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Prologue

EVEN WHEN THE MOON was full, the water was an inky black expanse. Quinn could strain her eyes and see only a few meters ahead of her at best. At this depth, she depended more on the feel of the currents against her sensitive whiskers and the knowledge that her friends swam close by. The five young seals swam in close formation, every so often twisting to brush against whoever was closest and get some reassurance that they weren’t alone in the dark.

Quinn and four of the herd’s younger selkies were heading toward the shore. They were giddy with nerves, each of them daring to pull ahead of the group for a few moments before falling back.

They were not supposed to be out. They were not supposed to go to shore. They had been raised on stories of the greed and harm that humans had inflicted on selkies. It seemed like every member of their herd had had someone taken from them because of human selfishness. With these stories, they had been given a healthy fear of the shore close to human towns.

Quinn’s mother was no different. As long as she was in the water, her mother told her, she could easily evade human capture. But the shore was human territory.

“Then why can we change?” Quinn had asked. “Why are we able to remove our pelts?”

Her mother had nosed along Quinn’s forehead, her whiskers twitching and tickling Quinn’s nose. They were curled up together with the rest of the herd. Long, sleeping bodies stretched out around them, crowded together on the narrow strip of beach of an island that was free of humans. The seals closest to them grunted and shifted as Quinn whined, and her mother quickly shushed her.

Quietly, her mother told her, “There are many versions of this tale. Some say that one of our ancestors was a normal seal who observed the humans from the water and grew jealous. The longer they watched the humans, the more they wished to come ashore and join them. But our bodies are slow on land and lack the grace of human limbs. So our ancestor wished to shed their fur, wished for their limbs to grow long, and wished to find balance on their feet. One night under a full moon their wish came true. They walked on land with two feet, their seal skin trailing behind them like a heavy cloak.

“Our ancestor approached the humans they had envied for so long. The seal’s human form was beautiful to the people of the town, and they were coveted by many to remain on land and become someone’s spouse. The seal trusted one of these humans with their pelt and married them. But as long as the human hid the pelt from the seal, our ancestor could not return home, and as months and years passed, the seal began to long for the ocean. The human limbs and life they had envied became confining. They wished to swim with the herd again. To be surrounded by the great expanse of the sea.

“The seal pleaded with the human they had married, but the human would not return their pelt. Ever since the seal had arrived, the town had experienced uncommonly favorable weather and luck with their fishing trade. What had previously been a poor, struggling community now thrived, and they attributed their good fortune to the seal’s presence. The humans were not willing to let the seal leave for fear that without them, their blessings would wash away with the tide.

“Betrayed by their partner and desperate to return to the ocean, the seal waited for night and searched the home they shared. They discovered their pelt buried at the bottom of a chest in the attic. Once the fur was in their hands, the call of the sea was unbearable, and they ran from the house and leaped into the water.

“Our ancestor stayed at sea for seven years. One day, when the herd was passing by the shore of the town where the seal had first shed their pelt and walked on human legs, their curiosity compelled them to swim up to the beach and see the town they had left behind. When their round head broke the surface, a nearby boat of fishermen spotted them. Ever since the seal’s escape, rumors had spread of the good luck that selkies could bring.

“The fishermen thought to improve their fortunes after many years of poor catching seasons and set out to capture the seal with their great nets. Of course, they could not know that this was the same seal that had spurred these stories all those years ago. The seal, easily recognizing human selfishness and greed, swam away as fast as their fins could take them. They dove deep into the water and went back to their herd, warning them of the dangers of humans.

“But our ancestor’s wish could not be so easily undone. That seal’s children, and all the children born after, inherited the ability to shed their skin and take a human form. And with this came the curiosity that led our ancestor to shore in the first place. Every generation warns the next of the dangers of humans, but each is spurred by the need to see it for themselves, to take off their pelt and walk on land and see what life is like out of the water.”

Her mother gave Quinn a hard look. “But know this, Quinn, many have given in to that curiosity and were never seen again. Humans bring nothing but suffering to our kind. I hope you never give in to the desire that our ancestor plagued us with.”

The shame of sneaking away from her mother and the rest of the herd made Quinn’s heart stutter in her chest. Her mother had told Quinn the story of their ancestor years ago and made sure she never forgot it, but Quinn was older now. She wasn’t the young, reckless pup that could be tossed and rolled in every current like a loose piece of seaweed. Quinn had been on many migrations with the herd, had explored the depths of the ocean along the coast that they inhabited, and could hold her own against creatures twice or three times her size.

Not every selkie who dared venture onto land and remove their pelt disappeared. Many made it back to whisper stories to their friends and the younger seals when the adults were out hunting. Quinn didn’t want to live on stories. She wanted to experience it for herself. Her mother’s begrudging lessons on how to remove her pelt itched at the back of her mind, urging her to test it out on land where she could use her legs the way they were meant to be used.

This feeling was shared among the other seals Quinn’s age. Four of the most daring had agreed to join Quinn and seek out the humans’ shore the next time they came to stay on the island.

Like their ancestor before them, the five seals slipped away from the herd under the cover of night, carefully avoiding the night watch. Quinn was leading the way. Still, her mother’s stories echoed in her mind.

It was not a very long swim to the humans’ beach. As the seals rose with the climbing ocean floor, the water lightened from black to a reluctant indigo, the full moon’s weak light finally able to disperse the shadows at a shallower depth.

The seals twisted themselves even tighter as they swam closer to the beach. One popped her head above the water and ducked back down. She snorted bubbles, signaling that the shore was free from humans.

They dallied in the shallow water for a few moments, building their courage back up after the dark journey and waiting for someone else to be the first to shed their pelt.

Quinn rolled and twisted among her friends, but her heart wouldn’t settle in her chest. She slapped her flippers against her sides and broke away from the group. The others tightened up behind her and floated in the gentle tide, watching.

Quinn let her fins touch down on the seafloor first. It was pebbly and shifted under her weight as she scooted up the shore until her head broke the surface.

The beach was flooded with moonlight, casting long shadows off large rocks and illuminating the cliff face that curbed the far end of the beach. A pier sprouted out of the water thirty meters away, its boats abandoned and bobbing in the tide. Quinn could see a narrow trail leading up from the pier and over the cliff. But as her friend had seen, the shore was empty. Quinn used a weak wave to propel her farther out of the water before she began to drag herself up with her flippers. When she made it to the edge of the surf, Quinn stopped and cast another look toward the cliffs, searching for any sign of movement. She found none.

Before her guilt could make her turn back, Quinn began to shed her pelt. She peeled her hands out first, the flippers stretching and splitting open like clams to reveal long, thin fingers and their useless, dull claws. She used her hands to pry her head free next, pushing the pelt off her mouth and nose, up over her eyes and off her ears, and gasping at the sudden dulling of her senses. The smell of the ocean was muted by her human nose. These eyes could barely see past the cliffs.

She kept going. Her fur slid off her shoulders, and the bare skin pebbled against the chill. With her upper body free, she crawled farther up the shore and flipped onto her back to wiggle her stomach and hips out. The rocky beach was slick and uncomfortable against her back without a layer of blubber to cushion her. The knobs of her spine and sharp shoulder blades protested the unforgiving beach.

She was panting, her lungs nearly half their normal size and struggling to fill. It was much harder to remove her pelt on land than it had been in the water. Using her hands to push and shove at the pelt, she revealed the long stretch of her thigh, her round knees, her calves. With a few sharp breaths, Quinn hauled herself up into a seated position. The pelt protected her backside from the rocks. Only her feet were still trapped inside.

A splash called her attention to the water, and she saw her four friends had all crept up the shore to watch her transformation. She grinned at them even as she heaved for breath. In a final burst of energy, Quinn kicked her feet free of the pelt.

She stared at the delicate bend of her ankle, her toes. She bent one leg and straightened it out again just to see the movement of the muscle and bone.

Still in the water but getting closer and closer every moment, one of her friends barked.

“Come try it yourself,” she told him. Her voice was a surprise, so unlike the language the seals used both in and out of the water. She put a hand to her throat. The column of her neck was so exposed in this form, with only a thin stretch of skin protecting the veins and bones.

Her friend barked again but dragged himself up the shore anyway. Not to be outdone, Quinn shifted her weight and got her feet under her. She knew from the stories that humans walked on two feet. She had seen them do it once, far in the distance, and she figured the movement would come to her once her body had all the right pieces.

By the time she had wobbled to her feet, the other three seals had made their way onto the beach. She grinned at them again, even as her legs trembled. Her friend who had barked at her had already freed himself from his chest up and matched her smile. He had wide, dark eyes, a sharp nose and chin, a full mouth with shining white teeth that flashed in the moonlight. His dark hair was wet and hung in a long, thick tumble over his shoulders.

Quinn looked down at her feet and saw her pelt of fur, molded against the rocks of the shore like a dead thing. She didn’t like how it looked when it was separated from her. Carefully, she bent at the waist and lifted the pelt with both hands. The weight of it was a comfort; a physical reminder of who she was even as her body found this new shape.

The others had also begun to find their feet. Like their seal bodies, they were all slightly different. The male seal who had come out of the ocean after her was broad-shouldered and taller than everyone else, while the other male was much shorter and thinner. The two female seals varied in height, but Quinn was the tallest of the three of them. She was thicker around the waist and seemed to have sturdier legs. The other two were struggling to stay standing.

Clutching her pelt like a lifeline, Quinn lifted one foot and took a step. The movement was jerky and uncoordinated, but she kept her balance and stayed upright. The others were watching her again. She took another step, and another. They came quicker and easier the more she moved, even as the unsteady beach shifted and slid under her feet, and Quinn felt her blood rushing through her long limbs, urging her to do more.

She gave in and broke into a run. Her wet hair stuck to her shoulders and back, but the pelt fluttered at her side. Every step made her feel stronger. She laughed, a delighted sound that made her smile even wider.

One of her friends called out behind her, and she stumbled to a halt. They were following her, though none of them were quite as fast as she was. The taller male caught her first, though he nearly knocked her off her feet as he figured out how to stop by running into her. They spun around, limbs and pelts flying, and she laughed some more.

The others joined in and soon all five of them were dashing across the beach. Occasionally one of them would stumble and trip, and they would laugh and marvel at how easily human skin bruised or tore. They grew bold. They pushed themselves faster. The tall male, tired of carrying his pelt, spread it over a large rock at the edge of the beach far away from the pier. Quinn followed him and did the same. She ran her hands over it once it was spread out, sinking her fingers into the thick, damp fur. One of her friends called out to her, and she turned away.

Quinn and the other seals danced and ran up and down the beach. With the wind biting at their skin and their voices carried off into the night, their parents’ warnings faded away. What could hurt them now that they’d conquered their human bodies?

They kept up with the movement for as long as they could, until their legs screamed at them and their forearms and elbows smarted from too many falls on the rocky beach. The smaller male retrieved his pelt first, unerringly finding it amongst the others on the rock. The two females went after him, clutching each other’s shoulders and giggling. The tall male and Quinn trailed behind. Quinn could tell her body ached to curl back into its pelt and be supported by the water. She had accomplished her goal and lived the story she had been hearing about since she was young.

Her friends returned to the water with their pelts and tugged them over their skin. They reversed the process of taking them off, putting their feet in first and shuffling the fur over their limbs. They went to their knees and then their bellies in the surf. Human hair and faces disappeared beneath the pelt. One of the seals blinked huge, black eyes at Quinn and huffed.

“I’m coming,” she said. She turned to the rocks where they had all laid out their pelts, her hand outstretched.

The rocks were bare. Quinn frowned and circled the rock, trailing her hand across the surface. Had one of the others taken her pelt? But they would have known it wasn’t theirs right away. Had they hidden it?

She darted a look at the shore and felt her heart kick up. The others had already disappeared into the waves.

Legs suddenly unsteady beneath her, Quinn searched the other rocks. Had it blown away in a gust of wind? But her searching yielded nothing.

The white light of the moon was harsh and cold. Quinn’s pulse was rattling in her ears, and she let out a despondent noise.

“Are you looking for this?”

Quinn froze. The voice was male and young, but it wasn’t the voice of her two friends. She looked over her shoulder.

A man stood among the boulders. He was human, wearing bulky clothes to ward off the night’s chill. In his hands he held Quinn’s pelt.

Another noise escaped Quinn’s throat, this one more of a growl. It was wrong for him to be holding it. Quinn felt like he had his hands on her, all over her.

“Give me that,” she demanded.

The man held it closer to his chest.

“Are you a selkie?” he asked her. “You must be. My grandfather told me stories of your kind.”

His voice was shaking slightly, though Quinn couldn’t tell if it was from fear or something else. He had a gleam to his eye that Quinn didn’t like. She braced her weakening limbs as best she could.

“Give it back,” she yelled, and lunged for her pelt.

The man avoided her easily. Her strength nearly gone, she caught herself on a rock as he stepped out of reach.

“You can’t go back to the water without it,” he said, not really speaking to her. He took another step away, and Quinn gritted her teeth. She reached out a desperate hand. The man took another few steps.

“The stories were true,” the man said, his pale eyes wide. “So that means you can get me what I want. Luck and fortune—a family.” He dragged his gaze along Quinn’s body, and it sent a chill like nothing she’d ever felt before down her spine. “You’re very beautiful.”

She bared her teeth at him.

“If you want it,” he told her, “come with me. Follow me.” He turned and made for the path that led over the cliff.

Quinn could feel the distance between her and her pelt stretch, and it was like the man was ripping her heart in two. She sobbed. Behind her, a short bark and a splash made her look back. Four dark heads hovered at the surface. She wanted nothing more than to join them.

But the man was right. Without her pelt, she could not go back to the sea. This human body could not carry her through the currents or withstand the pressure of the depths.

She had no choice. Blinking through salty tears, Quinn searched for the man. He was at the top of the cliff, waiting for her. With a cry, Quinn shoved herself away from the rock and steered her feet toward the path.

The sky had been clear when the seals had first broken the surface and come ashore. Quinn hadn’t noticed when the clouds had rolled in, but they were spitting at her now, the raindrops growing fat and stinging the farther she made it up the path. The wind pushed and tore at her hair. The man had her pelt tucked tight to his body so that the storm couldn’t pull it from his grasp. He started moving again when she was a few meters away.

When she crested the cliff, she looked back at the beach. Three of the round heads had disappeared beneath the water, but one remained. He stared up at her. But there was nothing he could do. They knew the stories. She wouldn’t want him to risk himself as well as her.

“Go,” she whispered. He couldn’t have heard her, but a moment later his head sank below the surface. She was alone.

Quinn choked on another sob, her breaths coming short and fast. The storm was ramping up, the clouds twisting above her and lightning flashing far out at sea.

“Hurry!” the man shouted. Quinn cried out in response but made her feet move again. She could hardly see through the tears and the rain, but she followed the pull on her heart. While the man had her pelt, she couldn’t let him out of her sight. As the distance between her and the ocean grew, Quinn let out a yell that turned into a strangled scream. She sent a fleeting, painful thought to her mother.

The man was getting too far away. Wrapping her hands around her body, Quinn gathered her rage and followed him toward the human town.




OEBPS/images/Art_cir.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
GRAND
CENTRAL





OEBPS/images/9781538765395.jpg
* /4

y
\) |
5
NN
b
A )
\
5 B

7

NESS
IRRARARZEKN
NN

\
=
— .
A& -
« l‘ |
U
= N
i M
i [ he S
[ u 4 :
; =
= \ y \
\ . l
AT
A/ X
N
() - ) \
=N \ kS, N
' a
/777, 7 % // = ;
- /, 3 o, \ \
3 \ | " ,
M= N\ A
N < .
A\ N
\
A\ ; s
N Z

/A
L SR






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
SELKIE

NATALY GRUENDER

GGGGG
CCCCCCC
OOOOOOOOOOOOO





