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      The oceans are poison and the land is dying, but the only two capable of saving the world aren't really capable at all.

      

      Undersea siren and undercover agent Rivka emerged from the waters seeking salt for her dying people, despite how deadly the mission and how little she knew of the surface world.

      

      Failed mage Lesya just wanted to be left alone to survive in the wilds of Siberia after losing everyone she loved to the dying planet. Solitude, her puffins, and the inevitable approach of her own death were all she needed.

      

      But a chance meeting between the two sets into motion events that will lead them into the mountains above the land and volcanoes below the sea on a quest that will either save the world or kill them all.

      

      If you like the pulse-pounding urban fantasy of The Hollows and the apocalyptic magic of Nora Roberts' Year One, don’t miss Sordid Depths!

      

      One-click today and join the humorous but terrifying journey to save the cursed seas!
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      The glow of the city faded away as Rivka entered the less savory part of town: the industrial district, full of storage caves long forgotten. A noise in the distance echoed against the rocks. Rivka tensed, but saw nothing ahead beyond darkness and uncertainty. No bioluminescent phytoplankton lit the way here like on the east side of the underwater city.

      She was supposed to meet Dani, her superior, twenty minutes ago. If she didn't arrive to the meeting spot soon, her hind scales were as good as gone. Rivka trailed her fingers along the wall to keep her bearings straight. She'd swam as fast as she could to this point, but speed no longer offered her the safety it did on the well-lit streets.

      She passed several abandoned storage caves which yawned open like sea monsters ready to devour her before finally arriving at her destination. She swatted her blonde hair out of her face as it floated on the water around her, and then checked the engraved brick to ensure it read D4 before slipping inside.

      Almost immediately, she barely managed to avoid a collision with a large wooden crate. She side-stepped and kicked her webbed feet to propel to the back of the cave, where a blue haze glowed from behind a stone wall.

      “You're late,” Dani snapped.

      “It was unavoidable. I apologize.” Rikva stepped behind the wall, and Dani dimmed the light source to avoid being spotted by anyone passing by. “Why couldn't we meet at the office?”

      “Too dangerous. The Russian mob's spies lurk on the streets now, and we're not sure what their game is.” Dani sighed, her whale leather holster creaking with the movement. “Would you know anything about it?”

      “I'm afraid not. You know I've only been within their ranks for a couple weeks. They don't quite trust me.” Rivka shuddered, but the chill in the water had nothing to do with it.

      Dani clucked her tongue. “Have you learned anything while among them?”

      “Dani, I'm trying, I really am, but these people aren't exactly forthcoming with secret information to someone as green as me.” Rivka's stomach churned. Maybe she wasn't cut out for field work.

      As if sensing the direction of Rivka's thoughts, Dani replied, “Listen, we chose you for this position because you're a promising candidate. You've moved up in our ranks quickly because of your keen sense for discovering the truth.”

      “But...”

      “No buts. Listen to what's not being said. Look for what they're not showing you.” Suddenly, Dani's hand slammed down on Rivka's shoulder, and Rivka let out a squeak of surprise. “You can do it!”

      “I don't kn–”

      “No. You do know. This mission is too important for uncertainty.” Dani removed her hand and backed up.

      Rikva nodded but remained silent. She didn't trust herself to speak.

      Dani’s disappointment was evident in her sagging shoulders, though the siren tried to hide it. Rivka had failed her. Granted, she'd only been on the assignment for two weeks, but with her skill and mindset, she should have been able to dig up some little tidbit. Something to keep the powers-that-be happy.

      “Four weeks,” Dani said. “One month. That’s how much time I’m giving you to get me some pertinent information. We need something solid to build a defense against their plans.” She turned to leave but paused. “And Rivka?”

      “Yeah?” Rivka hugged her arms around her naked torso, missing her own government-issued knife and whale leather harness. She couldn't be seen with it now. Undercover meant no government anything, lest the mob discover her secret.

      “Wait five minutes and then you can leave. We don’t need to be seen coming out together if there are eyes around.” With those parting words, Dani was gone—along with her light source—leaving Rivka alone in the cold, dark cave.
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        * * *

      

      Rivka made it back to the rented cave she was issued for this job, thankful to be “home” but drowning in loneliness. This small, dank cell felt less like a comfortable place to lay her head and more like a prison cell on the wrong side of town.

      She had just reached for the key hanging around her neck when something bumped her arm.

      A scream bubbled up in her throat, but she tamped it down and took a shuddering breath once she realized it was a messenger seahorse. The little orange fish bobbed patiently beside her as if it had all the time in the world for waiting. A missive was tied around its tiny, curled tail with seaweed string.

      With shaky hands, Rivka unknotted the string and unfurled the paper. A note from the boss.

      And not her government boss. Her mob boss. The one who—if he found out she was a mole—would flay her and feed her to the fishes, laughing while he did it.

      According to the note, the mob required her presence at a meeting taking place in fifteen minutes. She groaned, realizing she’d need to head back in the direction she had just come from. Her bed would have to wait.

      What was so important that they needed her, a greenback, to be present at a meeting?

      At least her temporary dwelling gave her an advantage since it put her a mere ten minutes away from the meeting location. Rivka shook off a sense of impending doom and ventured back toward the industrial district.

      She really missed her knife.
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        * * *

      

      Adjacent to the industrial district was a neighborhood of small businesses and suburban homes that everybody knew belonged to the mob.

      At least here, Rivka had some clout. Granted, it was only two-week-old clout and could be reversed at any time under her boss's direction. But it still gave her a measure of safety she didn't have in the industrial district.

      She crept up to a moldy, wooden door gracing one of the shadier caves in this mob-run area. Dark figures lurked around every corner, and the glint of steel caused an uneasy feeling to settle in the pit of her stomach. More than likely, they were guards for the mob boss and harmless to her as a member of his team, but she felt naked without her weapon. She set her knuckles against the worn wood and performed the secret knock.

      Knock…knock, knock…knock.

      A panel in the door slid back, and menacing brown eyes gave her a once-over before the door opened to allow her admittance.

      “You’re late!” Menacing Eyes barked.

      She’d heard that before, but unlike with Dani, he was wrong. She’d arrived a few minutes early.

      Rivka’s lips remained sealed. Arguing would do her no good, not in this environment. She kept her shoulders back and a stoic look on her face as she passed the short, fat siren, ignoring the way he leered at her breasts.

      She slid into a seat near the back and slouched down, trying to make herself as small as possible.

      “Oh, good. You’re here.” A tall, brutish man stood behind a podium at the front of the room, staring Rivka down. Oscar was the mob boss’s right-hand man; he commanded respect despite the fact he didn’t always give it. Life in the mob could be a short-lived one if you undermined his authority.

      Oscar cleared his throat, and all conversation ceased. He waited until every siren in the room had given him their full attention before he spoke. “We have serious business to discuss tonight.” His affected Russian accent punctuated syllables oddly. Rivka had a feeling he only played up the archaic accent to make himself look tough. “Boss is sick, and well, we need someone to go to the surface.”

      Surprised murmurs arose in the crowd, mirroring Rivka's own astonishment. She had never been to the surface. From the sound of it, neither had any of the others in the room.

      “Boss has Aether. His lips blue, his memory failing. We must obtain salt if he is to live.” A bag dangled from one of Oscar’s grizzly paws. He shook it for effect, the contents clinking together. “Everyone in room will pull stone from pouch.” He loosened the drawstring and stepped around the podium to the closest person. “Here, you pull first.”

      “I’m not scared,” the man scoffed. He reached in and yanked out the first stone. The innocuous gem sparkled blue within the range of the bioluminescent lamps.

      “Blue.” Oscar nodded. “You are good. No worries. Person who pulls red stone will be sent to surface.” He moved on to the next siren, shaking the bag as if it were treasure.

      With each blue stone pulled, Rivka’s worry grew. The chances of her drawing the red stone grew exponentially as he passed row by row. Oscar demanded each and every person pull a stone, and everyone silently complied.

      Until Oscar reached the man in front of Rivka.

      “Take stone.” Oscar shoved the bag in the man's face.

      There was a beat of silence.

      “No.” The word rang out like a bomb, quieting the room. Rivka could feel the weight of everyone's horrified looks.

      “What did you say?” Oscar’s gills flared. “Everyone pulls stone. No exceptions!”

      The stranger shook his head. “I said no. I don’t want to chance having to go to the surface. It's a suicide mission.”

      “Are you scared?” Oscar questioned.

      “Of course not!”

      Before Rivka could blink, Oscar clamped his free hand around the stranger’s wrist and dragged him to the front of the room. The bag flew and hit the table behind them while Oscar slammed the guy’s hand onto the stone podium, a knife gleaming, poised to strike.

      “No one disrespects me. No one denies me.” In one swift motion, the stranger lost one of his fingers. Blood oozed into the water, creating a hazy red cloud around his hand. “Now, you pull stone?”

      The stranger bit his lip, holding in a cry of pain, but nodded.

      “Good.” Oscar released the guy’s hand and thrust the bag in his face. “Pull stone.”

      With his good hand, the man reached in and pulled out a stone.

      “Blue!” Oscar cried out. “See? You worry for nothing.”

      The man sagged in relief as he clutched his injured hand to his bare chest and swam back to his seat.

      “Now, where were we?” Oscar waved the bag with flourish this time, moving down the middle aisle toward Rivka’s row, empty all the way across except for her.

      Her heart raced as Oscar approached, a sinister sneer painted across his pocked face.

      “You, greenie, you next!” He shook the bag, but the sound it made had changed. So few stones were left.

      Seeing what happened to the stranger who refused to pull a stone, Rivka had no choice. She rather liked her fingers attached to her hands where they belonged.

      Oscar held the bag aloft, slightly higher than necessary, like Rivka could have peeked inside and cheated. He smiled gleefully at the way she had to stretch to even get her hand inside.

      Rivka tried to keep the trembling from showing, but her hand shook as she reached into the bag. She curled her fingers around a single stone and pulled her hand out, the object hidden inside her fist.

      “Open hand, yes?” Oscar leaned closer, his rancid breath curdling Rivka’s stomach.

      When Rivka’s fingers unfurled, all her hopes of staying within the city vanished.

      Within her palm lay a perfectly polished red stone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Lesya

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky hand turned the color of burnt charcoal, and the clouds on the horizon spun in a lazy spiral Lesya Markova recognized as an impending cyclone.

      Not the first of the month; not the first of the week, either. Shit, she'd lost count after the first ten this year. When the land had turned to death, and the earth began to decline rapidly, so did the weather, making life on her small, isolated peninsula a constant struggle. From life-threatening waterspouts to barren ground that produced little to no sustenance, each day brought a fun new problem to be categorized and overcome.

      Thank fuck for ingenuity.

      Beyond the sheer cliffs that protected her cottage from the dangers at sea, the gunpowder-gray ocean churned restlessly. It seemed as unsettled as Lesya herself felt.

      She stepped into her boots outside the front door of her cabin, eyeing the far-away storm. She had hours, still. At least three, maybe four. She’d seen enough cyclones barrel over the coast and onto her doorstep to be able to recognize their patterns.

      Good thing she had some time, too. She was out of charcoal and needed fresh water. Without charcoal, boiling water was impossible. The wet, dead limbs littering her property didn’t burn well on their own, no matter how much she fanned the flames. And without the means to boil water, she went thirsty.

      Being thirsty made her grumpy.

      Plus, Potato’d had a strange cough for a few days now. Vera probably had something to fix that.

      Tossing her satchel over a shoulder, Lesya set off on foot towards the cracked asphalt road that led into town. The slim line of ancient trees that separated her seaside cottage from the road had lost the last of their leaves long before she’d come to reside there, but their heavy trunks sheltered her just enough from the outside world to keep her comfortable. She liked to pretend it wasn’t the privacy they offered, so much as the sheer age and might with which they ruled over her land that made her feel so safe. As she breached the tree line, she could feel their protection wane. Outside her forest, she wasn’t safe.

      She touched the dagger at her hip, just to reassure herself it was there.

      The dead grass embankment ascended steeply to the old road ahead. The sky spit cold rain—not enough to soak her, but enough to bug her as it hit her eyes. Lesya yanked up the fur-lined hood of her coat, retreating into the darkness. She eyed the asphalt smoking under the cold rain—the heat of the day giving way to the coming cold of night—then stepped onto the road.

      A tentative chirp from behind her halted her progress. She swiveled to see Cheese, her favorite puffin, waddling from the trees.

      “Cheese! Bad puffin!” Lesya waved at the bird, shooing him back towards the cabin. “You know better.”

      Cheese huffed, feathers ruffling. His orange, webbed feet stomped on the dead grass, purposely coming towards her despite her glare.

      “Oh no you don’t!” Lesya snapped her fingers, expecting an influencing spell, but instead, sparks flew from her fingers and sputtered out before reaching the ground.

      The puffin made a chortle that sounded suspiciously like laughter.

      “Back to the cabin!” Lesya ordered. “The villagers would rip your feathers out and eat you for dinner. And I’d let them because you’re so damn insubordinate.”

      If she didn’t know any better, she would have thought Cheese narrowed his eyes at her. But the bird turned around and waddled his way back into the forest.

      Lesya let out an irritated huff and shoved her messy brown hair back under her hood. Then she rearranged her satchel and headed north.

      The nice part of living so far away from civilization, other than the privacy, was the peace. Despite the misty rain and cool wind, birds danced in the trees and sang their songs on a background sonata of the ocean’s waves. Lesya raised her face to the breeze, closing her eyes to the rain. She loved rain, the way the icy drops seemed to wash her clean, smelling of salt and sand and a time before hardship. Like her puffins, rain was one of the things that convinced her she could survive one day at a time.

      “Hey. Witch.”

      Lesya stopped in her tracks, her knees weak. The familiar voice was out of place in her solitude. Her walks were never interrupted. Nobody else lived far enough out to come across her. The villagers avoided her land, while their children sang taunting rhymes about the witch of the woods who stole naughty kids to eat in her stew.

      An untapped, paranoid side to her knew he’d planned this meeting. He had been waiting for her, as if he were playing some sick game. How many days had he patrolled this road, waiting to “happen” upon her?

      Lesya turned to face him, her hands curled into fists. She couldn't let him see her fear.

      Yuri Popov strolled onto the asphalt behind her, the barrel of his shotgun resting casually on his shoulder. His clothes were dirty and full of holes, just like the rest of the Popov family—a bunch of vagrants and criminals, the lot of them. She'd heard the second oldest boy had been imprisoned for rape only two months back.

      “What do you want?” Lesya asked, keeping her voice even and uninterested. He got off on scaring her, so she wouldn't give him the pleasure. She tucked a hand into her open jacket and palmed the dagger at her hip. Its presence calmed her, let her know she wasn’t alone.

      Though her knife against his bullets wasn’t exactly a fair fight.

      The human laughed, but the sound was less about hilarity and more about venom. He tapped the grip of his gun with his thumb, his hard gaze zeroing on her pack. “Headed to town, are you? Carrying anything I might want?”

      Lesya lifted her chin and balanced her weight on the balls of her feet. “I dare you to try.”

      “Stupid witch. If I wanted whatever garbage you have in that bag, I would have taken it when your back was turned.” He dropped his gun from his shoulder and laughed as Lesya jumped. He pointedly dropped the barrel tip to the ground and leaned on the weapon. “Got any money?”

      “You know I don’t.”

      “Ha. Yeah. Weird-ass witch, bartering her shitty wares to survive. Tell me, do those poultices keep food in your belly?”

      “My garden keeps food in my belly. My poultices help people. Which is more than I can say for you.”

      Yuri spat at her feet. A glob of saliva slid down the soft leather of her boots. “Fuck you, witch. I raised eight brothers and sisters after my parents abandoned us for the water. What have you done with your life?”

      “I don’t harass perfectly nice people who just want to be left alone,” she retorted. Her heart hammered as she turned her back on him and continued up the road. The thought that he could turn his gun on her and fire at any minute stayed with her as she walked, but she knew he wouldn’t.

      Or she hoped she knew him enough to know he wouldn't.

      Despite his younger brother's penchant for molesting girls, Yuri was all talk. Just another example of the ones left behind to fend for themselves, harboring bitterness and blaming everyone they could for the state of the world. Lesya felt bad for him, truly. Her parents had died, which sucked, but all children grow knowing their parents will die one day.

      Yuri's parents didn’t die. They used their life savings to buy the magic necessary to transform into sirens and seek sanctuary in the ocean. So he didn’t just hate his parents for leaving him and his siblings behind—he hated witches for their part in helping his parents escape.

      His behavior reflected less on himself, so much as it reflected on the selfishness of his mother and father.

      “You just gonna walk away from me?” Yuri barked. His heavy footsteps picked up behind her.

      Lesya sighed. Dammit. He was following her. “Leave me alone, Yuri. Go back to the hole from whence you came.”

      “Oh, that's rich. Like I'm the demon, here? Not you, with that abomination of magic flowing through your veins? Oh wait!” He laughed heartily. “You couldn't use that magic even if you wanted. Because you suck at it.”

      Lesya whirled around and lifted her arms. Inside, she screamed, calling forth the spirits of the forest.

      The day darkened, though the sky remained unchanged. The trees began to quake, branches clacking in an invisible wind. Lesya’s fingers crackled with power as the spirits slithered closer, just out of sight.

      Yuri stumbled back a couple steps, his eyes growing wide. Lesya caught a flash of red fabric and smelled the sickly-sweet scent of tobacco. The leshiy, his attention on Yuri.

      The leshiy didn't like interlopers who came too close to his woods.

      Yuri whipped up his gun to point at the place where the leshiy watched him.

      “You don’t like my friends?” Lesya asked, her own fear fading in the face of the human’s. If all it took was a trickster forest spirit to turn Yuri into a bumbling mess, she was going to be fine.

      Until he turned his gun on her.

      “Call off your demons, Lesya Markova, or I'll kill you where you stand.” He punctuated his statement by cocking his rifle, the sound a mini crack of thunder in the forest.
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      Rivka emerged from the sea, one weighted step after another. She felt like heavy rocks were tied around every limb as she adjusted to the new gravity of being out of the water.

      With arms out to either side for balance, she walked the rest of the way through the shallows, trying her best to keep her balance as the waves crashed against the back of her legs. The onslaught threatened to faceplant her into the sand and rock.

      Though she considered the ocean water cold, it was nothing compared to the breeze that brushed across her skin. The sea was positively tropical against this cool atmosphere and the cold spray that fell from the sky. Her scales contracted, preparing to keep her warm.

      Once on land, she scanned the coastline, taking in the devastation of her new surroundings. Trees rose to the sky like crooked fingers, their branches devoid of leaves. Unidentifiable skeletons of long-dead plant life poked out of the sandy beach, and Rikva had to be careful where she placed her feet. Even the scales that covered her body could be damaged by something sharp.

      To her right, a human structure stood strong against the winds that whipped her hair into her eyes. She recognized it from her grade-school studies: a cottage. Stone walls, slate roof. Quaint. The building hugged the end of a peninsula, surrounded by cliffs peppered with strange black and white birds. Their bright, orange beaks stood out, little bursts of color against the gray landscape.

      Rivka left the beach behind for a well-worn path up a small hill. The path ended at an old road, similar to the rock paths they created underwater but smoother. She looked both ways, hoping for some hint of her best course of action.

      In one direction, the road would lead toward the peninsula to the cottage she wasn’t sure was safe. The other direction led into a forest with a murky cloud hanging over it like a pall. Neither looked particularly pleasing, but she had to start somewhere.

      She veered left and took the road through the trees. The scent of mud and moss and decaying growth assaulted her senses, reminding her quite clearly she was no longer in the sea.

      She prayed this road would lead her to a town of humans. Humans who wouldn't want to kill her the moment they saw the scales decorating her skin. Once there, she could ask around, figure out where the humans manufactured salt and how to get there. The problem was, she wasn’t sure how much salt she’d need. The mob boss wasn’t the only person suffering from its absence. The Aether had cut a swath through her clan, killing half a dozen in the past year alone. It was a vicious and one-hundred-percent fatal disease.

      She’d need to steal as much salt as she could find.

      A ray of sunshine spilled through a gap in the clouds, and Rivka closed her eyes with a gasp. She’d never needed to worry about the brightness of the day, not so far down below the ocean where the light only penetrated so far. She peeked out and then opened her eyes, squinting in the light. Slowly, she found her vision adjusting to the new demand.

      Rivka turned her gaze back to the road. Her steps faltered as she realized even though the sun had appeared, the road ahead was covered in darkness.

      Rivka wasn't a professor of human studies or anything, but she was pretty sure a strange dark patch under direct sunlight wasn't normal.

      From within the dark patch, a gruff voice shouted something unintelligible. There were people ahead! But from the sound of it, they weren’t out for a friendly stroll. That voice sounded ready to fight.

      On tiptoes, Rivka crept over dead leaves and branches scattered along the road. If these weren't friendly humans, it wouldn't do her any good to be seen or heard sneaking up on them.

      She rounded a bend to find a woman and a man facing off in the middle of the road.

      The man had his back to Rivka, but she could still make out the gleam of metal pointing in the direction of the woman. From the hunched stance and tilted head, Rivka guessed he held some type of gun. She’d heard of them in school.

      Clearly, the woman in trouble had a few screws loose. She stood with her arms spread wide like she was asking to be attacked.

      “Call off your demons, Lesya Markova, or I'll kill you where you stand,” his rough voice threatened.

      “You started this,” the woman said. “You should have never been out here. You know this is my territory.”

      “I don't give a shit about your territory, witch. You are nothing to me. If I killed you right now, nobody would mourn your dead body.”

      Rivka gasped at the harsh words. She saw the pain flit across the woman's face and realized the man had hit upon a hard truth. She was alone.

      Unfortunately, Rivka understood that kind of isolation. She had no living family. No friends. If she died on this mission for salt, her boss would eventually realize she was missing, but no one would mourn her.

      So she damn sure wasn't going to let this guy kill the poor, crazy lady.

      When the man readjusted his gun, Rivka realized she needed to do something before either one of them noticed her.

      Rivka wrapped her fingers around the hilt of her government-issued bone knife and charged the man. Her body collided with the enemy, sending him sprawling face first onto the ground. In one quick motion, she stabbed him in the neck. Blood gushed out of the wound, coating the asphalt.

      “What are you doing?” The woman — Lesya, he had said — lowered her arms. Her glare was hot enough to set Rivka on fire.

      Rivka poked the man. She grunted her satisfaction when the man didn’t move. “What am I doing?” She used the man’s shirt to wipe her blade clean, then stood and sheathed her weapon. “It looks like I’m saving your life.”

      Lesya’s hands curled into fists. “I had the situation under control.”

      Rivka thought otherwise. What sane person holds their arms out while a man holds a weapon pointed at them? “I apologize. It totally looked like you did. Well done! I just thought you might like a hand.”

      The wind picked up, and Rivka once again, moved hair out of her face. When she could see again, she found Lesya standing beside the dead man.

      “Who was he?” Rivka asked.

      “Nobody.” Lesya gave a swift kick to the man’s side. “That’s for the puffins!”

      Eyes wide, Rivka realized her prior assessment of Lesya’s mental capacity appeared way off. “Um, are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay! You had no right to kill Yuri. This was my fight to finish, and I didn’t need you intervening on my behalf.” Lesya turned and stormed off. She threw her hand in the air, middle finger flying high. “Fuck off.”

      The nerve!

      Rivka didn’t do anything wrong. She certainly didn't understand why Lesya wasn't falling all over herself with gratitude. Instead, she was pissed off. Mob-level pissed off.  “Wait! I need your help!”

      Lesya could be her hope to finding the salt she needed and getting back in the water quickly. There was no need to drag this out into a long journey. In, out, fewer sirens dead, and Rivka back in the sea where she belonged.

      But the woman didn’t slow or even acknowledge that Rivka had spoken. She ran to catch up with her.

      “Did you hear me?” Rivka spoke between labored breaths. The air above the surface proved harder to breathe. What I wouldn’t give to be able to use my gills. “I need your help.”

      Finally, Lesya whirled and crossed her arms, eyeing the siren suspiciously. “You? Need my help? Unreal.” She dropped her arms to her sides and continued down the path without waiting for Rivka.

      “You don’t understand,” Rivka shouted, then jogged to catch up with Lesya again. Ugh, this woman needs to slow down before I choke on air. “My people are dying. We need salt.”

      Lesya remained silent. The two fell in step together as they maneuvered down the road. The trees started to become sparse, and Rivka caught glimpses of the ocean to her left. Up ahead, more human buildings came into view. She shuddered at the thought of all those humans waiting in their crude little houses and what they might do to her if they saw her. Humans loathed sirens. Rivka knew coming onto land could be a death sentence, but she didn’t think she’d die quite so soon.

      “Whoa, where are we going?” Rivka grabbed Lesya's arm and forced her to stop.

      “We?” Lesya's glare could have frozen the sea. “I’m going into the village for supplies. You just happened to tag along. Unwanted, I might add.”

      “Look, I know we didn’t get off on the right foot—”

      Lesya abruptly turned, grabbing Rivka's neck with one hand and squeezing. “We got off on more than the wrong foot. If you’re going continue to tag along, don’t kill my enemies. Leave that honor to me.”

      Rivka rubbed her neck as Lesya backed up. “Got it.”

      Thousands of humans on land, and she just had to run into a psychopath with an attitude problem.

      The further they walked into the village, the more humans appeared - walking on sidewalks, chatting in pairs, sitting on their front porches smoking. Their odd stares and horrified gasps made Rivka feel like a freak of nature.

      “Heathen,” one man growled as he looked her up and down in passing.

      Uneasiness settled in the pit of Rivka’s stomach. These people hated her for what she was and where she came from.

      Lesya stopped in front of a quaint house hung with ivy. She scowled at Rivka. “Look, you’re going to need to put some fucking clothes on if you’re going to stick around.”

      Rivka blanched at the idea. Lesya's blue jeans, sweater, and thick fur-lined coat looked so restrictive. “Sirens don't need clothes. We have scales.”

      “You need clothes if you're going to flounce around among humans. Otherwise, go back to the ocean.”

      Dismayed, Rivka said, “Fine.”

      Lesya opened the short white gate to the ivy-covered house and led Rivka to the front door. The hinges screeched in protest as Lesya pushed through, yanking Rivka inside with her.

      “Good morning, Lesya,” a cheery voice called from a distance. “I didn’t expect you today.”

      Lesya released Rivka’s arm and wandered toward the back of the house. “I didn’t expect to come today, but I’m out of charcoal. Plus, one of my puffins has a cough.”

      Rivka followed her into a warm, well-lit kitchen. The air was redolent with the scent of cooking food, something heady that made her mouth water even though she'd never eaten human food.

      A smiling woman greeted Lesya with a squeeze on the shoulder. “Ahh, so you need a spell to make the bird better. I’ve got just the thing in the shop. I think I even have some newly seasoned charcoal, too. Come with me.”

      As they passed through an arched doorway, the woman said, “Who's your friend?”

      “Not my friend,” Lesya answered quickly. “Just a stowaway who won't leave me alone. Do you have any clothes to spare for her? People keep staring at her.”

      Rivka gritted her teeth. She wanted to lash out at the grouchy human, but the witch's house seemed pleasant and positive, so she let it slide.

      “I'm sure I can rustle up something for her.”

      The hallway ended in a little shop, complete with jars of herbs, homemade candles, and all manner of esoteric necessities. The woman slid behind a glass counter and reached for a lockbox.

      “I assume you have a name, dear?” the woman asked Rivka as she slid a pair of bifocals onto her hooked nose.

      “Rivka Petrovna.”

      “Rivka. I'm Vera. It's been a long while since I've seen a siren in these parts.” She began rifling through index cards inside the lockbox, peering through her glasses at the small writing.

      Rivka wasn't sure if she was meant to answer or not. Seeing as the woman had now thoroughly invested her attention in the cards, she stayed mute.

      “Ah! Here it is.” Vera tugged a pristine notecard from the box and held it out to Lesya. “Two notes for the spell, and five for the charcoal.”

      Lesya pocketed the card. “You're under charging your worth again.”

      “Only for you,” Vera said with a tinkling laugh, accepting the money notes from Lesya.

      Rivka’s curiosity got the better of her. “Are you a mage, then?”

      “Yes, dear. Lesya and I are both mages.” Vera smile beatifically at Rivka. “Let me get you some clothes for the road.”

      After she disappeared down the hall, Rivka and Lesya stood in silence, avoiding one another's gaze. A gnawing pit of anxiety had opened up inside her. This mage obviously didn't want her around. Could she ask Vera for help? Probably not. The woman was old and shuffled as if her joints ached.

      Lesya was young, sturdy, built for an adventure. Rivka had to convince the mage to help her.

      Minutes later, Vera returned with a pile of clothing in her arms.

      “Thank you so much,” Rivka said to be polite. Inside, she was already itching at the thought of the clothing on her skin. She unfolded each article of clothing and marveled at them: black jeans, a soft sweater, and a jacket like Lesya's. She didn't even know where to start.

      Vera tapped her on the shoulder, eyebrow arched. “Do you need some help, dear?”

      Sheepishly, Rivka nodded. “Please.”

      Vera guided her into the jeans, and then tugged the sweater over her head. She had also brought socks and boots that were a smidge too big, though Rivka wasn't complaining. Too big meant less constriction.

      “This final piece will help keep you warm.” Vera held out a jacket with a fur lined hood.

      Rivka pushed her arms into it and wrapped it around her midsection. “This is quite warm. Thank you so much for your kindness.”

      “Now, maybe the whole village won’t stare at you.” Lesya brought the hood up around Rivka’s head. “There. That’ll keep others from seeing the scales on your face.”

      Vera passed a bag of black bricks to Lesya. Outside, the wind picked up and the cottage creaked under the force. The old mage turned to face the window, gazing at the sea. “You should get going. A cyclone is coming.”

      “Are you certain?” Lesya asked. “I estimated hours before it struck, at least.”

      “The winds are changing, and danger is coming.” Vera glanced at Rivka. The vibrant green of her eyes had turned white as a clam. “In more ways than one.”
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      “Lesya? What did that nice mage mean by the winds ‘changing’? How do winds change? And why did she look at me with such eerie eyes?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.” Lesya sighed, focusing on the steady thump of her boots on the asphalt as she hurried away from the village. “I've got a question for you. Why are you still following me?”

      “Because I need your help! I told you. My people are in trouble. The planet is warming, and the frozen crown at the top of the world is melting into our saltwater oceans, diluting our life-giving salt—”

      “I don’t need a geology lesson,” Lesya snapped, whirling on the obnoxious siren. “I’m well aware of what’s happening to our planet. Trust me. The humans don’t let me forget.” She took a steadying breath, staring at the girl. The siren seemed almost ageless and innocent, Vera’s hand-me-down clothes baggy on her lithe frame. “Look. Rivka, isn’t it? If you’re not going to leave me the hell alone, then you’re going to help.”

      “Help what?”

      Lesya stepped off the road, taking the embankment at a run. Cheese waited just at the edge of the tree line, his feathers ruffling as he squawked his disapproval. She bent over and snatched him up, tucking his body against her side. “If you see a puffin, grab it.”

      She couldn’t help but chuckle at the horror on the siren’s face.

      “But you didn’t answer my question,” Rivka called, her footsteps not quite so elegant in the messy undergrowth. “What’s happening with the winds?”

      “Vera can sense the weather changing. It’s one of her powers. I thought I had more time, but my powers don’t work as well as hers. The cyclone is coming fast.”

      “What is a cyclone?”

      Lesya ripped open a set of double doors built into the ground beside her cottage. She pointed at a puffin turning circles near Rivka's feet. “Grab Fork and put him in the cellar. We don’t have time for a lesson on end-of-the-world weather patterns.”

      “Fork?” Rivka’s nose wrinkled.

      Lesya pointed at the puffin near the siren’s feet. “That’s Fork. Be careful. He bites.”

      Lesya turned, grinning to herself as she dropped Cheese into the cellar. She tucked two fingers in her mouth and whistled, three short, sharp bursts. Her puffins appeared from all sides, flying and waddling, but not exactly hauling ass.

      “Guys! Cyclone!” Lesya barked, pointing at the cellar. “Get inside, you idiots!”

      She stooped and snatched up Egg and Wheat, tossing them into the darkness beneath the cottage. From behind her, Rivka let out a squeal.

      “Ow! How are you picking them up? They’re vicious little things, aren’t they?” Rivka stuck her wounded finger in her mouth.

      Lesya rolled her eyes. “Well, you are a fish. Maybe they think you taste good. I wouldn’t close my eyes if I were you.”

      “What?” Rivka’s eyes widened in horror.

      “I’m kidding, you lunatic. Get downstairs.” Lesya gestured to the cellar, and then walked away to gather the rest of her puffins.

      The already uneasy sky had become a chaos of shifting clouds, drawing ever closer. Lesya sniffed the air as rain began to fall.

      It was here.

      She gave another series of sharp whistles, and the remaining puffins appeared from the edge of the cliff.

      “Cutting it close, aren’t we?” Lesya said disapprovingly. She trailed the birds into the cellar and slammed the door shut behind her.

      Rivka sat rigidly in the center of the small storeroom, her gaze leaping from bird to bird as they roosted comfortably on top of the root vegetables, preening.

      “They’ve, uh, done this before?” Rivka asked.

      “Anytime there’s a cyclone.” Lesya stopped and counted birds; all forty-eight puffins accounted for. She grabbed the old rusted chain she used to lock the cellar doors and wove it through the door handles before locking it into place. “You’d think they’d be used to it by now, but they’re stubborn animals.”

      “Why do you have these things? More importantly, why are they named after food?”

      Lesya chuckled, throwing herself into an old camping chair by the back wall. “Inside joke. The villagers would eat them if they caught them.”

      “That seems… wrong.”

      Lesya shrugged. “I get my amusement where I can.”

      “So what are we hiding from?”

      “A cyclone.”

      “And that is…”

      Lesya rolled her eyes. “It’s a giant swirling vortex of sea and sky. It picks up anything in its path and throws it into the ocean.”

      “That doesn’t sound so awful.”

      “For you, maybe. You can survive underwater. We can’t.” Lesya waved at her puffins to indicate them, too.

      “We can breathe down there. But we aren’t doing much surviving, if we’re being honest.” Rivka pulled up the sleeve of her sweater, exposing her scales. She gently traced a finger over each pearlescent scale. “With the salt being depleted so much, we’re all in danger.”

      “What makes you think finding salt will help your people?”

      “Not having enough salt is what’s killing us.”

      “Or the planet is poisoned, and we’re all slowly dying because of it. Sirens included.” Lesya met the siren's eye and said firmly, “Nobody is immortal.”

      “Please. Help me.”

      “No. I like my life.” Lesya propped her legs up on a barrel of potatoes. “When the cyclone is over, you need to leave.”

      “And go where?”

      “Not my problem.”

      “Sirens are dying.” Rivka's voice broke on the last word.

      “Humans are dying. Mages are dying. Everything is dying. It is what it is. Eventually, there won't be anything left to die, anyway.” Lesya lifted her hands to make room for Cheese on her lap. The puffin leapt onto her lap with an affectionate chirp. “I suggest you go right back to the ocean and your little siren family and make the most of whatever life you have left with them.”

      “I don't have a family.”

      “Well, that makes two of us, then.”

      To her relief, the siren didn't speak again.

      Distant thunder shook the ground beneath Lesya's boots. She could sense the waves crashing on the rocks below her peninsula, could feel the way the sky pressed down from above. And through it all, the dull roar of the cyclone moved closer.

      “What is that sound?” Rivka asked.

      Lesya turned to look at the padlocked doors. They knocked viciously in their frame. “The roar? That's the cyclone.”

      “I've never heard anything like it.”

      “Do you hear much at all a thousand leagues under the sea?”

      Rivka's smile was fleeting. “We do not live so far down, mage. But I suppose not.” She eyed the shuddering doors. “Will those hold?”

      “They've held for years,” Lesya scoffed, but she was unsure. Everything about this day, from the confrontation with Yuri, the siren killing the young man, the meeting with Vera, now the cyclone threatening to rip her house down… Nothing felt right. And though she'd avoided the subject with Rivka, she too had noticed the way Vera's eyes had paled and locked onto the siren when she warned of danger.

      All she wanted to do was get through the cyclone and then send Rivka back into the water where she belonged. She had no room for change or danger in her world.

      “Is that… getting louder?” Rivka asked.

      Lesya stood and crossed to the cellar doors. Outside, the wind and rain tore at the old planks of wood, and the roar of the cyclone grew closer.

      Okay, so she had to admit Rivka had a point. She had never heard a cyclone sound quite like this before. They weren't exactly whisper quiet, but they also didn't usually sound like the whole of the ocean was about to crash down on her cabin.

      “It's just a strong one,” Lesya assured the siren as she double checked the sturdy chain bolting the doors. “It should be over soon.”

      Rivka didn't respond. Lesya returned to her chair, unable to hide her smirk at the way the siren had collapsed in on herself, at the fear in her eyes.

      If the girl wasn’t ready for the harsh realities of land, she should have stayed in the water.

      She killed Yuri to save you, Lesya's voice of reason reminded her. She's obviously not a weakling.

      And that was a whole other situation—dealing with the fall out of Yuri's death. The whole village knew they hated each other. Suspicion would fall squarely on Lesya, and she didn't have an alibi. Shit, if Rivka hadn't barged in and done the dirty work, Lesya herself might have killed him anyway. Despite his bluster, he had been on the verge of firing that gun.

      Yuri had been a cyclone in human form, one good storm away from ultimate destruction.

      The cellar doors shuddered harder, the chain clanking against the force of the wind. The ceiling creaked, the whole house seeming to shift on its foundation. Lesya eyed the wooden boards above her head, her heart pounding.

      More creaking. The roar of wind from above like constant, destructive white noise. The doors pounded in their frame, straining against the chain.

      Lesya jumped as one of the doors cracked, the wood splitting right down the middle. A split second later, the cottage shifted again, and dust rained from the ceiling.

      Then through the noise of the storm, a new sound—the sharp crack of the cabin giving way. Lesya launched across the room and took Rivka down to the floor as the ceiling collapsed.
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      “Oof!” Lesya weighed more than she had expected. Rikva threw her arms over her head protectively as more dust and debris rained down. “Oh, crap. What was that?”

      The puffins squawked and fluffed themselves around the cellar, slightly perturbed by the debris. Lesya sat up and lovingly patted one on the head before she looked down to regard Rivka. “Shit. You can say shit. It’s not as bad of a word as people make it out to be.”

      “Fine. Oh, shit, what was that?” Rivka forced out sarcastically.

      Lesya nodded. “Better. Words only have the power we give them.”

      “Are you going to answer the question? Get off me.” Rivka pushed at Lesya, shoving the mage off her legs. Once free from the mage’s bulk, she stood but shrank back when something above her head groaned and snapped. “Now, what was that?”

      “Probably my house collapsing...again.” Lesya shrugged nonchalantly. “No big deal.”

      “No big deal?” Rivka pressed herself into the corner of the cellar. “Are we going to get crushed?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not, but like I said, all things are dying. Death will come for us sooner or later.”

      “I would much rather it be later,” Rivka snapped. “Aren’t you concerned about your house?”

      Lesya’s brow wrinkled. “It’s just a house. It can be fixed.”

      “You have a very simple outlook on life.”

      “If you keep things simple, nothing can hurt you.”

      Rivka’s curiosity wanted to dig deep into that statement. Something in the mage’s life had hurt her, which had resulted in this grouchy woman obsessed with her birds and solitude. But she’d known the girl all of two hours, and if she tried to ask probing questions, Lesya would probably punch her.

      “Ah. See?” Lesya cocked an ear to the doors. “No more wind.”

      She was right. The wind no longer whistled through the cellar. From what Rivka could see of the outside beyond the broken cellar doors, the sky had begun to clear.

      As one, the puffins all began to leap from their boxes and barrels and waddle towards the doors. Lesya stood to brush dust off her clothes but seemed unconcerned about the exodus.

      Rivka jumped and ran to the door, blocking the puffins from exiting. “You did all that work to get them in here, and you’re just going to let them out?” The bird closest to her pecked at her ankles, eliciting a shriek. She wiggled her foot at the bird to ward it off. “Go. Get away.” She waved her hands, mumbling, “Stupid bird.”

      “Stupid siren,” Lesya countered as she moved Rivka out of the doorway none-too-gently. “Don’t get in Pepper’s way. She’s feisty. They’re birds. They know it’s safe to go out now.”

      Rivka earned one final peck from Pepper, and then the bird hopped up the stairs and out of sight.

      “Ow!” Rivka wrenched her foot away from the line of exiting puffins.

      Lesya chuckled. “You deserved that.”

      The scent of ozone and rain drifted through the cellar’s opening. Rivka raised her nose and took in a lungful of air. The storm had wiped out the scent of death and decay from the earth, leaving behind a crisp, clean smell for the moment. The thinner, clearer air helped her breathe easier.

      Lesya brushed past Rivka. “Smells great, doesn’t it?”

      “It does—” Rivka stopped short at the top of the stairs, struck by the destruction waiting for them. “Oh my goodness. Do all these pieces belong to your house?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Lesya kicked a plank of wood out of the way. She walked several paces beyond that and turned to look at the house, her hands on her hips, but her face giving nothing away.

      Puffins waddled around the debris, pecking at objects on the ground. Several helped themselves to pieces of the broken cottage, then took flight, coasting toward the cliff on the breeze.

      Rivka’s eyes widened. “Lesya, uh… The birds are stealing bits of your house.”

      “They can have them. Broken shit anyway.” The dying wind carried her words away.

      Rivka turned to find the once proud structure looking rather disheveled. Parts of the roof had been torn off by the cyclone, and a few of the boards along the sides of the house were missing. Two puffins argued in a broken window.

      A sharp pain in Rivka’s calf buckled her leg. “What the…” She caught herself before she fell. “Why you little—”

      Lesya grabbed Rivka’s hand before she could smack the bird away. “You had something stuck to your leg. Fork was only trying to get it off for you. Chill.”

      “But that hurt!” Rivka brushed off her pants to make sure she didn’t get a repeat attack from Fork or any other the other food-named birds. “What are you going to do about your house?”

      Lesya ignored her question and walked away to the cliff’s edge, her face still unreadable.

      Rivka wasn’t sure she wanted to follow Lesya out there. The puffins were friendly to the mage, but not so much to her. There might have been some credibility to the idea that they saw her as a fish. With hesitant steps, she followed Lesya and settled into an uneasy stance next to the mage. The puffins milled about but paid no attention to her.

      Just when the silence had dragged on to an unbearable point, Lesya spoke. “If you need salt, you’ll need to head up to the next seaport. Nordvik Bay.”

      “How far is that?”

      “At least a day’s journey. Two if the weather gets bad. There are merchants there that trade in salt. I think they work out of a nearby city. Salt mines.”

      “A whole day?” Rivka murmured. She’d be traveling even farther away from her home. The crash of the ocean against the rocks called to something primal inside of her, beckoning the siren to dive back in. It pained her to deny its call.

      “Unfortunately.” Lesya turned on her heel and trudged past the broken shards of her house. “I’m going to need supplies and shit to fix up my house anyways. I’ll take you.”

      Rivka tried to hide her elation. She tucked her hands behind her back and squeezed one hand in the other. She wouldn’t be making this journey alone. The mage knew more about land than Rivka, so she could act as her guide to the seaport.

      Then another thought hit her: How would she trade for salt? She had no coin. The mob expected her to steal the salt, but Rivka had no experience in thievery. How in the seven seas was she going to steal enough salt to help her clan?
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      “Here, shove this dried meat in your pack.”

      Lesya had given Rivka a backpack and an assorted array of supplies. Things she’d never seen before. “Dried what? You dry your meat? Why would you want to do that?”

      “It preserves it and lets it last longer so you can store it.” Lesya rolled her eyes, a habit Rivka was getting highly acquainted with when in Lesya’s presence.

      The mage’s backside stuck out of the closet as shirts, boots, and other unmentionables flew over her head. “This place is a wreck.”

      “I don’t think you’re helping the situation.” The wind had shaken the house and left nothing but chaos. At least that’s what Lesya claimed as they’d entered the house and stepped over the rubble. Rivka knew nothing of the state of Lesya’s house before the storm hit. For all she knew, it was like this to begin with.

      One hand shot out from the closet holding a pair of gloves. Lesya’s victorious face followed soon after. “Here, these will keep your hands warm. I also found another jacket for you to wear. It’ll be a lot warmer than what Vera gave you.”

      Rivka let the borrowed coat fall to the floor and took the one Lesya offered. The new one fit like a second skin, filled with something fluffy, like… “Are there feathers in this coat?”

      “Yes.” Lesya shoved more supplies into her pack. “Okay, we each have a canteen, some dried meat. I found you a pair of gloves and a coa—” Glancing up, she found Rivka poking the coat with a horrified expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “You didn’t put puffin feathers in this, did you?”

      “What? No!” Lesya wiped a hand down in her face and took a deep breath. “I didn’t even make that coat. It probably has some other type of bird feathers in it. Duck or something.”

      Rivka had no way of knowing anything about life above the surface. She knew birds existed, but she’d never had need to worry about clothing under the water when she had her scales to keep her warm.

      “Oh, okay.” Rivka stopped playing with the fabric and picked up her pack. “Are we ready to go then?” She was eager to get there, get the salt, and get back home. Being on land left her feeling weird and disjointed.

      Lesya donned her own heavier jacket and took a last look around the cabin. “I think so.”

      “Who will take care of the puffins?” Rivka asked as they emerged into the sunlight. She squinted, her sensitive eyes taking longer to adjust.

      “They can take care of themselves for now. I’ll only be gone a couple days.”

      They both picked their steps carefully as they made their way through the destroyed yard and past the cliff full of puffins. A brisk pace would get them farther faster, but they needed to keep their strength up, so they decided on something a little slower.

      Much of the journey passed in silence. Rivka made a few valiant attempts at small talk, hoping to get to know more about the mage, but Lesya’s one-word answers and passive face just frustrated her. After a time, she simply gave up and walked.

      Unfortunately, Rivka’s feet weren’t used to walking for long periods of time. Walking took different muscles and tendons than swimming, and after several hours, she could feel every single one in her body. Her calves screamed in protest, and her lower back throbbed.

      “Do you think we can take a break?” Rivka asked.

      Lesya kept walking.

      “Lesya, please?” Rivka whined. “My feet can’t take much more. I’m used to swimming, remember?”

      The sun cast their shadows across the dirty path. Lesya’s shadow continued wandering farther away from her own until they weren’t even walking together anymore. This far north, the sun wouldn’t set completely, just pass into an evening twilight. That was another thing Rivka wasn’t used to. Deep within the ocean, the sun didn’t play a factor in the siren’s everyday life. She’d come from a dim world into a bright, unforgiving world.

      Lesya veered off the road, taking a small side path marked by a sign that said Beach.

      Relief filled Rivka, and she picked up her pace as they cut a path through the tall grass to the beach. The sand was one last obstacle before she could reach the water. Each step sunk her heel into the beach, and her muscles burned from the effort. She dropped her bag next to Lesya’s and plopped down next to it on the sand to remove her boots.

      “It’s getting late. We’ll make camp here.” Lesya pulled out an oddly shaped stick with a string stretched taut between the ends. “I’m going to go catch us something to eat.”

      The sounds of the ocean were Rivka’s only company once Lesya wandered into the tall grass. She finished removing her boots and socks, then carefully rotated her ankles and wiggled her toes. She’d gotten used to the confining boots, but now that she was free of them, she realized just how much she hated them.

      The grass rustled behind Rivka. Her heart thundered in her chest, wondering what creature had found her. She crab-walked backwards toward the water, keeping the tall grass line in her sights.

      Lesya threw out an arm to move the grass from her path and waved something floppy in her other hand. “Caught us a wild hare to eat. Do you know how to start a—” She dropped the kill to the sand and laughed. “Never mind. I know you don’t. Fire doesn’t exactly burn under the water.”

      Rivka remained speechless, still perched backwards in the sand.

      “You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Dragging a large piece of driftwood over, Lesya made herself a seat and proceeded to skin the hare.

      “You just startled me. That’s all.” Rivka returned to the mage’s side and leaned over to look at the animal. “We’re going to eat that? Look at all that...that fur.”

      Lips thinned out, Lesya kept her eyes on her knife. “There’s meat underneath the skin. I have to skin it first.”

      “I’m not eating that.” Rivka rose. “Nope. I’ll go find something else to eat.”

      “You do that. Good luck finding anything else around here.”

      “I’m resourceful. Just watch me.” Her gloves were the first to go, followed by her coat and every other piece of clothing the mage had made her wear. They’d only hinder her swimming if she kept them on. She’d find her own food in the ocean and refresh her body in the process.

      Rivka waded into the water. Her toes curled into the squishy sand, and a sigh of contentment escaped her. Even with only a portion of her body in the water, she felt more at home. More at peace.

      She took a few minutes to dive beneath and enjoy the caress of water on her scales. The sun faded evermore, turning the sky to reddish-purple. For the first time, she saw stars. She rolled over onto her back, buoyant on the waves, and watched the stars wink to life.

      By the time she decided to hunt for fish, Lesya had kindled a fire on the beach, and the strange animal rotated above the flames, sending white smoke into the air. Rivka stood on the sandbar to rotate and dive back in.

      The roar of the waves and the wind in her ears kept her acute hearing from alerting her to the danger. Her mind was too focused on the sensations of being back in her own element.

      Rivka had poised herself to dive when a wave of water rose up and threw her back. A roar rent the air, leaving no doubt death would soon follow.

      The beast loomed over her. The water was deep here, almost to her shoulders, which meant the sea bear standing before her was enormous.  Short black hair covered its entire body, save for patches of scales at its knees, elbows, and a few other callused areas up and down its limbs.

      The monster’s mouth appeared to grin, and Rivka gaped at the two large, protruding incisors that would inevitably rip her to shreds. Pitch-black, soulless eyes sized her up.

      She’d only ever heard of such a beast in children’s fairy tales meant to scare young sirens into staying out of trouble.

      “Sea bear!” Rivka screamed, finally snapping out of her panic to move, but she was too late. The sea bear raised a massive, webbed paw to strike, and she knew the long, sharp claws would do her in just as well as his teeth.
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      The hare sizzled over the open fire, filling the air with the scent of cooking meat. She rotated the spit so the flames could touch the opposite side of the creature, then glanced out at the ocean.

      The sun had set enough to cast the sea into twilight. Lesya couldn't pick out the siren's form anywhere in the water. Not that she needed any help. The siren could probably fish as good as Lesya could hunt. The ocean was the siren’s natural habitat, attested to by the fact she’d left her weird, white knife hooked to the pants she’d removed. All the money in the world wouldn’t be enough enticement for Lesya to enter the ocean at dusk without a weapon.

      Lesya dug in her pack, searching for the small saucepan she had packed for boiling water. Once she had the pot in hand, she shoved to her feet and trudged to the water's edge. Strong waves lapped at her boots as she scooped water from the ocean.

      Back at the fire, she placed the pot directly on the flames to boil. The water on the outside metal sizzled and spat as it burned away.

      Then another sound joined it—a scream.

      “Sea bear!”

      Lesya leapt to her feet, gaze scanning the dark ocean.

      Rivka splashed towards the shore, a large, black shape on her tail. “Sea bear!”

      Lesya snatched her dagger from the sand and ran for the water. She could easily see the whites of Rivka’s eyes, and the froth of the ocean beneath the sea bear in the dim light.

      Then Rivka disappeared beneath the shallow waves, the sea bear bearing down on top of her.

      “Dammit!” Lesya hurriedly kicked off her boots and splashed into the shallows. She'd killed a few land bears in her day, but she'd never even seen a sea bear, much less had any idea how to kill one.

      Water pooled around her hips, sucking at her body, the undertow trying to drag her down. She lifted her arms to the sky and reached for the spirits.

      Her nature spirit of choice was the trickster leshiy, who she’d begun to call earlier to help her with Yuri. The leshiy was a benevolent friend, easily willing to help and much less likely to hurt her for fun. But this far from the forest, the leshiy wouldn’t be the spirit to respond to her.

      She only had one option in the ocean.

      The stars in the red sky began to spin. The wind whipped her hair into her eyes, and the ocean clawed at her legs. Then suddenly, it all ceased. The stars froze, the water stilled, and the wind died.

      Lesya didn't often call on the ancestral spirits. Calling on the spirits for help was a last-ditch effort. Her lack of abilities as a mage was easy enough to live with. Usually.

      Until sea bears showed up.

      Rivka and the bear had disappeared. They didn't exist in this place, where time stopped, where life and death were one and the same.

      The vodyanoi appeared, nothing but an ebony face drifting towards her on the ocean’s surface. His long black hair trailed the water, notched and shiny like seaweed. He drew near Lesya, eyes black as pitch as he sized her up.

      “You dare swim at night?” The vodyanoi's voice boomed in the unnatural silence.

      “I do not, vodyanoi. I follow your rules,” Lesya replied, trying to hide her irritation. The vodyanoi was arrogant, but rightfully so since he ruled the realm of the sea. “A friend of mine is a creature of the water. One of yours. She's in trouble. How do I defeat a sea bear?”

      The vodyanoi lazily rolled to his back, exposing the fish-like scales on his belly. His fin flipped in the water, leisurely gliding him around her.

      “You want to save one of my children by killing another of my children. Is this correct?”

      Lesya bit the inside of her cheek. Technically, yes. But if she agreed with his assessment, he'd probably kill her for impertinence. She had to figure out a way to make him think saving Rivka was his idea, and that saving her meant more to him than the life of the sea bear.

      “I am sure you're aware that the sirens are dying.” Lesya picked her words carefully. “An entire race in danger as the melting northern pole dilutes the ocean, turning saltwater to freshwater.”

      “Of course I know this. I know all. All water is my realm.”

      “The siren who is now at the mercy of the sea bear has come to land to find salt for her clan. She is the only hope for the survival of their race. If you give me the knowledge I need to defeat the bear and save her, you will in turn save many more sirens at the expense of one sea bear.”

      The vodyanoi continued his lazy circles around her. “If I am to arm you against my own beast, you must bleed for me.”

      Lesya's breath caught in her throat. “Blood payment in time or in promise of a future repayment?”

      “I have little need of your pitiful human time. Sixty years is a grain of sand against my existence.”

      Lesya bowed. “Of course, vodyanoi.”

      He drew himself up, his ebony-skinned torso rising from the still water. His black seaweed hair spilled over his torso. The blue-tinged scales on his body shone.

      Truthfully, he was magnificent. Lesya could see how the original mages had modeled the sirens on the legendary vodyanoi. Though they'd gotten the bottom half wrong, Lesya thought as his magnificent blue-scaled fin waved around her boots.

      The vodyanoi held out his hand, brandishing a long, sharp fingernail. “Your blood promises future repayment. Do you accept the terms?”

      “I accept the terms.” Lesya held out her palm. The vodyanoi's claw bit into her skin, but she schooled her face into stone. Showing weakness at this point in the deal would mean no information for her and death for her and her companion.

      Fucking siren. She owes me for this.

      Lesya sank her bleeding palm into the water. Her skin glowed beneath the surface, her blood drifting away on the current like phosphorescent plankton, magic sealing the pact.

      “The underbelly of the sea bear is its Achilles heel,” the vodyanoi stated. “The heart is near the left armpit. You'll need to get beneath him.”

      “Beneath the sea bear. In the water.”

      The vodyanoi grinned, his sharp teeth supernaturally white in his face. “Are you frightened of the water?”

      Lesya swallowed. Admitting fear to the vodyanoi was probably not a smart thing to do. “Your rules state I am not allowed to swim at night.”

      The vodyanoi sank into the water until only his head was visible. “That is correct.”

      “If I go underwater to save my friend, will you kidnap me and drown me?”

      He chuckled and paddled the dark water with his long fingers. “I admire your tenacity. What is your name, mage?”

      Lesya looked down at her still-bleeding palm. “You have my blood. You require my name, too?”

      The vodyanoi licked his lips, amusement in his black eyes. “Save your friend, mage. Before I change my mind.”

      He waved a hand in the air, water droplets flying from his fingers. The stars reacted immediately, whirling in a dizzying vortex, the world dipping and plunging into the water until Lesya crash landed back in the present.

      She stumbled forward from the force and disappeared beneath the waves. Unperturbed and running on adrenaline, she sputtered to the surface and splashed towards Rivka and the sea bear.

      Rivka shrieked, though the sound was half-drowned as she tried to get away from the beast. Her pale hands shoved at the bear’s tough hide, her fingers bleeding as she kept its vicious teeth away from her face.

      Lesya palmed her dagger, took a deep breath, and dove beneath the pair.

      The cold ocean closed around her head until she was in a cocoon of dark silence. She kicked at the water, using the sea bear’s thick fur to wedge herself beneath it. Then she blindly stabbed her dagger up into the beast’s underbelly.

      The sea bear roared so loud, she could hear it beneath the water. She gripped the slippery hilt of her dagger and jerked it up, slicing through the bear’s insides like a side of beef.

      Cold water mixed with the heat of the sea bear’s blood. Lesya shoved against the thrashing creature with her feet, using her shoulder to propel Rivka away from it.

      Lesya broke the surface and sucked in a breath. She glanced back at the sea bear, ready for round two, but her blow had stabbed true. The body had already sunk out of sight.

      Rivka surfaced beside her, shoving her blonde hair from her eyes. The water that drizzled down her face was tinged pink by the sea bear’s blood. “You saved my life.”

      Lesya flicked water off her face, turning to trudge back to the beach. “Don’t mention it. Maybe next time, leave the clothes but take your knife.”

      She left the weightlessness of the ocean, her clothes weighted down with water. She stripped off her shirt and shivered at the cold, then plopped down beside the fire in her camisole and jeans. The hare had gotten a little extra crispy in her absence.

      “Did you eat?” Lesya asked as the siren joined her by the fire.

      “No. I didn't have a chance before that thing was on me.” Rivka looked out at the ocean - peaceful and serene, only waves crashing against the sand.

      “Well, as long as you don't mind a crunchy exterior, I'll share.” She yanked the stake out of the hare and used her saltwater soaked fingers to flake the meat off the bones. “Think you can handle eating rabbit now that it isn't furry?”

      Rivka sat on the opposite side of the fire, still naked. She nodded, accepting a handful of flayed meat.

      “You gonna get dressed or just freeze to death?” Lesya asked before she took a bite of the greasy meat.

      “I don't want to get my clothes wet.”

      “I have extras.”

      “Thank you. I'll dry and be fine.” She nibbled her burned hare as she stared into the fire. “I've never encountered a sea bear before, though I have heard of them.”

      “Same here. Vicious assholes, apparently.”

      “Thank you for coming to save me.”

      Lesya waved her off. “I said don't mention it.”

      “Most danger is near the surface,” Rivka went on. “I’ve always stayed in the caves where it’s safe. But even now, I didn’t think I needed my knife just to go for a swim. The most danger I’ve faced is rising in ranks in the government and being put on a mission to infiltrate the mob.”

      Lesya stopped chewing to eyeball the waifish siren. “You're a government operative working for a mob?”

      Rivka shrugged. “Yeah. Pays the bills.”

      “So who are you getting the salt for? The government or the bad guys?”

      “The bad guys. We have this disease. It’s awful, really. I wouldn't wish it on my worst enemy. This sickness just wastes us away. The mob boss has contracted it. I'm to retrieve enough salt to protect the mob.”

      “And what about the rest of your clan?”

      “I guess I get whatever I can for them, too. There are so many of us.”

      “Isn't it dangerous for you to be on land? Not getting water or salt?”

      “I’ve felt fine.” She turned her gaze back to sea, where the waves ebbed and flowed with silent mystery. “To be honest, I don't know how I'll ever feel safe in the water again after that.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been years since Lesya stepped foot in Nordvik Bay, but other than looking older and more worn down, the port town hadn't changed since her last visit.

      The old docks sagged over the ocean like a misshapen dress, lined up and down with all manner of ships, from fishing boats to giant merchant schooners. The sentinel of buildings on the waterfront had the drab, pastel coloring of paint that had sat through too many salty summers, and the people who frequented the businesses along the dock had the same weathered faces of hard living.

      “This is… busy,” Rivka observed, ducking as a shirtless sailor in bare feet passed with a load of bags over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, it's bigger than the village where I live. Easier to get lost here. Best stick close.”

      “But this isn't where the salt mines are?”

      Lesya scanned the store fronts, looking for the ticket master. “No. You'll have to take a boat to another city. There will be a salt merchant available to give you passage.”

      “By myself?” Rivka squeaked.

      Lesya rolled her eyes and shoved open the door to the ticket sales. “I'm not going with you, siren. This is your mission. Not mine. I'm here for supplies to fix my house. Then I'm going home.”

      Rivka nodded. “Right. Of course. It was so kind of you to bring me this far.”

      The ticket sales office was barely bigger than Lesya’s bedroom, dominated by a high-top desk and a locked cabinet. Lesya crossed the scarred wooden floor, thinking if those wooden planks could talk, the stories they would tell.

      A white-haired old man sneered at them from behind the desk, one beady eye covered by a black eye patch. “What do you want?”

      “Passage to the salt mines. For one.” Lesya opened her pack and extracted two crisp money notes. She slid them across the desk, meeting the sailor’s eye. “On a reputable boat.”

      The man scoffed but snatched the money off the desk. “All our ships are reputable.”

      “Yeah, sure, old man. No pirates. My friend has already killed a man this week. She's not interested in upping her body count.”

      The sailor leaned forward, his one good eye raking over Rivka. “Killed a man, did you? You're no bigger than my thigh.”

      Lesya slammed a hand on the desk, causing the man to jump. “Passage, old man. Don't let her innocent looks deceive you. She's not human.”

      They finished their transaction in silence. Lesya pocketed her coin change, while the sailor watched Rivka warily. He’d likely noticed her scales by the way he stared. Lesya handed the ticket to the siren and saluted the man as they left the building.

      “You bought my ticket.” Rivka grinned.

      Lesya grabbed her arm and steered her to the docks. “Remember how you're not supposed to mention how I saved your life? Let's add that ticket to the bill. ‘Kay?” She pointed to a massive schooner with brilliant white sails. “That's your ride. Slip 13. Good luck.”

      Rivka threw her arms around Lesya's neck. “Thank you for everything.”

      Lesya grunted and gently extracted her torso from the siren. “Yeah, yeah. Don't get killed.”

      Rivka waved, then nervously clutching her ticket and borrowed satchel of supplies, she stepped onto the gangplank.

      Lesya gave one last look to the girl, then headed away from the docks.

      She found a uniformed officer stationed on a street corner near the end of the docs and smiled at him. “Excuse me, officer. Could you point me in the direction of the hardware store?”

      “‘Course, miss. Take this main road here three blocks and cut down Devil's Alley. Can't miss it.”

      And he was right. His directions were easy to follow. She couldn't miss Devil's Alley and the quaint little shop waiting for her at the end.

      But she did miss the dark shadow that followed her into the alley. She never saw the blow coming. One sharp knock on the head, and Lesya knew only darkness.
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      She was going to miss Lesya. Who knew the mage would have weaseled her way into Rivka’s heart in such a short time? There was something about her that spoke to the caregiver inside Rivka. She wanted to help Lesya be happier. Between saving her life and purchasing her ticket, Lesya had proved she wasn’t a bad person.

      Wait. She wasn’t supposed to mention that. Should she not think about it either?

      Rivka shook those thoughts away as she waved to Lesya from the gangplank. Maybe she’d find her way back to the mage’s cottage one day for a visit.

      “Lovely day, isn’t it?” one of the crew greeted Rivka as she stepped on board. The older man had a head full of dark hair and a well-trimmed beard. He reminded Rivka of someone’s cheerful grandfather.  He extended his hand and nodded toward her bag. “I’ll take that for you, miss.”

      “Oh! Thank you. And yes, it is a lovely day.” Rivka shrugged off the bag to hand to the man, taking in the vessel that would sail her to her next destination. She’d never seen a ship before. The large wooden posts rising from the boat’s deck amazed her. Large pieces of cloth were tied around other, smaller posts, and she couldn’t fathom why all that was needed.

      “You ever been out to sea…on a ship before?” He glanced pointedly at her face, and she knew he had noticed her scales by the way he asked his question.

      “No, never.” No telling what kind of fool she looked like, staring up at the sky with her mouth wide open. Maybe I should pull my hood up to cover my scales?

      He patted her on the shoulder with a kindly smile. “Then you’re in for a real treat. Let me show you to your quarters.”

      Maybe the sailor didn’t mind that she was a siren. His tune seemed to have changed for the better after the oddly phrased inquiry about her traveling history.

      “This is so exciting!” She bustled behind the man, following him as he disappeared down a set of stairs. Below, the ship’s only source of light were lanterns hung up every few feet down the main hallway. Rivka’s night vision couldn’t keep up with the change in lighting. She fumbled behind him until he stopped abruptly in front of a worn door.

      Rivka nearly ran into the man.

      “Here we are!” He grabbed a set of skeleton keys from his waistband and started flipping through them. “Just gotta find the right key. Ah, here we go.”

      Rivka stepped forward as he turned the key in the lock, hoping to catch a glimpse of her accommodations. The candle on the wall cast enough light to see how battered the walls of the hallway and the door were, but surely her room would be better kept. The door creaked open on rusty hinges.

      “Do you know how long this journey will take?” Rivka asked. Her gaze swept to the slit in the door, but only darkness greeted her.

      The man ushered her into the room. “Shouldn’t take but a few days, miss.”

      “Oh, goo—” The scrape of metal rang through the air, then a hard shove sent her sprawling to the floor of her room. “Oof!”

      The door slammed behind her, and she found herself alone in the dim interior, lit only by a single porthole window.

      “Wait!” Rikva jumped to her feet and ran to the door. She tried the handle. Locked. She pounded on the door to the same rhythm as her heart, panic overtaking her. “Please, there’s been a mistake!”

      Her whole body began to shake. She felt around her belt for her knife, but it was gone. He’d stolen her knife before shoving her in here. Her bag, as well.

      Lesya had purchased her ticket. Specifically manhandled the ticket master into a “reputable ship.” This ship should have been safe, should have been a means for her to save her people. Yet, here she stood, wondering who would save her.

      She sank to the floor, her hip bumping into a crate, and winced. Her night vision revealed that the room was filled with objects - boxes, barrels, bags, cloth sacks. Some kind of storeroom, maybe?

      There could be something here to help me break out, she thought, jumping back to her feet. She yanked the lid off the closest trunk, but before she could dig into the enclosed items, she heard footsteps.

      Boots walked with purpose down the hall outside her door. Were they coming back for her? Maybe they’d realized they’d locked up the wrong person. And it was all a misunderstanding.

      Rivka pounded her fist against the door again. “I’m in here!

      The door swung inward, and Rivka sighed with relief. She smiled sweetly at the grandfatherly man who’d escorted her down here in the first place. “Oh, thank goodness you came back.”

      “Glad you missed me, miss. I brought you a friend.” He winked at her, then stepped back into the shadows of the hall.

      Two large men crowded the doorway, carrying a body into the room. A bag over the person’s head concealed their identity. The men tossed their load into the room. The body groaned and rolled onto its back. At least the person was alive.

      “Have a nice day, miss.” The man grinned, but this time he looked less like a granddad and more like a nefarious kidnapper. The door slammed once again.

      Rivka hurried to the newcomer and yanked the bag off her head.

      “Lesya?” Rivka gasped. She reached for the ropes binding the mage’s hands and loosened the knots. Once she had her untied, Rivka’s hands fluttered nervously over her friend as she checked for injuries. A gentle shake proved fruitless. Lesya was out cold, the blooming bruise on her temple making Rivka wince.

      “Oh, Lesya, what trouble did you get yourself into?” Hell, what trouble did she get herself into? She was trapped just as much as Lesya.

      The ship lurched into motion, sending Rivka sprawling over Lesya. She fumbled to roll off her friend and back to a sitting position. “Sorry, Lesya.”

      But there was no reply from the mage.

      Rivka realized the lurch had only heralded a gentle swaying that hadn’t stopped. She jumped up and ran for the porthole window. The glass was thick and distorted her view of the outside, but it was obvious, even so.

      The ship was moving.

      Rivka gasped and returned to the door, banging her fist against the surface. She’d fallen over because they were launching. Going out to sea, as she had learned in school She needed... No, they needed to get off this floating jail cell. She hadn’t even tried to steal any salt, yet here she stood, trying to escape a prison.

      Against her better judgement, she held her breath and tried the door knob again, but it didn’t budge. She knew the men wouldn’t have left it unlocked, even if they were sailing away from the dock.

      She was their prisoner.

      Rivka continued her screams and cries, her banging and kicking, in the vain hope someone would come to check on her. Maybe there were reputable people on this boat. Someone who would hear her cries and come save them.

      But the ship only picked up speed, and her screams for help went unanswered. Finally, exhausted from assaulting the door, she slumped onto one of the crates. The lid slid halfway open with the motion, and she almost fell in.

      “Holy crap!” Rivka leaned forward, then stood, avoiding the fall. “Shit. I meant shit.” She looked over at Lesya, but the mage’s still form remained motionless. Correcting herself had made her feel better, at least. Lesya would wake up soon, and they’d have a good laugh about it while they figured out an escape plan.

      What were all these things? She turned in a full circle, finding nothing but stacks and stacks of crates. Each lid came off easily. The contents looked like they’d been pulled out and roughly shoved back in, tossed, as if someone was searching for something.

      Rivka also found trucks, bags, barrels, and bolts of fabric scattered among the crates. An idea struck her. What if there were weapons in one of these crates?

      Frantically, she started pulling lids off and rummaging through each crate. Nothing could be used as a weapon unless she wanted to beat them to death with clothes or trinkets.

      Back in a corner, hidden behind a wall of crates, Rivka found an elegant purple chest. Exhausted, she slumped against the wall and unlatched it. Within, she discovered baby dolls, small dresses, and children’s toys.

      Those things in particular felt out of place on a ship used to lock people away.

      Beneath a small stuffed bear, she found a stack of letters. The bundle was held together by a thin string of twine. Rivka tugged the end of the string. The bow came undone, and the pile slid at an odd angle in her lap.

      What were all of these things doing in the hold of a ship? She picked up the teddy bear again. It had been well-loved. Places on its fur had worn away, and its shiny black eyes had been scratched and dulled with time. This had been some child’s treasure.

      Something about this didn’t feel quite right, but she couldn’t pin down what.

      With a sigh of resignation, she began to open the envelopes and read through other people’s mail. She had nothing better to do while she waited for Lesya to wake up.

      The first letter professed undying love from a man named Henrick to a woman who remained unnamed. Rivka pored over the letter and then moved onto the next. Some contained merchant notes about a dwindling number of livestock or news from one town being sent to another. The love letter remained the most interesting read in the stack.

      Rivka had just moved a letter and envelope to the floor on her growing already read pile, when Lesya groaned from across the room.

      The mage lifted a hand to rub at her head, and then hissed when she touched a tender spot. She tried to sit up, but it was apparent the movement gave her a dizzy spell.

      Rivka pushed the envelopes from her lap and rushed to Lesya’s side. “Don’t move too much. It looks like you were hit in the head.”

      “Yeah, I know that. I asked for directions to the hardware store, and when I turned down an alley, someone hit me over the head.” Lesya waved away Rivka’s concern. “Where the fuck are we?”

      “We’re in the belly of a ship.” Rivka scooted away in case Lesya got violent. She’d heard people weren’t themselves when they had a head injury. “And apparently we’re locked in this room.”

      “What?” At this news, Lesya did sit up and swayed a bit. She threw a hand out to grip a nearby crate and sat stone still for a moment, as if waiting for the world to stop spinning.

      Slinking back over to her pile, she plopped down and began to read again. “I said we’re locked in here. I came on board, and this guy acted all nice, guided me down here, made small talk, then BAM! He grabs my knife and shoves me into this dark room.” She chose another letter from the pile and ripped the seal. “Not too long after that, they threw you in here. I’ve tried the door and screamed for help. I think we’re alone down here.”

      “What are you doing?” Lesya squinted in Rivka’s direction. She winked one eye closed and cocked her head.

      “I’ve been waiting for you to wake up.” Rivka mimicked the head tilt and wink. “Um. Are you feeling okay?”

      “Dizzy.” Lesya pointed to the mess in Rivka’s lap. “What” — she circled her hand in the air — “are you doing?”

      “Oh, this?” Rivka held up an unopened envelope, curious about the contents since it had doodles drawn on the outside. “I found a stack of letters. I’ve been reading them to pass the time.”

      Lesya sputtered as she tried to stand. “Rivka. We’re fucked, and you’re reading love letters?”

      “Language!” Rivka scolded.

      “I don’t have time to worry about my damn language. We’ve been captured by pirates.” Lesya stumbled twice before she managed to get her feet beneath her and tried the door.

      Rivka tsked. “I told you I tried that. I’ve heard of pirates, but I’ve never encountered them before.”

      “Pirates stalk the seas, looking for ships to rob. If they’ve abducted us, there’s no telling what plans they have.”

      Rivka didn’t realize how dire the situation was until Lesya connected the dots for her. Were they going to kill the two of them? Rivka could think of worse things than death.

      Lesya rested her head against the door and went quiet.

      Rivka decided to take the opportunity to read more. She needed something to get her mind off the scenarios playing out in her head.

      Her fingers brushed across a piece of thick parchment paper. It wasn’t in an envelope like the others. The large folded paper was held shut by a beautiful wax seal. There was no use not reading it. If it was on this pirate ship, then it’d never make it to where it was going.

      “Hey, Lesya. Come look at this.” Sliding a nail under the paper, she pried it up and broke the seal.

      “I don't care. Leave me alone,” Lesya growled from her spot at the door.

      “Fine.” The paper crinkled as she opened it. She scanned the small, cursive letters that lined the page.

      

      Dear Sirs or Madams:

      

      This urgent missive arrives from the 13th region of our cursed planet with news that could save us all.

      Deep in our region, humans were scavenging for resources when they unearthed a stone the likes of which no one has ever seen. This illuminated treasure we have since named the “Legacy Stone” was proven to have immense healing properties.

      Thanks to the ingenuity of a local siren and the magic of a talented mage, our legacy stone was placed in a sanctified location. Through a connection with the stone, these two were able to locate the location. Once placed, the legacy stone’s healing power began to heal the earth and sea.

      Our elders have reason to believe our stone is but one piece of a greater whole. A chunk of space rock once crashed to earth and split apart upon entering our atmosphere. We believe each region must have a fragment of this meteor that can bring the region back to life.

      The process of finding this stone and placing it in its sanctified location came at great cost to the mage and siren, but our region is thriving. It is not a mission to take lightly, but it is an imperative mission for saving the world.

      One mage must find the stone and locate the sanctified resting place; one siren must help communicate with the stone and must be the one to place it.

      Godspeed and good luck.

      The Elders of the 13th region

      

      The letter fluttered to the floor. Rivka’s fingers hung frozen in the air in shock. Her gaze drifted over to the sullen Lesya.

      She’d already found her mage.
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      Lesya slammed her fist into the heavy door. It rattled gently on its hinges but remained closed.

      She glanced at the siren but saw only the top of her head over the letter she was reading.

      Lesya sank to the ground, stretching her legs out over the scratched wooden planks. She noticed motion out of the corner of her eye and glanced at Rivka in time to see a sheet of paper flutter from her fingers. The siren stared at her, shock in her eyes.

      “I can't believe we're locked in the bowels of a pirate ship, and you're doing some casual reading,” Lesya remarked.

      Rivka snatched the fallen letter off the floor and stood. She rushed to Lesya's side, waving the piece of paper. “You have to read this.”

      “I'm not interested in reading some dumb love letter.”

      Rivka plopped down next to her, shoving the paper in her hand. “It's not a love letter. It’s important. I think this was meant to make it to someone important.”

      Lesya rolled her eyes but lifted the heavy parchment to the sunlight streaming through the porthole window. She hadn’t seen thin, flourished cursive like this in the real world.

      “One siren and one mage to track down the stone and restore the world?” Lesya made a face. “That seems like a lot of work. Plus, it sounds like some kind of damn fairy tale. I bet someone wrote this story for their kids.”

      “Lesya, don't you see? It is no coincidence we arrived here on this ship. We're meant to find the stone.”

      Lesya burst out laughing. “You're kidding, right?” When the siren's earnest face remained unmoving, Lesya sighed. “You're not kidding. Rivka, nobody could have known you'd come out of the ocean and book passage on this ship and decide to go through other people's private things.”

      “Why are you here then?”

      “Because the pirates decided I was worth something. Maybe they knew I'm a mage.”

      “Aha! Exactly.”

      Lesya rubbed her face. On top of the pounding concussion beating in her head, she suddenly had a siren-shaped migraine. She tossed the letter on the floor in between them. “They want me for my powers. Which is also probably why they threw you in this cell first. Your scales aren't exactly inconspicuous.”

      “Sure. But what if the universe conspired to bring us here?” Rivka picked up the letter and shook it in Lesya’s face. “This letter was under a bunch of children's toys that obviously don’t belong to anyone on this boat. So it didn't make it where it was supposed to go. If it weren't for us being thrown in here, it would have been lost forever. But look at us: One siren. One mage. We have to do this!”

      “How do you propose we do that?” Lesya hissed. She waved at the heavy door. “We are locked in a cell with no weapons and no means of escape.”

      “Obviously, we have to escape first. But then we have to try to find this stone.”

      “What about your mission for salt?”

      Rivka folded the letter and slid it beneath her shirt. “Why steal salt when we could just fix the root problem? This letter says if we find the stone and put it where it belongs, we can reverse the curse. Save the land and the sea.”

      Lesya ignored the rest of her statement and focused on the part that really stood out. “You were going to steal the salt?”

      Rivka opened her mouth to respond, but the sound of a key in the door stopped her.

      Lesya scrambled away from the door, dragging the siren with her. They ducked behind two large crates as the door opened.

      “Um. Hello?” a melodious male’s voice said. The door clanged shut. “I know you're in here.”

      Lesya huffed, tapping her head against the crate in annoyance. She used the box to stand and face the new arrival, attempting to hide the fact she was so dizzy that she wanted to fall over.

      The pirate grinned, his teeth white and even against his sun-kissed skin. His messy blond hair stuck out at all angles around his face, and his eyes were a clear, brilliant blue. He sat a tray on the crate in front of her - two plates and two beat-up metal flagons of water.

      “Dinner’s served.”

      Rivka readjusted to her knees and eyeballed the plates.

      Lesya crossed her arms, then immediately regretted it as the ship swayed beneath her. “Is it poisoned?”

      The pirate chuckled. “Cap’n can't get money for the two of you if you're dead. You're only worth something alive.”

      “Isn't that so kind of him?” Lesya snapped. “Are you any good to him alive? Maybe I should call on the ancestral spirits. The vodyanoi would love to demolish this ship and feed you to his sea beasts.”

      She saw no need to mention that she was already in debt to the vodyanoi, and if she called on him, he'd probably kill her for the impertinence.

      The pirate smirked. “You're a fiery one. While I fully believe you have the power to call the spirits of the sea and destroy us all, I wouldn't recommend it. We're no longer within swimming distance of land. For you, anyway. The siren would be alright.”

      “What do you want with us?” Rivka asked.

      “Cap trades in supernaturals. Sirens bring in a pretty penny at the next port.” He gestured to her visible scales. “Guess no one ever warned you to cover up in Nordvik Bay.”

      The siren looked at Lesya, her eyes wide.

      Lesya held up her hands. “News to me, babe. I don't leave my cabin, much less have any knowledge of black trade dealing in sirens.”

      “Why did you take my friend?” Rivka went on. “You kidnapped her! Right off the street!”

      “it's not every day a mage or a siren just saunters onto our ship. Mostly, the cap has to steal them. Plus, I didn't kidnap her. I'm just the chef.” He motioned to the plates. “Best eat up. You'll need your strength when we dock in three days.”

      He winked at Lesya, then left the room, the lock clanking firmly into place behind him.

      “Three days?” Rivka groaned. “How are we supposed to save the world stuck here for three days?”

      “You're not going to drop this saving the world thing, are you?” Lesya sat on the crate and snagged a plate of food.

      Rivka sat beside her. “Can you use your magic to get us free? Break the window with a blast of power? Or can you just make us disappear and reappear outside?”

      Lesya dug her spoon into the thick stew and took a bite. Surprisingly good for a snarky pirate chef. “I don’t know how you've missed the fact that I really suck at magic.”

      “But you're a mage. It’s who you are.”

      “I'm a mage whose spells never do what they're supposed to,” Lesya pointed out. “I could try to open the window and instead, burn down the whole ship—with us still locked in it.”

      “What about the ancestors?”

      “Oh, that I can do. I'm really good at that. But see, I wore out my welcome with the vodyanoi last night when I saved you from the sea bear. If I called him again, he'd kidnap me and drown me. At least here on the ship, I'm alive and breathing.”

      Rivka moved her stew around on her plate. “What about when we get to port? Will we be alive and breathing then?”

      Lesya met the siren's questioning eyes. “We’ll be alive. But I don't know for how long.”
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      “We’ve got three days to figure out an escape plan. Maybe we could start with small spells and work our way up to something bigger.” Rivka scraped the last of the stew from her plate and finished it off. “Stew” wasn’t a concept she’d been familiar with, since it couldn’t be made underwater. But she did like the taste and the way it filled the gnawing hunger in her belly.

      “We? Do you know how to perform magic?” Lesya pushed her empty plate aside and took a drink from her metal flagon.

      “No, but I thought we could work together.” Rivka focused on the feel of the missive from the 13th region safe against her abdomen. Why couldn’t Lesya see they were the only hope this region had? Three days on a ship was a small price to pay if they could escape and save everyone.

      Lesya shook her head. “You presumed wrong. I suck at magic. That letter said the mage has to be the one to locate the stone and find the sanctified resting place. My magic couldn’t find my puffins if they were missing, much less a stone I’ve never even seen before.”

      “Why are you being so pessimistic?”

      “Because you’re being too optimistic. And I’m not being a pessimist, I’m being a realist.” Lesya raised her flagon. “I’m not a glass is half full or half empty kind of girl. I’m a ‘this glass has water in it and it’s not enough to put out the fire we have’ kind of girl.”

      “But we...wait. I have an idea!” Rivka jumped up, almost slipping on the pile of envelopes in her haste to get to Lesya. “What if we scried for the legacy stone? Do you know how to scry?”

      “Any entry level mage knows how to scry, but it’s not always easy to get the information you need.” Lesya stretched out on one of the long crates, staring at the ceiling. “We don’t even have the tools needed to scry.”

      “What do we need?”

      “A bowl large enough to scry in, for one. How are we going to get a large bowl and enough water to fill it?” Lesya stretched out her arms wide, then settled them behind her head.

      The crates held all kinds of interesting things. She could probably find something wide enough to scry in. Rivka threw back lid after lid, scrounging through the contents of the crates for a second time.

      Lesya eased herself into a sitting position, eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Looking for a bowl. I know I saw something in here earlier.” She tossed items out and pushed others over the lip of the crate as she dug her way to the bottom. Suddenly, a plume of dust rose up. Rivka fell back, coughing and waving the cloud away.

      Lesya made no move to help. “You’re fooling yourself if you think we can pull this off. You need to drop it.”

      “Oh, ye of little faith. I’ve got this!” Rivka dove back into the crate, pulling out her prize. “Look!”

      “What on earth is that?” Lesya eyed the oddly shaped container.

      Calling it a bowl was a stretch, Rivka could admit. Instead of being circular, it was more of a skinny oval with handles on each side and a lid that lay on the bottom of the trunk, covered in the thick dust that had been inside. But it could work as a vessel to hold water.

      Rivka blew into the object, coughing when another cloud of dust flew into her face. The dust swirled inside her nostrils and she sneezed.  “I’m not sure what it is. It had a bunch of dust in it.”

      “Your face.” Lesya cackled. “You look like a raccoon. This should teach you to stay out of other people’s things.”

      The dust not only clung to Rivka’s face, but her shirt as well. Any effort to use the edge of her shirt to wipe her face was futile. Rivka wandered over to the trunk and pulled out one of the doll dresses to use as a towel.

      She turned back to Lesya. “Better?”

      “Yeah. What you didn’t wipe off actually covers your scales. Maybe you should leave it as a cover up...” Lesya trailed off and sat up, her eyebrows meeting her hairline. She crossed the room in two strides and snatched the would-be bowl from Rivka. “Um, Rivka? This isn’t a bowl. This is an urn.”

      “What’s an urn?” Rivka took another swipe at her neck with the other side of the dress.

      What did it matter what the bowl was so long as it held water and could be used for scrying? Rivka didn’t understand why Lesya had turned so serious.

      “An urn is what people on land use to put the ashes of their dead loved ones in.” She pointed at Rivka’s face. “That’s human body dust.”

      Rivka shrieked and dropped the dress as if it had burned her. She reached back inside the trunk for another clean dress and scrubbed furiously at her face with the new piece of fabric. “I’ve got dead people on me! Ew! Ew!”

      Lesya lost it, her peals of laughter filling the room. She grabbed her midsection and rolled on the floor, laughing so hard she started to choke.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re amused!” Rivka screeched as she flailed around and pounded the ashes out of her clothing.

      Lesya’s laughter died off into smaller giggles. She rose from the floor and took up her seat on the crate. “Are you done yet?”

      “No! See? This is what’s wrong with people on land. Why would you burn the body of your loved one and put it in a container to keep? That’s creepy.” A shudder rippled down Rivka’s spine.

      “Cremation is one of the many ways people on land honor their dead. They want to keep them close. They’re not ready to let them go.” Lesya shrugged. “Honestly, I’d rather be burned to ash than to have some monster dig me up to eat me after my loved ones had buried me. Well, if I had anyone to bury me.”

      “There are people who eat other people?” Rivka retched at the idea.

      “It’s an unforgiving, cursed land we live on,” Lesya said, all amusement in her voice gone. “Barely anything grows. Animals are dying off. Sometimes, dead people are all that’s left.”

      “Have you eaten a dead person?”

      Lesya shook her head. “I’ve been lucky. The puffins bring fish home, and their manure helps my garden produce more vegetables than usual.”

      “You grow your vegetables in bird poop? That’s disgusting, too,” Rivka pointed out. She couldn’t understand the rituals of the land-dwellers. She pushed the images of burning dead bodies and people eating other people from her mind and focused on the task at hand.

      “Okay, moving on. Now that we have a bowl, can we try to scry for this legacy stone?” Rivka held out the bowl and jostled it in front of Lesya. “Please.” She drew out the word in a long plea.

      “No,” Lesya said sharply.

      “Please?” Rivka fluttered her eyelashes. “Do it, and I’ll leave you alone for the remainder of the trip to port.”

      Lesya crossed her arms, mulling it over. “Fine. But we’re using your ration of water.”

      “I can live with that.” Rivka tipped the urn over to shake out any further traces of charcoaled human, then set it upright on the crate next to Lesya. She turned her flagon upside down over the opening and drained it. The water turned murky as it mixed with the leftover layer of ash.

      “That water is disgusting. I don’t know if we’re going to be able to get anything out of it.” Lesya hovered a hand over the makeshift bowl, whispering words foreign to Rivka.

      Miraculously, the water cleared. On the surface, an image of the ocean appeared. The scene panned out and included the shoreline. A streak of light shot through the sky.

      “What the hell is that?” Rivka leaned in to get a closer look.

      Lesya shoved her aside. “I can’t see with your head in the way.”

      “None of this makes sense. This isn’t showing us the legacy stone.”

      With a wave of Lesya’s hand, the image disappeared. She whispered the same words softly, lines etching her forehead.

      The water shimmered and formed into an image of a puffin bird. The bird chirped and snuggled down inside a nest. The image zoomed out and the two girls found themselves looking at the side of a mountain filled with tons of puffin nests.

      “Why are your puffins in the bowl?” Rivka grunted. This was not helping. “What did you say to the water?”

      “I didn’t ask it to show me puffins! These aren’t even mine.” Lesya tried her best to hold the magic while firing back at Rivka. “This is the side of a mountain, not a cliff.”

      “Then why—”

      “Shh. Look!” Lesya whispered. Like if she spoke too loud, she’d spook the image.

      There, in the water, an empty nest appeared. Upon closer inspection, it wasn’t so empty. Inside, a stone sat nestled on a pile of feathers.

      “Is that what I think it might be?” Rivka’s mouth widened into an O. “Okay, but that doesn’t tell us where—”

      Metal scraped on the other side of the door. The key turned in the lock.

      Rivka exchanged horrified looks with Lesya.

      “Shit,” Lesya muttered.

      The pirate had returned.
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      Lesya kicked the urn out of view, sending dusty water flying behind a nearby crate.

      Rivka jumped up and stood in front of the crate, hoping her presence would distract the pirate from seeing the mess.

      “Hello, ladies,” the blond pirate said smoothly as he waltzed into the room like he owned it. He narrowed his eyes at the water sloshed over the floor. “What are you doing?”

      “Uh, hi!” Rivka waved awkwardly, her voice way too loud and unnatural.

      Lesya let her head fall into her hands. Rivka wasn’t about to win any awards for her acting. If the pirates caught them working magic, they might take things the wrong way. Lesya knew that. And she very much wanted to keep both of them alive until they made it to port.

      Once there, all bets were off on who would survive.

      Until then, Lesya turned on the charm.

      Lesya smiled sweetly and crossed her legs, angling to cover the water with her boots. “You startled me. I spilled my water.”

      “Right.” He circled the crate and picked up the urn, dumping the rest of the water on the floor. “Something wrong with the mug I gave you? Or do you just like the taste of dead guy in your water?”

      Rivka giggled, the sound borderline hysterical.

      Lesya shot her a look to silence her. “I broke it.”

      “The mug or the dead man?” He dropped the urn to the floor and leveled a glare on Lesya. “The mug is metal and sitting right behind you, so I'd consider your next statement wisely.”

      “Fine! Fuck. We were scrying.”

      “Oh, you don't say?” he said with false surprise. “For a means to escape, I presume?”

      Rivka slapped her forehead. “We should have done that.”

      “You wouldn't stop obsessing over the stone and us being the chosen ones or some shit,” Lesya muttered.

      The pirate sighed. “Ladies, could we focus here?”

      “We weren't scrying to escape. Though, okay, we should have been and that was really dumb on my part,” Lesya said.

      “You're telling me you did magic but not to free yourselves? What the hell were you doing?”

      “That's a really long and dumb story that has no bearing whatsoever on our situation.”

      “Until we escape at the next port,” Rivka pointed out.

      “Not helpful,” Lesya said through her teeth.

      The pirate stared at them both for a beat, and then dragged a third crate closer to them. He sat down and leaned forward, flashing them a charming smile that rivaled Lesya’s acting. “I have a proposal.”

      Lesya consulted Rivka, who seemed just as intrigued as she was. “Okay. Let's hear it.”

      “First, I guess I should introduce myself.” He held out his hand. “Viktor Drakkar.”

      Lesya shook his hand. “I'm Lesya Markova. And this is Rivka.”

      “Rivka Petrovna,” Rivka added.

      Viktor shook the siren’s hand. “Nice to meet you both. Look, I know this is a pirate ship and all, but our captain is nuts. I've wanted to overthrow him for some time now, but he's a big dude.”

      “You're not exactly small,” Rivka said.

      “Thanks. But he's a monster, and I'm not. In a few different ways, I might add.”

      “Like… he kidnaps and sells sirens into slavery, but you wouldn't do such a thing?” Lesya offered.

      He chuckled. “To be fair, I've never spoken to any of our captives at length. It's easier to turn a blind eye to injustice when you make yourself scarce from it.”

      “I don't know if that makes you less of a monster than your captain or more,” Lesya said.

      He held up both palms as if to ward off her words. “Hey. I never said I was perfect. A pirate's life is a tough life. You gotta be strong to survive.”

      “But not stronger than the captain?” Rivka asked.

      He pointed at her. “Bingo. He's stronger than me and smarter than most of the crew. We need something to turn the tide in our favor.”

      “Does the rest of the crew want him out, too?” Lesya asked.

      “Mostly. The only guys on his side are the first mate and the captain's son.”

      “If we help you, are they going to kill us?”

      “If you help me overthrow the cap, I'll protect you. I'll let you off at the next port, and you'll never see us again.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “A spell of some kind. Maybe a curse to trip him up? Turn his insides outside?”

      Lesya waved her hands wildly. “Oh no. You don't want me to attempt a curse. See, I'm really bad at magic. If I tried to curse your captain, I'd probably end up cursing the entire ship. We'd all end up dead under the ocean.”

      “Do you have a better idea?” he asked.

      Rivka cut in. “What about a good luck spell? That would be simple, right? And a little bit of luck never hurt anyone.”

      “Clearly, you've never met my brand of luck,” Lesya said drily. She glanced at Viktor ready to tell him no, absolutely not, only to be completely wooed by his big, pleading blue eyes. “Alright. I'll help you. But only because if I don't, the siren will drive me nuts for ruining our chances to escape and save the world.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “What now?”

      “Never mind,” Lesya assured him. “I'll need some time to work. And do you have any herbs?”

      “I've got some basic kitchen herbs. Dried, mostly.”

      “Great. Sage?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Time alone?” Lesya pressed.

      “No problem. There's a storm brewing on the horizon, so the crew will be preoccupied for a while.”

      “Perfect. Bring me the sage and some salt water. Oh, and a candle.”

      After Viktor disappeared to the kitchen, Lesya started rummaging through trunks. “I need a feather,” she called out to Rivka as she ripped a piece of fabric from a green satin dress.

      “I'll check over here,” Rivka said before burying her head in one of the many crates.

      By the time Viktor returned with the sage and saltwater, Rivka had found a peacock feather tucked into the band of a ladies’ hat and was waving the floppy straw helmet around. “Do human women actually wear monstrosities like this?”

      “I wouldn’t be caught dead in that,” Lesya said, making a face.

      “Women who are not Lesya do wear monstrosities like that,” Viktor told the siren. He passed Lesya a jar of loose, dried herbs, plunked down a bucket of ocean water on the floor, then brandished a candle and a book of matches.

      Rivka looked at the hat and shuddered. “I’d rather fight a sea bear.”

      “Hey, we know how to kill it now,” Lesya pointed out. “So we would have that going for us.”

      Viktor looked between the two of them, his face equal parts confused and amused. “You are the strangest girls I’ve ever met.”

      Lesya grinned, heaving the bucket of seawater onto a crate for easy access. “One of a kind.”

      “I have to be on deck for the storm,” Viktor went on, still smiling. “You have everything you need?”

      “I think so. Can you leave the door unlocked in case I set the hold on fire?”

      Viktor laughed. “You're funny. No. Until I usurp the cap, you're still prisoners.”

      Lesya saluted him with her middle finger. “Then leave, pretty boy.”
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      With their supplies laid out over the crate, and the growing storm outside lending power to Lesya, she finally had to stop putting it off. She pulled a small box over to operate as a seat so she could see the crate clearly.

      “What do you need me to do?” Rivka asked, kneeling on the floor on the other side of the crate.

      “Um, just moral support, I think.” Lesya struck a match and lit the candle. She hadn’t even noticed how dark the hold had become as storm clouds passed overhead. The candle damn near illuminated the entire room, casting light into its shadowy corners.

      “I’m full of morals and full of support,” Rivka said happily, crossing her arms on the surface of the crate.

      Lesya couldn’t help but chuckle. “That you are, siren.” She paused, then spoke again. “When I was scrying, something weird happened.”

      “What?”

      “You know how we could see the stone in the nest?” Lesya bit her lip. She was going to sound like a total idiot. “I think something connected us. Me and the stone, I mean. I saw it, and then something tightened in me, and I can still see the stone in my mind’s eye.”

      Rivka sat back on her heels. “Wow.”

      “Yeah. I don’t know what to make of it,” Lesya agreed. “I was thinking after we do this spell, maybe we could try to scry again and see what happens? We can probably convince Viktor to bring us more water. Ocean water would probably be best.”

      Rivka nodded. “I think that’s a great idea.”

      Now that she’d gotten the weirdness off her chest, Lesya centered herself. She closed her eyes and took three steadying breaths, reaching for the power that lived deep inside her solar plexus. Once she connected to her magic, she opened her eyes and held her hands over the items on the crate.

      She intoned the archaic words, an ancient form of Slavic she’d learned under her father’s tutelage as a girl. Her power pulsed in response. She felt tendrils of the magic reach for the raw energy of the strengthening storm, drawing from the electricity.

      For the first time in a long time, she thought her magic might actually work.

      Before she lost her grip on the power, she spread the piece of green satin out on the surface of the crate. She held the tip of the peacock feather to the candle’s flame until it caught fire. Then she gently blew the fire out, leaving the edge of the feather charred and the smell of burning in the air. She placed the feather on top of the satin.

      A splash of salt water, a dash of sage. She wrapped the feather in the satin and tied it shut with the twine Rivka had pulled from the stack of letters earlier that day.

      She set the sachet back down and lifted her arms to the ceiling, repeating the spell with slow, sure words.

      A crash of thunder punctuated the end of the spell—not part of the magic, Lesya thought, heart pounding from the way it had shook her to her core. Just good timing.

      “Did it work?” Rivka asked, looking around the room. “Nothing is on fire. Other than the candle, of course.”

      “I don't know. I don't think so. I must have fucked it up.” Lesya sat back against the wall with a sigh. “Just one spell. I can't do one freaking spell right.”

      The ship pitched sideways and dipped in a dizzying fall. Lesya tumbled head over heels, coming to a stop as she bashed into a crate with her back. The candle rolled to a stop beside her, the flame extinguishing.

      The room turned black as true night.

      Rivka rushed across the room and offered her a hand up. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Just bruised. The storm must really be heating up out there.” Lesya rubbed her back as she crossed to the porthole window and wiped condensation off the glass. But the outside was dark with black clouds, and rain pelted the tiny window, giving her zero visibility.

      “Lesya. Do you hear that?” Rivka's voice shook.

      “What? The men yelling above?” The shouts were distant, but they'd been ongoing while they did the spell. Lesya had managed to drown them out with her own thoughts.

      “No. The roar. Listen.”

      Lesya waited, one hand on the windowpane. She could feel the wall shudder beneath the clawing of the churning waves. The walls groaned around them. The constant swaying made her sick to her stomach.

      But then she pinpointed the sound Rivka had heard. A dull, steady roar. Like a train on tracks, coming straight towards them.

      “Is that…” Rivka trailed off, her face white.

      Lesya nodded, clutching the windowpane tighter as her knees grew weak. “That is a cyclone.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Rivka

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re all going to die!” Rivka screamed. “I saw what that cyclone did to your house, and it had the ground to help it stay upright. All we have is a flimsy wooden boat to protect us. We’re just sitting ducks, waiting for this cyclone to hit us and smash us into the waves!”

      “Now, just—” But Lesya didn’t get to finish her thought. The ship listed dangerously to one side and both of them went sliding. The crates—as if not wanting to be left out—slid along with them. The scrape of wood against wood, along with the rain and wind outside, was deafening.

      Rivka grabbed ahold of the top of the door frame. She hoisted herself up the wall before the cavalry of crates could do her in. They smashed into the wall so violently, the corner of one trunk put a hole in the wood paneling.

      The ship evened out and dipped furiously, taking Rivka’s stomach with it. She let go of the door frame as they headed back up a wave.

      “Whoop! We made it!” Rivka cried out in triumph. “It’s a bit like surfing the currents under the water!”

      But she got no reply from Lesya. In fact, she didn’t spot the mage anywhere. The boat righted itself again, then slowly shifted the opposite direction. The junk around the room moved this way and that as the water tossed the vessel about as if it were nothing but a toy.

      “Lesya?” No answer. “Lesya!”

      There were too many boxes in the way for Rivka to find Lesya easily, not with them careening around. And Lesya usually wasn’t the quiet type unless she was brooding. Something was wrong.

      “Where are you?” Tossing trunks, boxes, and crates aside, she waded through the clutter.

      A hand shot up from beneath a pile of capsized trunks spilling their insides all over the floor, and all over Lesya.

      “Lesya!” Rivka couldn’t hear if the mage answered her call over the noise level, but she managed to make her way to the hand. Crates be damned, she was getting to her friend. She shifted her weight on her feet as the boat tilted the other way and kept her balance, quickly digging Lesya free.

      “It’s about damn time you got here,” Lesya grunted, but there was no bite to her words. Her face had turned an ashen green. She grabbed her thigh and squeezed her eyes shut, her mouth a thin line.

      Rivka’s gaze swept down to Lesya’s leg. Her calf and foot laid at an odd angle

      “Oh my goodness. Lesya, your leg!” Crouching down, Rivka took a closer look. “It’s broken!”

      “No shit, siren,” Lesya gritted her teeth. “It’s not just broken. It feels like it’s shattered. Those damn crates hit me at just the right angle and then exploded on the wall around me. I thought the ship had caved in.”

      “Not yet, at least,” Rivka said. “But the storm is only just getting started.

      The ship fell several feet, sending Lesya and Rivka both flying into the air. As the boat collided with the water on its downswing, a cacophonous crunch ripped through the air, and then Lesya and Rivka hit the floor.

      Rivka landed on her butt, pain shooting up her backbone. She rolled away from a shifting trunk and scrambled to protect Lesya from the junk headed straight for her head.

      Lesya punched a small hatbox away and groaned. “This is fucking terrible! If the storm doesn’t kill us, this room will.”

      “The storm isn’t going to kill us,” Rivka assured the mage as she shoved a huge crate away with her boots.

      As if to wholeheartedly disagree with her, a stream of water skirted around Rivka’s feet. “What on earth?  Did you spill something?”

      Lesya lifted her head wearily. “What? No.”

      The water turned from a small ribbon into a thick sheet, soaking Rivka’s legs. “Oh!”

      “Shit.” Lesya tried to push herself up using only one leg. “It’s coming through the wall! There’s a hole in the hull!”

      “Don’t move!” Rivka didn’t need Lesya hurting her leg even more. She grasped the mage under both arms and lifted her onto a nearby trunk.

      If the room filled up with water, then Lesya was as good as dead. Rivka didn’t fear for her own life because she was a siren. She could breathe underwater.

      “Stay right here,” Rivka instructed, “and I’ll try to find a way out.”

      Lesya knocked on the trunk with her knuckles. “Stay here? On the trunk that’s going to slide all over the damn place with the boat?”

      “I mean, can you fly, Lesya? Otherwise, stay here.” Rivka huffed and stormed away. This situation was stressful enough without Lesya making it worse.

      Rivka dodged or jumped over whatever obstacle came her way as she crossed to the porthole window. What if she could knock out the glass? It was thick, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t breakable.

      She rushed to the outside wall of the ship and started banging on the round window, listening for any thin points in the glass. She grabbed one of the wooden lids from a crate and rammed the corner into the porthole over and over again. She found the urn tumbling around in the steadily rising water, and with a silent apology to the dead guy, threw his urn at the window. The window dented the urn rather than the other way around.

      The glass proved to be thicker than she imagined.

      There had to be a way out. She wouldn’t let her friend die in vain. The only reason Lesya was here was because of Rivka. She’d brought her to the seaport and booked her passage. She didn’t have to do that. Her being stuck here was all Rivka’s fault.

      Maybe she could widen the hole where the water was coming in! If she could get it big enough for their bodies to pass through, Rivka could swim Lesya away. She stalked the outside wall of the ship for the breach in the wood.

      “Rivka! The water. It’s getting pretty deep!”

      The cool liquid rushed around Rivka’s knees. She felt her scales contract to keep her body warm. Lesya wouldn’t be so lucky.

      “I’m coming!” It wasn’t easy sludging through the water instead of swimming, but Rivka had to get Lesya on higher ground. “We need to get you on one of the taller crates.”

      Lesya visibly swallowed and nodded. “Okay.”

      “Wrap your arms around my neck.” Lesya listened to the siren for once. “Okay, good. Now I’m going to put one arm under your legs and lift you up.”

      Lesya forced a smile. “Got it.”

      Rivka worked her arm underneath both of Lesya’s legs, cringing as the mage sucked in a pained breath. She slid her other arm behind Lesya’s back and lifted her up.

      Lifting someone in water was easy, but once out of the water, Lesya wasn’t light. Her soaked clothes weighed her down even more.

      “Damn, you’re heavy.” Rivka grunted and lifted with all her might, setting Lesya on a different, higher crate.

      Lesya glared but made no comment. She must have been hurting if she didn’t have a comeback to Rivka’s remark.

      “There.”

      “Now what?” Lesya asked.

      “We know the door is locked. The glass in that window isn’t breaking. But I had another thought. I could probably break through where the water is coming in and swim us both out.”

      “If you make the hole bigger, the ship will take on water faster and sink. Killing the crew.”

      “The crew who kidnapped us and planned to sell us into slavery,” Rivka reminded her.

      “Oh.” Lesya looked thoughtful. “Well, when you put it that way. Knock yourself out. Or knock the wall out, as it were.”

      But before Rivka could even take a step, the door swung inward, sending a wave through the room. The crate jostled Lesya as the water rushed around it.

      Viktor sloshed into the room one leg at a time. He swept his blond hair out of his eyes, then spread his arms wide. “Did I hear there were some damsels in distress that needed saving?”

      “What took you so long?” Lesya griped. “We could have died down here!”

      “I came as soon as I could and…” Viktor took one look at Lesya’s pained expression and her broken leg. “You’re right. I didn’t get here in time to avoid injury, but I can definitely get you up to the deck.”

      “Oh really? And how do you propose to do that?”

      Viktor swept her into his arms, picking her up as if she weighed nothing. “By carrying you, of course!”

      Rivka’s right eyelid twitched as she waited for Lesya to lose it and punch him. But instead of clocking the pirate in his nose for being fresh, the mage’s face turned a deep shade of red. When Rivka gave her a questioning look, Lesya bit her lip and turned her head away.

      Oh really. So that’s how it was going to be. Rivka could put two and two together. She smirked as she followed behind the pair.

      Up on deck, Viktor sat Lesya down on the floor. “You might want to hang on to the railing,” he said. “It’s wild up here.”

      “It was wild down below,” Rivka countered, sitting beside her friend in case she needed help.

      Viktor left them behind to shimmy up one of the big poles and into the cloth and ropes above. He jumped around from place to place like he was at home up there. He wasn’t alone, either. Several others clung to poles, tying things down. The ship didn’t sway quite as much after that, but the storm wasn’t over yet.

      Rivka and Lesya clutched a railing, trying to stay in one place. Water and wind whipped at their bodies and faces until Rivka could barely see. They rode the waves, dipping and breaching, turning sideways, then swaying back the other way. With every sharp movement, Lesya’s leg rolled with the motion, and she cried out.

      They just needed to get through this storm, and Rivka would do what she could to set the injured leg. Maybe the pirates would show mercy. A broken mage wasn’t worth as much. They had to fix her up, right?

      The whole shipped leaned sideways, more than it had while they were below. And it kept leaning, further and further, until Rivka feared the worst. This was the end. Despite being able to breathe underwater, she’d be crushed by the ship as it sunk.

      Lesya’s eyes widened as large as boulders. She nudged Rivka and pointed.

      A giant wave loomed over the ship, impossibly high over their heads and ready to smash everything.

      Including them.
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      Lesya clutched the railing and closed her eyes, real fear turning her skin colder than ice. She was going to die here on this stupid pirate ship. Who would feed her puffins? What if the villagers raided her cottage and ate her puffins?

      She’d come back as a vengeful spirit and haunt the fuck out of those assholes.

      But the crushing weight of the wave never came. The ship coasted smoothly past the rogue wave and evened out, a small spray of water soaking them in the process.

      Lesya opened one eye and scanned the horizon. The clouds had begun to dissipate and reveal the evening sky. She could see stars.

      “Holy crap!” Rivka said breathlessly. She shoved her wet hair off her face and kicked away an errant pile of rope on the deck. “Did you see that wave?”

      Lesya grimaced, shifting her weight off her broken leg. “Yeah. This boat should be toothpicks right now.”

      “Do you think it was your good luck spell? It worked!”

      Lesya leaned on her other hip and arm. The leg had gone almost entirely numb. “There is no way. I suck at spells. Plus, I broke my leg, so I don’t think luck was entirely on my side.”

      Rivka smiled and gently touched her head. “Or maybe you don't suck as much as you think.”

      Lesya returned the smile. The siren's words touched her, made her chest feel warm and her stomach queasy. She hadn't had a lot of friendships to measure against Rivka, but the affection she felt was definitely friend-like.

      Somehow, some way on this bizarre journey, she'd started to actually like the siren.

      Viktor skidded to a stop on the wet deck, shoving a wave of murky ocean water over Lesya. Her good feeling faded as she glared at the ridiculously handsome pirate.

      “It's cool. I don't want to be dry,” she said.

      “How's your leg?” he asked, casually ignoring her jab. He knelt beside her and his fingers hovered over her injured leg. “This is pretty bad. What happened?”

      “The ship tilted almost ninety degrees. Everything in the room slammed towards the wall. Rivka was quick enough to climb the wall and get out of the way. I didn't have a chance to even scream. I hit the wall feet first, and a hoard of trunks smashed into me. My recipe for one broken leg.”

      “We don’t exactly have a doctor on board. I can splint it, find you some painkillers, at least get you comfortable enough to ride out the rest of the trip.”

      “I can help,” Rivka offered. “I have a little experience with splinting.”

      Viktor nodded and didn't say anything more as he slipped an arm beneath Lesya's legs and under her arms. He stood, cradling her against his chest.

      Lesya flushed hot at the feeling of his hard chest against her. She'd never been this close to a man before—not in any nonviolent way that hadn't ended in her kicking his ass.

      Rivka smiled gleefully, a knowing look on her face.

      Oh, shut up, Lesya mouthed.

      “Drakkar!” The voice tore through the windless evening.

      Viktor tensed, his arms tightening around Lesya. He turned to face the gruff-voiced man.

      “Captain Dyatlov?” Viktor said evenly, as if it were normal for him to be carrying their prisoner on deck.

      The captain, Dyatlov, had fiery red hair that hung in dreadlocks around his wind-burned and suntanned face. He was older, old enough that crevices painted lines around his beady eyes. His beard had more white than red and was nearly as long as his hair.

      “What the devil are you doing, man? That's more money than you're worth in your arms!”

      “The hold is taking on water. Yulian and Dominic have a team below, attempting to patch the damage.”

      Dyatlov eyed Lesya suspiciously, and then his gaze moved to Rivka, who had remained silent during the exchange.

      Lesya noticed a feralness in his eyes that didn’t belong on a human’s face. Viktor was right in his assessment of the man as a lunatic. Something was very wrong inside the captain.

      “Nasty storm,” Dyatlov said casually. “We usually have more notice of cyclones. More time to adjust sails and get out of the way.”

      “The weather can be unpredictable, sir,” Viktor offered. If Lesya's weight had begun to feel heavy, he made no indication. He also made no move to put her down.

      “Indeed, it can. But it can also be a sign from God that we've taken on a couple of Jonahs.” The captain glared at Lesya. “We should throw them overboard. Just to be sure. The Black North can't handle another gale like this one. Best to be safe.”

      Viktor tensed. It wouldn’t have been visible to Dyatlov, but Lesya felt it against her body.

      He cleared his throat. “Sir? A word in private?” He knelt and deposited Lesya gently back on the deck, then grabbed the captain's arm and steered him away.

      “What's a Jonah?” Rivka murmured as she slid back to the deck beside Lesya.

      The word had tickled Lesya's brain - a story from her childhood, from the old religion.

      “Jonah and the whale,” Lesya said slowly, digging deep into her memories. “Jonah was tasked by the Christian God to spread the religion to Nineveh, but instead he booked passage on a ship and ran away. He was an oath breaker. God sent a vicious storm down on the ship, and only when Jonah was banished from the ship did the storm abate.”

      “But the storm is over, and we're still here. He can't be serious.”

      “Viktor did say the captain is…” Lesya circled a finger near her temple and whistled softly. She went on, her voice low. “Dyatlov isn’t… normal. Did you see his eyes? They’re crazy. I think Viktor’s got a point, and the captain isn’t in his right mind.”

      “So, there is a literal crazy person in charge?” Rivka said. “That can never end well. Do you think Viktor can talk some sense into him?”

      Lesya couldn't hear what Viktor and the captain were saying, but the manic waving of their hands said it wasn't a pleasant debate. “You know exactly what I know about Viktor.”

      Heavy footsteps jerked them from their quiet conversation. Dyatlov strolled back toward them, his face set like stone behind his wild hair, and his eyes just as nuts as they were before the argument.

      Viktor hurried after him, speaking quickly. “Cap. Listen to me. There's no such thing as a Jonah. It's an old superstition. These girls are going to haul in bags of gold. It's only three days to port, and you can offload them.”

      “Three days here, and their presence might kill us all,” Dyatlov said. He grabbed Rivka by the front of her shirt and hauled her to her feet.

      “Hey!” Lesya yelled, snatching at the man's legs. “Get your hands off her!”

      Dyatlov shoved Rivka towards the railing as she thrashed in his grip. “Get the witch, boy,” he called over his shoulder.

      “Do something!” Lesya hissed, motioning wildly at the captain.

      Viktor ran after the pair. “At least allow them a fair hearing. It's the code.”

      “They aren't pirates, boy! The code doesn't apply to them. If you can't stay in line, I'll throw you overboard with them!”

      “Captain!” Lesya yelled. She used the railing to heave herself to a standing position, though ‘standing’ in her current predicament meant all weight on one good leg and leaning against the railing as if it would hold her up.

      Dyatlov paused and glanced back at her.

      Lesya drew herself up, ignoring the pain in her leg. If he was so deeply in tune with his religion to believe a Jonah was a real thing… maybe she could use that against him to save their asses. “Would your God approve of these murders without the common human decency of a hearing? The life of a pirate is already a life of crime. Would you risk your soul to hell?”

      The captain let go of Rivka. His gaze narrowed on Lesya. “You dare question me as a man of God?”

      “I don't. But God will.” Lesya held her breath. He’d either relent or kill her.

      “Fine. A hearing. Ten minutes in my quarters.” The captain spat on the deck and stomped away, disappearing through a door at the other end of the ship.

      Lesya sagged against the railing, all her bluster deflating. Viktor slipped an arm under her shoulders and hauled her against his body.

      “That was brilliant,” he said. “You turned his own insanity against him.”

      Lesya put her other arm around Rivka’s shoulders and agreed. “There's a thin line between insanity and religion.”
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      It took them the entire ten-minute interlude to track down a suitable splint for Lesya’s leg and to lash it to her with strips of tough leather. She wasn't able to walk on her leg, but with Rivka on one side and Viktor on the other, she was able to hobble into the captain's quarters for the hearing.

      Though “hearing” seemed to be a bit of a misnomer, considering only the captain and one other man waited for them.

      “Where is our jury?” Lesya asked, staring at the strange man beside the captain. He was younger than Dyatlov with wild black hair everywhere. A scar bisected the right side of his face, giving him a permanent grimace.

      The captain sneered. “Myself and my first mate are your judge, jury, and executioner, witch.”

      “That's hardly fair,” Rivka said.

      “Sit down, siren. This is the court you get.”

      Viktor and Rivka helped Lesya into a chair, and then sat beside her. Lesya could feel the tension emanating from Viktor. Rivka perched ramrod straight on the edge of her chair, as if she were ready to bolt. Or fight.

      Probably both, Lesya thought.

      Dyatlov banged a gavel on the wooden table before him. “We gather here to determine whether or not these two prisoners have come upon our ship as Jonahs. How do you plead?”

      “Not guilty,” Rivka said. She looked at Lesya. “The nerve! He kidnapped us!”

      Lesya circled her finger near her temple and whistled, earning a laugh from both her companions.

      “Siren. Come forth,” Dyatlov intoned.

      Lesya gave her friend an encouraging nod. Rivka crossed to stand before the captain and first mate.

      “Siren. Have you broken any oaths promised to others in the past week?”

      Rivka squared her shoulders. “No, sir. I never break promises.”

      The captain turned to Lesya. “Witch?”

      “Sir, she can't stand due to a broken leg,” Viktor interjected.

      “Permission granted to remain seated. Witch, have you broken any oaths promised to others in the past week?”

      “No, sir,” Lesya said. “I don't make promises.”

      Dyatlov nodded approvingly. “Smart girl.” He returned his gaze to Rivka. “Siren. Have you entered into any blood contracts this past week?”

      Lesya didn't hear Rivka's response or the captain's begrudging acceptance. His question had sent a rush of sound through her, a ringing in her ears that blocked out everything but the memory of the vodyanoi's long claw slicing into her palm.

      And her blood seeping into the ocean in exchange for the knowledge to kill the sea bear.

      “Witch!” The irritation in the captain's voice indicated he had called on her multiple times.

      Lesya blinked and balled her hand into a fist. She could still feel the scab.

      “Have you or have you not entered into any blood contracts this past week?”

      Lesya opened her mouth. Lie, she told herself. This isn't a real court. This is a travesty and that man is insane.

      Instead, she said, “Rivka’s life was in danger. I had no choice.”

      Beside her, Viktor groaned. Rivka looked over her shoulder in horror, her mouth hanging open.

      The captain rapped three times on the table with his gavel. The door opened, and they were joined by a group of hard-faced pirates.

      “Bind them and dump them into Davy Jones's locker,” the captain instructed. “Drakkar, as well, for his part in this farce.”

      Rivka grabbed Lesya’s hand and held on tight as three massive pirates moved towards them with murder in their eyes.
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      Ropes dug into Rivka’s wrists and ankles as she struggled against her bonds.

      “You can’t do this! My clan will hear of this, and you will be punished!” She wiggled her hand, trying to loosen the knots. “No. Stop! Put her down!”

      Lesya had been bound, as well. Her eyes were bigger than Rivka had ever seen them. She looked small and scared as her captor boosted her over the railing.

      “Throw me in first!” Rivka shouted.

      Standing beside Rivka, Dyatlov shook his head. “She’s the reason you’re being thrown over. She gets to go first.” His meaty finger pointed to Lesya. “Throw her over.”

      A hand clamped down on Rivka’s mouth before she could protest any further. Her eyes widened as she watched Lesya being tossed over, then Viktor.

      “You’re next, pretty.” The pirate’s filthy hand left her mouth just in time for her to scream as she was tossed overboard. The air rushed around her, stealing her breath.

      Smack!

      She hit the water hard. Sideways. Her gills took over as she sank into the water, looking wildly around for her companions. Below her, Lesya and Viktor tried to kick their tied feet and arms to keep from drifting toward the bottom.

      “I just…” Rivka wiggled her fingers. Her hands were almost free. Almost. “Just let me get these off, and I’ll help you two.” She wasn’t sure if the pair could hear her underwater like her fellow sirens could.

      As the siren struggled to free herself, she watched the bubbles leave Lesya and Viktor’s mouths. Lesya’s eyes had frozen wide with terror, and Viktor’s cheeks bulged. They thrashed desperately against the ropes that bound them. Their air would soon run out.

      If Rivka didn’t act quick, her friend would die. The pirate would die. Those deaths would haunt her more than any other death she’d seen or caused.

      If only she could get her thumb loose. Just. One. More. Inch.

      “Finally!” With one thumb out, the rest of her bindings loosened up and her hands slipped free.

      Lesya’s eyes closed and a final bout of bubbles escaped her mouth.

      “No!” Rivka jerked at the bonds on her legs. She clawed at them, screaming as she shredded the threads and freed her legs, kicking off her restrictive boots along with them.

      She shot to Lesya’s side and hoisted her to the surface, grabbing a still-conscious Viktor along the way.

      “Please don’t let it be too late,” Rivka pleaded to whatever gods would listen.

      Rivka shoved both humans ahead of her. Viktor was sucking in deep breaths of air when she popped up beside him.

      “Hold onto me!” Rivka snapped, shoving her shoulder under his bound hands. She couldn’t waste time untying him yet. She had to get Lesya breathing.

      Rivka struggled to stay afloat under the weight of both humans. She beat a hand upon Lesya’s back, hoping to dislodge any water that may have gotten into her lungs. She hoped the pounding on Lesya’s lungs would be enough to bring her back to life.

      Breath held, Rivka waited to see if her friend would make it.

      Friend. It seemed like such a foreign word. All her life, she’d struggled to climb up the hierarchy within the department. Making friends had been the last thing on her mind. Those around her were colleagues or a means to a promotion with the right sugar-coated words.

      Lesya was the closest she’d ever had to a real friend. The mage had saved her life. That counted for something. Right?

      A cough. A sputter. Ocean water came pouring out of Lesya’s mouth. The mage sucked in a lungful of air, then proceeded to cough even louder. It was a beautiful sound. If she could cough, then she was breathing.

      “Oh, goodness. You’ve both made it.” The tension in Rivka’s chest lessened and, like the two fragile humans she held, she could breathe easier.

      “Lay your head on my shoulder, and I’ll try to get you untied,” Rivka instructed.

      Lesya leaned forward to comply but cried out in pain.

      “What is it?” Rivka asked, panicking.

      “My leg. They’ve got my ankles tied together and—” Her sentence died on another cry of pain.

      “Can you float on your back, Viktor?” Rivka asked. “I need both hands to be able to untie her.”

      “I think so. I’m practically a siren after a life on the sea.” He chuckled, followed by a hacking cough that he laughed nervously to cover up. “Just let me go and get the lady untied.”

      Lady. Rivka wasn’t sure if Lesya would qualify as a lady with the language that spewed from her mouth, but she wouldn’t argue with Viktor at the moment.

      She released Viktor onto his back, and he glided smoothly over the gentle lap of waves.

      Untying Lesya proved to be a challenge. It appeared she’d struggled more than Rikva. Her wrists were raw and bloody. If only she still had her bone knife. But all their belongings - their food, their supplies, their weapons - had been left behind on The Black North.

      “Finally!” Rikva got the knot undone and slowly peeled the rope off Lesya’s raw skin.

      Lesya rubbed her wrists lightly through the salt water around her. “My legs. Fuck, it hurts so bad.”

      Rivka dove beneath the surface and went to work on the ropes binding the mage’s ankles. Those weren’t as bad because the splint had prevented the pirates from tying it too tight. And come to think of it, what kind of monster tied a girl’s broken leg? It’s not like she could easily swim with a destroyed leg. The show of cowardice masquerading as power filled Rivka with fury. It was easy to sit in a classroom and listen to a siren teacher droning on about the atrocities of human war, but to see the deep darkness inherent in the race firsthand was quite another.

      She managed to gently remove the ropes, and Lesya’s boots. If water-logged boots hindered her swimming, and she was made for it, they would drag a human with a broken leg right into the deep.

      Back above the water, Rivka helped Lesya to her back so she could float, then easily untied Viktor.

      “Struggling only makes things worse,” Viktor said, switching to treading water on his own after he let his own boots sink into the ocean. His face saddened. “I’ve seen a few executions in my time. I’m not proud of that.”

      Rivka nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

      “Did you throw the people overboard?” Lesya asked as she floated serenely by him.

      “No. Never.” He reached out and gently pulled her upright, pulling her arm over his shoulders. “I’ve got you.”

      Rivka’s heart hurt as she watched the two stare into each other’s eyes. There was something budding there, something that would be so good for Lesya.

      But only if they survived this.

      What were they going to do now? She didn’t have the strength to pull both of them through the water and to shore. They had no idea where land even was, or even in which direction they should travel. She’d never felt so lost.

      The trio floated there in silence for a time.

      Viktor was the first to speak. “I’m all for just floating here. Like I said, I’m a siren at heart and the ocean is my home. You both need to recharge your strength.” He touched Lesya’s cheek.  “But we need to figure out something soon.”

      Lesya swatted Viktor’s hand away, her nostrils flaring as she jerked away from his grasp. “We need to fucking figure out something right now. I can’t keep floating with only one working leg.” She smacked at her face, trying to get the wet hair out of her eyes, but only turning red with anger in the process. “If I don’t get this leg fixed, I’ll never walk again.”

      “Shh. Let’s deal with one thing at a time.” Rivka placed a reassuring hand on Lesya’s back. The mage’s near hysteria had shoved aside her own fear. “Viktor and I can take turns helping you swim. You have your leg splinted. There’s a good chance it’ll heal correctly.”

      “You don’t know that. You’re not a doctor.” Lesya’s face still sported a shade of red, but the manic gleam had left her eyes.

      “Let’s focus on the stone.”

      “Fuck the stone. We need to focus on us!” Lesya jerked away from Rivka’s touch. “You and this stupid stone!”

      Viktor’s intelligence showed as he remained silent. Getting between the two would have been a death wish.

      “No, Lesya. Listen to me.” Rivka reached out and took both of Lesya’s hands to help her tread water with just one leg. “You’re locked onto the magic of the stone, right? You scried for it. You connected with it. If we can swim in the direction of where you feel the stone is, we’ll make it to land.”

      “Oh.” Lesya took a calming breath. “What if I’m wrong? What if I didn’t actually connect with the stone?”

      “At this point, I have no idea which way land is. Our best chance at survival is following the stone. And that means you.” Rivka hoped Lesya would drop her attitude and see reason. Following the legacy stone and finding land killed two birds with one… stone. She inwardly snorted at her pun. Even she knew how bad that one was.

      “Fine. We’ll follow your stone,” Lesya stressed. She closed her eyes, her breath evening out. A calmness seemed to settle over her. Rivka felt her relax beneath her hands as she buoyed her friend in the water.

      Lesya’s eyes snapped open, and she yanked an arm from Rivka’s grip, thrusting a finger over Rivka’s shoulder. “This way. The stone is this way.”

      Rivka grinned. “Good. That’s where we’re headed, then. Put your arm around me. I’ll take you for the first leg.”

      The mage complied. In a sheepish voice, she said, “Thanks for talking me down. I don’t know what came over me.”

      “Pain and fear can ruin anybody,” Rivka told her. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      Amused, Lesya asked, “When did you become so wise?”

      “I’ve always been this wise. Maybe you just didn’t see it clearly.” Rivka grinned and then set off in the direction Lesya had indicated.

      “Um, ladies?” Viktor said tentatively as he stroked alongside them in the water. “What stone are you talking about?”

      Lesya and Rivka gave each other a look. Lesya nodded. “I think we’re probably stuck with him for a while. We might as well tell him, even though I still think the whole plan sounds as crazy as Captain Dyatlov.”

      “It’s not crazy. You just have so little faith.”

      “That is a bald-faced lie!” Lesya declared. “I have faith in my puffins.”

      “In your… puffins?” Viktor said slowly.

      Rivka shook her head. “Oh no. Uh uh. We aren’t even going there right now.”

      On a background of Lesya’s laughter, Rivka started from the beginning, telling Viktor about the letter they’d found in the hold and everything it contained. How she was certain she’d been meant to find the letter, and she and Lesya were supposed to save the world. Then she proceeded to tell him what they’d actually been scrying for.

      If only they’d been smart enough to scry for a way to escape instead of a stone, but that was in the past. They were technically free and on their way to the stone. Did that mean everything was working out for them?

      “Really? I hadn’t realized we’d stolen something so important,” Viktor said, appalled. “I heard in port that letters were being sent to the different regions to help save the world. I thought it was just some drunk sailor telling tall tales.”

      “It would sound like a tall tale if I hadn’t seen the letter with my own eyes,” Lesya said. “And I still accused the writer of being somebody’s imaginative mom telling stories.”

      “She did,” Rivka confirmed.

      “Man, I need to quit my life as a pirate,” Viktor said, rolling into his backstroke. “Maybe I should work hard, buy my own boat, and become a fisherman or something.”

      “I need a break,” Lesya said tiredly. She let go of Rivka and leaned back into the rolling waves.

      Much of their journey passed like this. Rivka and Viktor swapped helping Lesya to swim as she grimaced through the pain. Then they’d stop for a break, letting her float and breathe through the ache. They talked during those moments of rest, learning that Viktor was an orphan, just like them, and that he’d first set sail on a pirate ship at thirteen years old. His life had been much more exciting than Rivka’s.

      Red twilight had faded into red night when Lesya asked for another rest. She turned onto her back, even though the waves here seemed choppier than they had been on the journey so far. As Rivka and Viktor chatted, keeping half an eye on Lesya, the mage drifted farther away than usual.

      When Rivka surfaced from her own exhaustion and realized what had happened, she cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled, “Lesya, you need to come back over here.”

      Lesya popped up out of the water at the sound of Rivka’s voice. But then a scream tore from her throat, guttural and bone deep.

      Viktor launched into a hurried breaststroke to get to her, splashing like a sea bear was after him.

      Rivka understood something was wrong, but a pall of exhaustion had covered her senses. She heard Lesya shriek, not just a scream of pain but actual words. But between the exhaustion and Viktor’s loud splashing, whatever Lesya had said went unheard by both.

      Viktor neared Lesya and his cries of pain joined hers.

      Rivka swam into warmer water, but she didn’t register the danger until a long tentacle tangled around her legs. Venom burned into her skin, followed by a second tentacle, then a third before she lost count. The sting felt like it went soul deep.

      In the seconds it took her to realize what was happening, she watched both Viktor and Lesya’s heads dip below the water.

      The world blurred around Rivka, lost in a cloud of fatigue and searing pain. She sank under the water, tangled in too many sticky tentacles to count.

      They’d run into a bloom of Lion’s Mane jellyfish.

      The largest species of jellyfish. Capable of heads six feet in diameter and tentacles a hundred feet in length. They’d existed since time immemorial, casually drifting on the ocean’s currents until they grew too big and washed up on shore. Relatively harmless towards people who didn’t have preexisting allergies to their sting.

      But then the seas had been cursed.

      Now they were bigger. Longer. More venomous.

      Deadly.

      Rivka shoved at the head of one, steering it away from her before it could add its tentacles to the existing mix.

      Through the buoyant forest of crimson red and exquisite purple jellyfish, Rivka saw her friends struggling to unwrap their arms and legs. She tried to call out to them, to tell them the tentacles were sticky, don’t touch them! But she couldn’t open her mouth.

      A tentacle had wrapped around her head.

      Rivka closed her eyes and activated a second set of vocal cords. A beautiful chorus emanated from her throat, a type of echolocation that didn’t require her mouth.

      The song was a call for help. A beacon to let any creatures nearby know she and her friends were in danger. She only hoped something or someone was close enough to hear it.
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      Lesya had lost all sense of her body. Fire burned every inch of her exposed skin as the jellyfish venom worked through her system. Even the cold ocean water that surrounded her couldn't ease the burn.

      Between the searing pain and her broken leg, she couldn't even think enough to figure a way out of her predicament. Moving her arms to try to swim for the surface only entangled her in more jellyfish tentacles. They had hold of her arms, her legs, her neck, there were even tentacles wrapped around her torso under her shirt.

      She'd barely survived being tied up and thrown overboard. If not for the fact Rivka was a siren, she would have drowned. Just like her parents.

      Now she was just going to die anyway because they'd had the bad luck to drift into a school of incognizant fire blubber.

      She considered giving in. Sucking in a breath of ocean water and letting go. The fire on her skin, the crush of bones in her broken leg… Her urgent need for air.

      But before she could talk herself into it, a sound filled the ocean. The melodious tone seemed to occupy her mind entirely. It lived inside her and around her. Lesya stilled and relaxed, even as her lungs burned for air, and she fought the impulse to breathe in.

      What is that?

      The urge to breathe got stronger just as the strange song changed into a chorus of similar, haunting sounds. These sounds she knew.

      Suddenly, she was ten years old again, swimming in the ocean with her father. He had splashed her and disappeared under the water to hide from her retaliation but resurfaced almost immediately.

      “Puffin, come here. I want you to hear something.”

      Lesya had moved to stand before him. Her toes barely touched the sand beneath the waves.

      He had taken her hands, a smile on his face. “Close your eyes and hold your breath. We're going under.”

      Lesya recalled vividly the strong sure grip of his hands and the way the water had opened and accepted her, closing around her head until the world grew silent.

      Except for the chorus of sound that waited for her underwater.

      She'd resurfaced, tugging at her father's hands. “What was that?” she asked as he joined her.

      “A pod of whales, puffin. They're calling to one another.”

      And there was the sound now. Lesya opened her eyes. The saltwater stung at first but faded nearly instantaneously. Jellyfish hung suspended all around her, tentacles dangling and bodies undulating. They were monstrous, longer than her cabin, bulbous heads as wide as her kitchen table. Magnificent, even as they drowned her.

      Beyond the jellyfish, Lesya caught sight of several large, dark forms moving through the water.

      Whales.

      A faster form, less whale-shaped and more human-shaped, whipped right up next to her. A knife chopped through the jellyfish, removing the bodies closest to her. Her rescuer slashed through the tentacles holding her down, then gripped her bicep. She caught sight of an unfamiliar male's face before he jettisoned for the surface with her in tow.

      Dark specks had begun bursting in her vision. She kept her gaze firmly on the pale surface, fighting against losing consciousness for a second time.

      Then her face broke free of the water. She gasped in a breath, and then another, hysterically drinking blessed oxygen.

      “Grab the whale!” the man said, shoving Lesya towards a gently floating lump.

      Even in her groggy, half-conscious state, Lesya saw the shimmer of siren scales that decorated the man's neck and face. She grasped the whale's slippery back and watched as the siren dove back underneath. She gently began to peel sticky, disembodied tentacles from her skin.

      A moment later, the strange siren returned with Viktor and shoved him against the whale beside her. “He's not breathing,” he said, before disappearing beneath once again.

      Lesya grabbed for Viktor's shirt and leveraged him against the side of the whale. Like her, he was still covered in tentacles from where the siren had cut him free. She'd worry about that after she got him breathing again.

      She had to kick her legs to stay afloat, and her broken leg screamed at the movement, but she didn't have much choice. She pressed her lips to the pirate's and breathed for him.

      She wasn't in a position to do chest compressions, but she also hoped he hadn't been without oxygen long enough for his heart to stop beating. She breathed for him again, and again, and on the fourth breath, he coughed up a river of water and sagged into her arms.

      Lesya struggled to hold his weight above water as he vomited up all the ocean he'd swallowed. The whale moved closer, tucking her fin beneath Lesya, almost as if she understood the predicament.

      Viktor inhaled several shaky breaths, his arms around Lesya's neck. When he had finally gathered himself, he let go of Lesya and set about treading water.

      “You can hold her,” Lesya said, patting the whale’s exposed back. She peeled a particularly large tentacle off her neck, cringing as it took the top layer of skin with it. “She's here to help. I think Rivka called them.”

      Viktor laid a hand on the slippery surface, awe on his face. “I've never seen one so close.”

      “Me either.”

      “I take it back. I’m done with the ocean. No boat, no fishing. I’ll stay on land until the day I die, and it won’t be because I drowned.” Viktor flipped his long blond hair from his eyes and met her gaze. He touched his lips. “You saved my life.”

      “Only a little. I had help.” Lesya motioned with her head as the water breached nearby. Her face flushed hot under Viktor's scrutiny.

      The strange man appeared with Rivka at his side. She was conscious but covered in raw, red burns and tentacles, like Lesya and Viktor.

      As the siren pair swam to join them behind beside the patiently floating whale, Lesya helped Viktor start peeling tentacles off his skin.

      Rivka sank against the whale, wrapping both her arms over the creature's back. She petted the whale and whispered in her ear.

      Then she whirled on their savior.

      “Who are you?” Rivka demanded.

      The siren backed away. Lesya couldn't blame him. Rivka looked ready to fight. The burns and remaining tentacles didn't exactly lend to a pleasant look, either.

      “I am Andrei. I heard your call and followed the whales to you.” He gestured to Lesya and Viktor. “I saved your friends.”

      Rivka looked down her nose at him. “To what clan do you belong?”

      Lesya was used to the sweet, naive version of Rivka she'd come to know. This suspicious, warrior version of her friend was kind of scary.

      “I belong to no clan but my own,” Andrei said haughtily.

      Rivka jerked but tried unsuccessfully to cover her surprise. “You're rogue?”

      “I prefer the term ‘free agent.’ Rogue is such a negative word.”

      “Because being rogue is a negative thing!” Rivka said.

      “Again, I saved your friends from death and freed you from the jellyfish. At great risk to myself, I might add.” He lifted an arm from the water, showing them the red welts all over his skin. “A simple thank you would be nice. And a little less bitching about my lack of a clan.”

      “Were you banished?” Rivka asked, her voice snide. “Are you a criminal?”

      Before Andrei could retort—and before the argument could devolve into shouting—Lesya cut in. “Hey, guys? I have a broken leg that I've had to use more than is healthy. And we're all covered in painful jellyfish burns. So could we save this conversation for later and make way toward land?”

      “Land isn't far,” Andrei assured her. “And the whales can help us get there quickly. I have a friend who can heal our injuries.”

      “A mage?” Lesya was heartened at the possibility. A trained mage with decent power could heal her leg easily. Maybe she wouldn't lose her ability to walk after all.

      “Yes, a mage and an old friend. I'm happy to take you to her. That is if your siren watchdog will back off and trust me.” He looked pointedly at Rivka, who bared her teeth at him.

      Viktor, who had remained stoic during the confrontation, waved at the nearby pod of whales. “Lead the way, siren. I, for one, would like to get out of the water. And maybe stay that way for a while.”

      As Rivka whistled for the other whales to come closer, Viktor helped Lesya crawl onto her whale's back. She slumped thankfully over the smooth mound, so relieved to be out of the water, she could have wept.

      Lesya petted the creature with both hands. “Thank you for your help.”

      She hadn't expected a reply, so she jumped when the whale opened her blowhole and sent a puff of air past Lesya’s face.

      She spent the time waiting on the others to climb their whales searching down every last tentacle on her body.

      Once her three companions were settled on the backs of their own whales, Rivka whistled, and they began to move.

      The lilting ride would have put Lesya to sleep almost immediately if Rivka hadn't guided her whale over to speak with Lesya privately.

      “Rogue sirens are never good,” Rivka said, voice low.

      Lesya plucked a tentacle from the back of the siren's neck. “You don't say. Is that why you turned into a demon siren back there?”

      Rivka pursed her lips. “Lesya, I'm serious. Rogues are typically hard criminals, most often murderers, who have been banished from their clans.”

      “He's our only lead right now. We aren't exactly swimming in options,” Lesya pointed out. She snorted. “Swimming. See what I did there? I made a pun.”

      Rivka put a hand to Lesya's forehead. “Are you okay?”

      Lesya shrugged her off and laid her cheek against the whale's back. “I hurt all over. I may be loopy from the pain.”

      “Lesya, we cannot trust him.”

      “I hear you.” Lesya sighed and clutched the whale tighter. “But what other choice do we have?”

      “There’s something else,” Rivka added softly.

      Lesya opened her eyes to stare at the siren, silently encouraging her to continue.

      Rivka lifted her shirt, exposing an expanse of skin covered in raw burns and leftover tentacles.

      “We all got burned,” Lesya said irritably. “I’ll help you get the tentacles off when we get to shore.”

      “No, Lesya. I put the letter from the elders under my shirt.” She dropped the edge and looked out over the sea. “The letter is gone. We’re on our own.”
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      No good would come from trusting a rogue siren. Rivka needed to pry more and figure out what he had done to get himself banished from his clan. No one willingly left a clan without good reason.

      Mostly the nefarious kind of reason.

      But she wasn’t so out of her mind with suspicion that she couldn't admit they needed his help. He had saved them, and if he was telling the truth about his mage friend, he was actively taking them to someone who could help.

      Like Lesya had stated, what choice did they have? Andrei was a means to an end. After the whales got them to land and Andrei took them to the mage, she could rid herself of him.

      In the meantime, she would watch him with one eye open, even in her sleep.

      She eyed the male siren with disgust. When he turned and locked gazes with hers, as if he could feel her animosity boring into the back of his head, she dared not look away and show weakness. She sized him up.

      His long, black hair—not quite dry yet—clung to his back and chest. A chest, she might add, that had been sculpted by the gods. Pale blue eyes scrutinized her, daring her to look away first. Sure, he was good-looking. Maybe even handsome. Rivka could admit that, but it was the good-looking ones that were the most trouble. They knew what power they held over the fairer sex and often wielded it like a fine-edged sword.

      She couldn’t afford to let her guard down around him. She had to think of Lesya and herself. And maybe Viktor, too. He’d proven to be a nice guy.

      Her whale made a keening sound and then shot water from its blowhole.

      Andrei, without breaking eye contact from Rivka, declared, “Land ho!”

      He rewarded Rivka with a charming smirk and a wink, then turned his sights toward the beach.

      Damn him. Rivka did her best to ignore the flip in her stomach. He wasn’t worth her time.

      She mentally listed their objectives in her mind: Get to land, check. Get Lesya’s leg healed. Part ways with the devilishly handsome siren. Find the stone. Save the world.

      Scratch that. Part ways with the obnoxiously arrogant siren. Yes, much better.

      Her list complete, she smiled to herself. She could do this.

      The whales carried them as close to the shore as they could manage without putting themselves in danger of beaching. Rivka had moved to slide off the slick back of her whale when suddenly, Andrei materialized next to her.

      “Let me help you down...” He offered her a hand and arched an eyebrow. “I don’t know your name.”

      With a flip of her blonde hair, she stuck her nose in the air and slid down on her own. “Rivka. My name’s Rivka. And I’m a big girl. I can handle things myself.”

      She waded over to Lesya, hyper-aware that his gaze was still on her back. Viktor met her beside Lesya's whale and together, they eased the injured mage down into the water. They flanked her, both stooping to wedge their bodies under her arms, and then began the slow trek to shore.

      As the waves and moving sand sucked at their ankles, Rivka was overcome by a rush of dizziness. She assumed it originated from the pressure of leaving the water for the surface on her water-logged body and didn’t think much of it.

      Viktor scooped Lesya up into his embrace. “I’ve got you,” he whispered, but Rivka heard clear enough.

      And Lesya's soft reply: “Thank you.”

      Those two really were good for each other. Who knew a smug pirate could melt the ice around Lesya’s sarcastic heart?

      The night was lukewarm as Rivka trudged heavily through the thick sand behind Andrei. Her body burned and ached. She was still finding pieces of jellyfish tentacle on her skin, missed because even after they were removed, the spot still burned. From her vantage point behind Viktor, she could see a tentacle peeking out from his shirt collar, and another snaking around Lesya’s broken leg. She thought about picking up the pace to go remove the offending things, but she just couldn’t muster the energy.

      The beach stretched empty in both directions but for a humble cottage on a hill, accessible by stone slab steps from the beach. Smoke churned from the chimney, curling figure-eights into the twilight glow of night in the arctic. Mountains stood guard over both cottage and beach, and two illuminated windows indicated the inhabitant was awake.

      “Marina’s place,” Andrei explained, waving a hand at the homestead. “She’s lived here for ages. Longer than I’ve been alive.”

      “How’d you make friends with a landlubber?” Viktor asked curiously.

      Andrei mounted the first of the stone steps and gave the pirate a wry smile. “That, my friend, is a long story.”

      Rivka watched Andrei take the steps two at a time, then watched Viktor slowly but effortlessly navigate the stairs with Lesya in his arms. But when she took her first step, she crashed and burned onto her knees.

      Shockwaves rolled through her bones, and she gasped in a pained breath.

      “Rivka!” Lesya said weakly. “Andrei!”

      Her vision blurred until she couldn’t focus on her hands where they rested on stone. She knew she was tired and injured, but this seemed even worse than it should have been.

      Two strong hands gently lifted Rivka, and then Andrei swept her into his arms.

      “Tired?” he asked.

      Rivka struggled to focus on his face, but it kept spinning. Faces weren’t supposed to spin. “I can’t see. Dizzy.”

      “Are you hot?” His tone changed dramatically from playful to concerned.

      She nodded, then laid her too-heavy head on his shoulder for the rest of the walk up the stairs to join Viktor and Lesya.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Lesya asked. Her cold hand tested Rivka’s forehead. “She’s burning up.”

      “I think she’s having a reaction to the venom.”

      “Is it fixable?”

      “Yes. Marina has an elixir. I’ve helped her make it before.”

      Rivka thought of the beautiful crimson jellyfish bumping and bouncing around her. A deadly forest of tentacles longer than a whale’s body.

      “They just wanted to hug us,” Rivka murmured.

      “Oh-kaaay,” Lesya said. “Let’s get the crazy fever siren inside.”

      The world began to move. Andrei was surprisingly gentle for such a big, muscly siren. He smelled good, too. Like ocean. Freedom. A familiar scent.

      Rivka heard the click of a bolt being thrown, a door opening, and a warm, welcoming voice. “Andrei! I haven’t seen you in a month of Sundays.”

      Marina leaned over Rivka to kiss Andrei’s cheek. Her face shone with a youth that didn’t match the gray hair twisted into a bun atop her head. Her sharp, chartreuse eyes missed nothing, including the fever radiating off Rivka.

      The mage touched Rivka’s face and sucked at her teeth. “Judging by the burns, I’d say we’re dealing with jellyfish venom.”

      Andrei nodded. “We ran into a bit of trouble. Can you help?”

      “Of course. Come in.”

      Rivka closed her eyes as they passed into Marina’s cottage. Andrei’s swagger made her dizzier than she already was. She heard Marina instruct Viktor to take Lesya through the first door on the right, and Lesya’s sure voice saying, “Take care of Rivka first.”

      “Go to the kitchen,” Marina said over Andrei’s shoulder. “Get her a cold rag for her neck. I’ll get the anti-venom from the workshop.”

      They passed from the cool hallway into a room that smelled of the sea and something sweet Rivka couldn’t place. She cringed at the loud scrape of a chair on the floor but opened her eyes as Andrei lowered her into the seat.

      “What’s happening?” Rivka asked, laying her head on the table before it could fall on its own accord.

      Andrei took the chair next to her. “We’re at Marina’s.”

      “No, with me. Jellyfish venom. Am I going to die?”

      “Not on my watch,” he said gruffly. He disappeared from her side. The sink ran for a moment, and then he returned. “Cold rag incoming.”

      Rivka shivered as he gently brushed her hair over her shoulder and placed the cold rag against her skin. Relief was immediate and even cleared her head enough to open her eyes.

      “Here we are!” Marina sang as she bustled through the propped-open back door. She uncorked a tall bottle and grabbed a glass from the drying rack on her counter before coming to join them at the table. She poured a measure of thick, sickly-sweet smelling liquid into the glass and slid it to Rivka. “Drink up. You’ll be right as rain.”

      “It works fast,” Andrei added.

      Rivka fought her vertigo to lift the glass to her lips, then tossed it back in one gulp. She made a face as it burned down her esophagus.

      Marina adjusted the cold rag on Rivka’s neck. “I try to make it taste as good as I can. Considering what goes in it, it’s a feat to get it palatable.”

      “Do you get a lot of jellyfish stings?” Rivka asked as Marina took her glass to the sink and rinsed it out.

      “A fair few. But the elixir works for venom of any kind. Snakes. Lionfish. You name it.” Marina grabbed two clean glasses and the bottle. “You should feel better in just a minute. I’m going to go make your friends drink some, just in case. Andrei? Do you need it?”

      Andrei shook his head. “I’m fine.”

      After Marina left the room, Rivka recovered enough to realize she was alone with Andrei. And that Andrei had carried her up the stairs and into the house. She’d been in his arms. Part of her wanted to run, but another part of her wanted to figure out what the heck was going on with this rogue siren.

      “How do you feel?” Andrei asked, resting a hand on the back of her chair.

      “Better. That stuff really does work fast.”

      “Marina is good at what she—”

      Chirp.

      Andrei’s eyebrows shot up, and he leaned to look around Rivka. “What the…”

      Rivka glanced over her shoulder at the open back door. She could see the ocean and the ribbon of sand leading away from the house...

      And a puffin bird waddling into the kitchen.

      Chirp chirp.

      “Um, does Marina have pets?” Rivka asked. She had a sneaking suspicion she already knew the answer.

      Another puffin came around the edge of the door and careened into the first one. They took a tumble but were soon upright and angling toward the door that led into the hallway.

      “She has a cat. Not birds.” He stood and reached for a broom resting against the wall. “I’ll get rid of them.”

      “Wait!” Rivka stood and held out a hand to stop him before he could advance on the birds. She dropped her now-warm rag on the table. “Don’t sweep the puffins.”

      As a third puffin tottered into the kitchen, Andrei said, “But they’re coming in the house!”

      “Trust me.” Rivka shooed Andrei and his broom away, then fell into step behind the trio of birds.

      Before they’d made it out of the kitchen, another two puffins joined the parade. Andrei still clutched the broom, but he’d refrained from any sweeping, even when one of the newcomers snapped at his bare feet.

      As she’d expected, the birds led them straight to Lesya’s bedroom.

      Viktor and Lesya were drinking their anti-venom under Marina’s shrewd gaze. Lesya was stretched out on top of a colorful quilt, the splint removed from her leg but her foot still pointing the wrong way.

      Lesya let out a relieved sigh as she saw Rivka. “Oh, good. You’re okay.”

      “You were worried,” Rivka said, so surprised by the revelation, she almost forgot the three—no, five—reasons she’d walked in the room.

      To her credit, Marina took in the puffins with nary an eye twitch. “Friends of yours?” she asked Lesya.

      Lesya nearly dropped her glass. “Cocoa? Chip? Potato?”

      All three puffins waddled to the side of the bed, wagging their tails and chirping excitedly.

      Peering over the edge of the bed, Lesya beamed at her pets. “What are you guys doing here?”

      Rivka rolled her eyes. Of course Lesya would recognize her puffins and know them each by name without a second glance. “How the heck did your puffins follow you all this way?”

      “I’m their mom,” she said simply, picking them up one by one to deposit them on the bed. “I feed them and keep them safe. It was only natural that if I were gone for a long period of time, they’d come looking for me. I’ve never been away from home more than a few hours.”

      Viktor leaned against the wall next to the bed and watched the puffin party with amusement. “So… the puffin thing was really a puffin thing.”

      Lesya shrugged. “I got lonely. There were puffins. It’s not much of a story.”

      He scratched one of the puffins under its beak. Rivka braced herself for him to get bitten, but to her surprise, the puffin closed its eyes and settled into the scratches.

      Viktor and Lesya really were made for each other.

      The other two puffins circled around Rivka and Andrei. The smaller of the two made a beeline for the bed, where Lesya cooed, “Turnip!” and added him to her harem.

      But the bigger one padded over to Rivka, eyeing her toes.

      She danced away as he pecked. “Oh no, buddy. I don’t think so.”

      “Fork! Stop that!” Lesya called from under her pile of puffins.

      Fork pecked at Rivka’s foot again, then attacked her calf.

      “Ack! No! Bad puffin.” She tried to shoo the bird away, but she feared for the safety of her hands.

      “Can I use the broom now?” Andrei asked.

      Dancing away from Fork’s painful beak, Rivka shrieked, “Yes! Please!”

      But before Andrei could use the broom to see how far Fork could fly, Lesya whistled the same sharp trio of sounds she’d used to call the puffins in during the cyclone. Fork shook his tail happily and tottered to his human.

      “I’m so sorry, Marina,” Lesya said, helping Fork onto the now-overflowing bed. “I promise they’re clean, and they cause no problems.”

      “Um, hello!” Rivka put her hands on her hips.

      “They cause no problems if you’re not a siren,” Lesya amended, hiding a smile. “Do I need to send them away?”

      Marina shook her head. “As long as they make you happy, they’re welcome here, too.”

      Dammit! Rivka thought. That bird would be the death of her, and now it was staying inside the house with them.

      “You’re not afraid of a little bird, are you?” Andrei teased her. He brandished the broom as if it were a sword. “I shall protect you if he threatens your life again.”

      Rivka pushed his broom back to the floor. “I can fight my own battles, rogue.”

      Lesya eased down onto the bed, her face pale. The puffins burrowed into the various nooks and crannies made by her arms and head. “I think the adrenaline is wearing off.”

      Rivka whirled on Marina. “Do you think you can heal her broken leg? And the burns?”

      Marina nodded gravely. “The jellyfish stings aren’t an issue. We’ll use the elixir as a poultice, and you’ll all be good as new in the morning. But her leg... I’ll have to set her leg. It won’t be the most pleasant experience.”

      “Do it.” Lesya closed her eyes.

      “Very well.” Marina leaned over the bed to roll Lesya’s torn pants up as high as she could get them.

      Lesya’s leg was mottled black and blue from her foot to above her knee.

      Rivka backed away, using the wall to support her weak knees. It was one thing to know her friend had a broken leg and had been through hell with it, but seeing it made it way too real.

      “Andrei,” Marina spoke as she poked at Lesya’s calf, “could you go to the workshop and grab the jar labeled ‘white oak bark’? Our girl is going to need pain relief.”

      Without a word, Andrei ducked from the room.

      Marina continued to poke around on Lesya’s leg until she cried out and bucked on the bed.

      Marina nodded. “That spot hurts?”

      “Like hell.”

      “Good. I think the break is clean.” She placed a hand under Lesya’s heel and another on top of her foot. “Take a deep breath.”

      No longer able to watch, Rivka turned her head away.

      Lesya screamed, the sound so raw, it turned Rivka’s skin to ice.

      “Breathe, Lesya,” Marina said gently. “We’re not done yet.”

      A warm presence appeared beside Rivka, both filling her with comfort and setting her nerves on edge.

      Andrei set a jar of white powder on the bedside stand and then took Rivka by the elbow. “Thirsty?”

      She could only nod.

      He steered her away from the painful scene. They returned to the kitchen, where he helped himself to a glass from the cabinet. He filled it up in the sink, and the rush of the water helped soothe Rivka.

      She hadn’t realized her hands had balled into fists until gentle fingers pried open one for her glass.

      “You need to relax,” Andrei said softly. “Marina knows what she’s doing. She’ll fix her right up.”

      Lesya screamed again. Rivka tensed, ready to bolt back to the mage’s side, but the sound abruptly cut off.

      Rivka gasped, jerking so hard she splashed water over her arm.

      That same gentle hand massaged Rivka’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. She probably passed out.”

      His fingers dug into her sore muscles. Rivka bit the inside of her lip to keep from groaning in pleasure. If he was trying to distract her from Lesya’s plight, he was doing a great job.

      The water went down surprisingly cool as Rivka took a drink to wet her throat. She downed the rest of it and moved to the sink to fill up the glass again.

      “This is all my fault,” Rivka said into her glass before downing it for the second time. Once empty, she set the glass on the counter.

      “What?” Andrei asked, but Rivka had already slipped back into the bedroom, intent on checking on her friend and getting away from Andrei before she explained herself. She didn’t owe him anything. He didn’t need to know her life story just because he’d massaged her shoulders for five seconds.

      Or saved their lives.

      Light snores carried from the bed. Lesya and the puffins were in the same place Rivka had left them. Already, the mage was looking better. Her color had improved, and her breathing was much less shallow.

      The skin on her once-broken leg now looked smooth and unbroken; plus, the bruises were gone. Her foot pointed in the right direction, no longer flopping to the side. Marina had done exactly what she promised—she set Lesya’s leg, then healed it completely.

      Relief washed over Rivka like a cool rag on a fevered forehead. “Thank you so much for healing her.”

      Marina was bent over Lesya’s sleeping form, spreading a thicker version of the anti-venom on the mage’s arms. She’d already covered her legs and feet with the gloop.

      “Don’t thank me yet.” Marina straightened to address them. Her gray hair now fell from the bun, and her eyes looked tired. She dipped out another dollop of the anti-venom and began dabbing it on Rivka’s face. “We still need to discuss payment.”

      “I...I don’t have much,” Rivka stammered. “Everything we had was left on the pirate ship.”

      Marina tsked, her soft fingers spreading the poultice down Rivka’s neck. “You have plenty.” The mage touched a scale nestled among the others on her wrist. “All I require is but a single scale.”

      “One of my scales?” Rivka’s heart pounded at the thought. She glanced at Viktor and Andrei for help. Viktor looked genuinely confused by the request, but Andrei avoided her gaze. Snake. “But… I need all of my scales. They may not look like much, but they’re like a bird’s feathers. If not preened right, flying is difficult. My scales help me swim and keep me warm.”

      “Yes, a siren’s scales are priceless. I’m well-aware,” Marina agreed evenly as she covered Rivka’s arm in the anti-venom. The old woman finally looked up into Rivka’s eyes. “But how much is your friend’s well-being worth?”

      This is all my fault. Rivka’s own words echoed in her head.

      She held out her wrist.
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      Lesya opened her eyes to the early dawn light of morning.

      She stretched luxuriously. It felt like ages since she’d slept on a real bed with real blankets and pillows. She startled as she realized her broken leg was moving beneath the covers alongside her good one.

      She whipped off the blankets, earning some irritated chirps from the gaggle of puffins cuddled around her torso. She wiggled her toes and rotated her ankles, then gently bent her knees.

      Everything was in order. She didn’t even have any bruising. Plus, all of the jellyfish burns were gone. Her arms and neck felt soft and supple, as if they'd gone through an intense moisturizing regime.

      “Wow,” Lesya said out loud. The mage had some serious power. Lesya couldn’t even remember her name.

      She scooted to the edge of the bed and stood without a twinge of pain. Her clothes waited for her on a chair near the bed, clean and dry, if a little worse for the wear. Lesya dressed easily, marveling at how great she felt.

      She'd shattered her leg and then almost died less than twenty-four hours ago, yet she felt strong enough to climb a mountain.

      She wondered if Marina had ever considered taking on an apprentice...

      Most of the puffins bounced off the bed and followed after her as she left the bedroom in her bare feet. She followed the unintelligible mumble of voices and the smell of brewing coffee to a small kitchen at the back of the house.

      The mage sat at a crude wooden table with a mug. Andrei-the-rogue-siren lounged in a chair across from her, paging through a newspaper. He glanced up, noting the trail of five puffins joining her with obvious amusement.

      “Ah, you’re awake!” the mage said with a smile that folded wrinkles around her eyes. She didn’t seem the least bit fazed by the army of birds in her kitchen. “Can I get you some coffee? I have bacon and eggs warming in the oven.”

      “Coffee would be wonderful,” Lesya admitted. “But you don’t have to serve me. Where are your mugs?”

      “Oh, pish.” The mage waved Lesya towards the table. “Rest, girl. It’s not every day I have visitors.”

      “It’s no use arguing with the old woman,” Andrei said without looking away from his newspaper. “She’ll win. And she’ll spell you in the process.”

      Lesya relented and took a chair facing the open window. The morning outside looked beautiful with a bright sun and the musical twitter of birdsong. The breeze that rustled the sheer curtains felt warmer than usual for the season. Not that she would complain about a warm day after a treacherous six hours drowning and swimming in polar runoff.

      “I’m so sorry. I don’t remember your name,” Lesya said as the mage sat a mug on the table before her. Under the table, multiple puffin butts plopped down on her feet.

      “Marina, dear. Do you take cream and sugar?”

      “Cream. Please,” she added, realizing she was falling into her habit of speaking in short, clipped statements. Not that she disliked that habit. She just didn’t want Marina to think she was being rude.

      The mage bustled out the open back door, presumably for cream, whether that meant an outdoor ice box or straight from the cow’s teat. From the looks of the garden overflowing in the backyard, Lesya had a feeling the mage’s cream came hot from the cow.

      “Where’s Rivka? And Viktor?” Lesya asked the silent siren.

      “Sleeping. You guys had a rough day yesterday.” He turned a page. “I’d sleep in, too.”

      “Thanks for coming to our rescue. I know Rivka didn’t exactly roll out the welcome mat, but I’m sure she appreciated it, too.”

      “She would probably appreciate it more if I were gone when she woke up.” He met her gaze with a smile to show he was joking.

      “Well. Regardless.”

      Marina strolled back into the kitchen carrying a glass jar of milk. “Here you go, dear. Bacon and eggs?”

      Lesya nodded. “Please.”

      She had already tucked ravenously into her plate of breakfast by the time Viktor made his appearance. He wore his same shirt, vest, and black pants, but like Lesya, was barefoot because his boots now lived at the bottom of the ocean.

      Finding new boots in the middle of nowhere would be a pain in the ass.

      He sat beside her at the table and touched her thigh briefly. “Feeling okay?”

      Lesya’s mouth was full of eggs, so she just nodded.

      “I slept like a rock. Do you bespell the beds?” Viktor joked to Marina.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” the old mage teased. “Coffee and breakfast?”

      “Yes, ma’am. That would be great.”

      “All of your burns are gone,” Lesya said, pointing her fork at his bare forearms. “How do you feel?”

      “Great, actually. Clear headed. Ready to run a marathon. On land.” He winked and thanked Marina for his mug of coffee.

      “Funny, me too.” Lesya washed down her food with the last slug of her coffee. “Marina is true magic. I feel better than I ever have.”

      “Oh, you both just stop that. An old woman like me has practiced a long time to get this good.” But she beamed at the compliment as she carried Viktor’s breakfast to the table.

      By the time Rivka stumbled sleepily from her bedroom, Viktor had polished off his plate of food and Lesya was already on her third mug of coffee.

      The siren moved slower and with less energy than Lesya and Viktor had upon waking. Lesya eyed her, looking for signs that she was sick or injured. Marina healed her, too? Right?

      Rivka glared at Andrei—who had chosen to remain hidden behind his newspaper—and sat in the only available chair beside him. As she placed her elbows on the table, Lesya caught sight of bandages wrapped around her forearm, peeking from beneath the sleeve of her shirt.

      Lesya reached across the table and grabbed her wrist. “What is this? Are you okay? Did Marina miss an injury?”

      Rivka gently extracted her wrist from Lesya’s grasp and offered a wan smile. “I’m fine. Marina healed me. It’s nothing.” The siren glanced at Marina and gave a small shake of her head.

      “What’s wrong?” Lesya argued.

      “I am fine,” Rivka snapped. “I’m hungry though.”

      Lesya returned her hand to her lap, taken aback by the siren’s crabby attitude. She’d awoken a few mornings by Rivka’s side in the short time they’d been together, and the siren had never been anything but chipper. Obnoxiously so.

      She was hiding something. Something to do with that bandage.

      Lesya decided not to press — for now. With Rivka’s current grouchiness, pressing would likely mean getting her head bit off.

      Rivka jumped and looked under the table. “Ah! Get! Shoo!”

      Lesya reached under the table and snapped her fingers, calling the puffins to her side. “Fork really thinks you taste good.”

      Rivka made a face. “What are they even doing here? It’s crazy they found you.”

      As she spoke, two more puffins waddled in the back door, chirping happily at the sight of Lesya. They picked up the pace, feathery butts shaking all the way to Lesya’s lap.

      “And two more makes seven,” Viktor said with a laugh. “I thought witches were supposed to be crazy cat ladies.”

      Lesya petted the newcomers, Porkchop and Shrimp. Just having the small group of her larger puffin family with her was a comfort. “I’m not your typical witch.”

      Viktor chuckled. “I’m starting to understand that.”

      Lesya continued to chat with the pirate, surprised at how easily they came up with topics to discuss. Nothing he said felt contrite or meaningless. On the contrary, Lesya found herself lost in his words.

      Meanwhile, on the other side of the table, silence stretched between the two sirens. Lesya had hoped Rivka would let go of the whole “rogue” thing after a good night’s sleep. Either she was even grouchier than Lesya had previously guessed, or she hadn’t forgotten.

      That was going to make for a tense visit.
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        * * *

      

      Mid-morning, Rivka retired to her room for a nap, and Andrei declared he was going for a swim. Marina excused herself to do some weeding in her backyard garden, leaving Lesya and Viktor alone at the table with the puffins.

      Viktor moved his hands as Turnip leapt onto his knees. The puffin nuzzled his hand, then primly settled down on his thigh. He petted the bird’s head. “They’re kinda cute, aren’t they?”

      “They all have personalities, too.” Lesya blushed as she realized she probably sounded like a crazy person. “Um, I’m going to go talk to Marina and see if she can help us find this dumb stone. Do you want to come?”

      Viktor glanced at the sleepy puffin in his lap and then assessed the contents of his mug. “I’ll finish my coffee and let this little guy sleep. Catch up on the news.” He nodded at Andrei’s abandoned newspaper.

      Lesya grinned. “They already have you wrapped around their feathers.”

      As she stood to leave, Viktor grabbed her hand and tugged her close. He guided her down so he could kiss the edge of her lips, not quite a sexy mouth-on-mouth kiss, but just close enough to send her heart into cardiac arrest.

      “I’m glad you’re alive,” he said, releasing her hand.

      With her heartbeat in her throat, Lesya said breathlessly, “Ditto.”

      She left the cool comfort of the kitchen for the beautiful day outside, though Viktor’s phantom kiss remained firmly on her skin. The grass in Marina’s backyard was much softer than the dead straw that splotched Lesya’s own plot of land. She figured it indicated Marina bespelled the yard to be beautiful, or the curse had yet to infiltrate this part of the country.

      Marina crouched on her hands and knees in the overgrown garden. At the rustle of Lesya’s footsteps, Marina sat back on her heels and tilted her large, floppy hat aside. She smiled. “Hello, dear. Everything alright?”

      “Don’t stop working. Can I help?”

      Marina nodded and bent back over her vegetables. “Of course. It’s nice to have company for once that isn’t my sullen siren godson.”

      Lesya stepped over the three puffins crowded around her feet and joined Marina in the freshly turned soil. “Godson?”

      “Ah, yes. From a very long time ago. I promised his mother I’d care for him after… Well. That’s not my story to tell.” She smiled sadly. “Here, let me show you what weeds to pull.”

      Lesya listened intently to the mage’s breakdown of invasive weeds. She decided she liked the sound of the woman’s voice and could have sat there all day learning from her.

      “What brings you kids to my remote neck of the woods?” Marina asked after they’d been comfortably working for a few minutes.

      Lesya yanked a particularly stubborn weed from beneath a tomato cage. “That’s a long story.”

      “Well, I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.”

      So Lesya broke down the events of the past week, from Rivka’s appearance to their journey to Nordvik Bay and ending up on the pirate ship. She told the old witch about being prisoners in the hold -  where Rivka found the sealed letter - and how they scried for the location of the stone. And then, how the cyclone nearly sunk the ship and killed them all, and finally, the captain who had thrown them overboard.

      “We’d be dead if it weren’t for Andrei,” Lesya finished, wiping the back of her dirty hand across her forehead before sweat could get in her eyes.

      “Andrei is a good man. A good siren,” Marina corrected herself. “I know your friend seems to be wary of him. For good reason, it seems?”

      “Something about rogue sirens being banished murderers.”

      Marina laughed. “If Andrei has ever murdered another living thing in cold blood, I’ll eat my socks. He is a good soul, truly. He takes care of this old woman.”

      “I can’t imagine someone who would put himself in danger to rescue two humans and a stubborn siren would be a bad man,” Lesya agreed.

      Marina tugged a patch of half-dug weeds away from her squash vines, then rearranged her legs to sit directly in the dirt. She stared into the distance, her eyes narrowed in thought. “Now, this stone you mentioned. I seem to recall a legend from my childhood. Bear with me. My memory isn’t as sturdy as it once was. I heard tell of a meteorite crashing into that big mountain there.” She pointed over Lesya’s shoulder.

      Lesya turned. She hadn’t taken a proper look around, but how had she missed the gorgeous, snow-covered mountain range behind Marina’s modest cottage?

      “That biggest one there. Mount Kamen. Legend has it the meteorite struck somewhere near the summit and has been guarded by the mountain ever since.”

      “A meteorite.” Lesya recalled the amateurish scrying session back on The Black North. The first scene they’d been shown had been a bright light streaking through a night sky, and the letter itself had stated the elders of the 13th region believed the legacy stone to be a fragment of a meteorite. Lesya shared this information with Marina, who nodded sagely.

      “I would venture to guess you didn’t end up on my doorstep by accident,” Marina observed. “You were guided to that ship, to that letter. The very fact that you now have a direct metaphysical link to the stone speaks volumes.”

      Marina brushed the dirt off her hands and met Lesya’s stunned gaze. “I believe your next step is waiting for you at the summit of that mountain. Your friend Rivka might be correct in assuming the universe has carefully crafted a search and rescue party for this stone. Starring the two of you.”
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      “These little feather balls are going to follow us the whole way, aren’t they?” Rivka eyed Fork as he trailed too close for comfort.

      Andrei chuckled. He walked just ahead of her, Marina’s pack of provisions sagging against his back. His presence irritated her almost more than the puffins.

      “And tell me again why you have to come with us?” Rivka growled at Andrei and turned her head in time to see Fork’s beak snap near her ankle. “Lesya!”

      Life was hard enough without having trust issues with half her crew. And when she thought half, she meant Andrei and every single one of these feathered fiends.

      Lesya snapped her fingers and stopped to point a menacing finger at the puffins. “Back to the cottage. Now!”

      The puffins stamped their webbed feet but didn’t make any move to turn around.

      Viktor added his finger to the standoff. “Now, guys!”

      Miraculously, the birds listened. Lesya’s mouth fell open as she watched her crew had back to the cottage in the distance.

      “It was my tone,” Viktor assured her. “Alpha. Deep. You just gotta know how to talk to them.”

      Lesya rolled her eyes, though it didn’t hold quite the annoyance it used to.

      As the group continued moving—sans puffins—Andrei fell back to walk beside Rivka. “I’m more than just my good looks, you know,” he said. “You’re going to need muscle to help carry things. Plus, who wouldn’t want to go on an adventure?”

      “I’m with him,” Viktor cut in. He held out a fist, and Andrei bumped it with his own.

      Andrei smirked. “See? He gets me.”

      Men. She couldn’t deny that a little muscle would be good. Her own strength wasn’t what it should be on land. And Lesya, though her leg was healed, didn’t need to be carrying tons of weight. Healed or not, that leg had been broken just a day before. No matter how well the mage had healed her friend’s leg, the risk wasn’t worth it.

      At the thought of the fixed leg, Rivka’s wrist itched. She rubbed at the bandages softly, trying not to irritate the sensitive skin too much.

      Andrei didn’t miss the motion. “You gonna tell her?”

      “No. She doesn’t need to know.” She poked him in the bicep, attempting her most threatening glare. “You’re going to keep your mouth shut.”

      “She’ll find out eventually.” Andrei ducked in time to miss the punch flying his way. He held his hands up defensively. “Damn, you’re a quick one.”

      “You’d best remember that!” Rivka squinted and pointed her index and middle finger at her eyes and then toward him. “I’ve got my eyes on you.”

      Lesya turned around from her spot at the front of their hiking party. “What are you the two of you bickering about?”

      Rivka pointed at Andrei. “He started it.”

      “I’m so sure,” Lesya intoned, obviously not believing Rivka in the least.

      Andrei scoffed. “I’ve never claimed to be innocent in anything, but she’s the one being difficult. Is she always like this?”

      Lesya laughed. “Unfortunately, being tenacious is one of her better attributes.”

      “Excuse me?” Rivka crossed her arms.

      “That’s enough,” Viktor soothed as he stepped between the three. “We have bigger things to worry about. And like it or not, this is the team we have.” He looked pointedly at Rivka.

      Rivka hung her head. “You’re right.”

      “Geez, didn’t take much to take the wind out of her sails,” Andrei remarked.

      Lesya jammed a finger in Andrei’s chest. “Play nice! I don’t care how cute Rivka thinks you are. Get out of line, and I’ll kick your ass.”

      “Lesya!” Rivka shrieked, whirling around in a cloud of rage. “Are you delusional? I never said Andrei was cute.” Her cheeks flamed, betraying her. She turned away and marched ahead, trying to ignore the others behind her.

      “No, you didn’t,” Lesya snorted. “But you answered that question.”

      Damn them all, Rivka thought as she itched her wrist again.

      Once things settled down, the four of them fell into a companionable silence as they climbed steadily on the safest path up the mountain. The further they went, the thinner the air, until Rivka’s chest ached from the effort it took to breathe.

      They came to rest near a cliff face without any clear path to continue moving.

      “How much farther?” Rivka asked, huffing the words out between shallow inhales.

      “Not much.” Lesya bent over, holding her side. “I didn’t sign up for this much manual labor. Can I have my money back?”

      Rivka collapsed onto a nearby rock. “If you’re getting a refund, I am, too.” She blew out a breath, then pulled in a deep one. She repeated this process until her head cleared. When she opened her eyes, Andrei held a water bottle in front of her face. She snatched it from his hand, pissed that he’d anticipated her needs.

      “How’s the leg feel?” Viktor’s pack slid to the ground as he knelt in front of Lesya. He pulled up her pants leg to check on the area. Just as smooth and unblemished as before.

      Lesya knocked his hand away. “Stop fussing. I’m fine.” She shook her leg to get her pants to fall back down. “My leg works. I just can’t breathe.”

      There wasn’t anywhere else to go but up from here, though. Rivka stared up at what was practically a cliff, wondering how they were going to traverse it. She narrowed her eyes at the sun and noticed a fluffy disc of sticks resting on the edge of the cliff.

      “Lesya. Look up there.” Rivka indicated the mass. “Is that a nest?”

      Lesya shielded her eyes and followed Rivka’s gaze. “Not just a nest. I see more than one.” Lesya picked her steps carefully, being mindful of the rocky terrain as she moved as close as possible to the cliff. “This is it!”

      “Do you remember what the nest looked like in the urn, er… bowl?” Rivka asked.

      “They all look identical to the nest in the urn.” Lesya backed away from the cliff, her long dark hair shining in the sunlight. “I can feel it just out of reach.”

      Crestfallen, Rivka replied, “How do we find which nest holds the stone? There must be dozens up there.”

      “Give me a minute,” Lesya murmured. She walked away, staring at the nests with her finger in the air as if she were testing the water. “No. No. Not that one.”

      “Has she lost her mind?” Andrei asked.

      “She’s connected to the stone,” Rivka explained. “From the spell we did to find it.”

      “There it is!” Lesya called, waving her arms from several yards away.

      Rivka snagged her bag off the ground and motioned for the guys to follow her.

      The nest in question was much higher up than most of the nests and filled with puffins. As Rivka’s gaze moved over the mountain, she noticed every single nest near the stone was full of demon birds.

      “What is with all of these puffins? Are they yours?” Rivka accused. “They’re yours, and they all want to kill me, don’t they?”

      Lesya snickered. “No, those aren’t part of my colony. Mine are back at Marina’s waiting for us. I don’t know these birds.”

      “Who’s going to make the climb?” Viktor asked. He placed a protective arm around Lesya’s shoulders. “You don’t need break your leg again.”

      “I’m not half bad at mountain climbing, actually,” Lesya huffed.

      “I’ll go.” Rivka released a deep sigh of resignation. “I have the smallest hands and feet. I’ll be able to find better hand and footholds.”

      “You’re sure?” Andrei dropped his pack to the ground. “I can go if you want.”

      “No.” Rivka’s jaw set into a stubborn line. She could do this. She would climb this cliff, retrieve the stone, and prove that she could do great things. She and Lesya may not have been the siren and mage the letter had in mind, but they were the only ones available to do the job right now.

      So she would do the damn job.

      Choosing her footholds carefully, Rivka gripped nodules and crevices within the cliff face and hoisted herself up. She fell into a rhythm, her confidence growing the higher she climbed. However, the closer she came to the nest, the louder the chirps and squawks became from the puffins above.

      “Hush! I’m not coming after you!” Rivka snapped breathlessly. The places to put her feet were getting harder. This part of the mountain was crumbling underneath her. “I just need a stupid rock. You all don’t need it. It’s not an egg. You can’t hatch it.”

      She raised a leg to place her foot on a small outcropping, then grabbed a new handhold and shifted her weight onto the rock. For just a second, it held, and she reached for her next grip.

      But then the outcropping collapsed beneath her foot.

      She slid backwards, scrambling at the face of the mountain for anything to stop her fall. A cloud of dust rose up around her, clogging her throat and lungs. More rocks shifted beneath her grasping hands, and then she was airborne.

      This was it. She’d survived gun-wielding humans in the forest, sea bears, maniac pirates, rogue sirens, and it was going to be a mountain that did her in.

      Her hoarse screams echoed throughout the valley as she plummeted to the ground below.

      She prayed for a quick death.
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      Lesya watched in horror as Rivka’s body hit open air and tumbled in a deadly spiral towards the ground.

      She threw up a hand, calling on her magic. She snarled the spell to slow down an object, though granted, the only other time she’d used it had been practicing on the puffins. But for once, her power actually listened to her, and Rivka’s fall slowed. Minutely.

      Minutely was enough. Andrei placed himself squarely beneath Rivka’s screaming form and opened his arms. She landed elegantly in his grasp, cradled in his arms as if she were his bride and the mountain his threshold. He grunted at the impact and stumbled backwards but remained on his feet.

      Rivka stared at his face, breathing heavily. “I thought I was dead.”

      “So did I,” Lesya added.

      “So did I,” Andrei murmured.

      Lesya noted the red flush creeping up his face as the two continued to stare at each other. A red flush that was mirrored on Rivka’s delicate scales.

      “Alright, lovebirds,” Lesya said loudly, earning a laugh from Viktor. “We still have a stone to retrieve.”

      As if a spell had broken, Rivka shoved away from Andrei and leapt elegantly to her feet. She straightened her dusty clothes and put her hands on her hips. “I’m not trying that again. Tag, you’re it.” She punched Andrei in the shoulder.

      Andrei shrugged. “I haven’t had the pleasure of climbing a cliff yet in my life. Happy to give it a try.”

      “Don’t fall,” Rivka said sweetly. “I’m not strong enough to catch you.”

      Viktor held up a hand for a high five. “I’ll catch you.”

      “I’m not going to fall,” Andrei argued, obliging Viktor with his high five. “It can’t be that different from swimming.”

      Lesya exchanged amused looks with Rivka. The siren had just discovered how much more difficult climbing was than swimming.

      Andrei barely made it halfway up the cliff face before the puffins attacked. For such an imposing guy, he sure could back away fast to get away from the nipping birds at his heels. By the time he skidded down the last few feet and landed next to Viktor, Rivka was in the dirt, laughing so hard, she couldn’t breathe.

      “I’m glad someone was amused,” Andrei said wryly, brushing clumps of dust and dirt from his clothes. He looked at Lesya, who hadn’t gone so far as to collapse to the ground with laughter but was grinning with glee. “You live with those devil birds?”

      “They’re sweet,” Lesya said with a shrug. “Not my fault you’re a fish.”

      Viktor cracked his knuckles and eyed the cliff. “Guess it’s my turn.”

      Viktor clearly had more experience climbing than the sirens. He clambered easily up the cliff like a monkey swinging from vines in a forest. He made it past the puffins, who seemed to welcome him into their herd, but couldn’t get past the sheer cliff face just beneath the nest. He turned around and threw his arms up in the air, defeated.

      Lesya sighed and tossed her water bottle back into her pack on the ground. “I’m going up.”

      Rivka ran forward to grab her arm. “What if you fall? You just had a broken leg!”

      Lesya put a hand over Rivka’s cold fingers and squeezed. “You know how you thought we were destined to find that letter and save the world? Marina agreed. I’m going.”

      Rivka bit her lip and then threw her arms around Lesya. “We’re going to save the world!”

      Laughing, Lesya confirmed, “We’re going to save the world.”

      The climb wasn’t easy, which she’d already seen by watching her three companions make the trek and fail. But because she’d watched Rivka, Andrei, and Viktor climb, she also knew where the mountainside was loose and crumbly. She knew what potholes to avoid and what handholds to skip. Not to mention, they’d hit most of the soft spots on the journey, leaving sturdy ground for her.

      Viktor grabbed her arm and hauled her the final stretch. He helped her find her balance, waiting as she caught her breath.

      Lesya put a hand on her back and raised her face to sky, sucking in the thin air. “Shit. I don’t wanna do that again.”

      “Bright side? Going down will be easier.”

      She laughed. “As long as we don’t fall. If Andrei tried to catch both of us, we’d probably break him.”

      Several puffins hopped out of a nearby nest to greet her. She leaned over to pet them as they danced excitedly around her boots. They repeated the same excited dance around Viktor. As he picked one up and stroked its dark feathers, Lesya felt a pang in her chest, an unfamiliar sensation.

      She liked Viktor. She had a crush on Viktor.

      And so did the puffins, clearly.

      “It’s funny how they like us but don’t like the sirens,” Viktor said as he bent to release the excited puffin.

      “I have a theory about that. They’re fish. Puffins eat fish.”

      “Surely they’re smart enough to know sirens are too big eat.”

      “They don’t want to eat them,” Lesya clarified. “They just don’t like them. Fish aren’t friends, they’re food. Thus, the puffins pick on the sirens. And I laugh and laugh...”

      “No lie, it is hilarious,” he agreed with a crooked grin. “Especially Andrei running from them.”

      “As if he were running for his life!”

      They shared a chuckle, and Lesya realized how much she liked his laugh. She turned away from him to look up at the nest. From the bottom of the cliff, it hadn’t seemed so far above Viktor’s head. Now, the smooth, featureless rock seemed to go on forever.

      She looked at the pirate. “Give me a boost?”

      “You got it, little witch.” He kneeled, oblivious to the way her heart had skipped a beat at the pet name. “On three?”

      Lesya placed the toe of one boot in his cupped palms and found grips on the rock face. “Ready.”

      “One, two, three!” Viktor stood, using his legs to leverage Lesya’s weight.

      Lesya pushed against his hands and zoomed up the cliff face, fast enough to almost startle her into a freefall. She leaned against the rocks as she waited for Viktor to find his footing beneath her. Her cradled foot was barely at his chest-level.

      “Not close enough!” Lesya called down.

      “Step...on...shoulders!” Viktor grunted.

      Going slow, she slid her free leg around and felt around for his shoulder.

      “That’s it!” Viktor confirmed before she could ask.

      In a swift movement, Lesya pushed against his shoulder and rose another foot, just enough to clutch the top of the cliff. Faced with the prospect of removing her feet from Viktor’s person and attempting to scramble over the edge of the cliff, Lesya froze.

      But she didn't have to worry long. Viktor lifted her boot, wedging his body beneath her. Inch by inch, he was able to raise her just the amount she needed.

      She got an elbow over the edge and kicked her right leg up, hooking it over the cliff. Then a burst of strength and determination got her on solid ground.

      She lay on her back, sucking in the thin mountain air. The blue sky above seemed even brighter here.

      “Lesya?” Viktor called up from below. “You okay?”

      Lesya waved a hand over the edge of the cliff. “Fine! Catching my breath!”

      After her breathing returned to normal, Lesya rolled to her knees and stood, using the rocks for purchase. She recognized the nest as soon as she saw it. It was definitely the same one from the scrying bowl.

      The nest was empty but for two sleeping puffins, some old, broken eggshells, and a pockmarked stone that damn near radiated power. Lesya climbed over the edge and reached for the stone.

      The moment she touched it, she felt the faint psychic connection latch into place. The stone’s power filled her and surrounded her: benevolent goodness combined with the dark chaos of the universe.

      It was beautiful.

      Lesya leaned over the nest and showed the stone to her companions below. Rivka screeched in excitement and leapt up a down before launching into a hug with Andrei.

      On a background of her friends’ excited yells, Lesya looked down at the stone in wonder. It was seemingly innocuous, a normal, gray rock exterior. But imperfections in the stone revealed the smooth, black interior, with striations of brilliant rainbow colors.

      It struck her that this stone had once traveled the universe. It had flown through the vacuum of space high above, an alien rock that plummeted to their planet. The stone she held had once touched the stars.

      Maybe it was a star.

      Lesya pocketed the stone and petted the sleeping puffins, then climbed from the nest.

      Getting down was ten times easier than it had been to climb up. Lesya threw a leg over the edge of the cliff and eased down while a group of anxiously chirping puffins watched. As she felt Viktor’s hands on her ankles, she took a deep breath and let go. She landed safely in his arms.

      Lesya’s feet hit the ground and she turned, but Viktor didn’t let her go. She found herself locked in his embrace, his blue eyes on hers.

      “You okay?” he asked. His voice sounded a little breathless, though that could have been her own nervous breaths. He was solid and warm against her, their bodies pressed together and his face only inches away.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Honestly? Got a little nervous when you stepped off my shoulder.”

      Lesya grinned. “Made it up and down again. Thanks to you.”

      “Happy to be of assistance,” Viktor murmured.

      They broke away from each other, and Lesya patted her pocket. “Let’s get back down there and save the world.”

      After climbing gingerly down the mountainside, Lesya leapt the last foot and a half and found herself caught up in Rivka’s arms.

      “So much touching,” Lesya grunted as the siren squeezed the life out of her.

      “I was worried. And you did it!” Rivka let go and stepped back, holding out a hand. “Can I see it?”

      “Of course.” Lesya pulled the stone from her pocket and dropped it into Rivka’s waiting palm.

      Suddenly, a tremendous roar shook the mountainside. Loose rocks showered from above, sending the group into a mad dash for cover.

      They ducked behind a giant boulder to avoid the tumble of falling rocks. The roar had ended, but now they heard heavy pounding - as if something very large was walking right toward them.

      “What is that?” Rivka hissed. To Lesya’s relief, she still held the stone in her grip.

      Lesya tiptoed, taking a quick glance over the boulder.

      She wasn’t prepared for what she saw.

      She sank quickly, yanking Viktor down before he could make himself visible to the beast.

      “It’s a dragon!” Lesya whispered.

      Andrei’s eyes widened, and he stood to look. “Wow. I didn’t even know they were real.”

      Rivka grabbed his cotton shirt and yanked him back to the ground. “Idiot, don’t let it see you!”

      “Marina said the legend about the meteorite said the stone was guarded by the mountain.” Lesya pointed a thumb over her shoulder. “Guess we just met the guardian.”

      The beast’s shuddering footsteps had grown closer. He was so big, so heavy, that the entire mountain seemed to quake beneath him.

      “We have to run,” Viktor said. “Run!”

      As one, the group launched down the mountainside.

      Lesya skidded on loose gravel and landed on her ass, but only long enough for Viktor to grab her under the arms and launch her back to her feet. She raced so fast over the ground, she barely felt it beneath her. One glance over her shoulder at the monstrosity drawing closer made her put on a burst of speed.

      Then she stumbled.

      She pitched forward into a barrel roll. She rolled once, twice, three times until she landed on her back and slid forward several more feet. She came to a halt upside down and facing the dragon. Rivka, Andrei, and Viktor were nowhere in sight. They hadn’t heard her fall and had continued to run.

      Lesya let out a strangled cry as the dragon locked his menacing gaze on her. This close to him, she could see he was quite beautiful. His scales were a dozen shades of blue and shone like pearls in the sunlight. Delicate horns grew from either side of his face and curled elegantly behind his head. His long snout, complete with sharp white teeth, crested into pale yellow eyes.

      Lacking any other option, Lesya called for the spirits.

      The familiar sensation of falling through time and space rolled through her until she was alone on the foggy mountain under a night sky.

      An old woman limped out of the fog, using the handle of a gnarled broom as a walking cane. She was round beneath her heavy robes, with long black hair that fell past her hips. Though her face was pocked with deep lines and craters, her eyes were a clear, piercing green.

      Lesya let her head fall back to the dirt.

      She’d called fucking Baba Yaga.

      “You rang?” the old woman said, tittering. “What’s wrong, child? Think I aim to eat you?”

      Lesya sat up and leveled a serious gaze on the witch. “I don’t know. Are you?”

      “I’m not hungry.” Baba Yaga waved a hand. The air shimmered and shone as a bench manifested. The old goddess sank onto the bench with a loud groan. “It’s been a while since a human has been capable of calling me. I’m impressed.”

      “If I can fuck anything up, I generally do,” Lesya replied.

      Baba Yaga raised an eyebrow. “Full of bitter vinegar, aren’t you? Who broke you?”

      The question gave Lesya pause. “Broke me?”

      The goddess gestured at Lesya. “Look at you. You’re broken into tiny pieces. Daddy issues? Mommy issues? Molested by a creepy uncle?”

      “No! Jeez.” Lesya stood. She couldn’t handle the goddess looming over her on that dumb fake bench. “My parents were great people. And I didn’t have any uncles.”

      Baba Yaga nodded sagely. “Parents were. Past tense. You were young when it happened. The ocean claimed them. That’s why you stay away from the sea. A shipwreck?”

      Lesya’s heart pounded. The old witch’s words stabbed like knives, awakening an old pain inside her chest. She felt laid bare, her rib cage split open, and her heart on display beneath Baba Yaga’s scrutiny.

      “How do you know that?” Lesya snapped.

      “I know everything, child. Don’t presume to think otherwise.” She sat back against the bench seat, resting her hands on the broom. “I also know you called me because a frost dragon is about to turn you to ice.”

      “Frost dragon?” Lesya said, baffled. She shook her head. “I didn’t call you. I was trying to call the leshiy.”

      “You aren’t in the leshiy’s territory, child. He doesn’t leave his precious woods. He can’t fly like me.” Baba Yaga cackled. The eerie sound echoed off the rocks around them, longer than physically possible, as if a second person were laughing in the distance.

      “Can you help me not be an icicle?”

      Baba Yaga leaned forward and closed one eye. “You don’t need a frost dragon to be an icicle, child. You’re already made of frost. The dragon is the least of your worries.”

      “I’m not made of frost!”

      “That cute siren. You wouldn’t let her in. She came onto land, a completely alien place to her, and asked for your help.”

      “And I helped her.”

      “Begrudgingly. Because she’s tenacious, and you’re a grumpy old witch in the skin of a young mage.” Baba Yaga banged the ground with her broom handle. “You have to open up eventually. Live in your isolation with your improbability of puffins forever, and you’ll turn into me. A grotesque old witch who gets her jollies terrorizing the countryside and stealing babies to eat.”

      “You actually eat babies?”

      Baba Yaga grinned, revealing a snaggletooth. “They just think I do. Keeps them away from me, doesn’t it?”

      Lesya had to admit the genius behind her techniques.

      The goddess stood and disappeared her bench with a flick of her fingers. She started to turn away but paused and looked back at Lesya. “You don’t need my help, Lesya Markova. You already have someone on your side.”

      Then Baba Yaga walked away into the dark, foggy night.

      The stars spun and the world turned sideways. Lesya stumbled but rode the waves of the change until she was back on the mountainside, staring down the frost dragon.

      He opened his mouth, exposing two rows of serrated teeth. The dark of his throat began to glow, to swirl with brilliant blue energy, and Lesya realized he was about to freeze her.

      She recalled Baba Yaga’s words: You already have someone on your side.

      Lesya closed her eyes and wished for a swift death.
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      Rivka had never before watched someone else’s life flash before their eyes, but that was exactly what passed over Lesya’s face the moment the dragon opened its mouth. A look of pure terror reflected in Lesya’s eyes along with the electric blue energy heading right toward her.

      Without a thought or care for her own safety, Rivka shoved the stone in her pocket and then dove for Lesya. Her form flew through the air like she swam through water, effortlessly and in perfect sync. She collided with the mage and knocked her back several feet as the blast hit Rivka square in the back.

      Rivka held her ground against the attack. Her eyes tracked Lesya as she rolled to a stop farther down the trail. Her pack opened up and supplies scattered across the ground. A crystal orb rolled out behind everything else, clinking across the gravelly terrain. It came to rest between a large clump of grass and weeds.

      Lesya’s face lit up with recognition. Where her eyes had once held the knowledge of imminent death, this look sparked hope.

      Rivka canted her head, confused. She wanted to ask Lesya what the hell the shiny ball was, but she was frozen in place, protecting Lesya from the dragon.

      The stream of subzero frost abated, and Rivka’s shoulders sagged. The dragon reared back, and a roar exploded through the air. The shockwaves made her heart skip a beat.

      Andrei drew her attention away as he rushed forward. He checked her over and patted his hands over her back. “Does anything hurt? Are you okay?”

      His concern endeared her a smidge more.

      “I’m...I’m fine.” Hysterical laughter bubbled up and out of Rivka’s mouth. “I’m more than fine. I didn’t feel a thing when the dragon blasted me. Nothing.”

      Andrei didn’t seem convinced. “You sure?”

      “Actually...yeah. I think I’m resistant to the frost.” She held up her hands, marveling at her own body. “Is that even possible?”

      “Sirens are capable of withstanding freezing temperatures in the ocean. I mean, I know the temperatures have risen considerably over the years—” Andrei cut off his speech as the dragon’s roar penetrated the mountainside.

      Lesya rushed to join them and thrust the orb in front of Rivka. “Do you know what this is?”

      “Um, a fragile ball you shouldn’t be shoving around willy-nilly?” Rivka backed up out of harm’s way.

      “Yes and no. It is fragile, but it’s an inversion orb!” Lesya shook it excitedly. “Marina is a genius for putting this in my pack! I know what it does. The problem is I don’t know how to activate it.”

      An angry dragon claw swiped their group, and all four leapt out of the way. Viktor was a split second too late and pitched forward as sharp claws swiped his back.

      He grunted in pain, and shoved Lesya forward.  “Run, before it recharges its frost!”

      As they pitched down the mountain with the dragon close on their heels, Rivka shouted, “You better figure out how the fuck it works, or we’re all going to die!”

      Lesya tossed a shocked glance at her friend. “Did you just cuss all on your own?”

      “Maybe. Did I?”

      Lesya leapt into the air with a laugh. “I’m so proud of you!”

      The mage had completely lost it. They were being attacked by a dragon and threatened with death for like the twentieth time in the past twenty-four hours, and here she was, doting like a proud mother.

      “Focus, Lesya! The orb!” Rivka reminded her as she leapt over a patch of small boulders. “We need to figure this orb out now! Our fate literally rests on that stupid glass ball.”

      Another shot of frost bellowed from the dragon’s maw. Rivka leapt to shield Lesya from the blast, while Andrei protected Viktor. The humans threw their hands up to protect their face but were pushed back a foot or more by the force. Crystal shards of ice littered their hair, but both escaped unscathed by the dragon’s frosty breath.

      “Do something!” Rivka shouted to Lesya as she and Andrei faced down the dragon. “I can’t protect you from teeth and claws.”

      Lesya raised the orb in the air, chanting words Rivka didn’t know the meaning to. Her words crescendoed until Lesya was screaming at the orb.

      “Just work. Dammit!” She shook it. “What do I need to do to get you to protect us?”

      The dragon stepped forward menacingly, its intelligent yellow gaze looking at Rivka and Andrei as if they were dinner.

      Lesya launched into the spell one more time, the words tumbling faster out of her mouth than before. Crazed panic punctuated each foreign word, but when she got to the end - still nothing.

      “Lesya?” Rivka pleaded.

      “I know. I know. Let me try a different spell.” Lesya opened her mouth.

      The dragon had apparently grown tired of waiting. He brought his tail around and smashed it into the mountainside. Puffins screeched in terror, fleeing their nests for the safety of the sky.

      Rivka’s knees buckled under the intense shaking, and she fell on her butt. In her peripheral, she caught sight of Lesya pitching forward and the orb flying through the air.

      “Nooo!” Rivka yelled, but it was too late.

      The shiny surface of the orb swirled with unspent magic. It bounced once, a crack splitting down the side. And on the second time bounced, it shattered by the dragon’s feet.  Shards of shrapnel sprayed outward.

      Blue tendrils of magic snaked up and around the dragon’s scaly blue legs. The beast stared down, unconcerned by the cloud of smoke.

      So much for magic saving their hides.
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      Lesya grabbed her head, disappointment flooding her. She’d had a chance to save them, and she’d fucked it up by falling. Now their only hope was in tiny shards at the dragon’s feet.

      Tiny shards like Lesya’s tiny pieces. Fucking Baba Yaga.

      Lesya waited for the dragon to lunge and rip into them with his claws and teeth. But the dragon didn’t move.

      Confused, Lesya stood. The dragon appeared to be looking right at her, but he didn’t respond to her sudden movement. She walked closer and waved a hand in front of his face.

      His eyes remained glassed over.

      “It worked,” Lesya murmured. Then louder: “It worked!”

      Rivka lifted her head from her arms. “What?”

      Lesya shoved the dragon's snout. It didn't budge. “Inversion! He's frozen! Let's get the fuck out of here!”

      She grabbed her pack and slung it over her shoulder, and her companions did the same. Then they took off, leaving the frozen dragon behind them.
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      Lesya had never run so long or so fast in her life.

      She ran without direction, her only goal to get as far from the frost dragon as possible before it unfroze and came after them. When the ground leveled out and turned to flat plain, she found another burst of energy. She felt like she was flying, her feet above the ground and the ocean spreading before her like a giant sapphire blanket.

      She didn’t get far, though. Rivka’s tinny voice called out behind her, begging her to stop.

      Sighing, Lesya put on the brakes, skidding to a halt in the grass. She had to wait for her companions to join her. Andrei and Rivka limped painfully, probably because their bodies weren’t used to running. And Viktor trailed even further behind them.

      “I can’t run anymore,” Rivka said apologetically as she limped to a stop.

      “We need to get away from the mountain before the inversion wears off. Can we at least do a brisk walk?”

      Rivka snorted. “To be honest, I’m not sure how I’m upright now, as it is. A brisk walk might be out of the question, too.” Her brows knitted together as she asked, “You don’t think the dragon knows where to find the stone, do you?”

      “I have a connection to it. What if the dragon does, too? There’s no telling how long he stood guard over the stone or what kind of connection he forged with it.”

      “And he’ll show up here to eat us and take his stone back,” Andrei added as he joined them, shuffling slower than usual.

      Rivka glared at him. “Thanks for the pep talk, Captain Positive.”

      “Well, let’s see the damn thing,” he said, waving at Rivka’s pocket. “We can put our heads together and try to come up with a plan that doesn’t include being eaten by the dragon.”

      Rivka pulled the stone out of her pocket and held it out between them.

      It looked so small and benign on the siren’s palm. Lesya couldn’t believe that tiny stone had the power to save the world.

      As Viktor joined them, Lesya asked, “You can’t sense anything?”

      Rivka shook her head. “I can feel its power. But I don’t get anything else from it.”

      “Do you think it’s like a fortune cookie?” Viktor said, gingerly picking the rock up. He turned it over as if looking for some hidden key. “We get those in port sometimes from the east. Maybe we have to crack it open to find out what’s inside.”

      “We are not cracking the mystical world-saving rock open,” Lesya said, snatching the rock from him. “That’s your fever talking from the fact your back is serrated like a rack of lamb.”

      “Just a thought.” He flashed one of his good-humored grins.

      She couldn’t even be irritated with him.

      When she held the rock, she could feel her connection to it. But it didn’t push her in any specific direction. Mostly, it just radiated its power and seemed happy to be in her possession. “The letter said I had to find the resting place?”

      Rivka nodded. “And I have to place it.”

      “Ugh, why is it so specific? Is the world going to end if you find it and I place it?” Lesya rolled her eyes back so hard, it hurt.

      “We could just ask the dragon about it,” Andrei suggested. “The longer we stand here trying to decide on a course of action, the more likely he’ll find us. He probably knows we don’t know what the hell we’re doing.”

      Lesya sighed. “Now you’re just being an ass. I think there’s still a functional library in the nearest city to my hometown. We could search for any texts that reference the stone, and maybe where it’s supposed to go. But that’s like a three-day journey inland.”

      “I wouldn’t be able to go so long without the ocean.” Rivka shuddered. “That’s three days in and three days back at the very minimum.”

      “It isn’t safe for any siren,” Andrei added. “That’s why you don’t see us any further inland than the coast. Can I see it?”

      Lesya handed the stone to Andrei for a look. She noticed sweat pouring down Viktor’s face, and she wouldn’t have thought much of it considering the day was warm and they’d just sprinted cross-country to outrun a dragon.

      But his face had turned ashen.

      “Viktor?” She stepped around Rivka to go to him.

      He backed away and held up a hand to stop her.

      She tried to side-step him, but he turned around, keeping his back out of sight. “Quit being an idiot. What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing.” He dodged her hand, backing around Andrei.

      Rivka darted around the other way and gasped as she came up behind him. “Oh my goodness! Viktor, we have to get you back to Marina!”

      He sagged wearily and came to a standstill.

      Lesya glared at him and finally got ahold of his arm, turning him around.

      The back of his shirt was torn to shreds. Beneath the tears, his skin was flayed by cuts so deep they reached muscle. They oozed thick blood, making his entire backside look like a crime scene.

      Lesya sucked in a breath. “You have to go to Marina. This is bad. Who knows what bacteria were on that thing’s claws?”

      “And if it finds us, you’ll get eaten first,” Andrei added, passing the stone back to Rivka.

      “Not helpful,” Lesya said, pursing her lips at the siren.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Rivka wobble. She shot out a hand and caught the siren before she tipped over.

      “Are you okay? Jeez, you guys are all dropping like flies.” Lesya shot a look at Andrei. “You better not keel over on me, too.”

      She let go of Rivka and gaped as the siren’s skin flaked beneath her fingers.

      Rivka’s mouth opened, and she stared dumbly. “That’s never happened before.”

      Andrei lifted her arm to study it, then moved his assessing gaze to her face. “You’re pale. You dizzy?”

      Rivka nodded. “Jellyfish venom?”

      He shook his head. “You need saltwater.”

      “This isn’t even the longest she’s been out of the water!” Lesya protested. “Are you sure? What if it’s something else?”

      Andrei bent to wedge an arm beneath Rivka’s legs and lifted her in his arms. “I’m sure. I bet it has something to do with the dragon. I’m feeling woozy, too. We took a beating under the frost.”

      “So this is because of me?” Lesya crossed her arms and looked sternly at Rivka. “If you try to save my life again, I’m going to kill you. And by ‘me,’ I don’t mean me but whatever dumbass thing is trying to kill me is going to kill you.”

      “It seems this friendship has been one of us saving the other time and time again,” Rivka said with a weak giggle.

      “When this is all said and done, do you think we could try for a real friendship?” Lesya asked. “You know, dinner at my house, a bottle of wine, and good conversation?”

      Rivka rested her head on Andrei’s shoulder and smiled. Her eyes drifted shut. “That sounds really good.”

      “What about Viktor?” Lesya directed her question to Andrei. “He’s going to bleed out if we don’t get him care.”

      Viktor shook his head. “Just go. Get Rivka in the water.”

      “We’ll be able to get to Marina’s easier by the beach, anyway,” Andrei assured her as he started walking. “We’ll restore our girl, then get Viktor healed. After that, regroup and come up with a game plan.”

      “And if the dragon finds us in the meantime?” Lesya took Viktor’s arm to help him limp forward.

      Andrei flashed a winning smile. “Try not to get eaten.”
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      Strong arms. A steady heartbeat. The smell of the ocean mixed with a hint of evergreen. These were the sensations and smells that filtered in through Rivka’s consciousness. Sure, even footsteps carried her, that much was clear.

      The skin on skin contact told her that someone had taken off her human garments. Her body was free from any constraints. Free, but yet it still felt broken, cracked.

      Overhead, the sun rode high and blinding. Rivka could feel the cracks in her skin, feel the dryness itching up her back. Is this how the mob boss feels right now? she vaguely wondered. Was the Aether attacking his system still or had he already succumbed to the disease? Secretly, she hoped he was suffering, but his death would cripple the mob. And that was the most important goal.

      If she died, all her investigating for the clan government would be for nothing. She needed to live. Needed to put the stone back where it belonged.

      “Ocean,” she croaked out through dry lips.

      “Almost there, beautiful,” Andrei encouraged. “Hang in there.”

      Beautiful. A ghost of a smile spread her lips. No one had ever called her beautiful before.

      The whoosh of the ocean hit her ears. Her smile grew.

      Home.

      Waves splashed against Andrei’s legs, spraying her backside.

      He readjusted his hold on her. “Ready to go back into the water?”

      “Yes,” Rivka whispered.

      Andrei sunk down into the water with her, holding her like she might break into a million pieces if he wasn’t careful. His tenderness tugged at something deep within her.

      Fully submerged, she took her first deep breath of seawater. The rush of ocean through her gills exhilarated her. Her body felt like a sponge, soaking in the water to fill the cracks.

      The stone still clutched in her grasp pulsed.

      “Can you feel that?” Rivka looked to Andrei for confirmation, but he shook his head. “The stone. It’s vibrating or something.”

      Andrei reached out a hand, but hesitated. “Do you think it’s trying to tell us something?”

      Suddenly, Rivka arched back, her eyes closing of their own accord. Flashes flooded her mind: a dormant, underwater volcano and a cave beneath it. The images changed to scenes of destruction and the feeling of the curse eating away at the planet.

      As clear as if Andrei had spoken beside her, the stone whispered in her mind.

      Lesya is the key. She will find the way, and you will take me home. Together, you will heal the earth and unite the races.

      “Rivka?” Andrei brushed back her hair.

      The stone released its grip on Rivka, and her eyes fluttered open.

      Andrei stared down at her with concern. “You’re back. I thought I lost you there.”

      Rivka sat upright. The stone still pulsed within her hand, but something about it felt off. She gazed at it, resting in her palm under the water.

      Where it belonged. Just like Rivka.

      “I need to talk to Lesya,” she murmured, wrapping her fingers protectively around the stone.

      “You probably need to sit for a little longer. Maybe even swim.” His voice gentled. “You were in rough shape.”

      Rivka shook her head. “We don’t have time. And if what I just saw is correct, I’ll be coming right back into the water.”

      Even so, she felt bereft as she walked out of the waves.

      Near the water’s edge, Lesya paced back and forth under Viktor’s watchful eye. When she noticed the siren emerging, she ran into the surf to throw her arms around Rivka.

      “I thought you were going to die!” Lesya said, her voice thick. She immediately released Rivka and pulled out one of her arms. “Your skin. It’s all better.”

      “It is. I don’t know what happened, but the ocean healed me. Andrei brought me home.” Her breath hitched as she thought about all the things the rogue had done for her. She’d definitely misjudged him.

      “Now what?” Lesya still held Rivka’s arm. “You have the stone?”

      The stone lay within her curled fingers. Rivka turned her palm upright and opened her fingers. With her other hand, she put Lesya’s hand on top of the stone.

      The mage’s eyes widened as large as stingrays.

      “Do you feel that?” Rivka asked.

      Lesya nodded. “Why does it feel sick?”

      “Because it is sick. The stone showed me images of its final destination. It can’t heal itself or the land until it’s put in its resting place.”

      “Okay, so where does it need to go?” Lesya took the stone from between their hands and examined it.

      “Its home is in the ocean. I saw a cave beneath a dormant volcano. Somewhere deep and dark. And this might sound really crazy, but the stone spoke to me.”

      Lesya raised an eyebrow and held up the stone between her thumb and forefinger. “A rock spoke to you?”

      Rivka pushed her arm down. “I told you it sounds crazy. But it did. It told me you’re the key. You find the way, and I take it home. Can you do a locating spell or something?”

      “You know I’m bad at spells. You saw what I did back there with the inversion orb.” Lesya made a face. “We were lucky it ended up working all on its own.”

      “Maybe your spell did work, and you just had to bust the orb open to complete it.”

      “Maybe, but I wouldn’t count on any future spells working.” Lesya hefted the stone in the air, letting it fall back into her palm. “I’ll give it a shot though.”
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      They joined Viktor and Andrei in the shallows, where the siren was making the pirate sit as he splashed saltwater on his open wounds.

      Lesya hissed in sympathy. “Is this a new form of torture?”

      Using his hands, Andrei splashed more water in a sheet down Viktor’s wounds. “In another situation, it might be. I figured until we can get him to Marina’s, the ocean could start its own version of healing.”

      “Or bacteria to cause infection?” Lesya said wryly.

      “It’s fine,” Viktor said through gritted teeth. “We did the same on The Black North. Don’t underestimate the ocean’s healing powers, even for humans.”

      “He’s right,” Rivka said softly. She tugged on Lesya’s hand. “Leave them to it. Let’s go do the spell.”

      Lesya sank to the sand and drew a circle with her pointer finger, then placed the stone inside. She glanced at Rivka. “Can you get my canteen out of my pack and fill it up with ocean water?”

      Rivka hurried to comply, digging through Lesya’s backpack for the green bottle. She waded into the waves and dunked the bottle beneath the surface, then returned to Lesya’s makeshift altar.

      She’d deepened the circle around the stone into a moat, which she filled with ocean water.

      “It’s just going to sink through the sand,” Rivka said, confused.

      Lesya smirked, setting the bottle aside. “Is it? Sit.”

      Crossing her ankles, the siren dropped down onto the wet sand, fascinated by the way the water had pooled in the circle and stayed there. “How did you do that?”

      “I’m bad at spells, but there are some things I’m okay with. Calling the nature spirits is one, but so is working with the elements. That always came natural. Holding water in sand is child’s play. Literally.”

      “I think you don’t give yourself enough credit.”

      Lesya smiled. “I think you give me too much credit.” She held her arms out over the stone, palms up. “Take my hands. Since we’re in this together, we need to be connected in order to locate the stone’s home.”

      “Got it.” Rivka gave a sage nod, as if she had any clue whether she needed to be connected or not. But she trusted Lesya.

      The mage began to hum a single note, eyes half-lidded.

      Rivka wasn’t sure if she needed to participate in this or not. She wasn’t the one performing magic. She dared not move for fear of messing up whatever spell Lesya was working on.

      Her humming stopped, and her hands gripped Rivka’s tighter. “I think…” Lesya paused, tilting her head to the side, staring off into a scene Rivka wasn’t a part of. “I think I’ve got it.”

      “Really?”

      Lesya’s head dipped ever so slightly. She visibly swallowed. “Yes.”

      “You’re scared.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement.

      “I am. I—”

      “What is it?” Rivka released Lesya’s hands and crawled around the circle to kneel next to her. “What did you see?”

      “I saw us both down in the water. I can’t tell you where the stone goes.” Lesya’s body began to tremble. “I have to guide you, show you where to go.”

      “How?” Rivka jumped up from the ground. “You can’t exactly breathe underwater.” She threw her hands up in the air. “How did this attainable task become an impossible mission? The letter said we only needed to find the stone and put it back in its rightful place. It didn’t say anything about one or both of us dying.”

      “I know, but isn’t the loss of one life worth the risk of saving the rest of the population on both land and sea?” Lesya’s words of wisdom weren’t exactly what Rivka wanted to hear.

      “You’re no good to the cause dead. How long can you hold your breath underwater?” She waved her hands around manically. “I’m pretty sure not long enough to guide me to where I need to go.”

      Lesya pushed Rivka’s arms down. She looked her square in the eye. “I’ll figure out a spell. We’ll figure out a way.”

      “Can’t we get some type of equipment?” Viktor asked.

      Rivka jumped at the sound of his voice. She hadn’t even noticed that the guys had joined them while Lesya was humming.

      “There was a crew in a port once that had scuba ge—”

      Lesya interrupted him. “Scuba gear hasn’t been available in our region for years. Plus, the stone is sick. If we wait any longer, trying to track down archaic scuba equipment, it may be too late. There’s no telling how long that letter was hidden in the hold of that ship.”

      “Andrei is a siren.” Rivka smiled sweetly at him. “He could come with us.”

      “No, he can’t,” Lesya said, dashing her hopes. “He has to get Viktor to Marina.”

      Viktor’s jaw jutted out petulantly. “I can take myself to Marina’s.”

      “You can barely walk from the pain,” Lesya pointed out. “You need Andrei to help you. Keeping you from gangrene is more important than us having one more back up.”

      Andrei touched Rivka’s face. “If it helps, depending on how far you have to go, you might stray into my old clan’s territory. I’m not welcome there.”

      “A story you’re going to have to tell me one day, by the way.”

      Andrei wrapped his arms around her and guided her head to rest on his chest. “I will. I’ll be here when you return. Not if, but when.”

      “There’s no guaran—”

      Andrei placed his finger against her lips. “There will be none of that talk.”

      When had things shifted between her and Andrei? When had she gone from hating him to sort of liking him? He’d wooed her with not only his good looks, but his good deeds. He’d been attentive, helpful, and had saved her life during the fall.

      In what world would a clan banish a siren like this? When she returned, she’d find out his whole story. Knowing she needed to figure out all of the pieces that made up this fine specimen of a man would give her the fuel she needed to survive this journey.

      Rivka squeezed Andrei one more time before she pulled away.

      Andrei gripped her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “You’re not leaving me without this.”

      “Without what?”

      His lips caressed against hers. Softly at first, testing. When she didn’t pull away, he circled his arms around her, deepening the kiss. When he finally broke away, he was breathless.

      Rivka felt just as affected as him.

      “I know you don’t know me well, nor do you exactly trust me, but… come back to me.” His eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “Please.”

      Her throat tightened with emotion, and she didn’t trust herself to speak. She gave Andrei a single nod. She’d do everything in her power to come back to him. To see where this went. To find out what kind of man he could be. He’d proven himself to her, and she owed him that much.

      “Oh.” Andrei lifted his shirt and pulled his knife from the sheath at his hip. He flipped the knife to pass it to her handle-first. “Here, take my knife to help defend yourself.” He held up his other hand when Rivka tried to protest. “I overheard Lesya talking about how yours was taken. You can even have my belt and sheath.”

      He unbuckled the belt and slipped it around her naked waist. He used the knife to puncture another hole so he could tighten it enough around her slim form. He then slid the knife back into its holder. “There.”

      “Thank you.” Rivka forced a smile, not feeling happy in the least, and then turned to walk toward the ocean.

      She glanced at Lesya to see her and Viktor had their own goodbye. Did Viktor ask Lesya to come back to him as well? Did he understand that Lesya’s chances were even more slim than Rivka’s?

      The two girls locked gazes with each other and nodded. They met in the middle, wading out into the ocean together.

      Rivka looked back over her shoulder one last time at Andrei and Viktor. She realized this may be the very last time she saw either one of them. She committed Andrei’s face to memory. Come hell or high water, she’d fight her way back.
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      The water lapped at Lesya's hips, and her anxiety made its appearance. “Is now a good time to tell you I'm terrified of the ocean?”

      Rivka looked at her in horror. “You never said anything after we got dumped off The Black North!”

      “It didn't seem relevant. We didn’t have a choice then.” She gazed out over the gently waving sea. “Now that I'm choosing to go underwater and swim to the bottom of the ocean… I'm kinda scared.”

      Rivka stopped and grabbed her arm, turning her to look in her eyes. “Hey.”

      Lesya looked away from the siren's concerned gaze. “You know I'm not good at magic. This spell I have in mind isn't strong enough to last long. What if we're at the very bottom of the sea, and it wears off? I'll die. And I already almost drowned twice. Like my parents.”

      Her heart ached just saying the words. She wanted her cottage, safe on land. She wanted her puffins and the comforting monotony of living off the land. She didn’t want to risk her life or have this insane responsibility weighing on her.

      But when she looked at Rivka, she felt different. Like the person she had been wasn’t the person she was meant to be. She wanted to be brave like Rivka, who barreled out of the ocean to find salt for her people, despite the danger. She wanted to be more like the siren.

      And yeah, she kinda wanted to save the world.

      “I’m not a good enough witch for this.” Lesya’s voice cracked. She felt as exposed now as she had when Baba Yaga had laid bare her weaknesses on the mountain.

      Rivka took both her hands. “You are. You can do this. We can do this. If we don’t, nobody will be safe. On land or in the sea.”

      Lesya nodded and took a shuddering breath. “Okay. Okay. I can do this.”

      The words to the spell didn’t come easily. She had to dig deep into her early training, back when she learned alongside her father in the shallows of the sea near their cottage.

      Her cottage.

      She closed her eyes and stated the incantation in a loud, clear voice. Her power built, a knot of energy deep within her solar plexus. She thought she felt the pinprick of pain behind her ears and a thrill raced through her. Maybe she could actually do this. Give herself gills, like Rivka.

      But as she sealed the spell with the final words, she searched her neck for the gills and found nothing.

      Lesya caught Rivka’s concerned gaze. “It didn’t work.”

      Rivka pulled her into a tight hug. “You are enough.” She broke the hug and said, “Okay. So try another spell. Something that isn’t as involved as giving yourself gills.”

      “Gills were the strongest and surest way to ensure I don’t die,” Lesya pointed out.

      “Don’t worry about that right now. I’ll keep you alive. Just find a way.”

      Lesya faced the setting sun and dug deep into her training. The only thing she could come up with was an air bubble, but that definitely wouldn’t last long. Air bubbles were finite. She would run out of oxygen, especially if they found themselves against any nasty beasts of the deep.

      But what choice did she have?

      “I would just like to say, for the record, that I don’t like how my choices have been made for me from the moment we met.” She eyed Rivka pointedly. “This is your fault.”

      “If I accept full responsibility, will you just do the damn spell?”

      Lesya grinned. “Deal.”

      She focused on her power, then clapped her hands together and slowly spread them apart. A thick bubble formed between her palms, stretching as her hands parted. She put it over the lower half of her face, over her nose and her mouth. Then she tucked the ends behind her ears and took an experimental breath.

      So far, so good.

      Lesya bent her knees and let the ocean close around her. Then she breathed.

      It worked.

      Rivka joined her under the water. She found it strange to see the siren in her normal habitat, under the ocean where she belonged. The water suited her, made her look stronger, more dangerous.

      “Can you hear me?” Rivka asked. Her voice was muffled, but audible.

      Lesya nodded. “Can you hear me?”

      A grin spread across Rivka’s face. “We’re in business. Are you ready?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Rivka floated backwards on her back, still smiling. “Let’s do this!”

      Lesya dove after her friend.

      There was something absolutely massive about the world underwater. Funny considering how massive the sky could feel when she lay on the grass and stared into it. But instead of feeling claustrophobic under the pressure of the water, Lesya felt free. Lighter and more elegant.

      She realized almost immediately that Rivka wasn’t at her side. Panic struck, and she whipped in a circle, her dark hair undulating around her. Her eyes weren’t accustomed to the dark yet, so she didn’t see her friend right away. When she finally caught sight of her, she realized something was terribly wrong.

      Rivka was swimming in circles. And not fun, happy-to-just-be-underwater circles. She jerked in confusion, staring at her arms as if they’d stopped working.

      Lesya swam back to join her. “What’s going on?”

      “I can’t swim in a straight line. I think…” She trailed off, her gaze lowering to the bandage on her arm.

      Suspicious, Lesya grabbed her wrist and worked the bandage open. Rivka didn’t try to stop her. As the fabric floated away on the currents, Lesya saw the problem.

      Rivka was missing a scale.

      “What is this?” Lesya demanded.

      Avoiding her gaze, Rivka replied, “Marina required payment to heal you.”

      “What?” Lesya burst out, furious. “Are you kidding me? You gave her a scale to fix my leg?”

      “You had to be healed!” Rivka snapped. “And we had nothing. Literally nothing but the clothes on our backs when we showed up at her doorstep.”

      “You gave her a piece of your body. That’s not okay!”

      “You were worth a single scale. I can’t save the world without you.”

      “How do you expect to save the world at all when you can’t even swim?”

      Rivka clenched her jaw. “I think I just have to adjust. If I angle a little to the left, I can probably…” She faced the dark, open expanse that led deeper into the ocean and angled her body. She kicked her legs and jettisoned forward. As long as she kept her left arm at an angle, she could stay on path.

      Lesya hurried after the siren. Even with a missing scale and her swimming impaired, Rivka was still a hell of a lot faster than Lesya.

      After a few minutes, Lesya realized she was breathing too hard and too fast for the air bubble spell. She grabbed Rivka’s ankle and yanked her to a stop.

      “What’s wrong? Are you already out of air?” Rivka said, panicked.

      Lesya shook her head and took a minute to catch her breath. “I’m fine for now. But if we keep moving at this rate, I won’t be. I’ll run out of oxygen even sooner than I guessed.”

      Rivka covered her mouth. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think.”

      “It’s okay. We’re both out of our depth here.” Lesya snorted with laughter at the pun.

      Rivka giggled. “We’re in too deep to stop now.”

      The two burst out laughing. Lesya was fascinated by the bubbles that escaped Rivka’s lips and gills as she laughed.

      “No more puns,” Lesya said sternly as they both calmed down. “We might pun me to death.”

      Nodding, Rivka said, “We can’t have that. You’re the GPS for this trip.”

      Lesya fell into a casual front stroke. “GPS. How do you even know what that is? I haven’t heard those words since my old history classes. We haven’t had working satellites in a hundred years.”

      “We have history classes too, you know.”

      “I guess I’ve never really wondered what you guys do down here. So you have school?”

      Rivka rolled her eyes. “We were humans once. Just like you. Just because magic gave us the power to become sirens doesn’t mean we gave up everything that made us human.”

      “Your history classes couldn’t have been too much about your own race. Since it’s fairly new. You studied human history?”

      Rivka nodded. “The great wars. The main civilizations, Romans, Greeks, Sumerians. I actually liked history.”

      “I liked math,” Lesya offered.

      “Ew! Why?”

      “I don’t know. There’s only right answers. There’s a specific structure. One and one equal two.”

      “I don’t know what magic math class you took, but I had more wrong answers than right ones.”

      Lesya laughed at the look on her face, as if she’d smelled something awful. “If I ever want to make you go away, I’ll just start talking about the Pythagorean theorem.”

      “It might kill me.”

      “I’ll steer clear then.”

      Rivka held out a hand to slow Lesya down. “I’ll warn you, we’re about to come up on the end of the sandbar.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Just brace yourself.”

      Lesya watched the ocean in front of them, looking for this enigmatic “end of the sandbar.” When it came upon them, she wasn’t as prepared as she thought she was.

      The sand beneath them just dropped away, and the ocean spread ahead of them like a vast, empty universe.

      “Down we go,” Rivka said.

      The tension of diving straight down made Lesya’s skin crawl. Suddenly, the freedom of the ocean felt like a coffin. The deeper they dove, the more the water crushed her. Rivka didn’t seem to notice the pressure, which made sense. She was crafted to live in it.

      Lesya reached for Rivka’s hand for support as the inky blackness devoured them. If they reached the bottom, she wouldn’t know to stop. Or maybe there wasn’t a bottom. Maybe they would just keep swimming forever.

      Lesya held out her free hand in front of her, but the only thing visible was more blackness. That was, until she lowered her hand, and two massive green eyes appeared in the distance.

      Aiming for them.
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      “Friend or Foe?” Lesya asked. Her hand trembled in Rivka’s grasp. “Please say friend. Please say friend.” She chanted like a mantra over and over. Probably hoping if she said it enough, it’d come true.

      “I..I...I’m not sure.” Rivka squeezed Lesya’s hand to still the tremors. “I feel like I should know what this is.”

      The green eyes radiated with an ethereal fogginess. Just two floating orbs hovering ever closer. Until the shadows lifted to reveal their stalker.

      “Oh, it’s just a whale,” Lesya observed.

      Rivka yanked on Lesya’s hand, pulling her back. “That’s not just any whale, Lesya. That’s a temnokit.”

      “What the hell is a temnokit?”

      “It’s a…what’s the word. Dammit. A mutant. It’s a mutant whale.”

      The whale made Rivka’s nightmares look like child’s play. Large spikes ran along its back, divided only by its knife-like dorsal fin. Every edge sticking out from the beast contained sharp barbs. It was prepared for battle.

      All Rivka had to defend her and Lesya was the knife Andrei had given her. Luckily, it was a bit larger than her government-issued bone knife that she’d lost.

      The whale’s leisurely pace picked up.

      “Watch out!” Rivka screamed, throwing Lesya behind her and brandishing her weapon.

      Sharp barbs passed close to Rivka’s face and would have struck home if not for Lesya pulling her back.

      “Thank you,” Rivka breathed.

      “Don’t mention it. I’d say we’re going to die, but I’m wondering what tricks you have up your sleeve. Do you have super powers under the water? Maybe supersonic speed?”

      “I’m afraid I have neither of those. As you would say, we’re fucked.”

      Lesya gasped. “I’m totally rubbing off on you. You’re like the little sister I never wanted.”

      “Don’t celebrate just yet. If I can’t kill this whale, you may become an only child.”

      The whale circled around. Its girth made it difficult to maneuver so close to the rock face. Rivka would need to take advantage of that.

      “Get down low. I’ll see if I can get close enough to stab it.” Rivka waved to the dark recesses of the ocean.

      Lesya blanched. “Down there?”

      Rivka waved at the temnokit as it completed its awkward turn and plowed towards them.

      “Never mind. Happy to comply.” Lesya turned upside down and swam maniacally away.

      “Guess it takes a little fear to get her to listen to me,” Rivka muttered to herself. She reached out as the beast came by and tried to grab onto one of its fins. The sharp edge nearly sliced through her palm. She yanked her hand back just in time. “Yowzers!”

      The large body was almost past her. In a last-ditch effort, she thrust the knife out, but it merely glanced off the tough, plated exterior. Rivka had been correct on her first assessment. Her and Lesya were fucked.

      She opened her second set of vocal cords for the second time in as many days and started her melodious song, hoping that any who were near would come and lend their help. She wouldn’t be able to fight this beast on her own. Not if she wanted to live.

      Glancing below her, she searched the deep for Lesya but couldn’t spy her. She hoped and prayed the mage was still breathing and hidden somewhere deep and out of place.

      Where did the whale go? She floated in a full circle and came up empty. Had it decided she wasn’t worth its time?

      She turned in time to get hit by the nose of the whale. A nose that also had Lesya attached to the front of it, her shirt caught in the beast’s long, narrow teeth.

      “Oh my gods, Rivka! He found me down there in the dark!”

      Rivka clutched the nose and tried to free Lesya. The temnokit shook her off, and she did a backflip, swimming right back into the fray.

      “I want to go back to the beach. Now!” Lesya shrieked. “Get me off of this thing!”

      “Calm down. I called for help. Maybe another pod of whales will come to help.” Rivka tugged and yanked on the fabric gripped between its teeth. “You’re not going to like this, but you need to take the shirt off. Slide out of it, and you’ll be free.”

      “Yeah and the next time he tries to grab me, it’ll be my skin!” Lesya balled up a fist and struck the beast’s nose.

      It growled, vibrating the water around them.

      “Great, go ahead and tick it off more, Lesya!” Rivka jerked at the sleeves on Lesya’s arms and pulled her free from the garment.

      Rivka rolled them away and dragged Lesya a safe distance from the sharp edges. At the same instant, a huge, great white shark zoomed through the darkness.

      “Oh. Fuck.” Lesya clutched her chest. “Now we have two things that are going to eat us.”

      Rivka opened her second vocals and repeated her song, bubbles floating to the surface around her. The shark detoured the last minute and veered around them toward the whale.

      “No, no. I think he’s here to help.” Rivka gripped the knife. “You stay here. I’m going to see if the shark can distract the temnokit while I find a good spot to stab him.”

      A siren could swim fast in the water, but they still had their limitations. Rivka was about to try to break past them. She dove head first into the path of the whale, and her fingers grazed over the spikes lining its spine. One sliced into her fingers before she realized there’d be no way to grip one.

      She shoved her finger in her mouth and sucked on the blood. It wouldn’t do to bleed in the water around a shark.

      Her new protector barreled into the side of the whale, throwing him off his course. The beast collided with the rock face, sending a barrage of rocks raining down on them. Some small, some large enough to cause a concussion if they hit Rivka in the head. She dodged the slowly sinking boulders.

      The whale shook off the impact, bristling from the interruption. If a massive whale with razor sharp teeth could look more upset, this one pulled it off. It flapped its tail angrily, trying to right itself.

      “Oh, shit,” Rivka muttered to herself. Lesya would be proud.

      But then she spotted something that gave her hope: a fleshy white patch near the whale’s dorsal fin.

      A soft spot. Not protected by the barbs or the plates. That was her ticket. She just needed to get one more swipe at it.

      The whale turned its sights back on Rivka.

      Her knuckles turned white on the handle of the dagger, and her mouth felt dry despite the ocean that surrounded her.

      “This is it, Rivka,” she said, trying to bolster her courage.

      She kicked off toward danger, tilting so she could get to its side and near the dorsal fin.

      The temnokit had other plans. The beast turned its massive head and snarled, trying to consume her whole.

      “Watch out!” Lesya screamed. Too bad she didn’t take her own warnings to heart. The temnokit’s tail swished out and knocked Lesya out of the way.

      Rivka was able to avoid being a snack between meals, but one of the spikes on its back scraped a sizeable gash into her leg. She bit her lip to keep from crying out. The main goal still needed to be getting to that dorsal fin.

      Blood leaked from the wound, filling the area around her with a cloud of red.

      She waved a hand to try to clear the water just in time to grab the fin. The sharp edge cut into her palm, throwing more blood into the already clogged water. She raised her knife and stabbed into the soft, meaty part right behind its fin.

      The beast reared back with a mighty roar, and Rivka lost her grip on the fin. Luckily, she grabbed onto her knife with both hands. When the creature took off, her grip never faltered. The momentum opened a large cavity as the knife sliced through blubber and meat. Dark green liquid spewed from the opening.

      The knife lost purchase in the temnokit’s blubber, and Rivka slid off the whale. Her hands were slick with her blood and the temnokit’s green spew, and her knife tumbled away to the sand below. The current from the beast’s trajectory threw her against the rock face. She smashed into the rock, her head bouncing off the surface.

      Stunned, Rivka began to sink, trying to regain her wits.

      The shark was the last thing on Rivka’s mind. The temnokit would be a sizeable meal for it to chew on, but as luck would have it, things that leaked green blood weren’t very appetizing.

      Rivka clutched the rocks behind her as the shark sniffed the water. Its beady black eyes searched for the source of blood. The ocean held unlimited food sources, but the shark knew a good meal when it saw one.

      So much for obtaining “help.”

      Her rescuer was about to become her murderer.
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      Lesya didn’t even have to think about it. She didn’t second guess it, much like how Rivka didn’t second guess jumping in front of the frost dragon to save her.

      She lunged for the great white’s back and latched onto its dorsal fin. She plunged her knife into the shark’s gills on one side, using all her strength to yank it back and rip them open.

      The shark bucked wildly, and she lost her grip on its dorsal fin. She slid off into the open water with the shark’s sights now set on her.

      As the shark snapped at her, she shoved her knife into the top of its open mouth, then ripped her arm out before it could bite it off. She still caught her skin on its rows of sharp teeth, and her blood joined Rivka’s in the water.

      But the shark was defeated. It convulsed as it sank into the dark water, following the temnokit into the abyss.

      Rivka swam closer to look over Lesya’s wounds. “Are you okay?”

      Lesya nodded, shaking out her scraped arm. “Stings, but it’s going away. How’s your leg and hands?”

      “Stings,” Rivka parroted with a laugh. “But I’m not bleeding anymore, so that’s a plus.”

      “Can’t say the same for me.” Lesya pressed her hand against the shallow cuts. “Hopefully the shark doesn’t have any friends close by.”

      “Great whites are solitary creatures,” Rivka said. “So I doubt it. Are you good to keep going?”

      “We can’t turn back now, can we?” Lesya joked, but there was truth in it, too. Even in the middle of the adrenaline rush, the fear stayed close.

      “No, we can’t.” Rivka patted her empty holster. “Let me track down my knife. I dropped it in the struggle. Can you latch on to the stone and figure out which direction we’re going? I’ll be right back.”

      Lesya pulled the stone from her pocket. She realized for the first time she was in just her bra and jeans. At least she’d worn a bra.

      More power to Rivka for free-balling it, but Lesya's modesty ran bone deep.

      By the time Rivka swam back to her side, sheathing her borrowed knife, Lesya had opened her mind to the legacy stone and was waiting to move.

      “The power is so much stronger down here.” She held out the stone so Rivka could feel it.

      “Tingles.”

      Lesya slid the stone back into her pants and angled for the darkness. “We’re close. Let’s hope we don’t run into anymore mutant whales.”
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      It took longer than she expected to reach the bottom of the ocean.

      The darkness here seemed absolute and impenetrable. Rivka had evolutionary night sight, while Lesya was in pitch black. She clutched the siren’s hand, pushing her in the right direction, blindly leading as she followed.

      “I see mountains,” Rivka murmured.

      Lesya startled at the sound of her voice. She hadn’t realized how silent the world had become. Absolute darkness. Absolute silence.

      “How do you live down here?” Lesya asked, embarrassed by the hint of hysteria in her voice.

      “Where I live doesn’t look like this. We’re a lot deeper than my home.”

      “It’s so isolating.”

      “Those that live down here aren’t reliant on their vision or hearing. They're solitary creatures who have evolved to survive where we do not.”

      “Just… don’t tell me about the creatures that live down here. I’m blissful in my ignorance.”

      “Noted,” Rivka said. “We’re entering the mountain range. Navigating may be a little more difficult now with you being blind in the dark. I see a cave beneath us. If you wait here, I’ll go find some phosphorescent algae.”

      “Leave me alone to get eaten by some mutant eyeless fish? No.”

      “Nothing is going to eat you. Everything I see is small.”

      “You can see mutant fish swimming around?” Lesya sucked in a breath and moved closer to Rivka. “You are definitely not leaving me.”

      “They’re small. They wouldn't eat much.”

      “What?” Lesya clutched the siren's arm tighter.

      Rivka sighed. “Fine. Come on.”

      They made a detour even deeper. Lesya almost sensed when they passed through the opening in the cave. The water grew colder, and the walls seemed to close in around them, even though she couldn't see it.

      “Oof.”

      Lesya felt the impact through Rivka's hand. She reached for her knife, expecting an attack.

      “Sorry!” Rivka said in a pained voice. “I ran into the cave wall.  Ugh, that hurt.”

      “Can you not see?”

      “I can see just fine. it's this stupid scale. I think the temnokit gave me a concussion, and my corrective swimming isn't working like it was before. You didn't notice we weren't swimming in a straight line?”

      “How could I? I can't see.”

      Rivka laughed. “Good, because we looked ridiculous.”

      They rounded a bend, and the world illuminated.

      Lesya gasped at the beauty of the dimly glowing algae. She could see Rivka’s dark silhouette as she let go and swam to gather the stones. And she was swimming a little wonky, for sure.

      “It won’t light up like fire does, but it will help you be able to see around you. I know it’s not safe for you to make this journey blind.” Rivka passed a large flat stone to her. The algae cast Rivka’s face in green.

      “It’s so light in the water.” Lesya tossed the stone up and caught it as it drifted down.

      “You can still kill a mutant creature with it, too. It doubles as a weapon.” Rivka winked. “Come on. Let’s end this.”

      The algae wasn’t enough to illuminate the mountains around them, but it was enough to allow Lesya to take the lead. Her connection with the stone grew stronger as they swam. She could feel the distance closing between them and the resting place. She could feel the stone’s excitement.

      Only Rivka’s low Wow indicated that they’d come upon the volcano.

      “It’s huge,” the siren murmured, staring high above them. I can’t even see the top.”

      “The stone says there should be a cave nearby. Can you see it?”

      Rivka’s face glowed in the algae as she searched the face of the volcano. “There. I see it.”

      “That’s where we’re going.”

      Following Rivka’s lead now, Lesya fell in behind her on the way to the cave.

      The silent and still sea around them suddenly rocked. Lesya jerked around at the obvious sensation of water moving.

      As if something large had swam past them.

      “Rivka,” Lesya hissed. “Something’s out there.”

      The siren looked around, squinting into the darkness. “I don’t see anythin-”

      A white streak larger than the temnokit flashed past Lesya and collided with Rivka. Lesya shrieked and rushed forward to help her, then recoiled at the sight of the creature now circling Rivka like a predator.

      The creature was pure white and featureless. The top half was humanoid with two arms and normal hands, but the bottom half looked like a whale’s tail. It bared sharp teeth at Rivka and an eerie hiss filtered through the water.

      Rivka lashed out with her knife, but the creature disappeared in a tunnel of bubbles.

      Lesya scrambled to swim to her side.

      “What the hell was that?” Rivka said, staring at the darkness around them.

      “I think that might be a ningen.  And I think I might have a heart attack.”

      “What is a ningen?”

      “It’s not even supposed to be real!” Lesya said, waving her knife at the black around them. “It’s a legend. A mythical sea creature. They’re supposed to be huge, though. Like more than sixty feet.”

      Rivka blanched. “I’m not going to be upset that it’s only a third of the size lore says it should be.”

      Lesya took a breath to speak and stopped cold. The oxygen in her air bubble felt thick. It had been harder to draw a breath. Panic hit her hard. “Shit. Shit. Shit. Rivka, I’m almost out of air.”

      “Now?” Rivka screeched. “With that thing swimming around us and the stone’s resting place literally right there?” She jutted a finger at the volcano.

      “I didn’t pick the timing!”

      Their spat was interrupted as the lightning-quick ningen darted back in. This time, it chose Lesya, hitting full force in her abdomen with its strangely human shoulder. She tumbled backwards, algae stone in one hand and knife in the other, but the ningen was too fast, gone before she could use either weapon.

      Rivka joined her by the thick rock wall lining the volcano. “It’s playing with us.”

      “I don’t think it wants us to go inside,” Lesya observed as the white form darted into the cave. “It must live here or something.”

      Rivka readjusted her grip on her knife. “It’s not keeping us from that volcano. I don’t care how quick it is or how deadly. I’ll chop it into pieces.”

      “Like sushi?” Lesya joked.

      “You’re joking right now? Seriously?” Rivka groaned.

      Lesya sat her glowing rock on the sand beneath them and took Rivka’s shoulders in her hands - though she didn’t put down her knife. “Look. We’re in this together. You’re the one who has to actually place the stone. I got us this far. I’ll hold off the ningen while you sneak inside.”

      “That’s ridiculous. You’re almost out of oxygen.”

      “And you look exhausted from swimming sideways. Don’t argue with me on this. We have a mission to complete.”

      Rivka glanced at the mouth of the cave, but there was no sign of the ningen. She hugged Lesya.

      Lesya hugged back. Fiercely. “It’s been an honor to do this with you. Thanks for dragging me into it kicking and screaming.”

      “Don’t die,” Rivka said, her voice thick.

      “Don’t stop swimming.”

      They didn’t have to break their embrace, because the ningen did it for them.

      Lesya reached out and latched on to the creature’s arm as it slammed between them. She caught sight of Rivka tumbling away, and her pale, haunted face as she darted into the cave.

      Then Lesya jammed her knife in the ningen’s back.

      The creature roared, a sound eerily reminiscent of the frost dragon. It backhanded Lesya, and even with the friction of water slowing his movement, lights exploded in her eyes as she rolled away.

      She threw out her arms and legs to halt her movement. She barely had a chance to catch her breath before the ningen bashed into her. Prepared for the attack this time, she brought her knife around and stabbed the ningen’s bicep. She yanked the blade back, like she’d done with the sea bear, like she’d done with the great white, and the ningen screamed in anger.

      He circled her so quickly, she couldn’t keep her eyes on him. Then one huge white hand appeared and ripped her air bubble from her face.

      Leaving her at the bottom of the ocean without air.
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      This whole mission turned out to be one big death sentence. Rivka only hoped the world was a better place after the sacrifices she and Lesya had made. Because of Lesya’s selfless act of staying behind to distract the ningen, Rivka could continue.

      No one in their right mind would be able to best a creature like the one Rivka had left Lesya with. Her stomach twisted in knots, thinking of the ways Lesya could die at the hands of that hideous thing.

      Rivka wiped at her eyes. Her tears mixed with the water surrounding her. This better all be worth it, she thought.

      The cavern beneath the volcano emitted a sulphurous stench. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. Upon entering, darkness swallowed her whole. Light would never touch this far down in the ocean. She paused a moment to let her eyes adjust to the darkness. Her night vision took but a moment to kick in.

      She drifted in farther, the space opening to reveal a large room with a plethora of nooks and crannies. Rivka jumped and squealed when an eel slithered by her, though the docile beast paid her no attention.

      More eels and octopi lurked in the shadows, their tentacles coiling and uncoiling. Every movement spooked her more. She kept envisioning grotesque monsters coming to life to consume her. Every fin or suction cup brought about panic, knowing it could be connected to something bigger and more powerful than herself.

      She jerked and turned as a sharp sound echoed through the room. Her gaze darted to the mouth of the cave and circled back to the path she was taking. Nothing seemed intent on killing her.

      The creatures that lived here appeared benign. When she ventured farther, they steered clear of her, more frightened of her than she was of them.

      She clutched her throat, willing her gills to slow down. She needed to stop making up imaginary enemies. Creating a problem where one didn’t exist wasn’t going to get the stone to its resting place.

      Up ahead, the tunnel split. Indecisive, Rivka looked left then right. Both paths were identical to each other. Both were dark and craggy. Both held sea creatures lurking in the shadows. Both offered her no clues.

      The stone in her hand warmed. She needed to trust the stone more than herself. She took a deep breath and settled her nerves. If she could connect with the stone once again, perhaps it could divulge which path to take.

      Suddenly, the walls around her closed in and the darkness took on a whole new life. Rivka realized she was no longer inside the volcano, but somewhere else. The area brightened, revealing walls made of smooth black stone streaked by rainbow colors.

      The stone. She was inside the stone!

      But how could that be?

      A woman sat across from her: beautiful, ethereal, and elegantly poised.

      “Hello, Rivka,” she said, her voice coming from everywhere all at once. “I’ve been waiting to meet you. Now that we’re so close to the resting place I came to earth for, I’m able to manifest myself inside your mind.” She raised one slender leg and crossed it over the other, leaning onto the arm of her stone throne.

      “But, how? Am I still in the volcano or…” Rivka can’t wrap her head around it all.

      “You are still in the cavern, held in suspended animation. No harm will come to you while I’m here.” The woman raised a hand and combed back her hair. What Rivka thought was black hair shimmered with a multitude of colors as her fingers ran through it. Once her hair settled back into place, the illusion was gone, replaced once again by onyx strands.

      “Sit. Please.” The woman waved a hand. A chair manifested from the floor, the same black threaded by rainbow.

      “Why am I here?” Rivka sat gingerly on the new chair. But if she sat here in this place, was she outside her body?

      As if reading her mind, the woman said, “Don’t worry about the physical constraints right now. Now, I came to tell you that you were right.”

      “I was right? About what?”

      “You were meant to find the letter. I orchestrated everything metaphysically to get that letter into the right hands. Your hands. Nothing in life is by chance. Everything happens for a reason. Remember that, Rivka.”

      This woman had to be a goddess. Who, but a goddess, held the power to bring about such events?

      This goddess, this stone goddess, continued. “I am the spirit of the meteorite. My goal in coming to your dying planet was to save it. Restore it. My brothers and sisters have also manifested change in their own locations in the best way they could.”

      “There...there are more of you?”

      “Yes, many more. One for each region of your world. One to help cure the disease and pestilence that plague each area.” The spirit paused, bringing a hand to her heart. “I want to thank you, Rivka, for believing in me. For following the path laid out before you and trusting that it was the right thing to do.”

      “You’re welcome, spirit.” Rivka wasn’t sure what else she needed to say. What did a siren such as herself, one filled with self-doubt and insecurities, say to a spirit such as this?

      The spirit nodded. “You’re almost there. Take the path to the right and continue. You will dig beneath the light coming from the volcano’s opening. There, you will find the stone’s home. My home.”

      Before Rivka could say any more, she was pushed out of the manifestation and returned to the dark cavern of the volcano.

      The stone in her hand tugged her toward the right, proving to her that she hadn’t hallucinated everything. It had been real.

      She veered right, following the path all the way to the end, just like the stone spirit had requested. The path opened into a large cavern. One possibly larger than the first one she entered.

      Light filtered down from above, a sweet golden glow. She could see the open top of the volcano overhead.

      She followed the cone of light all the way to the ground. She fell to her knees and began digging into the sand, scooping it gently and placing it out of the way. Before long, her hand struck against a smooth surface.

      Wiping the sand away, she discovered a large smooth rock with an indentation. This small dip appeared to be the perfect size for the stone.

      This was the moment Rivka had been waiting for. All of the hardships she had faced, and all of the near-death experiences had brought her to this point in time to save all the beings of land and sea.

      Raising the stone over the slab, she lowered her hand to place it.

      A strange screeching sound filled the cavern. Every hair on her body stood up straight, goosebumps covering her arms.

      Rivka turned to find the ningen upon her. The creature raised her ghostly white humanoid hand and knocked Rivka away from the stone slab. The legacy stone tumbled to the sand below.

      Having the ningen here could only mean one thing: Lesya was dead. Her first and only friend, gone. Determination settled in her shoulders. Lesya was brave enough to risk her life for a cause she didn’t even want a part of in the first place.

      Rivka would place the stone in its rightful place even if it killed her. Tucking her knee to her chest, she kicked the ningen off her as it leapt at her again, then she bolted for the stone nestled in the sand.

      Without hesitation, she slapped the stone into place, locking it into the indention.

      The world around her exploded.
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      Lesya called on the vodyanoi.

      It was a reflex. She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. And getting to the surface was an impossibility. She would be dead before she even made it halfway.

      Time and space folded around her. She couldn’t see the stars, but the water swirled, a slow-moving vortex.

      And then she faced the vodyanoi in the in-between, where she couldn’t die.

      “Quite the predicament you’ve found yourself in.” The vodyanoi coiled around her, his ebony face so close, she could touch it.

      Though she wouldn’t have dared.

      “You’ve disrespected me, mage.” He uncoiled, his long blue-scaled tail stretching out as he pointed a vicious claw at her face. “The audacity! You already owe me. You’ve already milked my patience for one predicament. Yet here you are, asking again.”

      Lesya remained silent. She didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t get her skewered by one of his claws.

      “I heard through the ether that you called on Baba Yaga,” the vodyanoi went on. “I am sure the old witch spouted with her fake advice and sent you on your way.”

      “She helped me in another way. Without requiring a blood pact of me.” The second sentence fell from her lips before she could really think about it.

      The vodyanoi’s beady black eyes narrowed. He drew himself up in the water until he towered over her, nine feet of muscle, teeth, and claws. “You forget yourself, human. We do not work for you.”

      “There was a time you loved my people,” Lesya said, even as she wanted to kick herself for doing it. “There was a time we worked together for the common good. When you would help us because you loved us, not because you could take payment from us.”

      “That time is past.” The vodyanoi grabbed her arm and shook her. He stretched the last word, hissing like a snake. “We live in this world. Where I rule the sea and you are nothing but an interloper asking the impossible of me.”

      Lesya’s heart thumped in her chest. The vodyanoi’s claws sank deep into her arms, drawing blood.

      But if she were being honest, death at his hands was infinitely preferable to drowning.

      She knew he could smell her fear, and he liked it. His face dipped lower, his nose skimming the sensitive skin of her neck. She squeezed her eyes shut.

      “Better idea. Why don’t we make good on that pact now?” His claws sank deeper into her arm.

      She cried out as they scraped bone.

      With his other hand, the vodyanoi unsheathed a single claw and pressed it against her belly. “Your blood will fill the ocean. Your body will be mine.”

      Lesya sobbed once, her eyes still closed. She would be with her parents. She held onto that thought. Whatever waited next, whatever waited on the other side, they would be there, too.

      The vodyanoi’s grip loosened, and the pressure of his claw on her belly disappeared.

      Lesya peeked out to see his face turned up and his gaze somewhere she couldn’t follow. After a tense moment, his claws retracted from her arm, and he shoved her away.

      “You have friends in high places, human,” the vodyanoi growled. He backed away, eyeing the way he’d massacred her arm. He licked his lips. “Now is not the time to make good on our blood pact. But hear me, witch. that day will come. A day when it will benefit me most, and I will have you.”

      “If you send me back, I’m just going to drown!”

      “That is the risk you took coming into my kingdom. Mages don’t belong here, Lesya Markova. I suggest you remember that.” He moved a single claw through the water, a swirling vortex forming around his finger. “Lead the ningen to the mouth of the volcano.”

      And then she tumbled back into the ocean.

      Her first inclination was to panic and claw her way to the surface. The sooner she got started, the more likely she could survive.

      But… Why would the vodyanoi tell her to lead the ningen to the mouth of the volcano? Was he just playing with her?

      You have friends in high places, human.

      Just what the fuck did that mean?

      She couldn’t consider it any longer. She was going to die anyway.

      The ningen streaked towards her, and she took off in the direction of the volcano’s apex.

      Outrunning the beast wasn’t an option. The ningen was ten times faster than her, moving like a white comet in the dark of the ocean. She kept her knife clutched tightly in her fist, and at any sign of the ningen lunging at her, she slashed out.

      Her lungs burned with the need to breathe, but her battle with the ningen had the nice side effect of keeping her mind off her imminent death by drowning.

      The conical silhouette of the volcano grew smaller until she crested it completely and threw herself over the edge of the crater.

      Far below, in the bottom of the inactive volcano, a flash of white light illuminated Rivka’s kneeling form. Her palm was on the stone. It glowed like the sun.

      And then a rush of hot water erupted around Lesya. The column of hot water hit the ningen first, completely incinerating the beast, and then slammed full force into Lesya.

      Instead of destroying her like it did the ningen, the water felt barely lukewarm, and it shot her body to the surface in a matter of seconds.

      Lesya broke the surface of the ocean with a deep, choking breath. She dipped beneath, startled by the ride, but bounced right back up for another thankful gulp of air.

      Another form barreled through the water, nothing but arms and legs until Rivka breached the surface with an exuberant shriek.

      She shoved her blonde hair from her face and let out another shriek as she saw Lesya treading water.

      Lesya splashed through the water to throw her arms around the siren.

      “I thought you were dead!” Rivka squealed. “The ningen was in the volcano with me. I thought it had killed you!”

      “It almost did. But it wasn’t my ningen. I guess there were two of them.” Lesya extracted herself from the hug because she was having a hard time treading with just her legs. She scooted away from Rivka and gave her a once-over. “No problems placing the stone?”

      “No. But something amazing happened! I actually went inside the stone and met this being who must have been a goddess!” She cut off abruptly and snatched at Lesya’s right arm. “Shit, what happened?”

      “There’s that word again,” Lesya teased. “I’ll make you a bitter, foul-mouthed mage like me yet. The ningen popped my air bubble. With no other option, I called on the vodyanoi. He almost killed me.”

      “He ripped your arm to pieces. I can see bone.” Rivka cringed.

      “Marina can fix it.”

      “I am not giving her another scale. Correcting for one missing scale was exhausting. Two would probably make me swim sideways like a flounder.”

      Lesya laughed. “Don’t worry. Nobody better ever take a scale from you again. They’ll have to answer to me.”

      Rivka looked down, her eyes widening. “The volcano is erupting.”

      “Yeah, wasn’t it weird how that hot water destroyed the ningen but not us?”

      “No, Lesya.” She pointed at the water. “It’s not hot water anymore. The lava is flowing.”

      Lesya leaned forward to gaze deep beneath the ocean. A bulbous cloud of black was rising slowly towards them.

      “We have to move,” Rivka barked. “Swim!”

      “Swim where? I don’t even see land!”

      “This way!” Rivka dove under the wave.

      Lesya followed. “You better have some super-secret power to find land!”

      Rivka surfaced with a smile. “I do. It’s called faith.”
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        * * *

      

      Land, when it finally appeared in the red glow of night, was a welcome, welcome sight.

      When Lesya’s bare feet found purchase on the sand, she could have wept with relief. The weight of her own body rising from the waves comforted her in a way she never thought it could.

      On the beach, two forms huddled by a raging bonfire, wrapped in blankets. It wasn’t until her bare torso was completely exposed that Lesya realized it was snowing.

      “Rivka. Snow.” Lesya pointed at the night sky, where flurries danced overhead. “It hasn’t snowed on flat land in ages. This land used to be covered in deep snow. Before the poisoning.”

      Rivka tossed an arm over Lesya’s shoulders. “We got the stone home.”

      “I guess we did. We saved the world. Do you feel any different?”

      Rivka shivered. “Chilly. Tired. Hungry.”

      “Huh. Me too.”

      They kept their arms around each other as they trudged through the shallow waves towards the two men who had already stood, prepared with smiles and blankets for the siren and mage who had saved the world.
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      Rivka unwrapped her wrist and set the bandage aside. It’d taken some time, but her missing scale had grown back. It still hadn’t hardened like the others, but it was getting there. A lot of missing things in Rivka’s world had grown back or returned.

      Salt being one of them.

      She could literally breathe easier in her underwater home. Her people were no longer dying from the Aether. With the stone back in place, the salinity of the water returned to normal.

      “Can you hand me my belt, Andrei?” Rivka asked, pointing to the hook on the cave wall of their bedroom.

      Andrei complied, taking it upon himself to fasten the leather strip around her waist. A gold badge glistened in the lights as it hung from her belt. “Anything for you, Detective Petrovna.” His smile was infectious.

      “You know you love me in my uniform. You think it makes me look sexy.” Rivka winked. And by uniform, she only meant the belt. Her people still had no issues with nudity.

      Andrei growled under his breath and disappeared into the closet.

      “Hurry up! We’re going to be late!”

      Andrei was now a part of her clan, initiated in the manner of her people, which meant they had a big ceremony. The difference between this celebration as opposed to the ones held in the past was the amount of food available. The tables had been filled with all manner of fish, seaweed, and other crustaceans they could find.

      Andrei stepped out of the closet, his own bone knife sheathed at his waist and their satchel angled around his body.

      Rivka fingered the badge on her belt. “I still can’t believe I defeated the mob.”

      “You ran a smooth operation. They couldn’t have picked a better siren to head up that team.” Andrei wrapped his arms around Rivka and squeezed her tight.

      She sighed in contentment. Her clan knew peace because of her. Rivka had been gone so long on her journey that the mob boss had died from the Aether. The funny part was, she’d been lied to in the beginning. When she’d been sent on land to obtain salt, the mob boss had been hearty and hale. They had somehow discovered she was a mole and orchestrated to send her on a suicide mission. It wasn’t too long after her departure that he’d contracted the Aether and passed before she could make things right in her region. Karma at its greatest.

      His death sparked an all-out war within their ranks, with friends and family turning on each other. It’d been a piece of cake to infiltrate their lair and take them all down.

      Andrei gave her another squeeze, breaking her out of the memory of that day and bringing her back to the present.

      It felt good to have someone she could trust by her side.

      “Let’s go before Lesya sics her puffins on us for being late.” Rivka grabbed her knife, the one Andrei had given her, and shoved it into its sheath. “Now I’m ready.”

      Together, they left their new home. Rivka no longer had to split her time between her undercover house and the one in the city. The government had been gracious enough to move her to a larger unit. She’d no longer be doing any more undercover work. Her face was too recognizable for her to do the job anymore.

      “You think she’s had time to fix up her house?” Andrei asked.

      “We’ll see.” Rivka had made sure to fill Andrei in on everything that had happened before their paths crossed. She’d come a long way from a rookie hiding out amongst the mob, trying to ferret out their secrets.

      She took the same route she'd taken three months before, the day she'd saved Lesya's life—the first time. The view hadn't changed: the same rocky cliff, the little cottage with its quaintly smoking chimney.

      Except for one addition - Lesya's grinning face waiting for them on the shore.

      Lesya covered her eyes and held out a bag and two towels. “Put some clothes on. I've seen enough siren nudity to last me years.”

      “Oh, gods. I’d forgotten how weird I feel on land.” Rivka trudged up to Lesya, her body once again having to acclimate to the gravity above the sea.

      As the sirens toweled off, Lesya pulled out clothes for them both and waited patiently, her eyes averted.

      Andrei took his borrowed shirt and pants. “It’s not like you all haven’t seen it before. Why are you surface dwellers so squeamish about nudity?”

      “Why are you sirens so obsessed with being naked?” Lesya shot back.

      Rivka tugged Lesya's shirt over her head, then stepped into her cotton pants. “Oh! Look! I brought the puffins a present. Maybe now they won’t try to bite me when I visit.” Rivka opened the side pocket of her satchel and revealed the fish she’d stowed away.

      “I need to see this house full of puffins that Rivka keeps talking about.” Andrei interrupts. “Plus, I heard there’s going to be food.”

      Rivka smacked Andrei in the stomach. “Hush!”

      Lesya shook her head and laughed. “Dinner, wine, and good conversation, as promised.”

      Rivka reached out to squeeze the mage’s hand. “Friendship without putting our lives in danger.”
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      Lesya led her friends up the natural stone steps to her cozy cottage on the cliff. It had snowed the night before, but Viktor had awakened early that morning to clear the steps for their visitors.

      As she stepped onto the cliff’s edge, Lesya tried to see her cottage with Rivka’s eyes. The fireplace smoked from the roaring fire that waited for them inside, staving off the chill. The garden was covered by a new greenhouse, and the puffins littered the snow-covered grass like little lawn ornaments. The roof had been lovingly replaced,  several days’ work between Lesya and her new houseguest.

      Viktor waited by the open door of their cottage, wrapped in his favorite scarf and flanked by his favorite puffins, Fork and Chip. Fork, the traitor, had immediately fallen head over heels for the pirate. He even slept at his head every night like some kind of treasured pet.

      Lesya tiptoed to kiss her ex-pirate’s scruffy cheek. True to his word, he’d bought a boat and started a fishing business. He was surprisingly good at it, too.

      “Were they naked?” Viktor asked, amused.

      “Of course they were. Damn sirens.”

      “Glad I didn’t go with you then.” Viktor winked at Andrei and swooped in for a hug with Rivka. “Good to see you. Three months passed fast.”

      Lesya silently disagreed. Every moment of her life with Viktor had passed slow. Contented. Happy. She’d devoured every single moment of it.

      And when their baby was born in seven months’ time, she’d adore every single moment of that, too. She couldn’t wait to lead her daughter to the ocean and teach her magic. She’d been training with Marina twice a week since returning from the volcano. Her powers and technique grew stronger by the day. She felt closer to the mage she would have been had her parents lived.

      Maybe one day, she could ask Rivka to call the whales so that she and her daughter could hear their chorus.

      Viktor put an arm around Lesya’s shoulders and pulled her close, tucking her against his side. “Well, come in! We have some catching up to do. Some pretty big things happening on land.”

      “And in this cottage,” Lesya added, grinning.

      Andrei and Rivka passed into the house, chatting excitedly about their own exciting news. This would be a long visit, and one well overdue. Already, Lesya loved having Rivka back in her home.

      Lesya stepped aside at the door, waiting patiently in the cold as her puffins filed inside. They began chirping excitedly when they realized the visitors had brought fish.

      Cheese was the last to cross the threshold with a little double-chirp, his version of “thanks for holding the door, Mom!”

      Lesya cast one more glance over the calm seas beyond her cliff and closed the door to join the people—and puffins—she loved most in the world.
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