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Chapter 1

Author’s Note: Undertow
 takes place concurrently with some of the events of Fallow
 (Whyborne & Griffin 8)

Something had left a dead squid on my windowsill.

I discovered the creature when I pulled back the curtains and found the squid staring at me with glassy eyes. An involuntary cry of surprise escaped my throat before I could think to suppress it.

The squid glistened wetly in the early October sun, its tentacles drooping sadly over the edge of the sill. How on earth had it gotten there?

I gingerly opened the window and was immediately assaulted by its smell. Waving my hand in front of my face, I leaned out, but found no ledges that might have allowed a cat to drag it up there. Perhaps an osprey had dropped it—or had they migrated south by now? An eagle, then? Did eagles even eat squid?

At any rate, the awful thing was here now, and it would only smell worse the longer I left it there. I retrieved a handkerchief and gingerly lifted it by one limp tentacle. It was unexpectedly heavy, and I nearly dropped it.

I could dispose of it in the household waste bin, but then Mrs. Yagoda would see and want to know where it came from. My landlady required her boarders to be quiet, modest, and above all not to bring the hint of anything unsettling into the house. The fact that it was hardly my fault the thing had showed up outside my room would hold little water with her. I’d have to try to get it out of the house without her noticing. To that end, I wrapped it in a bit of old newspaper and stuffed it into my pocketbook. The thing was so large, it barely fit.

As I stepped into the hall, I nearly collided with Irene Vale, who rented the room across from me. “Good morning, Maggie,” she said, her voice trailing off as she noticed me holding my pocketbook at arm’s length. Her dark brows drew together. “It something wrong?”

“It’s nothing,” I said quickly, feeling my face heat with embarrassment. I put the pocketbook on my arm and tried to ignore the smell that had already started to leak out.

“If you say so.” Irene didn’t press, thank heavens. “I was just coming to see if you were up. There’s a man waiting for you in the parlor.”

“A man?” I asked blankly.

“Yes.” She folded her arms and gave me a curious look. “I thought you said that Dr. Whyborne of yours was out of town.”

Now my face felt hot enough to boil tea. “It isn’t like that!” I exclaimed, although in truth I’d spent years hoping it would be exactly like that. I’d waited so long for him to act: confess his love, throw me over his desk, and have his way with me.

But then I’d met his sister, and now I didn’t even know what I felt anymore. Or rather, I did. I just didn’t know what to do about it.

Irene shrugged. “Whoever he is, you’d better speak to him quick, or else there won’t be any breakfast left.”

Puzzled as to who could possibly have come to see me, I hurried down the stairs to the parlor. The other women of the boarding house were already gathered in the dining room, and the smell of bacon and pancakes set my stomach to growling. I hoped there would be something left by the time I finished with my visitor.

I stepped into the parlor. A man close to my own age stood near the piano, running his fingers over the keys. His dark hair was neatly trimmed, and he wore a small mustache that made him seem older. He looked up at my entrance, and a smile spread over his boyish face. “Maggie Parkhurst. Don’t you look a sight?”

I pressed my hand to my chest in surprise. Unfortunately, it was the hand holding the pocketbook with the stinking squid. I hastily dropped it again. “Oliver?”

“In the flesh.” He laughed. “Sorry I didn’t let you know I was coming. I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“It is.” I embraced him, careful to hold the pocketbook at arm’s length. “It’s been so long!”

He grinned. “I’ve written you faithfully.”

“I know, but it isn’t the same.” Oliver and I had been inseparable as children. We’d grown up together; his father had been first mate on my father’s ship. The hours of our youth had been spent playing in each other’s households, while our mothers commiserated over their absent husbands.

That had all ended when the Bedlam
 sank in the icy waters of the Bering Sea. Our lives had changed overnight: our house lost, my brothers and myself forced to seek whatever employment we could find. Oliver had left New Bedford to make his fortune elsewhere. Our correspondence had grown sporadic, his missives postmarked from all across the country as he tried his hand at various positions.

None of the past’s hardship marked his easy smile now. “I stopped in New Bedford before coming here. Your mother sends her greetings.”

Warmth collected in my cheeks. Mother’s recent letters had been rather sharp, reminding me I was twenty-six years old and practically an old maid. Had she sent Oliver here as some sort of last resort, in the hopes childhood affection might turn to something more?

“Thank you,” I said. Then, to change the subject: “What brings you to Widdershins? Are you still selling billiard tables?”

“My sample case is by the door,” he replied. “It’s not the most exciting profession, but there are worse ways to earn a living.”

Irene appeared in the doorway. “Forgive me for interrupting, but breakfast is almost over, Maggie.”

“I’m so sorry—I’ve kept you from your meal,” Oliver said, taking a step toward the door.

“It’s no trouble,” I said. “Miss Irene Vale, may I present to you Mr. Oliver Young? We were childhood friends in New Bedford. Our fathers served together aboard the Bedlam.
 ”

Irene offered him a smile. “A pleasure, Mr. Young. Have you come to visit Maggie?”

“I’m here on business,” he replied. “Though seeing Miss Parkhurst again has been a delight.”

I cursed my fair skin and tendency to blush. “Th-that’s kind of you, Oliver.”

“I shall take my leave for now.” He stepped toward the door, then stopped, as if an idea had just struck him. “Do you still enjoy the theater, Maggie?”

“Yes,” I said. When I could afford it, at least.

“I had no idea!” Irene exclaimed. “We’ll have to go see some vaudeville soon. Or, no—remember the new theater opening this week?”

“The Undertow.” The newspapers had been filled with excited speculation since the announcement was made. “Tomorrow night is their first performance.”

“Then we shall go,” Oliver said, beaming at us. “Miss Vale, would you care to join us?”

“I’d love to.”

“Then I take my farewell of you both, until tomorrow night,” he said with a small bow.

I saw him to the door. As I shut it behind him, Irene said, “He seems a pleasant fellow.”

“He is. Perfectly pleasant.” And just the sort of fellow my mother would be thrilled to see me marry.

Irene looked as though she might say something else…then frowned. “I say, Maggie,” she said, pointing to the tentacle now dangling limply from my pocketbook, “what on earth is that?”

~ * ~

That night, I woke to the sound of something at my window.

I sat up and squinted groggily. Was that a shape moving on the other side of the curtains? I’d assumed the squid I’d found that morning had been dropped by an eagle, but what if there was something unnatural prowling around instead?

The dead squid had embarrassed me in front of Irene and ruined my favorite pocketbook. If some creature had dropped it while skulking about, I’d make it regret coming to my window. Ever since the rat thing had attacked me in the middle of the night last summer, I’d taken to sleeping with a knife under my pillow. I pulled it out and slid from beneath the covers. Gripping the hilt tightly, I walked to the window and threw back the curtain.

And barely bit back a shriek at the pale face staring in at me.

The night candle on the bedside table burst into spontaneous flame. The golden glow revealed a creature whose pale white skin was marked with dark blue swirls, like some barbarian war paint. Fins jutted from her arms and legs, and the claws tipping fingers and toes clung to the house’s wood siding. A host of slender tendrils squirmed around her face in place of hair, and her grin revealed row after row of shark’s teeth.

Oh, thank heavens. Nothing to be afraid of after all.

“Persephone?” I put down the knife and hastened to open the window. “You scared me half to death.”

She clambered in and straightened to her full height. I couldn’t help but drink in the sight of her. She was taller than me, her body all lean muscle—which I could see quite clearly, as she wore a sort of knotted skirt of gold mesh, golden armbands, a necklace bedecked with pearls and coral, earrings, and absolutely nothing else. Her curves weren’t terribly feminine, her breasts only slightly more pronounced than a boy’s, her hips narrow. Her feet were more like a frog’s than anything human, the toes long and webbed, making her gait on land an awkward one.

She was so beautiful. Like some fae creature out of a story, risen from the depths of the sea. Powerful and strong and impossibly strange.

In one hand, she clutched a sort of bag made from woven strands of kelp. “I’m sorry, Maggie. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“It’s quite all right.” I glanced at the window. “Something dropped or left a squid outside my window last night, and for a minute I was afraid it had come back.”

“Oh?” she asked. Her fingers tightened around the bag she held. “How was the squid?”

I shuddered. “Dreadful. I had to conceal it in my pocketbook, and a tentacle fell out in front of one of my friends, and then it oozed all over my things. It was horrid.”

Persephone’s eyes widened. “Yes. Horrid.” She flung the kelp bag out the open window. There came a faint crash from the garden below.

Mystified, I looked from the window to her and back. “What…what was in the bag?”

“Nothing.” Her hair lashed around her shoulders. “Nothing at all.”

“Um, all right,” I said.

“Did you see me light the candle?” she added hurriedly. “I don’t have the chance to practice with fire often.”

“Oh! Right. Because you live in the ocean.” Oh heavens, I sounded like an idiot. “Would you, um, like to sit down? I’m not really supposed to have visitors in my room, but so long as we’re quiet, my landlady won’t know.”

The rule was meant to apply to men, of course, but I didn’t think Mrs. Yagoda would view a shark woman as respectable company. Even if Persephone was some sort of chieftess among her people.

I’d been a bit intimidated by her, when we’d first met. But we’d spent time together, arranging the decorations for Dr. Putnam-Barnett’s wedding. Affixing the flowers I’d selected to the pearls and shells Persephone brought. We’d joked together as we worked, and she sang in the language of her people to help pass the time. Sings Above the Waves was their name for her, and we’d taught each other little ditties and made each other laugh.

I missed that. I missed her.

I perched on the edge of my bed, feeling even more awkward than usual. Rather than taking the chair as I expected, Persephone sat beside me, her hair slowly twining about her shoulders. I remembered what it had felt like, when I touched it once. The questing tendrils had wrapped around my wrist and fingers, oddly firm against my bare skin.

My throat tightened, and a familiar warmth collected between my thighs. I’d spent nights lying awake, wondering if there was something wrong with me, to want her so. She was a woman, but more than that, she wasn’t even human. Or not fully, at least. And yet she stirred my passions in a way no one else ever had. I couldn’t stop myself from imagining…

I hastily directed my gaze to the candle and tried to think of something, anything, else. “So, what brings you here?”

“I was nearby,” she said, with a wave of her hand, as if she frequently wandered the streets at night. Perhaps she did. “I thought I’d make certain my brother gave you the summoning stone.”

“H-he did. Yes.” Heat burned my cheeks. I hadn’t been sure what to think, when Dr. Whyborne handed it to me. Had Persephone given it to me because we were friends? Or…?

I was far too aware of her nearness. Her thighs looked so strong; how would they feel beneath my hands? My nipples tightened, and I desperately wished I’d put on a robe over my Mother Hubbard nightgown.

“You remind me of a cuttlefish.”

Well, that certainly killed any ardor. “Oh,” I said. “That’s…something.”

She grinned and leaned closer. One tentacle caught a lock of my hair and tugged on it playfully. “They turn different colors. And sometimes, when I talk to you, you turn pink.”

I wanted the earth to open up and swallow me. “Yes,” Persephone said brightly. “Just like that!”

“A friend of mine is visiting Widdershins,” I blurted, desperate to distract her before she started asking me why I had so much trouble controlling my blushes in front of her. “We grew up together, but we drifted apart somewhat after our fathers died.”

“Your father is dead? I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” She shifted closer to me, her shoulder resting against mine. “What happened?”

“His ship was lost at sea.”

She nodded gravely. “Do you miss him?”

The question caught me off guard. “I…yes.” I swallowed. “It’s odd, the things I remember about him. How he used to sing sea ballads in the evening, while smoking his pipe.”

Persephone made a noncommittal sound. Then a sly smile curled up the corner of her mouth. “Did he sing well?”

“Yes,” I replied cautiously.

“Better than you, then? Because you can’t—how do you say it? Carry a tune in a bucket?”

“You wretch!” I snatched up the pillow and smacked her with it. “Take that back at once!”

Persephone laughed and made her own grab for the pillow. We wrestled for it a moment, but she was much stronger than I. Within seconds, she had me pinned beneath her on the bed.

“Surrender?” she asked.

My heart began to race at the feel of her weight on me. Her scent, of the clean ocean wind, saturated my senses. The skin of my wrists burned where she held me down, and it was all I could do not to writhe against her for the sheer, wanton pleasure of it. Mad thoughts chased one another through my head, clamoring louder and louder.

She went still. The brown of her irises shrank to a thin ring. Her lips parted, and for a moment she seemed uncertain.

“Maggie,” she began.

The stairs at the end of the hall creaked.

We both fell silent. The stairs creaked again, and I heard a heavy tread making its way up.

“My landlady,” I gasped. “Quick—back out the window.”

Persephone scrambled off of me and to the window, even as the sound of steps reached the landing. Once there, she paused. Her fingers tightened on the wood, leaving score marks on the sill. “Use the stone if you wish to speak with me. Whenever you like. I’ll come.”

Then she was gone.

I shut the window, blew out the night candle, and flung myself into bed. Barely a moment later, I heard Mrs. Yagoda stop in the hall outside. I knew she listened for the sound of voices.

Had she overheard us? Or stepped out into the garden to investigate the crash, and seen the candlelight in my room? That seemed more likely, as I couldn’t imagine our voices had carried two floors down and yet miraculously awakened no one else.

After several minutes, the shuffling footsteps started back up, retreating down the hall and thence down the stairs. I let out a sigh of relief.

Curse Mrs. Yagoda for interrupting.

Years ago, back in New Bedford, I’d told my best friend Dottie I had to leave town, to find work. She’d begged me to stay…and then kissed me.

I’d sat frozen in shock, unable to return the gesture. She’d fled, weeping, and had never answered any of the letters I sent once I settled in Widdershins.

If Persephone kissed me, I rather thought I’d kiss her back.


Chapter 2

“The Undertow,” Oliver read the marquee aloud. “What a strange name for a theater.”

The Undertow occupied an old church, abandoned long before any of us had been born, now gutted and rebuilt as a theater. Posters proclaimed that the opening night performance would be of an original play, The Siren.


“Widdershins is a port town,” Irene replied. “I imagine New Bedford has its own peculiarities.”

“True enough,” he agreed with a smile. “And the electric lights on the marquee are most impressive, I must say.”

“Oh, aren’t they, though?” I asked with a touch of civic pride. Most of Widdershins was electrified now, save for the poorer parts of the town near the docks. “Let’s go inside, shall we?”

The interior was equally impressive, carpeted in red with a great chandelier providing illumination. A large crowd milled about in the lobby, people purchasing refreshments or chatting with one another. The women wore colorful frocks, and the men sack suits and stiff hats.

There was something glamorous about the theater, even a small one such as the Undertow. With her love of song, Persephone would adore it. If only I could show it to her.

The thought brought an unexpected ache with it. How fun it would be, to have her here with me. We’d share a glass of wine and sit together in the balcony, where we could see the audience as well as the performance. And after, we’d laugh and talk until dawn, then find a restaurant serving waffles.

Or maybe we wouldn’t laugh and talk. Maybe we’d do other things. If she kissed me…

“Mr. Burton!” Irene called, startling me from my musings. “Excuse me, Maggie, Mr. Young, but I see a friend I need to have a word with.”

She scurried away, leaving me alone with Oliver. “A nice crowd for opening night,” he remarked. “Don’t you think?”

“Oh, yes,” I agreed, surveying the lobby with him. A bit to my surprise, I spotted the familiar figure of Mr. Quinn. Though on reflection, perhaps I shouldn’t have been shocked. Surely he had a life outside of the Ladysmith museum, just as I did.

Mr. Quinn dressed much as he did in his role as head librarian, though in truth his costume would have been equally suitable for an undertaker. A somber black frock coat clad his thin body and made his white skin look nearly unnatural in its pallor. He held a small glass of cordial in one long-fingered hand, the liquid inside a dark red that reminded me uncomfortably of blood.

I hesitated, uncertain whether to offer a greeting. I was only a lowly secretary, after all, even if I did work for Dr. Whyborne. Before I could make up my mind, Mr. Quinn drifted over to us.

“Miss Parkhurst,” he said in a slightly dreamy fashion. Silvery eyes blinked at me, then fixed on Oliver. “And who is this newcomer to our fair city?”

“This is my childhood friend, Mr. Oliver Young,” I said. “Oliver, permit me to introduce Mr. Quinn, the head librarian at the museum.”

“A pleasure,” Oliver said, holding out his hand.

Mr. Quinn ignored Oliver’s hand. “I see,” he said, the corner of his mouth curling up just slightly. Turning his attention away from Oliver and back to me, he said, “This should be quite the spectacle.” His gaze wandered to the stone ceiling above our heads. “Though not as grand as that which rendered the church empty in the first place, alas.”

Oliver followed his gaze rather uneasily. “What happened?”

“First Esoteric,” Mr. Quinn replied. His eyes shone oddly in the electric lights of the chandelier. “The priest here was fool enough to speak out against our city’s finest sect. It could not be tolerated, of course.” Mr. Quinn swallowed the last of his drink. “It’s said no one ever found the priest’s body. Well, not all of it.”

I cast a sideways glance at Oliver, who looked rather shocked. “How fascinating,” I said hastily. “I didn’t realize you know so much about Widdershins’s history, Mr. Quinn.”

Oliver frowned in disapproval. “I’d say morbid, and not the sort of story one should relate in front of a lady.”

I suppressed a sigh. Oliver meant well, of course. “It’s quite all right.”

“The incident was over a century ago,” Mr. Quinn said, apparently under the impression that Oliver would find old horrors somehow more suitable for my delicate ears. “The other sects learned their lesson.”

Thankfully, the lights dimmed at that moment. “The play is starting,” I said, gripping Oliver’s arm. “We should find Irene.”

Mr. Quinn gave Oliver a chilly little smile. “Enjoy the show,” he said. A last drop of red lingered on his lip; his tongue darted out to catch it, before he turned away.

Oliver’s gaze followed him. “There’s something off about that fellow. You don’t work closely with him, do you?”

“No, not at all.” Dr. Whyborne usually went to the library himself rather than sending me to fetch books.

“Good,” Oliver said shortly.

I shifted uncomfortably. “Mr. Quinn is a bit eccentric, but he means well.” He and the other librarians had risked their lives during the battle last July. But I couldn’t say that to Oliver. Even the denizens of Widdershins only spoke of such things in whispers and innuendo. If I tried to explain it to an outsider, he’d never understand.

Odd, how I’d come to think of Widdershins as home, rather than New Bedford. I’d been subjected to strange and frightening incidents since coming here, things I could never have dreamed of before. By all rights I should have taken my leave of the city and retreated somewhere safer. Yet Mother’s letters, pleading with me to return and get married, left me cold. I somehow felt as though I belonged here, in a way I never had anywhere else.

Irene returned, and we went into the auditorium to find our seats. Tumblers performed on the stage while the audience settled, and Oliver seemed to forget his concern over Mr. Quinn, laughing along with Irene and myself at their antics.

When at last the audience was seated, the tumblers withdrew, and a man stepped onto the stage. He wore a slightly old-fashioned coat, and his hair and beard were iron gray. Still, he seemed hale, his movements easy as he bowed to us all with a flourish.

“Ladies and gentlemen.” His voice rang through the theater, his tone oddly authoritative. “Welcome to the grand opening of the Undertow. I am your humble host, Gregory Ayers.” He bowed again, and was rewarded by a smattering of applause. “We have chosen to christen our new home with a play of our own devising. A tale of intrigue in distant courts, of strange visitors welcome and not, of masks and the secrets dwelling in the hearts of men. Tonight, you will see things never before viewed by an audience!”

Irene leaned over me, pointing at the program. “Look—the character of the siren is played by Miss Joanna Ayers. His daughter, do you think?”

“Or grand-daughter, given his age,” I replied. Then the orchestra struck up the first chords, and the curtain rose upon the scene of a throne room.

At first, I was quite swept up in the play. It concerned the struggle for the throne between siblings—two sisters and their brother, the latter having recently returned from a long sea voyage. But after the first act, it began to grow strange. The prince was haunted by visions of a woman, who seemed to have followed him from the sea. She begged him to love her, but he spurned her advances and fled. None of the other characters could see her, and I was uncertain whether she was meant to be a supernatural curse upon the prince, or merely a hallucination.

“I’m not quite sure I understand this modern theater,” Irene whispered to me.

“Agreed,” I whispered back.

The play culminated in a masquerade ball. I’d long since lost the thread of the plot, but the costumes were beautiful, paste jewels glittering in the stage lights. The masks were elaborate fantasies: wolves, doves, deer, and dragons.

So it was even more of a shock when the siren appeared in the midst of the revelers, wearing a featureless mask that looked to have been carved from bone. The only decoration on her mask consisted of a small cabochon of colored glass set into the forehead, surrounded by a single engraved sigil or rune.

The other characters fell away before her, save for the prince. Siren and prince faced each other down the length of the stage. The orchestra stilled, and for a long moment, there was only silence.

Then the siren began to sing.

I didn’t recognize the language—perhaps it was even nonsense, invented for the play. Her voice seemed to fill the very air with a tangible presence.

The prince collapsed to the stage and began to dramatically crawl toward her. His doom come upon him.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Oliver whispered.

It wasn’t. I didn’t want the siren to murder the prince. I wanted him to realize his mistake, to see how he’d hurt her by rejecting her love, and to fall in love with her in turn. But apparently it wasn’t that sort of play.

I turned to Irene, intending to ask her opinion. She stared fixedly at the stage, her eyes wide, her expression slack. Her mouth moved, but no sound came out, and her skin had gone deathly pale.

Something was wrong. “Irene?” I whispered, touching her wrist. Her skin was clammy under my fingers. “Are you sick?”

She made no response, didn’t so much as glance at me. Her gaze remained fixed on the stage. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the prince reach the siren, where he would no doubt come to the most grisly of ends. Had the spectacle proved too disturbing for Irene?

“Do you need to leave?” I gave her a little shake, but it was as though she didn’t even know I was there. “Irene?”

The prince flung himself hopelessly at the siren’s feet. The music swelled, the siren raised a knife, and her song reached a crescendo almost great enough to drown out Irene’s scream.

~ * ~

“Is Miss Vale going to be all right?” Oliver asked. We stood on the sidewalk in front of the boarding house. As no men were allowed inside after dark, I’d been forced to see Irene in alone. I’d told Oliver not to bother waiting, but he’d insisted.

I crossed my arms over my chest against the chill of the night air. Fog had rolled in off the ocean, and I could hear the distant call of the Daboll trumpet. The damp only served to make the atmosphere feel colder. “She’ll be fine,” I said, though I wasn’t entirely certain of it. She’d seemed disoriented the entire way back from the theater. “Perhaps something she ate didn’t agree with her.”

“Perhaps,” he said. “Though I saw the ushers had to help her friend Mr. Burton out as well.”

I’d been too focused on Irene to notice. “That’s strange.”

Oliver hesitated, then asked, “How well do you know Miss Vale?”

“Well enough,” I replied. “She moved into the room across the hall from me around the beginning of August, and I see her at least twice a day. Why?”

“Oh, no reason.” He offered me a smile. “Just curiosity on my part. I want to know who your friends are, Maggie.”

“Oh?” I said faintly.

“I had a good time this evening—at least, up until the part where Miss Vale fainted.” He looked away, then back at me. “The play reminded me a bit of that old sea shanty about the mermaid. That seeing one spells your doom.”

Ah—now the play finally made sense. The prince had tried to outrun his doom by returning to land. A shame the playwright hadn’t made it a bit clearer.

I hadn’t thought of the shanty in years, but I still knew all the words by heart. “Twas Friday morn when we set sail,” I sang, and he joined in.

“And we had not got far from land,

When the Captain, he spied a lovely mermaid,

With a comb and a glass in her hand.

“Then up spoke the Captain of our gallant ship,

And a jolly old Captain was he;

‘I have a wife in Salem town,

But tonight a widow she will be.’”

“Papa used to love that song,” I said wistfully. “He held me on his lap, while we all sang around the piano.” The memory seemed so clear: his weathered face, the warm glow of the whale oil lamp, my brothers on the floor playing with whatever presents he’d brought back for us from exotic ports.

Then one day he was gone. Taken by the cold sea he’d loved.

Had I inherited that love from him? What would he have done, if he’d found himself face to face with a woman from its depths?

Oliver smiled, but the expression had a sad quality to it. “It’s been good to see you again, Maggie. I can’t help but think our fathers wouldn’t have wanted us to drift so far apart. I’d like to call upon you tomorrow evening, if I may.”

My heart sank a bit. Did Oliver want more than to reconnect with an old friend? He’d never indicated interest in anything more than friendship in our correspondence, but he’d mentioned speaking to my mother before coming to Widdershins.

And if he did want something more, what would I do?

I was being foolish. Mother’s letters had me questioning Oliver’s motives, when he’d given me no reason to do so. He simply wanted to spend time with an old friend, before his work took him away again, for who knew how many years.

“Yes,” I said. “I’d be happy to receive your visit.”

~ * ~

A low moan woke me during the night.

I opened my eyes; the bedroom appeared in shades of dark gray. The waning moon was less than half full, and light leaked through the drawn curtains. I sat up, listening intently. Where had the sound come from? The window?

My treacherous heart leapt at the thought. But Persephone wouldn’t come here two nights in a row. She was a chieftess beneath the sea, after all, and had far better things to do than visit her brother’s secretary.

It might be whatever had left the dead squid.

The sound came again, and this time I could tell it issued from the direction of the hall.

Still, I wasn’t relieved. Last July, I’d waked to find a horrible rat-like thing
 emerging from a hole in the baseboards. The experience had made me wary of strange sounds in the night.

I lit the candle, then pulled on my robe and took the knife from beneath my pillow. Once in the hall, I paused, listening.

“No,” sighed a low voice. It sounded as though it came from Irene’s room. “Please, don’t. I don’t want to.”

My heart beat rapidly, and I mentally ran through all the self-defense movements Dr. Putnam-Barnett had taught me. Taking a deep breath, I steadied my nerves and flung open the door.

The light of my candle revealed only Irene, lying in bed. The blankets were twisted around her, and even as I watched, her head thrashed madly from side to side.

“The song,” she gasped. “It’s calling me. Make it stop.”

“Irene!” I crossed to the bed and shook her. “Irene, wake up.”

Her eyes flew open, accompanied by a cry of horror. She stared at me, no recognition showing in her gaze.

“It’s just me,” I said. “You’ve had a nightmare.”

“Maggie.” My name came sluggishly from her lips. Her tense muscles relaxed beneath my hand, and she sagged into the bed. Her thrashing had pulled her nightgown tight across her breasts, and I glanced away, feeling my cheeks redden slightly.

“I heard you cry out in your sleep, loud enough it woke me,” I said. “A good thing I’m a light sleeper.”

“Yes.” She sat up, her face pale in the candlelight. Gooseflesh showed on her arms, and she tugged the covers higher. “Thank you.”

“Are you ill?” That would explain her earlier faint. I put a hand to her forehead. Her skin felt clammy, but cool rather than warm. “Should I have Mrs. Yagoda send for a doctor?”

“No.” A shiver wracked her. “It was just a nightmare, like you said.”

“Did you dream about the play?” I asked. “When I came in, you were moaning about a song. You said it called to you.”

Alarm flashed across her face, startling in its intensity. “No,” she said, then caught herself. “I mean, that must have been it,” she went on, pasting on an unconvincing smile. “How silly of me. This modern mode of theater must be too much for my poor brain.”

I wanted to ask her why she’d seemed so worried, but it was obvious she didn’t want to talk about it. “Would you like some tea?” I asked, helpless to do anything more. “Something to settle your nerves, perhaps?”

She shook her head. Her dark hair, unbound, whispered against her bedclothes. The sound reminded me of a wave retreating over sand. “Thank you for the offer, but no. I’m perfectly fine, really. You should go back to bed.”

Dismissed, I had no choice but to obey. But it was a long time before I fell back asleep. I couldn’t help but feel she had been lying. That she hadn’t been fine at all.

I should have gone back into her room. I should have insisted she tell me the truth.

Because in the morning, she was gone.


Chapter 3

When I arose the next morning, I went to Irene’s room to check on her as soon as I was dressed. My knock went unanswered.

Maybe she hadn’t been able to get back to sleep after her fright, and so had arisen early. Perhaps she’d already gone down to breakfast, even offered Mrs. Yagoda a hand in the kitchen. I should go downstairs first.

But it would only take a moment to peek into her room. I wouldn’t set foot inside, just look. Maybe she had fallen back asleep, so deeply she hadn’t heard my knocking. If so, she’d appreciate being waked in time to go to her job at the department store.

“Irene?” I called, cracking open the door. “Are you in there?”

Only silence greeted me. I pushed the door farther open and peered inside.

Irene’s bed lay unmade, the sheets thrown back in an untidy heap. My first, foolish thought was that Mrs. Yagoda would be furious; we were meant to keep our rooms as neat as possible, to give less work to the maid. Then I noticed Irene’s shoes standing ready beside the bed, along with the clothes she’d laid out for today. Her pocketbook sat on the table.

She’d only gone downstairs for a cup of coffee, I told myself. Perhaps her faint and her nightmares last night had indeed been the first signs of illness. She’d gone down dressed in her nightclothes, because she was too sick to do anything but nibble on some toast.

I closed the door behind me and went downstairs. Mrs. Yagoda was in the process of laying breakfast on the sideboard, and my stomach grumbled at the smell of bacon and scrambled eggs. Several of the other boarders were already at the table, sipping coffee and eating biscuits slathered in butter.

Irene wasn’t among them.

“Has anyone seen Irene?” I asked, my voice trembling slightly.

The other boarders shook their heads. Mrs. Yagoda paused while filling her own plate with eggs. “She hasn’t been down yet. Why?”

I swallowed. “She’s not in her room. And her things are still there—her pocketbook and shoes, I mean. Her bed’s not made, and I thought…” I trailed off. “We should call the police.”

~ * ~

“Now, Miss Parkhurst, was there a young man in Miss Vale’s life?” asked Detective Tilton.

I sat in the parlor, my hands clasped between my knees. A quick search of the house had turned up no sign of Irene, and Mrs. Yagoda reluctantly agreed to summon the police. They’d glanced in Irene’s room, tramped around the garden, and, with the exception of Tilton, departed.

“No,” I said, shaking my head vehemently. “That is, she had acquaintances, but no one special.”

“Mmhm.” Tilton didn’t seem convinced. He tucked his notepad back into his pocket without bothering to write anything in it. “Chances are she had a sweetheart you didn’t know about and decided to run off with him, before her parents could find out. I’m sure she’ll turn up eventually.”

I gaped at him. “She wouldn’t have left without her pocketbook! It still has all her money in it.”

“She probably just forgot it,” Tilton replied, rising to his feet.

“But—but she’s gone,”
 I protested, following him out of the parlor to the front door.

“She left,” he corrected me. “There was no sign of forced entry. No indication of an intruder. You already said she woke you up with a nightmare. If someone had abducted her from her own bed, don’t you think you would have heard the commotion?”

“Perhaps they used chloroform,” I suggested weakly.

“They would still have to enter the house in the first place. And lugging an unconscious woman about isn’t as easy as the dime novels make it sound.” We reached the front door, and Tilton offered me a smile he probably thought was reassuring. “We see this sort of thing all the time, Miss Parkhurst. Trust me. There’s no need to put worry lines on that pretty face.”

I stood helplessly in the doorway and watched him walk away, humming a jaunty tune to himself.

~ * ~

“You seem troubled, Miss Parkhurst,” Mr. Quinn said.

I gasped and spun, putting my back to Dr. Whyborne’s desk. I’d arrived late to work, but as Dr. Whyborne had left town on some business he hadn’t fully explained to me, no one noticed my absence. As he’d only arranged to be gone for a short time, I hadn’t been given a different assignment, and my work at the moment consisted mainly of sorting his mail.

Mr. Quinn stood near the door, peering about the office with his strange, pale eyes. As I watched, he extended one long-fingered hand and caressed the books on Dr. Whyborne’s shelf.

“Is there something I can help you with, Mr. Quinn?” I asked. “Did Dr. Whyborne forget to return a volume to the library? I can help you find it.”

Dr. Whyborne was not, to put it plainly, organized, and his office reflected it. Since becoming his personal secretary, I’d tried to help straighten it, and succeeded only to the extent that he no longer kept things stacked haphazardly on the floor. Every other surface sported small mountains of books and papers, although at least he’d cleared off the visitor’s chair at some point. Or, more likely, Dr. Putnam-Barnett or Mr. Flaherty had.

“No.” Mr. Quinn crossed to the desk and stared at Dr. Whyborne’s chair. “Sometimes I like to come in here, when no one else is around, and…contemplate.”

I made a mental note to suggest Dr. Whyborne have the lock to his office changed. “I…see.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “I imagine you do. Not like that disagreeable fellow at the theater last night.” He sniffed delicately.

“Mr. Young?” I asked.

“Yes, quite. I don’t imagine he’ll stay long. He has neither the blood nor the temperament.” Mr. Quinn glanced at me, as though he hadn’t said anything particularly strange. “Is that what troubles you?”

“No.” I hesitated. Surely Mr. Quinn wasn’t really interested in my problems. But he’d asked, and I felt the need to unburden myself. “Irene Vale—the woman who was with us at the theater last night—is missing.” My shoulders drooped. “The police say she must have run away with a beau, but she wouldn’t have left her pocketbook and all her things behind if that were true. There’s no evidence
 anyone took her, though. It’s…strange.”

I glanced up to see Mr. Quinn watching me with unblinking eyes. “How fascinating,” he said. “I take it there was no sign of spontaneous combustion?”

“Dear heavens, no!”

“Pity. Do go on.”

“There’s nothing to go on with,” I confessed. “She had strange nightmares, and then she was gone.”

“Nightmares, you say.” Mr. Quinn tapped his chin with a spidery finger. “I do love a good nightmare, but I find most lack appreciation for them.”

“Er, yes.” I hadn’t any idea how else to respond, so I forged ahead. “I would ask Mr. Flaherty to look into Irene’s disappearance, but he’s left for Kansas with Dr. Whyborne.”

I wasn’t at all clear why Dr. Whyborne seemed to require a private detective to accompany him on all of his expeditions, but the two seemed to travel everywhere together. Ordinarily I would have expected a landlord and boarder to want some time apart, but they were utterly inseparable. Mr. Flaherty even attended the museum galas. And I couldn’t count how many times he’d turned up to share lunch, or else walk with Dr. Whyborne to dinner.

It must be nice to have such a close friend.

“Time is usually of the essence when it comes to disappearances,” Mr. Quinn said thoughtfully. “Do you think this might be a matter for Widdershins?”

I shifted my weight uneasily. “I’m…not sure what you mean.”

“Widdershins.” He made an impatient gesture. “The maelstrom; the vortex; whatever you wish to call it. Dr. Whyborne is the most easily accessible to those of the land, but there is another.”

I’d always heard that the unusual architecture of the library drove the librarians mad, but I’d never actually believed it until now. “Those of the land?”

“One for the land, and one for the sea.”

“Oh!” Finally, I thought I understood. “That was the line of poetry—”

“Prophecy.”

I gritted my teeth, but tamped down my annoyance. “Of course. When you say there is another, you mean Dr. Whyborne’s sister.”

“The one given to the sea, yes.” Mr. Quinn nodded gravely. “They are both Widdershins.”

I still didn’t know what he meant by the rest of it, but he seemed unlikely to give me a coherent answer. “You think I should go to Persephone and ask her for help?”

It would be an excuse to see her. I thrust the thought away sternly.

“It is much more difficult to contact her, for those of us of the land,” he mused. “But if I sacrifice one of the junior librarians on the night of the new moon, near the reef…”

“No, no, that won’t be necessary!” I exclaimed. “I have a summoning stone.”

Mr. Quinn’s pale eyes bulged from his head. “Widdershins entrusted you with a summoning stone?”

“Yes?” I said tentatively.

His hands clenched…then relaxed, as if a deliberate effort on his part. “Well. It is for us to serve, not to question. Widdershins knows its own.”

“I’ll…think about it,” I said, backing toward the door. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really need to get back to work. And I should probably lock up, so…”

“Of course.” Mr. Quinn took out his handkerchief, ran it over Dr. Whyborne’s chair, where his hair would rest, and tucked it back in his pocket. “We all have our duties to attend to.”

~ * ~

I was still undecided when I returned to the boarding house that evening. Mr. Quinn no doubt meant well with his suggestion, but how could Persephone possibly help when it came to Irene’s disappearance? She lived in the ocean, after all. She might be the chieftess of the ketoi, but that didn’t make her a detective. It only meant her time was far too valuable to waste on my problems.

Oliver awaited me in the parlor; when he heard what had happened, he was full of concern. Perhaps sensing I wasn’t in the mood for company, he kept his visit short, though he did ask me to dinner the next day.

Mrs. Yagoda served dinner soon after he left. Once we’d all helped ourselves from the sideboard, Mrs. Yagoda said grace. As we tucked in, she cleared her throat.

“The mystery of Miss Vale’s so-called disappearance has been solved,” she said in a tone of decided disapproval.

I paused with my fork halfway to my mouth. “You’ve heard from the police?”

“Yes.” Her mouth pressed into a harsh line amidst a network of wrinkles. “It seems Miss Vale had a…friend. One Mr. Burton.”

My pulse quickened. “Yes—she spoke to him at the theater last night.”

“Apparently, they were laying plans to elope together. Mr. Burton has vanished as well.”

My hand tightened on the fork. “He’s gone? Are the police looking for him?”

“Why would they?”

“Because Irene wouldn’t elope dressed only in her nightgown!” I exclaimed.

Mrs. Yagoda’s eyes widened in affront. “Miss Parkhurst, control yourself.”

My hand shook. I wanted to shout at her, to make her see it was all nonsense. Instead, I lowered my gaze to my plate. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

“As you should be.” She settled back in her chair. “Older, wiser
 , minds than yours have considered the matter. You must accept our judgment.”

“Of course,” I said to the plate.

“I am as shocked as anyone to think a woman of such morals could have lived beneath my roof,” she went on, apparently mollified by my surrender. “I will discard her things tomorrow and find a more suitable boarder.”

I glanced up in time to see the other ladies cast speculative looks amongst themselves. We were all surviving on the salaries of female clerks and secretaries; I suspected few of Irene’s possessions would remain for Mrs. Yagoda to cast out tomorrow.

Which meant I had to get to her room first.

With a muffled sob, I clutched my napkin to my eyes. “I’m…I’m sorry,” I burbled from behind the linen. “It’s just such a…such a shock! To think I believed Irene a friend…”

I let out an inconsolable wail and fled the table. “Let her go, the poor thing,” Mrs. Yagoda said, her words nearly drowned out by the clatter of my shoes on the stairs.

Once I was safely on the third floor, I lowered the napkin. My stomach complained of its emptiness, and I silently cursed Irene for costing me dinner. But if I’d waited, the other boarders would strip the room, and any chance at finding a clue to her disappearance would be lost.

Mrs. Yagoda had locked the door, no doubt in hopes of preventing us from stealing anything. Fortunately, Mr. Flaherty had once shown me how to pick the lock to Dr. Whyborne’s office with a hair pin, after Dr. Whyborne had wandered off to some distant storeroom with the key in his pocket and left me no way to retrieve his correspondence to mail. A quick application of his lesson, and I was inside.

I paused a moment, wondering where to start. The bed had been tidied, no doubt by the maid on Mrs. Yagoda’s orders, but otherwise nothing seemed to have been disturbed. The desk seemed a likely place, so I began with it.

Nothing, save for letters from Irene’s family. Only dust gathered beneath the bed. It seemed doubtful she’d hide anything under the mattress, since the maid would find it the next time she aired the bed. Irene’s pocketbook sat atop the dresser, but a quick look through it revealed only the things I’d expect any woman to have. I took it anyway; if Irene was found safe, I could return it to her. And if not, I still needed a replacement for the one ruined by the dead squid.

The only place remaining to look was the dresser. I began opening its drawers, running my hands underneath the frocks and underthings. My search disarranged them from their neat folds, but hopefully anyone else would assume the police had gone through the drawers.

My fingers encountered something hard at the very back of one drawer, buried beneath Irene’s stockings. I pulled it out, and discovered it to be an object just large enough to fit comfortably into the palm of my hand, wrapped in silk.

It couldn’t be.

There came the sound of footsteps on the stairs. I hastily shoved it into my pocket and shut the drawer. Moving as quickly as I could, I relocked her door behind me and let myself into my room.

As soft voices sounded from the room across the hall, speculating how to get past the locked door, I put the silk-wrapped object on my desk. Hands trembling, I pulled back the cloth, revealing the carved stone inside.

A summoning stone. Just like the one Persephone had given me.

Bile coated the back of my throat. The summoning stone had made me feel special. Set apart. It meant Persephone and I were friends. That she wanted to see me, even if she was a chieftess and I was just a secretary.

But it seemed I wasn’t so special after all.

So much for my stupid dreams of being kissed. No one was going to kiss me.

Persephone had never mentioned Irene to me. And Irene had never said anything about knowing the ketoi. Of course, I hadn’t either—if our positions were reversed, no doubt she would have been equally shocked to find a summoning stone in my possession.

It didn’t matter Persephone hadn’t mentioned Irene to me, or me to Irene. What mattered was that if Persephone knew Irene was missing, she’d want to help find her.

Mr. Quinn had been right. I had to ask the sea for help.


Chapter 4

I sat on the stairs until I was certain everyone else was abed. Of course, Mrs. Yagoda chose that night to gossip with one of the neighbors, and it was nearly midnight by the time I heard her close and lock the door. She rattled around the kitchen for a time, then finally retreated to her own room. I waited for another half hour, giving her enough time to fall asleep, before creeping down the stairs.

I went as quietly as I could. If Mrs. Yagoda caught me coming downstairs fully dressed at this hour, she’d know I meant to sneak out. She had very stringent ideas about the behavior of young ladies, and instituted a strict curfew. If she caught me breaking it, I’d be turned out for certain.

Her restrictions had never really bothered me before. Other boarders had come and gone, as they met beaus and got married. A few young men had asked me to dinner or the theater, but never the one I wanted, so I’d declined all invitations.

I wished I might take Persephone to dinner. Then again, given her mania for waffles, perhaps breakfast would be better. I tried to imagine her at a café, sipping coffee and eating waffles with her rows of shark’s teeth.

I had the knife from beneath my pillow and removed a lantern from the sitting room. The door creaked when I eased it open. I froze, listening intently, but no sounds came from the direction of Mrs. Yagoda’s bedroom. Breathing a sigh of relief, I slipped out and shut it behind me.

I pulled my coat more tightly around me and kept my hand on the knife in my pocket. Though I meant to steer far clear of the more unsavory parts of town, I was still a woman alone at night on the street. Dr. Putnam-Barnett’s advice came back to me: “Aim for the eye or the groin. Putting a blade in either of those is guaranteed to dissuade even the most determined man.”


After an hour’s walk, I finally reached a stretch of beach on the outskirts of Widdershins. The waves rolled and heaved beneath the waning moon. Little flashes of bluish light sparked in them, as though stars had fallen into the sea and become trapped there.

Papa’s bones lay beneath similar waves, somewhere in the cold waters of the Bering Sea. And those of Oliver’s father, and the rest of the crew. Only wood and sail, along with a few sealed trunks had been recovered from the wreck of the Bedlam
 . The logbook hadn’t been among them, but Oliver received First Mate Young’s diary and a few belongings washed up inside one of the trunks.

I hated to think how their last moments must have been filled with pain and fear, the power of the storm overwhelming the ship despite all their efforts to keep her afloat.

I shook my head and slipped my hand into my pocket. I’d brought my summoning stone as well as Irene’s. I should use mine…but perhaps Irene’s would get Persephone’s attention faster.

The black stone lay heavy in my hand. It was magic—it had to be. But other than the strange symbols carved into the surface, it seemed like just an ordinary rock to my senses.

I threw the stone with all my strength. It vanished into the night, even the splash of its landing concealed by the growl of the waves.

I shuffled from foot to foot. How long would it take Persephone to respond?

The breeze off the sea sapped the heat from my bones. I went to sit on a low rock, my arms folded around me for warmth. The sea ballad Papa had so loved came back to me, and I began to first hum, then sing softly.

“Then three times ‘round went our gallant ship,

And three times ‘round went she,

And the third time that she went ‘round

She sank to the bottom of the sea.”

Another voice joined mine unexpectedly, far stronger and surer than my questionable singing. Looking up, I saw Persephone striding through the surf toward me, grinning as she sang:

“Oh the ocean waves may roll,

And the stormy winds may blow,

While we poor sailors go skipping aloft

And the land lubbers lay down below, below, below

And the land lubbers lay down below.”

The water shimmered on her orca skin, and her golden jewelry glittered in the moonlight. My mouth went dry at the sight. I rose to my feet, my heart quickened, and I hastily patted my hair into place.

“Is that what you are, Maggie?” she asked, laughing. She caught me around the waist and spun me; I let out a yelp of shock. “A land lubber?”

I grabbed my hat to keep it from flying off. I wanted to stay angry with her, for not telling me about Irene. But now that we were face-to-face again, it was hard to hold onto indignation. “First I’m a cuttlefish, now a land lubber?”

“Cuttlefish are better,” she said, and set me back on my feet. “Such cute little tentacles. I’m glad you used the stone.”

So the stones didn’t differ in some way from each other. I didn’t know if that made me feel better or worse.

A second figure arose from the waves. This ketoi was also a woman, her pearlescent skin marked in a different pattern than Persephone’s. But they had the same, striking eyes.

Persephone grabbed my hand and turned to the other ketoi. “This is Maggie. Maggie, this is my mother, Speaker of Stories.”

The feel of Persephone’s fingers wrapping around mine distracted me, so it was a moment before I realized what she’d said. “Mrs. Whyborne?” I gasped.

I couldn’t stop staring at her. She’d been married to one of the richest men in America, at the very pinnacle of society. Now she emerged from beneath the ocean with a mouth filled with shark’s teeth, dressed only in a knotted skirt of seaweed and gold netting, her neck and arms laden with jewelry.

She approached with the same, awkward gait as any ketoi on land. “I no longer use that name. You may call me Heliabel,” she said with a close-lipped smile. No doubt she knew firsthand how unsettling the sight of their teeth could be on humans. “I’ve heard a great deal about you, Maggie.”

It took a moment to realize what she’d said. “You h-have?”

She glanced at Persephone. “Oh, yes. Percival spoke of you quite fondly.”

Persephone’s tentacle hair lashed around her shoulders. “Did he?” she asked. Her grip on my hand tightened.

I blinked. “You mean…Dr. Whyborne?” The idea that Dr. Whyborne might be fond of me would have made me giddy not so long ago. But now it was a sense of awkwardness that brought a blush to my cheeks.

“Oh yes,” Heliabel said. “He says he’s come to rely on you in many ways.”

“Percival is stupid,” Persephone muttered. “And he has stupid hair.” She glanced at me. “Not like your
 hair, Maggie.”

“Well, then,” Heliabel said. I had the strangest impression she was trying not to laugh at us. “I’ll leave you two ladies alone.”

“No!” I exclaimed, then blushed again, this time at my own rudeness. “I’m so sorry. I mean, you can go, of course you can, but I summoned you here for a reason. Not you, that is, I was hoping to speak to Persephone, but you might be able to help, too.” Oh dear, I sounded like a babbling idiot.

Persephone let go of my hand. “You need my help? What’s happened?”

“Irene Vale is missing.” I struggled to keep any sour note from my voice. “It was her stone I used to summon you, so I assume you know who that is.”

Heliabel shot me a curious glance, as if I’d given away more than I intended. “Sings Above the Waves?” she asked, using her daughter’s sea name. “Do you know this Miss Vale?”

Persephone’s features settled into a serious expression, such as I seldom saw on her face. “Of course,” she said. “Irene is one of ours. A hybrid.”

~ * ~

“A ketoi hybrid, you mean?” I asked, shocked. “But she seemed so…normal.”

“So did I, once upon a time,” Heliabel said dryly. “And I imagine you didn’t think Percival a monster, when you first met him.”

“Of course not.” Dr. Whyborne was shy and gentle, kind and brave. “I mean, I don’t. He isn’t…there’s nothing monstrous about him.”

Heliabel arched a brow, then glanced at Persephone. “Even some among the ketoi fear the twins.”

“Fools,” Persephone said dismissively. “Maggie, Irene was sent to guard you.”

“Wait. Guard…me?” I stared at her blankly.

Persephone looked down at her feet. Her long toes flicked a stone away. “The rat creature attacked you in July. I didn’t wish anything to happen to you, and I couldn’t watch over you myself, so…”

“Oh.” I wasn’t entirely certain what I thought about that. “And neither of you bothered to tell me?”

“The hybrids—those who are even aware of their heritage—are instructed from birth not to tell anyone who isn’t of our blood themselves,” Heliabel said. “I doubt it ever crossed Irene’s mind to confess to you. She knew only that her chieftess had told her to keep you safe.”

“So she wasn’t really my friend at all.” My shoulders sank beneath the revelation. “It was just an act.”

“No!” Persephone put a hand to my arm. “She liked you—she said she did, when I spoke with her. I…I should have told you. Or let her tell you. I was afraid you’d argue, try to send her away, and there wouldn’t be anyone there to protect you.”

“Considering she’s the one who’s vanished, it seems Irene needed the bodyguard,” I snapped. “I know I’m just a-a secretary, that I can’t cast spells, or shoot guns, or read dead languages. But that doesn’t mean I appreciate being deceived.”

Persephone glanced down, then back at me. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

I wanted to stay angry, but it was impossible when she looked at me like that. “Just don’t do it again,” I muttered.

“Irene wouldn’t have simply left, not without letting us know.” Persephone let her hand fall away from my arm. “Tell me everything that happened.”

I related all I knew or guessed. Heliabel sat on the rock I’d used earlier, and Persephone crouched on the sand, the fins of her arms and legs jutting out. When I was done, she stood up again in a single, smooth motion. “Burton was also one of ours,” she said.

“Oh no.” This didn’t sound good at all. “So two people with ketoi blood became ill at the same performance, and then disappeared later that night.”

Heliabel frowned. “Was there anything else? Anything which might provide a clue?”

“No.” I tried to think. “Just that Irene had a nightmare before she disappeared, but I can’t see how that’s relevant.”

Persephone idly tapped a claw against her chin. “Did she say what it was about?”

“No. But when I came in to wake her, she was talking in her sleep. She said something about a song, calling to her.” I glanced between them. “Do you…do you think that meant something?”

“Yes,” Persephone said, without hesitation.

I frowned up at her. “How can you be so sure?”

Her hair curled and writhed. “The summoning stones sing to us. The god sings to us.”

I had the feeling whatever god she referenced had never been spoken of in the churches I attended. “The god?”

“The dweller in the deeps.” Persephone paced a few steps away, leaving tracks in the sand that would no doubt confuse any beachcombers who saw them. “It sings in our dreams, sometimes. Then I dive, deep, deep. To the temple, to stand before the god, where it sings its wishes to me.” She turned back to us. “It sang to Percival once. Fanned the sleeping ember into a flame.”

“I don’t understand,” I confessed. “Dr. Whyborne doesn’t really confide in me.”

Heliabel took pity on me. “The dweller in the deeps is a…well, calling it a creature seems inadequate, somehow. An immortal being whose guidance has directed the ketoi throughout their history. Or I should say ‘their’ guidance.”

The thought of some immortal creature living beneath the ocean was hardly comforting. “There’s more than one?”

“The ketoi span the globe,” Heliabel said matter-of-factly. “There are…not many gods, certainly, but more than one.”

I stared out at the ocean, at the waves heaving beneath the moon. Somehow I’d thought of the ketoi as some quirk of Widdershins. Just one more strange thing about a strange town. But if they lived beneath the seas across the planet, then nothing was as I’d believed. It wasn’t just Widdershins that was strange, but the whole world.

“Could this…god…have sung to Irene?” I shifted uneasily. “Lured her away, somehow?”

“No,” Heliabel said. “Normally hybrids can’t hear the dweller in the deeps if they haven’t taken to the water.” She winced, as though recalling something unpleasant. “Except under unusual circumstances. I don’t think it was the god. But I also don’t think that the fact she had a dream about something singing to her was unrelated.”

“Perhaps it had something to do with the theater, then.” The wind had grown stronger, and I tugged my coat tighter about me. “She fainted at the siren’s song, as did Mr. Burton. That can’t be a coincidence.”

“Agreed.” Heliabel put a hand to one of her necklaces, absently stroking a pearl the size of my thumbnail. “This doesn’t bode well.”

“No. It doesn’t.” Persephone folded her hands behind her back and stared in the direction of Widdershins, as if she could somehow see across the miles to the theater. “I can’t ask our kin on the land to risk going there. If there is some sorcery aimed at them, whatever happened to Irene and Burton could happen to them as well.”

“That’s true,” I agreed, heart sinking.

“So I’ll have to go alone,” Persephone concluded.

“What?” I reached for her, but let my hand drop. “You can’t! It’s too dangerous.”

“What choice do I have?” Her hair thrashed around her shoulders. “If this theater is indeed the source of the attack, we must find out. We must know what magics they have, and how they can be fought. And, if Irene and Burton yet live, I cannot leave our kin in the hands of those who mean us no good.”

The moonlight glittered from her jewelry. She stood tall, and proud, and indomitable. She was a queen, a goddess, and I’d been mad to ever think she might kiss the likes of me.

I swallowed past the dryness in my throat. “Then I-I’ll go with you.”

Persephone frowned. “There’s no need.”

“I don’t want you to go alone.” I clenched the folds of my coat between my fingers. “If Dr. Whyborne was here, or even Dr. Putnam-Barnett…but they aren’t. So I’ll go.”

Concern softened the contours of her face. “It’s not safe. You could be hurt.”

“At least I’m not susceptible to whatever sorcery is aimed at the ketoi,” I pointed out. “And I can pick locks. If we wait until the troupe leaves for the night, I can open the stage door quietly, without alerting any guards who might remain behind.”

“Brave girl,” Heliabel said approvingly.

“I’m not.” I didn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea. “I’m scared to death. But it gives us the best chance, doesn’t it?”

Persephone crossed the sand to me and rested her hands on my shoulders. My throat constricted at her nearness, and I looked up at her. There was an odd sort of sadness in her eyes. “Thank you, Maggie,” she said, her words almost lost beneath the sigh of the waves. “This isn’t your fight, but I’m glad to have your help. I knew, when I saw you…well, it doesn’t matter.” Her hands fell away. “I’ll meet you outside the theater tomorrow night.”

“I’ll see you then,” I said, even as she turned and made for the incoming surf. Heliabel gave me a smile, before following her daughter into the waves. In a few moments, I was alone on the beach, with only their footprints in the sand to show they’d ever been there at all.


Chapter 5

I fought not to betray my nervousness during dinner with Oliver. Most of my nerves came from my plan to sneak into the Undertow with Persephone. What if we were caught? Or couldn’t find Irene once we got inside? What if Irene was already dead?

As for the rest of my nerves…I’d assumed Oliver meant to take me somewhere like Marsh’s restaurant. Instead, he’d announced he had reservations at Le Calmar. Widdershins’s finest establishment.

It was the sort of place one might go to mark a special occasion. When I’d protested at the expense, he’d only smiled and said I was worth it. So I hastily changed into my best dress and told myself the special occasion was simply our renewed friendship.

“The broiled bluefish is delicious,” Oliver said with a smile from across the table. “How is your halibut?”

“It’s wonderful,” I said honestly. We sat near the back of the restaurant, not far from the kitchen. Already I’d spotted several members of the old families here tonight. “I didn’t expect such a treat.”

Oliver smiled at me. He looked rather handsome, dressed in a suit of far better quality than he’d ever owned back in New Bedford. He’d done well for himself, and I couldn’t help but feel a certain amount of pride on his behalf.

“I wanted tonight to be something special,” he said. “You know I spoke to your mother before I came here. She expressed certain…hopes.”

The halibut turned to lead in my stomach. I set aside my fork and picked up my wine glass. Of course she had. It was what I’d feared from the start.

“At the time, I kept my response to her vague,” Oliver went on. “Before the Bedlam
 went down, I think our families half expected us to wed when we grew old enough. After…”

“Everything changed,” I said numbly. No doubt Oliver was right, and Papa would have encouraged us to unite our families even more closely than they already were.

But he died in the cold sea, alongside Mr. Young, and took all his hopes for the future with him. We lost our comfortable house, forced into a series of increasingly shabby lodgings. My brothers found what employ they could; in factories or on ships. I had been fortunate enough to have the skills to take clerical work. The pay was poor, so I’d come to Widdershins, hoping to find a better position.

Failed to return Dottie’s kiss, when I had the chance.

“Everything changed,” he agreed. “I’ve enjoyed our correspondence over the years, of course. But it isn’t the same as actually seeing someone. Hearing her sweet voice.”

I stared fixedly at my half-eaten fish. I wished I could stop time, or make Oliver stop speaking. Beg him to at least wait until we were somewhere private. But I felt frozen; unable to move or speak.

“I know this is rather sudden,” he went on. His voice was gentle, as if he knew my thoughts. “And I won’t press you for an answer tonight. But my life has been lonely, and to know I had a darling wife waiting for me in New Bedford at the end of all my travels…it would mean everything to me.”

My heart flinched from the thought of marrying Oliver. He was handsome, and a good man, but I felt no passion for him.

When I met Persephone, feelings had crashed down over me like a wave. An irresistible force, a riptide dragging me out to sea, away from everything safe I’d ever known.

So what was I to do about it? Wait, in the vain hope she might feel the same? I wasn’t anyone to inspire passion. Certainly not in someone like her.

I’d waited years for Dr. Whyborne to speak, and I’d end up waiting a lifetime for Persephone. Oliver was here, now. I didn’t have to wait for him to act. If I took up his offer, I’d have a good life. An actual home, not just a room in a boarding house. A friend to spend the evenings with. Children.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I need time to think.”

“Of course.” Oliver sat back. “I won’t mention it again, until you’re ready. But at least say you’ll return to New Bedford. This town is no place for you.”

I looked up in surprise at the dark tone that had entered his voice. “But my job at the Ladysmith…”

“I’ve heard too much about that place in the few days since I arrived.” Oliver’s smile was gone now, his expression grim.

“What’s wrong with the Ladysmith? It’s a fine museum. The best museum in America,” I added staunchly.

Oliver’s mouth tightened. “I know you want to think the best of everyone, Maggie. You always did. But my encounter with that librarian made me wonder what other sorts of people you might be exposed to there. So I asked around.” He shook his head. “The man you’re secretary for. Dr. Whyborne. I’ve heard some very unsavory rumors about him.”

“Then they’re lies.” What Oliver had heard, I couldn’t fathom. Certainly it couldn’t be anywhere near the truth of the matter, that he was a half-human sorcerer. “Dr. Whyborne has always behaved as a perfect gentleman for as long as I’ve known him.”

“I appreciate that you have a loyal heart,” Oliver said, but I could tell he didn’t believe me. “Ordinarily, I would think it a good thing, but in this case I fear it’s made you naïve. But even if I’m mistaken about him, this town…surely you can’t be happy here.”

I had to force my hands to relax and not crease my skirt. “And what is wrong with Widdershins?”

“The people are unpleasant.”

“Eccentric,” I corrected him.

“This morning’s newspaper contained a mention of grave-robbing, as though it were as commonplace as a stolen pocketbook.”

“These things happen,” I temporized.

“I found out exactly how many people have died in that museum of yours.”

“I…oh.” That was much harder to argue with. The Ladysmith did seem to average more than its share of violent deaths. “Please, Oliver, don’t tell Mother. She’d worry, and it really isn’t necessary.”

“I can’t make such promises.” He leaned across the table and took my hand. “This is no place for a sweet girl like you, Maggie.”


Widdershins knows its own.
 But surely that meant important people, like Dr. Putnam-Barnett or Mr. Flaherty. Not lowly secretaries.

“Just give me time to think, Oliver,” I said. “Please.”

“A few days,” he agreed. “Just…your father would never have wanted this for you. I know that without question, and I think you do, too.”

The waiter approached with the dessert menu, ending the conversation. But as I tried to savor my slice of chocolate torte, Oliver’s words lay heavy on me. Because I knew, about the last at least, that he was absolutely right.

~ * ~

Thanks to Oliver’s insistence on lingering over dinner, then escorting me home, it was almost midnight by the time I met Persephone outside the Undertow. I hadn’t even had time to change into the sensible dress I’d planned.

Fog rolled in with nightfall, something for which I was grateful as I slipped around the side of the theater. I’d nearly reached the stage door, when a heavy body dropped from above, landing in the alley beside me.

I let out an undignified squeak, before realizing it was only Persephone, holding a short spear tipped with stone. “Wretch,” I said.

She grinned. “You like it.” The grin faded slightly, became something else as her eyes swept over my form. “Land women wear far too much clothing. But the blue is pretty with your eyes.”

Predictably, my face heated. She’d meant nothing by the comment about wearing too much, other than an innocent remark on the differences between our peoples. Still, the thought of being unclothed before her sent a flush of warmth between my legs.

“Is-is everyone gone?” I asked, a bit breathlessly.

“Yes.” She nodded to the building beside the theater. “I watched from the roof. The land dwellers left and locked the door. I’ve seen no guard.”

Hopefully, she was right and the theater was indeed deserted. I took out the candle I’d concealed in my coat. My summoning stone was still in my coat pocket; I’d forgotten to remove it. “Then light this, and I’ll pick the lock. Then we’ll see what—if anything—we can find.”

This lock was a bit more complicated than the ones I’d picked before. As I worked at it, I couldn’t help but imagine Oliver’s reaction if he could see me now. No doubt he would consider Mr. Flaherty a corrupting influence for teaching me.

Odd, that a handsome man like Mr. Flaherty never seemed to have a sweetheart. He’d never brought a lady with him to any of the museum functions. No doubt as a private detective, he’d seen more than his share of love turned sour. Perhaps he preferred to remain unencumbered by any romantic entanglements. No doubt a meeting of the minds, such as he had with Dr. Whyborne, was more satisfactory to him.

“There,” I said with satisfaction, when the lock clicked open.

“Well done, Maggie.” Persephone’s teeth gleamed in the dim light. “Let’s go in.”

The door let onto a corridor, with more doors opening off to either side. Dressing rooms, no doubt, and perhaps the green room or manager’s office. “You know more of the ways of land dwellers,” Persephone said. “Where should we search for Irene and Burton?”

“We won’t find anything near the public areas,” I said. “So either backstage, or in any basement area, if there is one.”

“Down, then,” Persephone said. She shifted her spear in her hand. “Lead the way.”

I did so, doing my best to keep my steps silent. It was impossible, though: my skirt rustled, and the claws tipping Persephone’s webbed toes clicked against the stone floor.

The stone floor, which had been part of the original church. A church such as this would indeed have a basement. More accurately, it would have a crypt.

“Come,” I murmured. “I think I know where to look.”

I found the old stone staircase leading down to the crypt. The stage must have been directly above us. An opening had been cut into the stones of the ceiling, through which ran various ropes for hauling up props. The crypt itself seemed to be dedicated largely to storage: costumes spilled from half-open trunks, furniture for sets crowded in between the raised vaults, and cans of paint for backdrops were stored in niches that must have once held urns. What had happened to the earthly remains of those once interred here? Or—I shivered at the thought—had they simply been left in place, and even now rested beneath our feet?

I took the lead, and Persephone followed. The crypts occupied a small series of rooms, with a chapel at the far end. Other than the fact the prop room was in a crypt, nothing unusual presented itself until we reached the chapel.

The place seemed darker, somehow, and the scent of the sea stronger than it should have been beneath the ground. The light of the candle struggled against the shadows. Reluctantly it crept across the marble floor, the empty alcoves where saints had once rested, until it touched the rusty iron bars of a cage.

~ * ~

Persephone let out a hiss and rushed to the cage. I approached slowly, expecting to see poor Irene or Mr. Burton imprisoned within. Instead, the candlelight revealed a ketoi.

She huddled on the bottom of the cage, barely moving. Glossy skin had gone dry and cracked, and her tendrils lay limp and shriveled against her neck, their tips gone brown as rawhide. Her ribs heaved, breath rasping through parted lips as if every inhalation were a struggle.

Persephone crouched by the cage, her eyes narrow and teeth exposed. “Who are you?” she asked.

I paused in my approach. “You don’t know her?”

“She isn’t from our city.”

The ketoi opened her eyes at the sound of Persephone’s voice. Her lips parted, but what issued forth was the strange language Persephone sometimes sang in. The ketoi tongue, no doubt.

Persephone tugged on the padlock holding the cage shut, but it resisted her strength. “Can you open this, Maggie?”

“I’m sure I can.” I knelt beside her. “Who is she? Where did she come from?”

Persephone’s tendrils thrashed and coiled. “She isn’t making much sense. She says she’s a chieftess, like me. That her city was destroyed, her people slaughtered. But the rest is incoherent.”

“A destroyed city?” I asked, alarmed. “Is that possible?”

“It’s happened before.” Persephone’s expression was grim as she regarded the other chieftess. “We trade with one another, send emissaries to one another, but we are scattered across the globe. We are in close contact with the ketoi city off the coast of Cornwall, but otherwise? If she’s from a distant place, it might take months, even years, for word of it to travel to us here.”

I bent my attention to the padlock. The foreign chieftess valiantly struggled to sit up in the confines of the cage. “Why is she here? And what’s wrong with her?”

“The first, I don’t know.” Persephone put her hand between the bars of the cage, and the other chieftess seized it. “As for the second, she’s been outside of water for far too long. We can come onto land, but not live here indefinitely.”

The lock fell open. Persephone hastily swung open the door, then hauled the other ketoi out. “She’ll recover, in time, but only if we get her into water soon.”

I reached out to help. The ketoi snapped her shark teeth at me, and I snatched my fingers back in shock.

Persephone snarled something at her angrily. “She’s confused,” she said to me, apologetically.

I took a deep breath and nodded. Somehow I’d let myself forget just how dangerous those teeth could be. “I understand. She’s been held captive. Tortured.”

“Still. I won’t let her hurt you, even by accident.” Persephone shifted the chieftess into her arms. “I’ve got her. You lead the way.”

Seeing them close together, it was even more obvious how sick the foreign ketoi was. Her markings were pale, her muscles wasted. Sinews stood out beneath her skin, and the edges of her gill slits were red and inflamed.

I moved up the stairs as quietly as possible. Before I could make for the stage door, however, there came the murmur of voices. “… be here soon,” a man said.

Oh dear. Apparently the theater wasn’t deserted after all.

I froze. Persephone stopped as well, but I could still hear the rasp of breath from the freed prisoner. If we were caught…

Ordinarily, I would have believed Persephone equal to any threat. But the imprisoned chieftess suggested the acting troupe—or whatever they truly were—had defeated ketoi before. An entire city, even. They’d slay us without a thought.

“Yes, Grandfather,” replied a woman. The siren—Joanna Ayers. “I’ve done this before. You don’t have to repeat yourself.”

Footsteps echoed, making for the direction of the stage. Of all the bad luck.

I turned to Persephone. Careful to stay clear of the other ketoi, I leaned in, until my lips were nearly at her ear.

“We can’t risk the stage door, if there are people moving around near it,” I whispered. The tendrils of her hair shifted, perhaps in response to the touch of my breath. One glided over my skin, where my throat met my jaw. A shiver ran down my body, and my mouth went dry. “We’ll have to sneak out the front, and hope no one is about on the street outside.”

Persephone nodded mutely. I withdrew, but her scent of salt and ambergris still clung to my skin.

I went cautiously, careful to stay in the back corridors, away from the auditorium. The voices faded—they must have gone to the stage, as I’d thought.

A discreet door let us out into the lobby. I led the way across the shadowy space, relief creeping over me. We’d escape, and Persephone would carry the foreign chieftess back to the sea, and the ketoi would take care of whatever was happening here at Undertow.

The grand doors rattled in their frames. A moment later, there came the click of a latch, and one of them began to swing open.


Chapter 6

There was no time. I seized the arm of the foreign chieftess, gesturing wildly toward the coat check as I did so. She didn’t snap at me; perhaps she realized now I was trying to help. Persephone and I hauled her between us to the entrance of the coat check and ducked behind the counter.

The creak of hinges sounded, the door shutting again. Then slow, shuffling footsteps made their way across the lobby.

My heart thundered, and I had to fold my hands together to keep them from shaking. At least the steps weren’t drawing any nearer to our hiding place. Persephone shifted to her knees and cautiously peered over the top of the counter.

“Maggie,” she whispered. “Look.”

A man wearing a nightshirt, dressing gown, and slippers made his way toward the doors leading into the auditorium. His expression was slack, but his eyes were wide, as if he were trapped in a nightmare.

“A hybrid?” I whispered.

Persephone shrugged. “I do not know him, but it seems likely.”

The man entered the auditorium, leaving the door open behind him. Soft light, as of candles rather than stage lighting, spilled out, accompanied by the murmur of voices.

Beside me, Persephone looked torn. Her tendril hair thrashed, and her shark’s teeth flashed briefly. Then she seemed to come to a decision. “Stay here. This is my chance to see what they’re doing with the hybrids.”

“I’m coming with you,” I said.

Persephone nodded. “Yes.” Leaning close to the foreign chieftess, she murmured something in their own tongue. The chieftess had collapsed against the counter, but the lids of her eyes slid open in response to Persephone’s words. Whether she truly had enough awareness to understand them, I couldn’t tell.

This time Persephone led the way, moving in a low crouch across the darkened lobby, both hands clutched around the haft of her spear. I mimicked her stance as best I could, my hands knotted in my skirts to keep them from dragging across the floor. The moment we reached the uppermost seats of the auditorium, we ducked behind them, her to the right of the aisle and myself to the left. All but holding my breath, I peered out from my hiding spot and toward the stage.

The theater’s ghost light illuminated the center of the stage, where Ayers and Joanna waited. Stagehands lurked near the wings or in the first few rows, muscular arms folded over their chests. One man had rolled his sleeves back, exposing crude tattoos of the sort common to sailors. Two others held harpoons loosely in their hands. Were these men whalers, as Papa had been?

The hybrid had almost reached the stage. He stopped short of it, face slack as he stared in Joanna’s direction. Though she wore an ordinary dress as opposed to a costume, she held the bone mask from the play loosely in her hands.

“I have bad news,” Ayers said to the gathering. He clutched a sheet of paper in one hand, crumpling it.

Joanna cocked her head to the side. “Shouldn’t we wait for our sorcerous friend before sharing it?”

“This is too urgent.” Ayers looked out over the stagehands—though surely they were more than mere workers. “Our agent in Kansas has failed. The rust has been destroyed, and the harvest with it.”

Kansas. Dr. Whyborne had gone to Kansas. I cast a worried glance at Persephone across the aisle, but her attention remained fixed on the stage.

Some of the stagehands murmured in dismay. Joanna, on the other hand, seemed far more confident. “Then we’ll try something else. Once the ketoi are annihilated, we’ll be in a position to carry out whatever orders the Man in the Woods gives.”

A chill ran down my spine. The Man in the Woods. I didn’t know what he—it?—was, exactly, other than it had something to do with the rat thing that had tried to kill me last summer. And no doubt with the cult that had attacked Widdershins shortly thereafter. Fideles—that was the name I’d overheard, wasn’t it?

Oh no. Could these people be members of the same cult?

Ayers shook his head. “It’s worse than that. Mrs. Creigh sent her telegram as a warning, to leave town before Dr. Whyborne returns. He’s a monster—”

“So is she,” said one of the stagehands—cultists?—with a gesture at Joanna.

Her eyes widened in fury, and for a moment I half expected her to march down off the stage and strike him. Ayers put a hand to her shoulder and shot the cultist a dark look. “My grand-daughter’s blood may be corrupt, but her service to the masters will cleanse her. Recall that only one with ketoi blood can use the mask.”

The mask. They must have used it to cast the spell on the hybrids. No wonder it looked so different from the other masks in the play.

“But that is neither here nor there,” Ayers went on. “According to Mrs. Creigh, Dr. Whyborne is something worse than a mere hybrid. He has some connection with the maelstrom, and she suggests we flee before he returns.”

“After all this effort?” Joanna exclaimed. “Restoring the theater, making it into a base from which we could operate in the very heart of this abominable city, and now Creigh expects us to abandon it because of some—some hybrid sorcerer?”

“Aren’t you listening?” Ayers’s voice turned into an angry growl. “He isn’t just some sorcerer. He might not even be a someone
 but a something.
 Without knowing whatever crawled out of cracks in the world and into his semi-human skin, we would be foolish to challenge him.”

I sank back, just a little. That didn’t sound like the Dr. Whyborne I knew. He was a kind man, who forgot to eat if not reminded, and sometimes came to work with mismatched shoes. Not someone to fear. Not a thing.


I glanced at Persephone again. Her expression was one of concentration, but not surprise.

Heliabel had said even some ketoi feared the twins.

Joanna clutched the mask, her face stormy. “Then what? We’re supposed to just flee, tail between our legs? Leave the maelstrom in the hands of rebels and abominations? How do you think the masters will repay us for that when they return?”

“We’ll complete our mission, never fear.” Ayers cast a long look at the rest of the group. “We still have a few days before Dr. Whyborne’s return, no matter how fast the trains run. With the raw magic of the vortex available to fuel our spells, what took weeks before can be accomplished in a single night.” He gestured to the bespelled hybrid, who still stood and swayed like a sleepwalker. “We have enough sacrifices. Tomorrow night, the ketoi city will fall.”

~ * ~

My breath caught, and a hiss escaped Persephone. We had to get out of here. She had to get back to the ocean so she could warn her people.

A croaking shriek rang out through the auditorium. An instant later, the foreign chieftess charged through the doors, past Persephone and me. With a strength I wouldn’t have imagined she still possessed, she rushed the group on the stage.

Shouts rang out. The stagehands fell back, wary of her teeth and claws. But Ayers only shook his head.

“You know what to do, Joanna,” he said.

Joanna lifted the mask to her face and began to sing.

The foreign chieftess stumbled, her whole body twitching, as if manipulated by wires. Across the aisle from me, Persephone’s eyes went wide—and she rose to her feet. The muscles in her neck stood out as she clenched her jaw, but her foot jerked forward, dragging her into the aisle. Her spear fell from her hand.

“Persephone!” I whispered frantically.

“Another one,” Ayers said in disgust.

Her lips drew back from her teeth, and her hair lashed wildly. “The song…it’s like the summoning stones. It draws us. I have to fight it. I…have…to…”

I pressed myself against the back of the seat. My heart thundered, and I strove to hold my breath. I hadn’t been discovered yet, but it would be only a matter of time. I had to do something, to save Persephone…but what?

A low growl came from Persephone. She halted, only a few feet down the aisle. “No,” she said. “No. I…will…not.”

“What’s happening?” Ayers demanded. “How is she resisting? Joanna!”

The siren’s song grew louder, but volume seemed to have no effect. Blood leaked from Persephone’s hands, where her claws had punctured her own palms, and her entire body was braced as if against a great wind. But she didn’t move closer to the stage.

“No matter,” Ayers said coldly. “Kill her.”

No! I couldn’t let this happen, I couldn’t—

My frightened gaze locked on Persephone’s dropped spear.

If I’d taken the time to think, I would have been paralyzed with fright. As it was, I lunged into the aisle and snatched up the spear. It was unexpectedly heavy in my hands.

One of the cultists had raised his harpoon, his arm poised to throw it at Persephone. With a furious shout, I hurled the spear at him.

It flew perhaps five feet, before clattering uselessly to the floor.

Still, I’d managed to startle them. The song cut off abruptly, and the cultist with the harpoon hesitated.

Released from the bonds of the song, the foreign chieftess leaped on the cultist with a hideous cry. He shoved her off—then drove the harpoon through her body.

I cried out in horror. A shriek of outrage burst from Persephone—and then she flung out both hands.

Wind roared through the theater, howling through the open doors with such force it drove me to my knees. The great curtain tore free, collapsing onto the stage and enshrouding Ayers and Joanna in its folds.

Persephone didn’t wait for the other cultists to act. One strong arm seized my waist—and then she was running as fast as her batrachian feet would carry her, dragging me helplessly along.

“No!” I cried. “Irene—she must be here! We have to save her!”

“The mask,” Persephone panted, and the fear in her voice turned my blood to ice. “It’s made from the bones of a god. They’ve killed a god!”

A harpoon shot past, burying itself in one of the seats. One of the stagehands tried to block the door, but Persephone blew him back with a blast of wind. A second blast hurled open the doors onto the street—and then we were in the free night air.

~ * ~

Fog had rolled in off the ocean, shrouding the electric streetlights and muffling sound. Neither of us slowed. I half expected to hear shouts behind us, or feel the impact of a harpoon through my back. But neither happened. We’d escaped.

And left Irene and the other hybrids to whatever fate Ayers had in store for them.

Once the theater was a few blocks behind us, Persephone slowed. My own lungs burned and my legs ached—and I at least was built to run on land. Her arm slipped from my waist, but I caught her hand and held it tight.

“What’s happening?” I asked, when I had some of my wind back. “What did you mean about the mask? That they killed a god?”

So close, the fog didn’t prevent me from making out her features. A sort of blank horror filled her eyes. “That must have been what the other chieftess was trying to tell me. They wiped out her city, and imprisoned her, murdered the god…”

“How do you know?”

She drew in a long, shaky breath. “The cabochon in the mask came from the body of a god. It’s how they sing to us in our dreams.” She touched her own forehead, as if to signal its placement. “Somehow, these land dwellers were able to kill a god and turn its bones into something to summon us against our will. I have to return to the sea and warn the dweller in the deeps. Warn everyone.”

“Yes.” I squeezed her hand. As much as I hated leaving Irene behind—assuming she was even still alive at this juncture—this was obviously so much bigger than a single life. Or a handful of lives, even. “Go.”

“Your home is on the way back to the river. I’ll walk with you.” She winced. “My legs hurt too much to go any faster on land.”

I wished I were large and strong, so that I might carry her. “Here. Lean on my arm.”

She did so. “They must be Fideles,” she said, her voice pitched low. “They spoke of Kansas, and my brother was certain the cult was in Fallow.”

Trepidation made my voice quiver. “D-didn’t you hear what they said about Dr. Whyborne?”

She nodded. “He succeeded. Good.”

Any relief I might have had concerning his safe return had become buried beneath fear and worry. “It’s just…” I wasn’t certain how to ask the questions bubbling in my mind. “They talked about him like he was some sort of monster.”

Persephone stopped and turned to me. We’d reached the sidewalk near the boarding house. Though we stood mostly in shadow, fog or fear had made us more careless than usual, and the muted light of the electric street lamps showed me her features.

“Perhaps we are,” she said. “My brother and I. Monsters together, to ketoi and humans alike.” Then she lifted her hand. Her fingers touched my cheek, skating slowly over my skin, until her thumb came to rest just at the corner of my lips.

My heart rate had started to settle after our run. Now it raced again, the pulse hot in my neck. Wordless longing gripped me. I wanted to turn my head just a little, suck her thumb into my mouth, run my tongue over the claw tipping it. I wanted her arm around my waist again—both arms, or her legs wrapped around me. Something. Anything.

She leaned closer. Her tendrils had settled into stillness around her, and in the dim light it might almost have been hair. Her pupils were wide, the brown irises reduced to a thin ring. The diffused light lent her skin a warm glow.

“What do you think, Maggie?” she whispered, so close I could feel her breath on my mouth. “Am I a monster?”

I parted my lips to give her the only answer I could.

The cold click of a gun’s hammer interrupted me. “Yes, you are,” Oliver said.


Chapter 7

We jerked apart, Persephone turning with a hiss, thrusting me behind her. Oliver stood in the street, his face set with cold fury. The gun in his hand pointed at Persephone.

“No!” I shouted. I tried to push Persephone out of the way, to put myself between her and Oliver, but she was far too strong. “Stop! Oliver, don’t!”

Oliver’s eyes narrowed. “Step away from it, Maggie.”

Persephone snarled. All her shark teeth were exposed, her tentacles drawn up to sting. “It’s all right,” I said. “Persephone, please, calm down. Oliver isn’t going to hurt me.”

She hesitated, but dropped her arm. Her tentacles relaxed slightly, but didn’t fall to her shoulders. I moved toward Oliver, my gaze locked on his face. “Oliver, put down the gun. You don’t understand.”

“No,” he said. “I’m afraid you’re the one who doesn’t understand. But you will.”

He fired the gun.

My scream drowned out Persephone’s cry. She crumpled to the ground, and blood from her torso turned the sidewalk red.

“No!” I tried to rush to her side, but Oliver’s hand locked on my wrist like an iron vise.

“What are you doing?” he demanded. “Stay away from that thing!”

I fought him, striking him about the head with my free hand. “Let me go; let me go.” I had to get to Persephone, had to help her. She was hurt and bleeding, and Oliver had shot
 her, and oh God this couldn’t be happening.

“Stop,” he ordered. When I continued to struggle, he struck me on the side of the head with the heavy butt of the gun.

Pain exploded through my skull, and stars flashed in my vision. I sagged, dazed, and he began to drag me stumbling down the sidewalk. I tried to turn and catch another glimpse of Persephone. Her side moved—didn’t it? Or was my blurred vision tricking me?

Dizziness overwhelmed me, the world spinning like a merry-go-round. I went to my knees, barely conscious of my dress ripping.

“I don’t know what you were doing in that creature’s company, but I will find out.” He tugged on my arm, sending a bolt of pain through my shoulder. “Get up.”

“I can’t.” Tears slicked my face. Everything seemed strangely distant, either because of my head wound or the shock of what had happened. “Why? Why did you do that? You hurt her, hurt my friend!”

“Those things don’t have friends, you little fool.” I couldn’t make out his face through my tears, but his voice was implacable. “I killed a monster. And in doing so, I saved you.”


“Saved
 me?” I would have laughed if I could.

“Yes.” He hauled on my arm again. “You’ve been tricked, somehow. That’s the only explanation. But I’ll show you the truth, whether you want me to or not.”

I wanted to scream again, and pray help came for me. But if the police answered, would they side with Oliver or with Persephone?

It wasn’t even a question. They’d believe Oliver when he said I was hysterical after being attacked by an inhuman creature. They’d realize Persephone was still alive and kill her right in front of me.

Making a fuss would only endanger Persephone. And the longer we lingered here, the more likely it was Oliver would realize Persephone was still breathing.

Was she still breathing?

I didn’t know, and couldn’t look. If she was still alive, I couldn’t risk drawing Oliver’s attention to her.

I forced myself to my feet, fighting off a wave of nausea as I did so.

“Thank you,” he said. “I must say, it was a bit of a shock, seeing you speaking with one of them.
 But you don’t understand, that’s all. You will when I explain.”

I didn’t reply, only let him drag me along. Either shock or concussion stole moments of time from me, and the unreality of the thick fog helped nothing. It wasn’t until we stood beneath the unlit marquee that I realized where he’d been so bent on taking me.

The Undertow.

~ * ~

“You must have a great many questions,” Oliver said as he entered the green room. “Of course, so do I.”

He’d dragged me into the theater and backstage, where he’d removed my coat—and with it, the summoning stone and knife in my pockets. Then he’d locked me in the green room.

Exhaustion, my head wound, and despair did their part. I collapsed to the couch sitting along one wall and lost consciousness, for how long I didn’t know. The old stones of the original church formed the back wall of the green room, and no windows opened to the outside. It might still be night, or after dawn, or even the middle of the day for all I knew.

Was Persephone safe? In pain? Had she made it to the river, to the ocean, to her people?

Was she even still alive?

If I thought too long about the latter possibility, I’d be reduced to a sobbing mess. Later there would be time for tears, but for now, I had to think clearly if I was to have any hope of leaving the Undertow alive.

I sat up and eyed Oliver warily. He grabbed one of the chairs and dragged it closer to the couch, before seating himself. “I thought you were still the sweet, innocent girl I always knew. And yet here I find you, consorting with a ketoi.” His face twisted with revulsion. “How did you learn about them? Did that abomination Dr. Whyborne lead you astray with false promises?”

Oliver knew about the ketoi. Was he a part of the cult?

My heart sank. We’d been friends most of my life, and yes, we’d drifted apart. But none of his letters had ever led me to believe he’d changed to such an extent.

Then again, he must be thinking the same thing about me right now.

My head ached fiercely, and I wanted nothing more than to lie back down on the couch. To sleep, and then wake and find it was all a dream. But it wasn’t, so I had to decide just how much of the truth to give him. “She—the ketoi—saved my life,” I said, which was close to the truth. Persephone would surely have killed the rat creature to keep it from me, if the cat hadn’t gotten it first. “I owe her.”

“Ah.” Oliver’s expression relaxed, the hardness leaving it. “Of course. I see it now. You’ve been led astray by girlish naïveté.”

If that was how he wanted to see me, it would be folly to argue. “She said Irene might be here,” I said, doing my best to look abashed. “You remember me telling you about how she disappeared? Irene is my friend; I had to help her.”

“There were things you didn’t know about Irene,” Oliver said regretfully. “You can’t imagine my dismay the other night, when she proved to be a hybrid.”

I pasted a look of shock on my face. “A hybrid?”

“Yes.” Oliver nodded. “Between your association with her and Dr. Whyborne, Mr. Ayers thinks you’re in league with the forces of darkness. Those who would bring about the end of the world.”

Could Oliver have simply misunderstood? Had he been the one led astray, fooled by the lies of the Fideles? I widened my eyes in what I hoped was a genuine look of horror. “Dr. Whyborne? Oh no, you must be wrong. I told you before, he’s a gentleman.”

“A mask of flesh over…well, I won’t trouble you further.” Oliver leaned forward. “Maggie…there are things I have to tell you. I’d thought to keep them from you, because the truth is terrible. The sort of thing no woman should be burdened with. But seeing as you’ve already been drawn into the web, used and taken advantage of by these villains, I fear I have no choice.”

Dread pooled in my limbs, but I fought not to let it show. “Then tell me.”

He took one of my hands. I forced myself to let it remain in his grasp, when all I wanted was to snatch it back.

“You thought Irene was your friend,” he said, looking into my eyes. “And the female ketoi as well, it seems. But what you don’t know is the Bedlam
 didn’t simply founder in a storm. Everyone on board, including Captain Parkhurst and my father, were murdered by the ketoi.”

~ * ~

All the blood seemed to drain from my extremities. Surely I had to have misunderstood. “Wh-what?”

Oliver released my hand and sat back in the chair. He looked tired, suddenly, as if reaching the end of a long struggle. “I don’t know if you recall, but one of the few remnants of the Bedlam
 found was the cork-lined trunk my father owned. It contained his diary, a few odds and ends…and a strangely carved rock.”

A summoning stone? I kept my face as neutral as I could.

“I didn’t know what it meant at first,” he went on. “Of course, I read the diary at once. He spoke of the trip across country, from New Bedford to San Francisco, and of his first look at the Bedlam.
 ”

I nodded. As the number of whales decreased in the Atlantic, the company had begun to send its senior captains and crew to the more plentiful waters of the western arctic. It had been their first expedition to that portion of the globe.

We’d remained behind in New Bedford, along with Mrs. Young and Oliver. Papa and Mr. Young hadn’t wanted to uproot us from the homes and neighborhood we’d lived in for so long.

In the end, it hadn’t mattered. We’d lost it all anyway.

And now Oliver said it was due to the ketoi.

“After the launch,” Oliver went on, “Father merely recorded the ordinary thoughts of a man at sea. Minor infractions on the parts of the sailors, the weather conditions, how the Bering Sea differed from Hudson Bay. I kept reading, though, because it…it helped me feel closer to him.”

His mouth tightened with emotion. An unexpected twinge of jealousy ran through me. If only Papa’s log and diary had been recovered as well. At least Oliver had something of his father’s to keep, whereas we had nothing.

“I don’t understand,” I said, by way of prompting him.

Oliver seemed to come back to himself. “Forgive me. It was hard to read—it both comforted me and made my grief keener. As I said, at first the entries were ordinary. Then, one day, the men dropped nets to catch a bit of fish for their dinner. And when they pulled one of the nets in, they found tangled in it a creature such as they had never seen.”

I sat up straighter. “A ketoi?”

He nodded. “It hissed and snarled at them. Started to bite through the nets with those awful teeth.” He shuddered. “One of the men, Martinez, shouted they had to put it back in the water. Let it go.”

I had an awful feeling I knew where this was going. “But they didn’t.”

“Of course not.” Oliver looked at me as though I’d be mad to think otherwise. “For one thing, it wore a small fortune in gold and jewels, even if it wore nothing else. And for another, they’d just captured a creature, a human like creature, of the sort no one had ever seen. P.T. Barnum made a fortune exhibiting the mummified body of a monkey sewn onto a fish. How much more would a real mermaid be worth?”

Oh God.

Bile stung the back of my throat, and my head throbbed in time to my heartbeat. “They killed her.”

“Of course,” Oliver said, as though there were no other possible outcome. “She was too dangerous to keep captive, that was apparent from the first. And a dead mermaid would be nearly as valuable as a live one.”

I’d asked myself what Papa would have done, faced with a woman from the sea. And now I had the awful answer. He’d responded not with awe, with love, but with greed and fear.

“Martinez tried to stop them,” Oliver went on. “He screamed that it would bring ruin on the ship. Captain Parkhurst had him put in irons for insubordination.”

“He should have remembered the ballad,” I said through numb lips. I have a wife in Salem town, / But tonight a widow she will be.


“He wasn’t to blame, and neither was my father,” Oliver snapped. I opened eyes I didn’t remember closing and found him glaring at me. “What they caught in the net was worse than an animal. A monster, with monstrous kin. As soon as Martinez was out of irons, he tried to break into the crate where the ketoi’s body was packed in ice. There was a struggle; he slipped on the ice and struck his head. He died a few days later. They found the stone amongst his belongings, and Father took it when the captain wasn’t interested. They sewed Martinez’s body into a bit of sailcloth and threw him in the ocean. But as it was sinking, one of the other men swore he saw hands reaching up to drag it down into the depths.”

I took a deep breath. Martinez had probably been a hybrid, then. Did he know the ketoi in the net, or had she inhabited a different city than the one from which he sprang?

Two deaths, now, aboard the Bedlam.
 Did the ketoi believe the ship had come to destroy them?

“After that, everything went wrong,” Oliver said. As if everything hadn’t already gone awry. “No fish, no whales, nothing but the endless sea. Father wrote it was as if the very creatures of the ocean hid from them. The ship sprang leaks it shouldn’t have, and sometimes moved slowly, as if something dragged on the hull from beneath. The men began to mutter among themselves, certain some bad luck had befallen them. Even Father began to feel it. It was as though some ill fortune stalked them across the waves. Which of course it did.”

Cold crept up my spine. How frightening must it have been, to be so alone on the vast ocean, certain they were being hunted.

“Men began to vanish,” Oliver went on remorselessly. “Snatched off the deck in the hours of darkness, with no trace of them remaining. Father and Captain Parkhurst did their best to keep the men from mutiny. But they were half-crazed with fear, and some of them took a whaleboat at gunpoint. The captain had no choice but to let them go. The ketoi swarmed the boat within sight of the ship and dragged every soul into the sea.”

“Oh no,” I whispered.

“The diary ends there. Or almost there. There’s a single entry more, undated, that merely says God help us all.”
 Oliver shook his head slowly. “You can imagine what went through my mind when I read that. I wanted to tell you—to tell everyone—that our fathers hadn’t died from some act of God or nature. They were murdered by fiends from the very depths of hell. But if I had tried, everyone would have thought Father mad, his journal either the ravings of a lunatic or some sort of forgery on my part.”

Oliver leaned forward, intent on me. “So now you know the truth. These creatures have your father’s blood on their hands. And you understand why, for the good of humanity, we must wipe their filthy kind from our globe.”


Chapter 8

I sat very still, painfully aware of my heartbeat. I’d always believed Papa a victim of the sea—of chance. A rogue wave, or a storm, or a crushing floe of ice drifting down from the pole had wrecked the Bedlam
 . There was no one to blame beyond providence or ill fortune.

But that hadn’t been the case at all. He’d died in terror, probably in pain, not at the hand of blind chance but at that of the ketoi. By creatures that looked like Persephone.

I heard again the crack of the bullet, saw the bright splash of Persephone’s blood on the sidewalk.

“I understand this is a shock to you,” Oliver said, and his voice surprised me with its gentleness. “It was to me as well. At first, I wondered if it could even be true. Or if Father’s diary merely chronicled his own descent into madness.” He swallowed thickly. “I regret ever doubting him, but at the time I had to be sure. So I left New Bedford and sought the truth. It took some time, but I did find it in the end. I came across men and women who knew things beyond the normal realms of human existence. Who showed me how to call upon a power most don’t imagine even exists.”

He spoke a word I’d heard from Persephone’s lips, and the candle on the table burst into flame.


“Our sorcerous friend,”
 Joanna had said last night. She’d referred to Oliver.

“Don’t be afraid,” Oliver said, putting his hand on mine once again. “Magic is real, but I’ve vowed only to use it for the good of all humanity. I’m with an…an organization, one might say, that includes Mr. and Miss Ayers. We’re fighting to save our very species.” His fingers tightened around my wrist. “And you do see the ketoi are monsters, don’t you? Whatever you might have thought before?”

I took a deep, trembling breath. I could remember my first reaction to seeing the ketoi, all too well. The night of the Hallowe’en tours, when they’d swarmed through the open doors of the museum, bringing with them the scent of the sea.

I’d been utterly terrified. Nothing I’d experienced in Widdershins had begun to prepare me for the sight of such inhuman things. They’d been menacing, terrible, intent on taking us hostage. Probably on killing us. I’d clung to Dr. Gerritson’s arm, certain we were all going to die.

Then the doors burst open, and Dr. Whyborne walked in, Persephone at his side. They’d saved us. Persephone had cut off the head of the old chieftess, held it up by its tentacle hair, and ordered the ketoi to leave. It had been bloody and barbaric, and I should have run screaming when I saw her next in the house where Dr. Whyborne rented a room from Mr. Flaherty.

But I didn’t.

“Oliver,” I said raggedly, “I know they’re frightening. I do. But please, listen to me. Papa made a terrible, tragic mistake. The ketoi of the Bering Sea compounded it, punishing everyone aboard the ship. But these
 ketoi had nothing to do with it. They don’t deserve to die because some ketoi on the other side of the world lashed out in revenge. You’re punishing innocents for a crime they didn’t commit.”


“Innocents?”
 He laughed raggedly. “My dear, sweet, naïve Maggie. I’ve spent years searching for every report of mysteriously vanished ships. I know about the derelicts found off the coast here a mere two years ago. These creatures are just as murderous, just as guilty, as their kin.”

I pressed my lips together. How could I convince him, when I didn’t have all the facts myself? I knew the old chieftess and Stanford Whyborne had banded together, seeking to rule the land and the sea. But as for the rest of it, Dr. Whyborne didn’t confide such things in me. No one did.

I was only a secretary, after all.

But I did know Dr. Whyborne wasn’t evil or cruel, no matter what blood ran in his veins. I knew that Persephone had saved my life, that she cared about me. That she would never hurt anyone who didn’t threaten her first. I knew Irene loved small animals, that she laughed at herself as much as anyone else, that she had been my friend even if she hadn’t told me why she’d moved into the boarding house with me.

“Pirates did much the same—do much the same,” I said. “Should all of humanity be wiped out for their crimes?”

Oliver sat back, pulling his hand away. “You can’t truly be that ignorant. Don’t you understand? The ketoi aren’t human. Our nature might vary, but theirs does not. They’re like a mass of schooling fish, without individuality. That’s why the bone mask works on them. And that’s how we destroy them.”

Fear made my mouth dry. “Persephone said you killed a god.”

The cold edge to his smile chilled me. “We did. A madhouse doctor—from this very town, in fact—uncovered an ancient spell to summon them. We were able to adapt his work, using the bodies and life energy of the god’s own subjects to fuel the magic. Until at last it rose. Men died, a fleet of ships gone to the bottom. Their sacrifice hidden, lied about, so it will never appear in a newspaper, and no one will ever know the truth of their heroism. But it was all worth it, because now wiping the ketoi out will be so much easier.”

“No,” I whispered. “No, Oliver, please.”

“You still try to defend them?” His hand shot out, catching me by the chin. I yelped, and he shoved me back against the couch. Pain flared through my skull again, his fingers tight enough to leave bruises. “Even after all I’ve told you? Have you no loyalty to your father, that you would side with the very animals that killed him? How could you betray his memory like this?”

“Oliver, please, you’re hurting me!”

“Perhaps I ought to. You are either with us or against us,” he said in a low, ugly voice. “I thought you were still the girl I knew in New Bedford. But you aren’t, are you? You’re corrupted.”

My breath refused to come. My head ached, and my muscles felt locked into place. If I fought him now, was there any hope of escape? He was a sorcerer. He’d kill me.

He might have killed Persephone.

I let my fear show, whimpering as I said, “No, I’m not, I’m just confused. This is all so much.”

It was difficult to speak, with his hand clamped to my jaw. For a long moment, he merely stared down at me, as though asking himself whether or not he believed my pathetic protest.

There came a knock on the door. “Mr. Young?” called a muffled voice. “The ship is ready.”

Oliver released me and stepped back. “I’ll be right there,” he called. Then he turned back to me. “I have matters to attend to. I’ll take revenge for us both, whether you wish it or not. Until then, I think you should remain here. Consider everything I’ve told you.”

He left, and I heard the key turn in the lock once again. A part of me wanted nothing better than to slump down on the couch and weep. I wasn’t even certain whom my tears burned for: Papa, or Persephone, or all of us together.

All of my memories of Papa seemed to come rushing back. His strong voice, singing of mermaids and shipwrecks. The warm glow of his pipe as he drew on it. Lifting me up when I was little, tossing me in the air and laughing.

Why hadn’t he listened to Martinez? Why hadn’t he taken the lesson of the ballads and returned the “mermaid” to the sea? Mr. Young’s diary had spoken of greed, of dreams of fame and fortune beyond what an ordinary whaler might hope for.

“Why, Papa?” I whispered. “Why couldn’t you have just let her go?”

The tears broke free, spilling down my cheeks. Oliver had accused me of betrayal, but I couldn’t help but feel they’d betrayed me: Papa by killing the ketoi and setting events in motion, Oliver by shooting Persephone…

Oh God, Persephone. Why hadn’t I just taken the initiative once in my life and told her how I felt? That I’d fallen in love with her.

And maybe she would have laughed, but at least I wouldn’t be sitting here with regret like a stone in my chest, crushing the breath out of me.

I dashed the tears impatiently away. Now wasn’t the time to crumble. If the worst had happened, if Persephone hadn’t made it, then the ketoi would have no idea of the plot against them. Which meant I had to get out of here and find help.

I forced myself to my feet and crossed the room. Pressing my ear to the door, I listened intently for any sound of voices or movement.

Nothing. The other man had mentioned a ship. And Oliver meant to destroy the ketoi.

Whatever they were going to do, it would happen tonight. Ayers had said as much last night. Depending on how long I’d been kept here, there might not be much time left.

I gathered up the rags of my courage and pulled a pin from my hair. Crouching down on the floor, I set myself to picking the lock.

~ * ~

I made my way to the Ladysmith, because I didn’t know what else to do.

Twilight had swept its purple cloak over Widdershins by the time I let myself out the side door of the Undertow, shaking with fear of discovery. If any guard had been left behind, though, I hadn’t encountered him. Clearly Oliver believed me contained.

I briefly considered returning to the boardinghouse for a change of clothing. But I wasn’t certain Mrs. Yagoda would let me in. Vanishing for a night without explanation wasn’t the sort of behavior she expected from young ladies, and there was a good chance I’d find all of my possessions either sold off or thrown out. Either way, I didn’t have time to argue with her.

Had Dr. Whyborne not left town with his friend, I would have gone straight to Mr. Flaherty. He would have known what to do. But if that had been the case, I wouldn’t be in this situation to start with—they would have been with Persephone last night, not me.

Persephone wouldn’t have been hurt. She wouldn’t possibly be dead.

Curse Oliver for taking my summoning stone. I might go to the shore, but I had no way of calling the ketoi to me without it.

As it was, Mr. Quinn was the only ally I could count on now. I’d go to him, and together we’d find some way to warn the ketoi, which hopefully didn’t include the blood of any junior librarians. Find Persephone…

A sob threatened to choke me. I tried so hard to lock away the memory of her blood, her still form, but it kept intruding no matter what I did.

An empty space opened in my heart such as I’d never known. It wasn’t right; it wasn’t fair, that someone like her—beautiful and sweet and strong—should be taken out of the world. I loved the way she laughed, the way she tugged on my hair with hers, the way she grinned when she made sly comments about my manner of dress.

I lacked the funds for a cab, and unfortunately my disreputable appearance—dress torn at the knees, hair in complete disarray—meant the omnibus conductor took one look and ordered me off. As a result, I had no choice but to walk the entire distance to the Ladysmith. I could only hope not to encounter Dr. Hart once I reached the staff areas. If he saw me like this, I’d be fired on the spot.

Fortunately, I made my way through the staff area without encountering anyone save a night guard, beginning his first rounds of the evening. He looked at me in surprise, but I only shook my head to indicate I didn’t require his assistance. He was a Widdershins native, so after a long moment of hesitation, he turned away and pretended not to have noticed anything amiss.

The lights in the library still blazed when I entered, but the front desk was deserted. “Mr. Quinn?” I called. “Mr. Quinn, are you here?”

A librarian emerged from the stacks, a forbidding frown on his face. “The library is closed for the evening, Miss Parkhurst.”

“I know, but please—is Mr. Quinn here?” If he wasn’t, I didn’t know what I’d do.

“The library is closed,” he repeated.

My temper snapped. “I heard you the first time. Where is Mr. Quinn? I must speak with him on a matter of urgency.” I narrowed my eyes and stiffened my spine. “I promise, if you thwart me, I’ll make certain both he and Dr. Whyborne know about it. I can’t say for certain what they would do…”

He paled sharply at the implied threat. “One moment. I’ll fetch Mr. Quinn right away.”

Thankfully for my nerves, it was only a few minutes before Mr. Quinn himself appeared. His pale eyes focused on me, and as I opened my mouth to explain my presence, he said, “You seem unharmed. Excellent. Widdershins has been greatly distressed about your safety.”

For the first time in hours, I felt the stirrings of hope. “She’s here? Persephone?”

“Yes.” A smile crawled across Mr. Quinn’s thin lips. “She came to the library. To me. Because I have proved my loyalty.”

“Er…yes.” I bit my lip. “And she’s…all right?”

“Wounded, but we have cared for her. And she says her people are more resilient than humans.” He cocked his head. “Come. She’ll be most pleased to see you.”

I half wanted to collapse with relief. Instead, I followed him back through the library. The place was a labyrinth—literally, thanks to the mad architect who had designed the museum. As if hearing my thoughts, Mr. Quinn said, “This seemed the safest place to hide her. No one else knows all the twists of the labyrinth. Not even Dr. Whyborne.” Another smile flitted over his mouth. “Only me. When I was first hired, I walked its halls day in and day out. When I could navigate it blindfolded, I finally knew I belonged.”

“That’s…a good skill to have,” I said, though I couldn’t imagine any practical use for it.

“I could hide anything back here,” he added, “and no one would ever find out.”

“But you, um, haven’t? Have you?” I asked. “Other than Persephone, I mean?”

“Not as far as anyone knows,” he replied. “Ah. Here we are.”

One of the curtains used to block off exhibits under construction or repair stood in front of an alcove, a sign reading KEEP OUT pinned neatly to it. Mr. Quinn gestured and gave a small bow. “Summon me when you’re ready. I’ll remain nearby.”

I lifted the edge of the curtain and ducked beneath. The alcove contained a table and two chairs. A thick nest of overcoats, probably those of the library staff, formed a bed atop the table.

Persephone lay there, a long, black coat thrown over her like a blanket. It was impossible to judge her color, though I thought perhaps the darker swirls were lighter than usual against the pearlescent white.

At my entrance, she pushed herself up on her elbows, blinking groggily. “Maggie?” A grin split her face, revealing those terrible teeth. “You escaped!”

A mixture of relief and tenderness rushed over me, and I hurried to her side. “Don’t move. You’ll hurt yourself.”

She ignored my advice, pushing herself into something of a sitting position. The coat slipped down, pooling in her lap and revealing a swath of bandages around her middle. “Are you all right?” she asked. “I was worried about you. Mr. Quinn said the librarians would go to the theater tonight to save you, but I feared they’d be too late.”

“I’m all right.” I sat on the edge of the table beside her. “Oliver—the man who shot you—didn’t want me dead. He wanted me to join him.” I told her everything I had learned—about the Bedlam
 , about Papa’s death and Oliver’s plans for revenge. My voice trembled in places, but I continued on until the end.

Persephone had stilled while I spoke. Even her tentacle hair rested on her shoulders, unmoving. She gazed at the small lantern Mr. Quinn had placed in the alcove for light, but not as if she truly saw it.

“I’m sorry, Maggie,” she said at last.

“Why? You have nothing to apologize for.”

“No. But I regret…” she trailed off and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve been foolish. I already knew how my kind seems to you land dwellers.”

Feeling as though I stood balanced on the edge of a precipice, I reached out and caught her chin in my fingers. She let me lift her head, until I could see her features. The sleek bones of her inhuman face, the delicate points of her ears, the dark swirls of color like war paint. “You asked me a question, before.” My voice shook, and I took a steadying breath. “Here is your answer.”

I kissed her.


Chapter 9

For a moment, she didn’t respond, and I thought I’d made a mistake. But Persephone wasn’t me, wasn’t fearful and cautious and paralyzed.

She kissed me back.

My heart felt as though it meant to beat free of my chest altogether. The kiss was slow, careful thanks to her rows of shark teeth, but somehow that made it all the more delicious. She tasted of salt and the sea. When her fingers found my hair, sinking into the half-pinned locks, I moaned against her mouth.

I longed to climb onto the makeshift bed with her. But we were in the middle of the library, with only a flimsy curtain between us and anyone who chanced by. So I pulled back reluctantly. My breath came short and fast, and so did hers.

A grin curved her mouth. “Pretty cuttlefish,” she said, twining my hair around her fingers.

My cheeks grew warm, and I glanced away in embarrassment. “I’m not pretty.”

“I say you are.” Her hand withdrew, and when I looked at her again, a slight frown curved her mouth. “I thought you didn’t…how do you land people say it? Like me? Not as friends, but as more. This.”

I blinked in shock. “Of course I do! You’re—you’re amazing.” I gestured at her vaguely. “You’re beautiful and strong and funny.”

“But you didn’t like the squid,” she said, as though making an argument.

“The squid? What…oh.” Realization dawned. “You’re the one who left the squid on my windowsill?”

“How else was I to court you?” She must have read my shock in the expression on my face, because her brows drew together. “This isn’t a human custom?”

“Not…not quite.”

She shook her head in frustration. “I should have asked Mother. Or my brother.”

The idea of her asking Dr. Whyborne how to court me caused me to feel faint. “I’m glad you didn’t.” Then something else occurred to me. “Your mother…Heliabel…knows you like women? Not just men?”

“I have male friends, but I’ve never wished for them to be more,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Why? Have you?”

My face could have fried an egg. I tried very hard not to think of her brother, and failed miserably. “S-Sometimes. Is that all right?”

She gave me that slow grin again. “As long as you like me better.”

“Always.” I took her hand, a bit shyly. She immediately curled her fingers around mine, the tips of her claws resting lightly against my skin.

I wanted to stay like this forever. Well, not like this, precisely. I wanted to kiss her again. Warmth collected between my thighs at the thought we might do other things, as well.

Aware I was blushing furiously, I cleared my throat. “The ketoi. Were you able to warn them?”

Persephone withdrew her hand. “No,” she said, her voice a growl of frustration. “The librarians have no summoning stones.”

“And Oliver took mine.” My shoulders slumped. “But surely your people will worry when you don’t return?”

“Of course.” Her scowl deepened. “But they can’t walk the streets openly during the day. That is why we have the hybrids, to be our eyes and ears on the land. But those who are known to us are either taken captive or have fled.” Persephone shook her head. “Foolish. I underestimated the danger.”

I wracked my brain, trying to think of some solution. “What about your father? He has some way of contacting your mother, surely. I could go to Whyborne House with a message for him.”

“Mother is done with her life on the land,” Persephone replied. “Perhaps I should have given Father a summoning stone, but I wasn’t certain I wanted him to have one. Stupid.” She sighed. “I have made many mistakes, it seems.”

“You couldn’t have known.” I took her hand again.

“Still, we aren’t without allies.” She straightened. “The librarians have fought for us once before. And they aren’t vulnerable to the siren’s song. Mr. Quinn?”

His shoes tapped on the floor, and he ducked beneath the curtain moments later. Heat flooded my face—I’d forgotten he was so close. Had he heard the things we’d said to each other? Would he sneer at me in disgust? Tell anyone else?

Tell Dr. Whyborne?

Mr. Quinn appeared unruffled. He bowed to Persephone. “How may I serve?”

“Do you have a ship?” she asked.

“One can be procured immediately,” he said. I hoped his assurance stemmed from the fact one of the librarians already owned a boat of some sort, and not from any plan of acquiring one forcefully.

She nodded. “You fought against the Fideles in July. Are you prepared to fight again?”

Mr. Quinn looked as though she’d offered him a treat. “The librarians are at your disposal, Widdershins.”

“The Fideles have taken a ship, and intend to use foul magic against my people.” There was a commanding note in her tone I’d heard only once before, the night she’d fought the old chieftess in the grand foyer. Something stirred in me to hear it, and I found myself sitting straighter. “We will find them, and we will stop them.”

“At once. Rest here, and I shall return the moment we’re ready to move.” Mr. Quinn bowed again and vanished back through the curtain.

I knew Persephone had little choice, and yet… “You’re injured.”

“Yes.” She put a hand to her side with a wince. “But we ketoi can recover from that which would kill a human. It’s the reason I was given to the sea in the first place. Brother and I nearly died at birth, and the hybrid working in the house wished to save at least one of us.”

“One for the land, and one for the sea,” I murmured.

“Yes.” Her hand fell from her side to cover mine. “But I’ll need you with me, Maggie. To lean on.”

I wanted to be there for her. I wanted her to rely on me. But… “I’m not a fighter. Not like you or Dr. Putnam-Barnett. I’m afraid I’d only be in the way.”

“There are many kinds of strength, cuttlefish.” She ran her fingers along my jaw, catching my chin gently. “Many ways to fight. And you’ll never be in the way.”

She kissed me, soft and sweet. When our lips parted, I said, “O-of course, then. I’ll come. Only…what about you? Will you be able to fight off the effects of the mask again?” I frowned. “Actually, I’m not certain how you were able to in the first place.”

“The same way my brother guards his mind against the dweller in the deeps.” She tapped the side of her head. “Sorcery is an act of will. My will was stronger.”

“I see,” I said, though I wasn’t entirely sure I did. “Should we go find Mr. Quinn?”

“Yes.” She slid off the table, steadying herself on my arm as she did so. “Then we shall make these Fideles regret ever setting foot in Widdershins.”

~ * ~

A few hours later, I clung to the rail of a small ship with one hand and Persephone with the other, as it powered through the waves. The wind tore at my hair and my tattered dress; I surely looked like a madwoman. A belt hung around my waist, to support the sheathed knife Mr. Quinn had given me.

A storm had blown in just as we got underway. Lightning danced and crashed at our heels, and the white foam flew from the waves. Rain spat from the heavens. I soon shivered from its icy touch.

Persephone seemed unaffected by the cold and wet—which I supposed was only natural. Her gaze remained trained on the horizon, her mouth set in a grim line.

According to Persephone, the most likely place for the ritual would be near a reef. Something to do with the arcane lines of power, flowing across both land and sea, to form the maelstrom beneath Widdershins. The reef, apparently, lay along one such line, which made it a good place to cast spells.

Mr. Quinn frowned. “They seek to use Widdershins against itself. Is there no way to prevent it?”

She laughed softly, but without humor. “If there was, the maelstrom wouldn’t have needed my brother and I to exist.”

Mr. Quinn only nodded and withdrew to consult with the man captaining the ship, a rather unsavory looking sort who was apparently related to one of the librarians. When he was gone, I said, “What did you mean by that?”

Her arm tightened around my waist. Ostensibly, she leaned against me for support, and Mr. Quinn hadn’t looked at us askance. Perhaps he hadn’t overheard our conversation in the library after all. “Widdershins—the arcane vortex—collects things. People.” She flashed me a smile, shark’s teeth gleaming in the night. “Perhaps it brought you to me.”

Heat scalded my skin, and I shook my head quickly. “I’m just a secretary.”

“No one is just
 anything.” Her hair threaded through my locks; the sensation odd, but not unpleasant. “As for what I meant—”

“There!” cried the librarian on lookout. “Straight ahead!”

Persephone left off and peered ahead. Light appeared across the plunging waves, brilliant beams illuminating the ocean all around the dark bulk of a whaling steamer. I squinted through the rain and flying foam, but we were still too far away to make out any details.

“You need to see this, sir,” the lookout said, voice trembling. He passed his binoculars to Mr. Quinn. Mr. Quinn took a brief look, then handed them to Persephone. She turned them over, baffled.

“Here,” I said. “Hold the smaller glass lenses to your eyes. This dial focuses them.”

“Ah.” She flashed me a grateful smile, then lifted the binoculars. After a moment of adjusting the focus, her smile died. Her lips curled back from her teeth, and when she lowered the binoculars, her expression was savage.

“They will pay for this,” she spat. “They will all pay.”

Mr. Quinn nodded. “Yes, Widdershins.”

I took the binoculars from her with trembling fingers. Even though I feared what I’d behold, I forced myself to find the whaling ship amidst the black sea, to adjust the focus until everything came into terrible clarity.

Men in robes lined the rails. They wore featureless masks, eerily similar to the bone mask from the play, and in their hands they held a variety of weapons: harpoons, rifles, nets, and pistols. Atop the bridge, in front of the stack belching smoke, stood Oliver. He, too, wore a robe, his arms lifted and his mouth moving as though he chanted. Joanna stood before him, once again wearing the bone mask with its strange symbol and cabochon. The decking was awash in blood, and someone had painted bloody symbols on the white bone.

I shifted the binoculars slightly, and saw where the blood had come from.

“No!” All the strength seemed to leave my arms, the binoculars too heavy to lift. “Irene…” And not just her, but the other hybrids: Burton, the man we’d seen last night, and more.

Persephone’s hand closed on my shoulder. “We will avenge them,” she said. Then she stiffened, her jaw tightening. “The singing—I hear it. We must hurry. They’ve begun to call up the ketoi.”

~ * ~

“Full steam ahead!” Mr. Quinn shouted. He flourished a heavy dictionary like a weapon in the direction of the whaling vessel. “Those armed with guns, to the fore! Hold your fire until we’re in range, then let them have it!”

I surrendered the binoculars to one of the librarians and gripped Persephone’s arm. She swayed slightly on her feet, her eyes narrowed with strain, her neck corded with effort. I didn’t dare interrupt whatever mental battle she fought to keep herself free of the siren’s song, but I would at least be on hand if her will failed.

Fins began to break the water around the whaler. Clawed hands reached up, gripping the side of the vessel.

The crack of gunfire sounded across the water, over the roar of the engine and the howl of the wind through the rigging. Harpoons flashed, spearing targets rendered vulnerable by the arc lights. Nets tangled batrachian limbs.

And above it all, the song of the siren, audible now even to my ears. Joanna stood beside Oliver, the hem of her dress dyed with blood. Her hair tumbled free, streaming in the wind, a black cloud around the pallid bone of her mask.

She sang in the same language as she had in the play. Even though I didn’t understand the words, this time I felt their meaning, perhaps due to some quirk of Oliver’s sorcery. She sang of despair, of darkness. Of surrender to forces so much larger than oneself. Of giving up the fight.

It robbed the will of the ketoi; even those who had been struggling gradually ceased, leaving them utterly helpless. As we drew closer, I could make out Oliver’s manic grin, his eyes alight with glee at his revenge.

“Fire!” called Mr. Quinn. Several rifles cracked, and a moment later, the cultists were returning fire against our little ship.

I ducked behind an equipment locker, dragging Persephone down with me. Bullets pinged against metal, as our small ship began to slow. Someone cried out in pain, while Mr. Quinn howled encouragement, and the waves broke over the rail and drenched me with water. Persephone growled, a low sound of rage, her muscles tight as wires beneath my hands.

What was I doing here? I couldn’t fight; couldn’t do anything but huddle in terror and pray no stray bullet came our way.

No. Persephone had asked me to come. She relied on me to help her now, while she fought the insidious influence of the song within the landscape of her mind. I might not believe in my ability, but I trusted her judgment.

A shudder ran through the ship as it fetched up against the whaling vessel. Harpoons thudded onto the deck. I pulled out the knife Mr. Quinn had given me. When a harpoon slammed into the crate, I rose from my crouch and slashed the rope before the cultist could recover it. I put the knife away and wrenched the harpoon free. It was heavy, but I felt better with it in my hands.

Mooring lines had been thrown between ships, and the librarians started to board. Mr. Quinn led the charge, leaping onto the heaving deck of the whaler and slamming his heavy dictionary into the head of the nearest cultist. I caught a glimpse of Mr. Ayers’s face beneath the hood as he collapsed into a heap.

“Come,” Persephone said to me.

I lent her my arm, and we emerged from cover and made for the rail. Two of the huskier librarians helped us up and over, and within moments, we stood on the enemy vessel. The deck was slick with blood, and there were several unmoving bodies, fetched up against the rail or slumped over the harpoon canon mounted at the bow of the ship. Near at hand, the librarians struggled with the cultists, while above the siren still sang.

And Oliver glared down, his face white with rage. “Faithless bitch! So you throw your lot in with them, even knowing they murdered our fathers?”

Before I could formulate a response, Persephone snarled. She flung out a hand, and frost raced across the rail Oliver leaned against. He drew back with a shout of his own.

Cultists ran at us from both directions. I fell in against Persephone’s back, jabbing wildly with my harpoon. I didn’t make contact, but they slowed their approach and began to circle warily.

There came a loud blast, accompanied by screaming. Before I could make out what had happened, one of the men in front of me drew a gun. An instant later, it exploded in his hand. Hot fragments whizzed past, and he stumbled away before I could more than glimpse the mangled flesh which was all that remained of his forearm.

“The ketoi is a sorceress!” Oliver roared. “Put your guns away, you fools. She’s setting fire to the powder in them!”

Oh no—Oliver was a sorcerer himself. “Librarians, do the same! Now that he has the idea—”

My warning came too late for one man. His rifle burst into flinders, and he fell back over the rail, into the heaving sea.

With the librarians distracting the cultists, some of the ketoi had managed to climb aboard. But once there, they staggered in circles, dazed by the song. One male spotted Persephone; he seemed to try to struggle through the haze cast over him by the song, his hand lifting in her direction.

A robed cultist stepped up behind him and ran him through with a blade.

“No!” Persephone screamed. “Stone Biter!”

She tore free from my grasp and sprang to the bridge, clawing her way up and onto it. Her eyes blazed with fury and anguish, and she didn’t even seem to feel the pain of her wound through her rage.

Oliver laughed, a chilling, mad sound. “Now you know how it feels to lose someone you love, creature.” Then he thrust out his hand and began to chant.

An invisible force seemed to punch into Persephone. She cried out, and blood appeared on the bandage swaddling her midriff.

No. A cry of my own escaped me. I wanted her to flee, to dive over the side, to get away from Oliver and his madness, from the siren and her song of despair.

Persephone didn’t, of course. She raised her head, her tentacles coiled and ready to sting, even as she pressed one hand against her wound. Her legs shook as she took another step toward Oliver.

He laughed. “Now you die.”

A second chant, and this time the invisible blow sent Persephone to her knees…before she collapsed altogether. Still. Unmoving.

Oliver drew a wicked knife from within his robes. “I’m not going to make the same mistake twice,” he said. “Let’s see you recover from having your throat cut ear to ear.”


Chapter 10

Every instinct begged me to freeze in place. To hide. To flee. To close my eyes and wait for someone to do something, anything, to save us.

But the librarians were locked in their own desperate struggle. The ketoi were still rendered helpless before the siren’s song. There was no one else.

Just me.

I ran to the harpoon cannon and shoved the dead man from it. His body hit the deck with a sound like wet laundry. Pulling out the locking pin, I pivoted the cannon around and pointed it up, toward the bridge roof.

Lightning danced across the sky, and the waves howled. Oliver bent low, but the siren stood before me, her hands uplifted, her terrible song of despair magically amplified to ring out across the waves, down into the depths. Into the very minds of the ketoi.

I could try to hit Oliver and risk striking Persephone instead. Or I could aim for Joanna, and free the ketoi from the slaughter raining down on them.

There was no time left. No time to dither, to fret, to fail to act.

I pulled the trigger on the harpoon cannon.

The sound nearly deafened me. The heavy iron head, packed with explosives, punched through Joanna’s chest and out the other side, to slam through the smokestack behind her.

The explosion ripped apart the funnel, sending fragments of hot metal in every direction. I dropped to the deck, covering my head as smoke and ash rolled over the ship in a wave. Sparks fell all around, stinging my hands.

I lifted my head cautiously, blinking smoke from my eyes. Persephone lay a few feet away, having been thrown clear by the blast. The siren’s limp form, threaded through with the whale line, lay nearby. The bone mask had fallen from her face and rolled between them.

Bile stung the back of my throat, but I couldn’t think about what I’d done. About the weight of killing a woman. Instead, I shoved it aside and ran for Persephone.

A heavy hand grabbed my arm before I made it three steps. Oliver slammed me to the deck. I tried to roll away, but he was too fast, and I found myself pinned beneath him.

“How dare you?” he snarled. Smoke from the explosion stained his face, and blood trickled from a shallow cut on his forehead. “I thought you were still the Maggie I always knew, the sweet girl who loved her family, who would never speak an ill word or hurt anyone.”

I tried to strike him, but he seized my wrist with his free hand. In the other, he still held his knife. “Oliver, stop! You’ve murdered Irene, murdered—”

“I cut the throats of animals,” he growled. “But you—you’ve allied with monsters. With creatures who will take all of humanity down into the darkness with them when the masters return. But I don’t give a damn about that. Let the Fideles worry whether or not the world burns. You betrayed me.
 You betrayed the memory our fathers, by siding with their murderers.”

He raised the knife, and a whimper of terror escaped me. “Burn in hell, you treacherous whore,” he said.

The blade and hilt of the knife flashed red-hot. Oliver shouted in pain and dropped it; the blade narrowly missed me.

“Get away from her,” Persephone said.

She stood a few feet away, backlit by flames and shadowed by smoke. Her tentacles waved around her face, and her eyes seemed to burn with fierce determination. In her hand, she held the bone mask.

“You!” Oliver scrambled away from me and moved into a crouch. Clearly, he thought Persephone the greater danger. “You’re a ketoi and a sorceress. But how? They have no sorcerers of their own. Who are you?”

Her mouth split open in a grin, revealing row upon row of teeth. “My land name is Persephone Whyborne,” she said. “But the ketoi call me Sings Above the Waves.”

And so saying, she placed the mask on her own face.

~ * ~

Persephone spread her arms out to either side and tipped back her masked face. The world responded to her. The ocean heaved the ship like a toy; lightning exploded all around us; and the wind screamed like a mad thing. A strange, blue glow began to shine from her eyes, and a moment later they burned with magical flame. The cabochon began to glow as well, its fire spilling into the rune carved around it.

Then she began to sing.

As with the siren’s song, I couldn’t understand the words, but I felt their intent in my bones. Persephone’s song was a call to arms—to rise up, to fight back. To use hope as a shield, and determination as a sword. It was a song not meant to control, but to uplift.

The ketoi were free. And they were angry.

They swarmed the ship in a mass of sharp claws, stinging hair, and razor teeth. Side by side with the librarians, they fell on the remaining cultists. The cultists fought back, but they had no hope of overcoming such a force, and within minutes the last of them had been dragged screaming over the side.

“No!” Oliver staggered to his feet, his face twisted with fury and hate. “You can’t win!”

A hand closed on my arm. I gasped, but it was only Mr. Quinn. His pale face was streaked with blood, though none of it seemed to belong to him, and he still clutched his dictionary. “Miss Parkhurst! The librarians are falling back. They’re already cutting the boat free—we must hurry!”

I turned back to Persephone. She stood alone, shining in the night, that strange blue fire burning through the mask. The cabochon on the forehead blazed, searingly bright. “Something’s wrong—something’s happening to Persephone.”

A clawed hand caught my other arm, and I recognized Heliabel. “We must leave,” she said, though her gaze remained fixed on her daughter. “Now.”

“You can’t win, I said!” Oliver repeated. He’d almost reached Persephone now. “I spent years planning my revenge. Years studying; years learning the blackest of arts. And I’m not the only one. The Fideles won’t stop. They won’t leave the maelstrom in your hands!”

Persephone’s song ended. In the abrupt stillness after, the whole world seemed to hold its breath.

When she spoke, it was in the voice of something ancient, dredged up from the very depths of the earth. “Foolish land dweller,” she said, and her eyes blazed like twin suns. “I am
 the maelstrom.”

An enormous tower of water lifted from the ocean, like a great fist held high above the ship.

“Oh dear,” Heliabel said. Then she hooked her strong arms around both Mr. Quinn and me. I had just enough time to glimpse Oliver cowering in terror, before Heliabel hauled us over the rail, and we fell.

The column of water smashed down onto the ship, even as we struck the water. The surge of the ocean sent us tumbling, and I didn’t know up from down. Terror exploded in my breast, and I struggled, my lungs aching for breath, my limbs trembling in the icy cold.

Then the arm around my waist pulled me upward. My head breached the surface, and I took in great gasps of air.

Nothing of the whaling ship remained but shattered wood and other flotsam. A few feet away, something white bobbed on the surface. I reached for it, and lifted up one side of the bone mask. It had cracked in half, the cabochon shattered and dark, the rune burned all the way through from the outside in.

“Persephone?” I whispered. Fear chilled me, even more than the icy water weighing down my clothes. “Persephone!”

Fins broke the water all around us, and the librarians’ ship nosed through the debris. Heliabel called out in the ketoi tongue, though whether for Persephone or someone else, I didn’t know. Within moments, two other ketoi had surfaced.

Heliabel let go of us and dived. One ketoi caught me beneath the arms, while the other took Mr. Quinn. “Where is she going?” I asked frantically. “Is she looking for Persephone?”

The ketoi didn’t answer; perhaps they didn’t speak English. Instead, they hauled us to the ship. A rope was thrown out, and within moments, we were both on board.

Someone tried to wrap a blanket around me, but I shoved them off. “We have to find her,” I said. My teeth chattered from the cold, but I didn’t care. “Persephone!”

“Miss Parkhurst.” Mr. Quinn stepped in front of me, forcing me to look up at him. To my surprise, his pale eyes held an expression of sympathy. “There’s nothing we can do.”

“You’re wrong. There has to be.” She had to be all right. The ketoi were resilient—hadn’t she said so herself?

Bone-deep shivers wracked my body. My fingers felt like ice, and my toes had gone completely numb. My thoughts seemed to come sluggish and thick. I only knew that I needed to see her. To know she was all right.

To tell her I loved her.

“The ketoi will find her,” Mr. Quinn said. “Leave them to tend their wounded, while we tend to ours.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to strike him, to demand we stay and search.

My legs gave out beneath me. Another librarian caught me from behind. As I looked around, I saw men lying on the deck, swathed in hasty bandages. Some of them surely needed the hospital. How could I demand they lie here suffering, perhaps dying, while we searched fruitlessly?

Heliabel would find her. I didn’t know Mrs. Whyborne well, but I felt certain she wouldn’t give up on her child, so long as there was breath in her body.

“Yes,” I said numbly. “You’re right.”

The librarian wrapped blankets around my chilled body, but I refused to go below decks. Instead, I stared out at the dark and heaving ocean, long after night and distance had swallowed up the place where Persephone disappeared.


Chapter 11

Several days later, I sat in my room in my new boarding house, brushing my hair for bed.

Dr. Whyborne had returned to the museum that morning, fresh from his adventure in Kansas. Mr. Quinn and I gave him our account of everything that had transpired in his absence. His eyes grew wider and wider as we spoke. When we finished, he asked, “And my sister?”

The same question had haunted me every moment since I’d watched the whaler vanish beneath the waves. “I don’t know.”

Mr. Quinn cocked his head to one side, watching Dr. Whyborne closely. “You’re both linked to the maelstrom. Can you not find out?”

Dr. Whyborne’s mouth tightened. “It’s not like that. I don’t think.” His eyes went unfocused, then he shook his head. “Please excuse me. I need to write a few notes.”

He dispatched several urgent notes to Mr. Flaherty and his father, before spending most of the afternoon pacing his office. Though his correspondence had piled up in his absence, he bolted from the museum the moment the clock ticked over to five.

I’d wanted to beg to go with him. Instead, I took my pocketbook, the one that had once belonged to Irene, out of my desk and made my way to my lodgings.

Mrs. Yagoda had turned me out the moment I returned to her boarding house. At least I’d had the chance to collect my things. I’d spent a night at the Widdershins Arms Hotel, then set about trying to find somewhere new to live.

At least I had that luxury, unlike poor Irene. My grief for her made me feel even more isolated from everyone around me, none of whom would ever know the horrible circumstances of her death.

I grieved for Oliver, as well. Not as he’d become, twisted by the need for revenge, but as the boy I’d once known. I’d taken it upon myself to send a letter to his mother, telling her of his loss in a boating accident off the coast of Widdershins.

As for what I’d learned about the fate of the Bedlam
 …a part of me felt as though I’d lost Papa all over again. I’d always imagined him a kind man, and at first I tried to tell myself he simply hadn’t realized the ketoi were thinking creatures. But then I recalled Mr. Young had written of her jewelry, and I grew sad all over again.

The boarding house I’d settled in was in a less pleasant part of town. When the wind came from the wrong direction, the stench of the cannery became nearly unbearable. But it was much closer to the river than my former abode.

Just in case.

I set aside my brush and rose to my feet. After turning down the thin blankets on my bed, I re-checked the latch on the door. Not that I felt threatened by any of my fellow boarders; they seemed a lively bunch of women. However, most of them had a steady stream of visiting “uncles” and “cousins” whose identity changed by the day, and I worried lest one of them try the wrong door in the middle of the night. I never would have thought I’d miss Mrs. Yagoda’s rules quite as much as I did.

Something scratched at my window.

I spun. Had I truly heard it, or was it wishful thinking on my part?

The scratching came again.

I ran to the window and flung back the curtains. Persephone clung to the frame, grinning in at me.

I barely recalled opening the window; it seemed the next instant, we were in each other’s arms. I clung to her, pressing kisses to her mouth, her throat, anywhere I could reach. “You’re alive,” I whispered, over and over again.

“Very much so,” she agreed.

I leaned back to look at her. “Oh no. Your poor face!”

She had not escaped unscathed. A deep scar marked her forehead, where the cabochon had seared her. More scars surrounded it, in the shape of the rune that had burned on the mask. Though closed, the skin was pink and tender looking, and yet scabbed over in places.

“Yes.” Her grin faded. “Brother said we’re both marked now.”

“Dr. Whyborne found you, then?”

“Yes. I made him tell me where you were.” She scowled. “I went to your old room last night, but you weren’t there. The woman inside was very surprised to see me.”

I laughed. “I bet she was.” Then my laughter faded. “What of your other wound?” I touched her belly; a small scab still showed where the bullet had pierced her. “You’re all right, then? Truly?”

“Yes.” Her fingers stroked my cheek. “Thanks to you. If you hadn’t killed the siren…”

I shuddered at the memory. “I didn’t want to kill anyone. But I didn’t have a choice.”

“You saved my life.”

My heart beat very hard in my chest. But I’d spent too much of my life waiting for someone else to act, and it had almost cost me this chance. I couldn’t become paralyzed, wondering if we had a future, or fearful of what might happen if Dr. Whyborne somehow found out.

“As I said, I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t let them kill the woman I love.” I glanced up at her uncertainly. “That’s…that’s all right, isn’t it?”

Her grin returned, the one that made her eyes shine with delight. “I love you, too, cuttlefish.”

I pulled her close. Her mouth tasted of salt and the ocean. Her tongue probed the seam of my lips; I parted them, and she tasted me deeply. Her arms went around me, pulling me close. I slid my hands up her back. She didn’t really have hair for me to sink my fingers into, and I wasn’t certain if tugging on the tendrils would hurt her.

She withdrew a little, dropping her head and nuzzling my neck. “Maggie,” she whispered. Her hold on me tightened, the tips of her claws pressing lightly against my skin. “I missed you, these last few days.”

“I missed you, too.”

Her hand skimmed my side, down over my hip. “Would you take a lover from the sea?”

I was wet now, and a fierce ache had settled between my legs. Her breath came short against my skin, and it seemed impossible I could so affect someone like her. My whole body trembled with desire, but nerves churned my belly. “Persephone, I…” I swallowed, feeling desperately uncertain. “I do want that. Want y-you.” A hot blush crept over every inch of my skin. “I…I’ve never…not with
 anyone, at least. I don’t wish to disappoint you.”

She released me, though she didn’t move any farther away. We stood looking at one another, her dark eyes startling in her inhuman face. Our breasts brushed each other’s skin with every breath, through the layer of my nightgown.

“You could never disappoint me,” she said. “Even if you do nothing but let me make you feel good.”

“No! I mean—I want to make you feel good, too.” I put my hands over my face. “Oh God. I must sound so ridiculous right now.”

“Not at all. Look at me, Maggie.” I let my hands fall, and she caressed my face, then slid a finger down my throat, to the edge of my nightgown. “I want to strip away these coverings you land dwellers hide inside, so I can see you.” She leaned in, her lips almost but not quite touching mine. “I want to touch you until you sing my name.”

I felt dizzy, my mouth as dry as other parts of me were damp. “Th-that sounds good,” I stammered. “Let’s do that.”

Persephone laughed—then caught me up in her strong arms. I let out a surprised squeak. Grinning at me, she carried me to the bed and deposited me on it. “This is right, yes? Where land dwellers make love?”

I couldn’t bring myself to ask who had told her that. “Yes,” I managed to say.

She unhooked the gold mesh of her skirt and draped it over the chair. Not that it had hidden a great deal, but it became easier to admire the roundness of her bottom, the curve of her hip. And to trace the dark whorls that marked her pearlescent skin, centered on her spine and covering much of her back.

“I think you’re, um, beautiful,” I said, because it only seemed polite.

She sat on the bed beside me. “So are you,” she said, running a hand down my thigh. A whimper escaped me. “Some find land dwellers strange to look upon, but I enjoy looking at you. Can I see more?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. She watched avidly while I removed my nightgown, stockings, and drawers. When I was done, she brushed the thatch of hair between my legs with her fingertips, as if curious. The ketoi were all hairless and sleek, more like orcas than seals in that way. Need and anticipation and nervousness all tangled in my belly, and I parted my thighs. She dipped her finger between them, pressing the pad into my folds and drawing a sigh from me.

“I didn’t think to bring…caps, I think is your word? For my claws,” she said regretfully. She withdrew her hand and licked the moisture off her finger. “Mmm. But don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.”

“I’m more w-worried about the reverse,” I said. My face burned horribly, but I couldn’t leave the words unsaid. “I know…somewhat… but…”

She leaned over me, and my breath caught. Her eyes burned bright with desire. I slid my arms tentatively around her shoulders, and she stretched out beside me, her body against mine. Her skin felt marvelous—even more so when she threaded her thigh between mine, pushing up while I pressed down.

She ran her hands reverently over my side, shoulder, and down my arm. “No fins,” she said.

I touched the nearest fin, jutting up from her arm. It was hard, cartilaginous. “Are they sensitive?”

“No.”

I slid my hand up to her shoulder. A questing tendril coiled around my wrist. “What about your, um, hair?”

“Much more so. Like fingers or toes.” She considered for a moment. “Don’t pull too hard, though. I don’t want to sting you by accident.”

I certainly didn’t want that either, so I traced a line over her throat, across the opercula closed tight over the gills slits. She moved against me, little thrusts of her hips that pushed her thigh against the hard bud between my legs. Each movement sent a rousing shock of pleasure along my nerves, and I soon moved in time with her.

She kissed me again, her hand cupping my breast as she did so. Her thumb stroked the skin along the side, a place I’d always found sensitive in my own explorations, and I made an encouraging sound into her mouth.

She pulled back, leisurely exploring my neck, working down to my breast. Her lips sucked on one nipple, while she continued to fondle the rest of the breast. I gasped and arched into her. Delight washed through me: her hands on my skin, her thigh pressing into my folds, her mouth on my nipple. I cried out, my breaths coming in short pants as the first crest shuddered through me.

“Let me touch you,” I gasped. I wanted to share this with her, to return the pleasure she gave me.

“Of course,” she said, and rolled away, spreading herself open for me.

Her nipples were darkly pigmented against the pale coloration of her chest, belly, and thighs. Her breasts were small, but I cupped what I could, then plucked at one nipple with my fingers. To my satisfaction, she arched into me in response, her eyes slitted with pleasure. “Harder. Use your nails.”

I did so. Then inspiration struck, and I replaced one hand with my mouth. Surely teeth would be a novel sensation for her there. An enthusiastic groan was my reward, and much of my nervousness melted away. She tasted of salt and smelled of the sea.

“Let me taste you,” she panted. Our legs were intertwined again, and I could feel her wetness against my thigh as she ground against me.

Her fierce teeth gave me pause. But going by her confidence, the ketoi presumably did this sort of thing to one another without any unfortunate incidents. “Yes?” I said. “That is, if you’d like.”

She propped herself up on an elbow and grinned down at me. “I would like. Spread your legs and draw your knees up.”

I blushed, to expose myself so to her. My pulse raced, and my limbs trembled with desire. She stretched out between my legs, leaned forward, and ran her tongue through my folds.

Heat shocked through me, and I jerked involuntarily against the sheets. “Mmm. So sweet,” Persephone said. Her fingers spread my folds apart, and she set her tongue to work.

I bit my lip to keep myself from crying out. This was far better than anything I’d imagined. She licked slowly up my outer petals, one side then the other, before delving further inward.

My moans became audible when she turned her attention to my pearl, lapping first softly, then more firmly. At the same time, I became aware of her tentacle hair winding around my thighs, slithering down close to her mouth. They twined through my folds, and one slipped inside, just as she sucked—

I arched off the bed with a shout. Lights flashed behind my closed eyes, and the pleasure crested and crested, on and on until it broke over me like a wave.

Persephone gave me one last lick, then sat up. “You taste good, Maggie,” she said, her breath coming short and harsh, her eyes dark with lust. She straddled my thigh, slick and hot. “I’m going to ride you now.”

“Yes,” I whispered. Desperate to give her pleasure in return, I slipped fingers in between us. Her folds parted for me, and I slid two fingers into her heat.

I did the things I enjoyed, hoping she would enjoy them as well. It seemed to work; she growled my name, her hips grinding against me. A moment later, she flung her head back, her hair curling tight as she shuddered and shook with pleasure.

I withdrew my hand, and licked my slick fingers. She tasted like the ocean, and I found myself craving more. Next time, I’d kiss her pearl, explore the wet heat of her with my mouth. The thought roused me a bit, and I foolishly found myself blushing.

Persephone collapsed beside me in the bed, one arm tossed across my waist. “Was that good, Maggie?” she asked.

I rolled to face her. My heartbeat slowed, and my limbs felt heavy and relaxed. “It was wonderful.”

She grinned. “You turn pink all over, cuttlefish.”

“Wretch!” I exclaimed, laughing. “A good thing I love you, because you have no idea how to compliment a woman.”

Her arm tightened around me, strong and warm. I drifted off for a little while, curled against her. Eventually, the sound of my downstairs neighbor shouting at tonight’s “uncle” roused me. Seeing my eyes open, Persephone rolled off the bed and stretched. I sat up to admire the view.

“I brought you something,” she said, going to sort through the loose pile of her skirt.

“Another squid?” I teased. “You know I can’t have enough of those.”

She laughed. “It is another squid, though I think you’ll like this one better.”

Persephone slipped a golden bracelet over my hand. It was indeed wrought in the shape of a squid, its tentacles intricately interwoven to clasp my wrist. The heavy weight told me it was solid gold, and my eyes widened as I held it up to admire in the light of the night candle. “It’s beautiful,” I breathed. “But I can’t accept such a gift. It’s far too expensive, surely.”

Persephone sat by me on the bed. “How land dwellers value gold and pearls is not my concern,” she said. She upended a small pouch, spilling out half a dozen pearls, each one as large as a thumbnail. “Mother says these things are of value to your kind. That you can use them to rent a house of your own, near the water. If you wish,” she added hastily, and had she been able to blush I thought she would have.

People would wonder how I could afford to do so, on a secretary’s salary. But this was Widdershins, where old Mrs. Zapatka paid at the market with Spanish doubloons, though no one could say where she acquired them. They’d arch a brow, then politely look the other way, so long as I caused no other trouble. Dr. Whyborne might ask, but I’d tell him the money was a reward from the ketoi for my assistance.

I stared at the pearls and the bracelet, then at her. My heart swelled, because the true value of her gift wasn’t a house or money, or pretty jewelry.

It was her.

“That depends,” I said. “If I do, will you come and visit me?”

Joy bloomed in her eyes, and she pulled me into her lap. “Every night I can, my love.”

“Then I’ll start house hunting tomorrow,” I promised.

Oliver had thought me unnatural for choosing to stand by her, rather than joining him in revenge. I had wondered myself if there was something wrong with me, to fall in love with someone so inhuman in appearance. But as I drew her close, I had no doubts. We might have to hide from the world, but when we were together, I would never again hesitate to kiss my lover from the sea.
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Thank you for your support of independent authors!


End of Book Note

The sea ballad Maggie and Oliver sing is The Mermaid
 . Dating back to the 1700s, it is also known as Waves on the Sea
 and The Wrecked Ship.
 There are several alternate versions of the lyrics, but all recount the basic story of the mermaid sighting, the crew accepting their fate, and the ship going ‘round three times before sinking.

In folklore, mermaids were almost universally regarded as harbingers of doom. Sometimes they were simply warning a ship of the coming disaster, but other stories depict them as raisers of storms who take an active hand in sending vessels to the bottom.

According to the 1900 US Census, twenty-three was the median age for women to marry at the time. Maggie’s mother may have been over-reacting slightly to her age and unwed status, though her concern wasn’t entirely unfounded, if that had been the life Maggie wished for herself.
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