.”

         
         He studied the woman he loved, the unmovable resolve in her clear eyes. “Why?”

         
         She stood. “Do you trust me?”

         
         “Of course,” he answered without hesitation.

         
         The sea was racing up and around her ankles, her hem billowing out around her. She held out her hand, and this time, it was
            he who followed her into the water.
         

         
          

         How quickly the landscape beneath the waves had changed. Already schools of fish had replenished, their quicksilver bodies
            moving like winking diamonds in the dark. Forests of kelp grew, straining for the moon. And as they descended, the shimmering
            glow guided them, a thousand twinkling orbs gently pulsating in the current.
         

         
         The ruins of the palace greeted them. Here and there an odd pillar jutted defiantly out of the rubble, but otherwise there
            was little left of the once-great building that had glistened with pearls. “The Water Kingdom was never the palace or Thade
            or even the queen,” Maurits told her as they passed merfolk. Some were scavenging in the rubble, others were busy surveying
            the damage. All stopped to look at Maurits as they passed. He didn’t seem to notice. “The traditions grounded our world in
            history, but it has always been the water itself that made us what we are. The dire whales understand that. I suppose the
            way that we saw the land and humans, the dire whales saw us, imposing an unnatural order on the water. I cannot blame them
            for wishing to see the kingdom brought down.”
         

         
         Clara wondered that he could speak so calmly of the creatures that destroyed his kingdom and nearly took his life. Despite
            his calm, Clara knew how the grief would eventually find its way to him, how the loss of all the familiar places of his childhood
            would haunt him. Just as the places of Franeker and Wierenslot haunted her, wherever she went.
         

         
         Maurits held her tightly, and this time, she gripped him back, glad not just for the safety of his body, but the sensation of his skin beneath her fingers. When they reached the seafloor, he did not let go, only drew her close to him with his arms draped around her waist. He was beautiful on land, but stunning in his element, his russet hair a gentle halo in the current, his lithe body weightless, yet solid and real. Her resolve on the beach wavered when it came time to draw away from him. She had always been so cold in the water, and his presence ignited a warmth deep inside of her. She knew as soon as she left him that the coldness would return, along with an empty ache that would be worse now for the knowing of what it was to be filled. 

         
         When they came to the old castle where the queen had been imprisoned, they found the valley covered in a new blanket of seaweed.
            But as for the building itself, all that remained was a pile of toppled stones covered in swaying algae. The thought of the
            indomitable water queen somewhere beneath the rubble made Clara unspeakably sad. She reached for Maurits’s hand, and he drew
            her closer to his side.
         

         
         “I have always been able to feel her in the water,” he murmured into her hair. “I don’t think she is gone, but I do not know
            where she is.”
         

         
         As if spoken into existence, there was an unmistakable tug in the current, soon joined by the faraway voice that Clara had
            heard in her dreams since she was a child.
         

         
         Maurits stiffened, then pulled Clara closer as if he would shield her.

         
         But Clara would not be deterred. “You said you trusted me,” she said, putting just the smallest space between them.

         
         He raked a hand through his auburn hair, muttered something under his breath. “I do. But I don’t trust my mother, not in the
            least.”
         

         
         “Then trust me to take care of myself and to know what I’m doing.”

         
         He looked like he would rather do anything else than let her go off, and a small part of her wanted him to refuse, to sweep her back into the safety of his arms. But he was true to his word and only planted a soft kiss on her temples. “Very well, my love.” 

         
         She held out her hand, and this time, it was he who followed her into the water, gifting her with breath as they submerged.

         
         Clara only had to follow the siren song through the valley. Maurits insisted on waiting for her, and she could feel his gaze
            on her as she allowed the unrelenting current to pull her toward the queen. When she had crested the hill, she at last looked
            back to find that the dark valley had swallowed Maurits up.
         

         
         The current brought her to the jagged mouth of a cave. Clara hauled herself up on the wet ledge, the distant crash of waves
            echoing through the dismal space. Maurits’s grotto might have been damp and cold, but there had at least been a feeling of
            habitation to it, the comfortable feel of a space that was loved and used. There was no such comfort here, only a whispering
            sense of sadness and loss.
         

         
         “Clara.”

         
         Her name rang through the cave, the water droplets that clung to the slick walls reverberating with it. Clara was a little
            girl again, lingering near the canal, fear making her skin prickle. She could turn back now, swim to Maurits and take refuge
            in his arms. There was nothing compelling her to have this audience. But she pushed past the memories, and forced herself
            to clamber up deeper into the dark cave.
         

         
         “My darling, Clara.” Queen Maren sat atop a jagged rock at the opening of the cave, the moonlight behind her throwing her
            into an even more ethereal glow. The Water Kingdom may have no longer required a ruler, but she was still very much a queen,
            and Clara felt her legs shake as she instinctively bowed low.
         

         
         “I was wondering when you would come to pay your respects.”

         
         “I thought . . . Maurits thought you dead.”

         
         The queen’s sharp eyes momentarily went hazy. “My son thought I was dead, did he? He ought to have known better.” She tipped her head back and laughed. “As if a dire whale would be enough to topple me. You find me alive and powerful as ever. Did you think the water would reject its rightful queen? Thade might have taken the throne, and the dire whales dismantled my court, but I am the water, and so long as the moon sits in the sky, I shall be in every pulling tide, every traveling current.”
         

         
         The queen was not telling the entire truth. If the dire whales had spared her, it was not because she was powerful or they
            harbored some deep respect for her. There had been a deal made, some other bargain struck, though Clara could not begin to
            think of what it might be.
         

         
         She doubted that the queen would tell her, so instead she asked, “And Thade?” The memory of Thade facing off against the dire
            whale was still sharp in her mind, the awful moan, the creaking jaw.
         

         
         The lingering smile vanished from the queen’s lips. “My poor, troubled son. He was always so headstrong, so quick to be moved
            to passion. And can you blame him? He could see far and clearly, and felt every injustice in the world like a stone on his
            shoulders.” A cloud passed over the moon, shifting the light, and the queen shook off the mist that had filled her eyes. “But
            you did not come to talk to me about that son. Tell me, Clara, why have you sought an audience with me? Surely you have your
            every heart’s desire now that you are granted leave to live. I see you on land, painting and living a life of freedom. I see
            you on the beach, wrapped around my son as if you were the only two beings in the world.”
         

         
         Clara knew she would not have another chance. She swallowed, the memory of Maurits’s heart beating under her ear strengthening
            her resolve.
         

         
         “You know what I want,” she said, her voice only breaking a little at the end.

         
         “Of course I do. But what I do not understand is why you come to me for it. You have a wish in your possession. You do not need me to make it come true.” 

         
         The wish burned in her pocket, begging to be used, to release its magic. Maurits would have his form returned to him, and
            they could live on land together as man and wife. Her fingers itched to curl around the stone.
         

         
         “How happy you could be,” Queen Maren crooned.

         
         Clara withdrew her hand from her pocket. She shook her head. “No, I will not use my wish on that.”

         
         The queen did not so much as blink, but Clara thought she saw a flicker of surprise behind those shrewd eyes.

         
         “There is something else that I want. I wish . . . I wish for the lost children to find peace, wherever they may be, and whatever
            that may look like.”
         

         
         It was a dangerous wish. It did not ask a specific thing, and the magic could twist and distort her words into something she
            did not mean. But her intention was pure, and that was all that she could offer.
         

         
         “I might have told you that such a wish was unneeded. You had only to look around you, and you would see for yourself that
            the children do not need your help, never needed it.”
         

         
         “I don’t understand.”

         
         With a little tsk, Queen Maren bid Clara follow her outstretched finger which was pointing at the ceiling of the cave. The shimmering lights
            had returned, illuminating the cave in a soft green glow.
         

         
         “I am a mother, Clara,” the queen said, her voice the gentlest Clara had ever heard it. “A mother first, and a queen second.
            Did you truly think I would harm children?”
         

         
         “I . . . I don’t understand.”

         
         “Children, whether born of man or egg, on land or water, belong to the world. To kill a child would be the gravest of crimes. The burghers might have thought they were sending the children to their deaths and justified it with their greed and progress, but I would never allow such a thing.” 

         
         A strange feeling—not quite hope, but close, began to spread through Clara.

         
         “I told you, children deserve a world of beauty, an eternal childhood where there is no fear or pain. I gave them that.” She
            lifted a long arm draped with seaweed and gestured again to the damp walls of the cave.
         

         
         Clara followed her line of sight. Then, slowly, the lights began to shift, losing their indistinct haze, and separating into
            glowing orbs.
         

         
         Voices. A thousand voices of children began to ring through the cave. Some were laughing, some excitedly chattering in lisping
            tones that overlapped each other. Clara’s neck grew stiff as she watched the orbs dancing and playing, transforming the cave
            into something cozy and warm.
         

         
         She turned back to the queen. “But they are not alive then, not truly.”

         
         “You have a very narrow, human understanding of what it is to live,” the queen told her.

         
         “But I saw Fenna,” Clara protested. “She appeared at my window, a terrible vision of pain and rot.”

         
         The queen tilted her head. “And you believe what your eyes told you?”

         
         “I heard her as well.”

         
         “Fenna has been here with me these thirteen years, content and safe. What you saw was no more than a nightmare, perhaps a
            manifestation of your own guilt.”
         

         
         As she spoke, one of the lights separated itself from the rest and drifted toward Clara like a feather on the breeze. As it
            descended, it grew until a glowing silhouette of a young girl appeared.
         

         
         “Fenna?”

         
         She stood before Clara, and though she was more light than line, Clara could make out her crooked front tooth, her plaits of red hair, and the wooden clogs on her feet. She looked just as she had that morning all those years ago when they had played by the canal. Clara reached out to touch her friend, but her hand passed through the light, leaving her skin tingling and warm. “Fenna! Wait!” 

         
         Then the spirit was running ahead, laughing, until she was no more than a dot of light again, swirling and dancing.

         
         Clara stood for a long moment, breathing in the salt and brine, watching the orb until she could no longer distinguish it
            from the rest. Somewhere up there must have been a little boy named Frits, hardly more than a baby when he had been taken.
            How could she grieve someone she had never met, never known? But she found herself overcome with a bitter sorrow that she
            had been robbed of her brother, someone who might have made her childhood a little less cold and lonely.
         

         
         “So,” the queen said, her voice softly cutting into her thoughts, “will you forgive my son for the part he played in taking
            the children?”
         

         
         Clara finally turned away from the lights. “Did he know what their fate was? Or like the burghers, did he too think they were
            going to their death?”
         

         
         “You have seen my gentle son. Do you think that he would agree if they were to die?”

         
         “No,” Clara said quietly. “No, I do not think he would.” Clara had pledged to Maurits that she trusted him, and now she felt
            some last lingering vestige of hurt and wondering lifted from her heart. He was innocent, truly innocent.
         

         
         “You will meet them again, someday,” the queen continued. “Moon willing, we all shall. And until then, you can rest knowing
            that they are safe and living in a world more beautiful than you could possibly imagine.”
         

         
         The tears that sprang to Clara’s eyes took her by surprise. Hadn’t she shed enough tears for her friend, for the brother she had never known? She had thought them gone, an end to a chapter she would never revisit. In the march of life, they had left her near the beginning, and she had accepted that she would never see them again. But life was not a straight line to be traversed; it was a never-ending, all-encompassing journey that would take her full circle to the ones she loved, again and again. 

         
         “You still have your wish,” the queen said gently.

         
         “But how?” Clara asked, letting the last of her tears dry on her cheeks. “I wished for the children.”

         
         “You wished for something that was already fulfilled, and so I granted you one more in its place.”

         
         “Then you could grant Maurits his dearest desire. You could give him what he wants.”

         
         “This is true. But I have spent my life teaching and managing my son, to his great displeasure. If I am not to meddle in his
            affairs, then he must learn to solve his own problems. If you want to grant him his full powers, then you are at leisure to
            use your own wish to do so.”
         

         
         “Very well,” Clara said. The moon had slid behind a cloud, and the only light came from the gentle glow of the children’s
            spirits dancing on the cave walls. “There is one thing I would ask of you, though it is not a wish.”
         

         
         The queen inclined her head slightly in invitation to continue.

         
         “Your blessing, for Maurits and me.”

         
         “You do not need my blessing,” the queen said, her brow rising slightly.

         
         “But I want it all the same. Your blessing, and your word that you will not interfere with our lives.”

         
         The queen held Clara in her unflinching gaze for what felt like an eternity. “You are not who I would have chosen for my son,” she said at last. “If you want me to be glad that he has taken for his mate a human, and one that has brought so much trouble at that, then no, I cannot say that I am glad. But, it is his life, and his choice. He is my son.” There was a brittleness in the word that gave way to something almost tender underneath. “He is my son,” she repeated, “and I would see him happy. If you are what makes him happy, then so be it.” 

         
         It was not the blessing that Clara might have hoped for, but even she understood what it must have cost the once-great queen
            to give. So she bowed her head and gave her thanks.
         

         
         “What of you?” Clara asked, her curiosity making her grow bold. “What will you do now that there is no kingdom to rule?”

         
         The queen looked surprised. “Why, do I need a throne to fulfill my duties to my kingdom? Do I need a crown and a staff? For
            all his faults, perhaps Thade’s biggest folly was that he saw his reign through the same lens as the humans see their own
            dynasty on land. The Water Kingdom is not a land to be taken in hand and ruled over. We are merely stewards, guests passing
            through. I need no castle, no divine mandate to rule. The dire whales know this,” she continued. “Maurits may think that they
            acted because of a bargain he struck, but they knew that so long as I was on the throne that the Water Kingdom would not expand,
            would not disrupt the precarious balance. It was Thade’s brief and disastrous rule that brought them out and forced them into
            action.”
         

         
         She considered the pearl ring on her finger. “To thrive, the kingdom must work in balance with those from the land and air
            so that such disasters are never repeated. There can be no more children harmed in the name of progress.”
         

         
         Silence settled in the cave once more. There was no reason to linger, no more that the queen could offer her, so without a
            backward glance, Clara left behind the eternal children, and their queen with no kingdom.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-Five

         
         Maurits was waiting for Clara on a rock near the shore, a warm blanket and dry shoes in his hands. He helped dry her, tenderly,
            and then whistled. A moment later, a white horse emerged from the dunes, shaking its mane in greeting.
         

         
         “I thought you might be more comfortable riding back to the city,” Maurits said by way of an explanation as he lifted her
            onto the animal’s back. When she looked down to ask him where he had gotten the horse, he just raised a brow, cocky. “The
            same way as the magpie that used to curry messages to you. The same way that I now stand on legs before you.”
         

         
         She had hardly realized he had his legs back at first. Whether he was standing or lounging, walking or swimming, he was simply
            Maurits, and she loved him completely. “Then you have no need of this,” she said, producing her last wish and handing it down
            to him.
         

         
         He gave her a sharp look before taking the stone, running his thumb over it. “This is yours, Clara, given to you to use for
            your own desires.”
         

         
         The Dutch did not have much use for poetry; what could words convey that the delicate curve of a tulip stem could not? Or a mellow shaft of light falling into a clean-swept room? But now Clara wished that she had the language to express how deeply he had insinuated himself into her heart, how painfully aware she was that their souls were one and the same. 

         
         “But I have everything my heart desires. I only want you to be happy . . . to be whatever it is you want to be.”

         
         “Clara.” He lifted her back down from the horse, and they stood facing each other, the cold sea breeze binding them closer.
            “My powers are mine to gain back and use as I will or will not. Already I am learning how to hone them. It is not my mother’s
            responsibility or yours to hand them to me. Besides, legs or fins, it does not matter,” he said, echoing her own observation.
            “The heart that beats beneath the skin still beats only for you. The blood that runs through my veins flows only for you.
            You are the air that I breathe, the water that gives me life.”
         

         
         “Oh, how I hope you never lose your voice again,” she said, tipping toward him on her toes and whispering a kiss against his
            jaw. “For I shall never tire of hearing such beautiful words from your lips.”
         

         
         Before he could return the kiss, she pulled away and began walking back toward the water. The wind was fierce, her skirt snapping
            and billowing behind her like a ship’s sail as she strode to the surf. She weighed the stone in her palm only once before
            hurling it up and out into the black water where it was received with nothing more than an inaudible splash.
         

         
         Then she walked back to her beautiful lover who still waited for her beside the horse, and let him lift her up once again.
            He swung up behind her, legs pressed against her own. “Let some other creature have the wish,” she told him over her shoulder,
            “for I already have all the luck in the world.”
         

         
          

         Clara has always known that there is magic in the number seven.

         
         Seven, the number of beings, some old and magic, some not, that sit on the council that now presides over all the lands.

         
         Seven, the number of rickety steps that lead up to Clara’s studio in the eaves where she paints an imperfect past in the hopes of a more beautiful future. 

         
         Seven, the number of days a week that Clara goes to sleep beside her beloved every night.

         
         Seven, the number of sounds that no longer haunt her dreams, but remind her that there is more to life than that which is
            reflected on a canal’s surface.
         

         
         
            * * * * *

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         I don’t think it will come as a surprise to anyone that this book is first and foremost a retelling of the classic The Little Mermaid by Hans Christian Andersen. But it also borrows elements of stories such as The Water Babies (a Victorian novel by Charles Kingsley), as well as Frisian and Dutch fairy tales and folklore.
         

         
         Dutch folklore is often overshadowed by that of its German neighbors, and Frisian folklore specifically is even lesser known
            (at least, in my experience). I was fortunate enough to get my hands on a vintage book called The Owl’s Nest: Folktales from Friesland by Dorothy Gladys Spicer, which provided many of the stories I drew from. While my maternal family hails from Friesland, aside
            from a visit or two, I can’t say that I grew up knowing much about it. Researching this book became a way for me to connect
            with my ancestry, as well as learn about the rich folkloric tradition of that area.
         

         
         Friesland (also known as Frisia or Fryslân) is the northernmost province of the Netherlands and home of the West Frisian language, which, while not yet endangered,
            is vulnerable as a minority language. It was on a trip in 2015 that I visited Poptaslot, a historic type of stone house known
            as a “stins” that dates back to 1500 and is located in the town of Marsum. I immediately fell in love with the quiet estate
            and knew that I wanted to set a story there. Clara’s fictional home of Wierenslot (slot is Frisian for “castle”) shares many features of Poptaslot, including the canal that runs past the kitchen, the meticulously
            planned garden, and the imposing gatehouse at the entrance to the property. Only fifteen miles from the dikes and reclaimed
            land of the Wadden Sea coast, and ten miles from the city of Franeker, it is a remarkably peaceful place, rife with magic
            and beauty.
         

         
         When I began this project, I envisioned it as an allegory for climate change, but as the story developed, it quickly became something more. There is a lot of interest in the Dutch golden age, and with good reason; it’s a fascinating time period, on its surface filled with dazzling opulence and economic prosperity. But the dark truth is that slavery, plantations, and colonization were all responsible for the wealth of the Dutch Republic. It was also a time that was rife with uncertainty and required delicate balancing acts. The Dutch had beaten nature into submission with dikes and canals, flooding and filling. Oceans were conquered for trade routes, and artists could bend reality to their will. But with such victories came an undercurrent of anxiety; disaster was always one storm, one broken dike away. What if nature rebelled and took back what was hers? 

         
         Climate change cannot be understood without recognizing the disastrous effects of colonization, both on land and on human
            populations. So while readers may draw their own parallels between the subject of the story and contemporary events, I hope
            that they will see it as a broader reflection of these systems as a whole. At its core, I hope that this story inspires optimism
            for the future of our planet and highlights the importance of returning land to indigenous stewardship.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Acknowledgments

         
         There is magic in the number seven. This is my seventh book, and with each book published, my gratitude grows, as well as
            the number of amazing people who made it possible.
         

         
         I am grateful to everyone at the Graydon House and HarperCollins team: my wonderful editor Sara Rodgers, copy editor Tracy
            Wilson, cover designer Mary Luna, and art director Amy Welton. Leah Morse and Pam Osti on the marketing and publicity front.
            Thank you for all you do.
         

         
         My indefatigable agent Jane Dystel and the lovely team at DG&B.

         
         Tessa van Beek for reading an early version of the manuscript and lending her expertise with Dutch and Frisian geography and
            language (all mistakes and liberties are my own).
         

         
         Friends and early readers Agatha Andrews, Paulette Kennedy, Trish Knox, and Jeanne Renee for providing feedback and encouragement
            on an early draft. Also Riona Beck, Eilish Brennan, and Meredith Crosby.
         

         
         The readers, booksellers, librarians, book bloggers, and everyone who does me the honor of picking up my books. You are the
            reason I get to keep writing, and I am forever grateful.
         

         
         My cats for absolutely nothing other than being huge distractions and periodically standing on my keyboard and deleting entire
            scenes.
         

         
         My extraordinary family the Bockmas in Friesland and across the Netherlands, especially the blessed memory of my grandmother
            Pieta, who instilled in me the importance of resistance and a revolutionary spirit from a young age.
         

         
         Baby Yumna and her mother, Maram. Little Osama and his birds. Hind. Reem, Tariq, and their grandfather Khalid. Sidra, and
            every other precious soul.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Praise for the novels of Hester Fox

         
         
            The Book of Thorns

            
               “Betrayal, loss, love, redemption, and justice collide in this masterpiece of a novel. You won’t want to miss The Book of Thorns.”
               

               —Paulette Kennedy, author of The Devil and Mrs. Davenport

               “I have been a fan of Hester Fox’s writing since her debut, and I have adored all her books. The Book of Thorns is my absolute favorite. I cannot recommend it heartily enough.”
               

               —Rosanna Leo, author of Darke Homecoming

            

         
         
            The Last Heir to Blackwood Library

            
               “Hester Fox transports readers to the windswept Yorkshire moors in The Last Heir to Blackwood Library, delivering a magnificent and poignant tale of family curses, an ancient abbey and the wounds of war.”
               

               —Rosanna Leo, author of Darke Passion

               “Rife with classic literary references and loving odes to the magic of reading, this story is a true delight for book lovers!”

               —Marielle Thompson, author of Where Ivy Dares to Grow

            

         
         
            A Lullaby for Witches

            
               “Weaves a spell of darkness that’s mysterious and magical, and binds it with a knot of deathless love.”

               —Susanna Kearsley, New York Times bestselling author
               

               “With unexpected twists aplenty, this is sure to keep fans of paranormal fantasies turning the pages. It’s a multilayered,
                  haunting tale.”
               

               —Publishers Weekly

               “A haunting story full of long-buried secrets . . . Fans of Louisa Morgan and Susanna Kearsley will want to pick this up.”

               —Shelf Awareness

            

         
         
            The Widow of Pale Harbor

            
               “A Gothic romance with the flavor of Edgar Allan Poe, this is also a suspenseful mystery novel . . . Highly recommended.”

               —Historical Novel Society

            

         
         
            The Witch of Willow Hall

            
               “Steeped in Gothic eeriness, it’s spine-tingling and very atmospheric.”

               —Nicola Cornick, USA TODAY bestselling author
               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Also by Hester Fox

         
         
            	The Witch of Willow Hall

            	The Widow of Pale Harbor

            	The Orphan of Cemetery Hill

            	A Lullaby for Witches

            	The Last Heir to Blackwood Library

            	The Book of Thorns

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         
         
            
               [image: Bookperk sign-up advertisement]
               
            
         

         
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Copyright

         
         ISBN-13: 978-0-369-76048-7

         
         A Magic Deep and Drowning

         
         Copyright © 2025 by Hester Fox

         
         All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission.

         
         Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative
            artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited.
         

         
         This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are
            used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events or locales is entirely
            coincidental.
         

         
         
            ® is a trademark of Harlequin Enterprises ULC.

         

         
         Art Direction: Amy Wetton

         Cover Design: Mary Luna

         
         Graydon House

         
         22 Adelaide St. West, 41st Floor

         
         Toronto, Ontario M5H 4E3, Canada

         
         www.GraydonHouseBooks.com

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
         
            About the Publisher

         
         
         Australia

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

         
         Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

         
         Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

         
         
            www.harpercollins.com.au
            
         

         
         Canada

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

         
         Harlequin Enterprises ULC

         
         
            www.harlequin.com
            
         

         
         Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

         
         22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

         
         Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4E3

         
         
            www.harpercollins.ca
            
         

         
         India

         
         HarperCollins India

         
         A 75, Sector 57

         
         Noida

         
         Uttar Pradesh 201 301

         
         www.harpercollins.co.in
            
         

         
         Ireland

         
         HarperCollins Publishers

         
         Macken House,

         
         39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

         
         Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

         
         www.harpercollins.co.uk
            
         

         
         New Zealand

         
         HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

         
         Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

         
         Rosedale 0632

         
         Auckland, New Zealand

         
         www.harpercollins.co.nz
            
         

         
         United Kingdom

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

         
         1 London Bridge Street

         
         London SE1 9GF, UK

         
         www.harpercollins.co.uk
            
         

         
         United States

         
         HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

         
         195 Broadway

         
         New York, NY 10007

         
         www.harpercollins.com
            
         

         
         
         
      
   9780369760487_tpimage.jpg
»

RS NAGIL NG





9780369760487_coverimage.jpg
HESTER FOX

A NOVEL

“Lay€red with rich allegorical meaning, A Magic Deep and Drowning is a sword
of truth for the times we live in...couched in a darkly effervescent fairy tale.”






bookperk-boba-V1.jpg
Bookperk

and get e-book
bargains, sneak peeks, special offers, and

more—delivered straight to your inbox.





