Prologue
“I’m not a child, Lachlan,” Brynn cried angrily. Hot tears burned her eyes and streaked along her cheeks. Inhaling sharply, she squared her shoulders and declared, “I’m fifteen.” With an angry hand, she swiped her long red hair from her face and spun to walk away from him. She gripped her skirt and scrambled up the boulders, slick with ocean mist, with a surefootedness that came from years of familiarity with her environment.
“But you are a child, Brynn,” Lachlan countered from behind her. 
In his voice, she could hear an earnest desire for understanding, but she ignored it. He should know better, she thought. After all, he had seen her grow from the child she used to be to the woman she’d become. She was no longer the happy twit that would settle for making sandcastles and hearing stories of magical selkies and mermaids.
But now, he was just making her so angry, she could spit. 
She was storming across the shoreline, trying to leave him behind, but still he trailed her. “Stop following me!” she shrieked over her shoulder. 
In a soothing voice, he called out, “Please understand, Brynn, when I see you, I see only the babe I used to play with in the sand.” 
A babe?! “Seven years have passed,” she panted, climbing higher on the rocky cliff walk, the landscape slowly changing from boulders and rocks, to rocks and gravel. “I am no longer the wee babe from your memories.” She turned to face him, the rising landscape bringing her eyes level with his. For a moment, she got lost in the depts of his blue eyes. She wanted to reach out and touch him but knew he would just pull away. “Look closer, Lachlan,” she challenged, hiding her pain behind anger. “I’ve grown.” Swallowing the tears that threatened to return, she placed her hands on her hips and forced herself to remain strong as she challenged him. “Fiona is but a few years older than I. Why would you love her and not me?” 
“Chi--” Lachlan began but cut himself short. He cupped the side of her cheek, and the warmth she felt from the touch went through her. It settled deep in her core, warming her body and her soul. She nuzzled into his hand. But his next words shattered her. With a slight shake of his head, he stated, “Brynn... I love no one.”
 The tears she’d tried so hard to keep at bay returned in full force. She pulled away from him and began to sob, her body shaking with the force of her anger and pain. “Don’t lie to me!” she cried, stamping her foot. The smaller rocks of the cliff wall began to slide out from beneath her, but she didn’t care. Lachlan reached out, catching her in his arms before she slid further. Why did he do this to her? How could he hold her so sweetly, and yet spew such venomous words? Heartbroken and confused, she began wailing anew. “I saw the two of you, together... making love...” 
Lachlan stroked her hair as she curled against his chest, sobbing. He mumbled something against her hair that she couldn’t understand, then pushed her away enough to look into his beautiful eyes, eyes the color of a calm sea or a clear sky. How could she not love him? Holding her steady at her waist, he informed her, “What you saw was not love, child.” The rage grew within her and she opened her mouth to argue, but he continued without break. “You may have a woman’s body, but your mind has not matured enough to know what you ask of me.”   
Furious at his words, she tried to pull herself away, slapping at him until he was forced to release her. She stumbled again, and this time, she lost her balance and fell on her butt. Defeated, she sat on the cold ground, surrounded by leaves and dirt and whatever else nature had decided to deposit there.
The silence grew before he broke it, saying, “In seven years’ time, you will be older. More mature.” He paused and took a deep breath before continuing. “I will return and come to this very spot to see you.” 
What had he just said…? Brynn gave him a suspicious sideways glance before asking, “What do you mean, you’ll return?” 
Then he spoke the words that made her heart sing. “I will return to see you again.” 
Could he mean that not now may not be not ever? Could they still have a chance to be together? Her heart thundered in her chest as she asked, “Do you mean it? Do you promise?” 
“Yes,” he muttered softly.
Ecstatic, she jumped at him and threw her arms around his shoulders. 
Brynn would have kissed him, but Lachlan pushed her back and told her, “You should head home now before your Da comes looking.” Tucking a stray curl behind her ear, he continued, “I must go, as well. I only have limited time here.” 
After an eye roll and a sigh, she stood and began her walk home. She wouldn’t tell him goodbye because he’d be back for her. Excited, she blew him a kiss over her shoulder.
*   *   * 
Lachlan thought her only a child, but she was smarter than he gave her credit for. Each time they’d met, Brynn had listened to all his stories and drank down his words like her father drank down his whiskey every night since Mother left. His stories were full of the magic and adventures of fascinating beings she could only dream of. He’d taught her that sea folk were creatures not to be trifled with, but they were not without their faults and weaknesses.  
Pleased with herself for having bested a sea-faring Fae, she smiled to herself and headed home with a skip in her step. She considered her win. By eliciting a promise from his lips, she had ensured his return. But the elation was fleeting. He will return in seven years’ time and be hers for only one night.  
Her smile faded as she considered. Would their previous meetings allow him to see her as more special than the others he’d been with? Or would he leave her at dawn to sleep on the sandy shore, as he had done with countless others? Would he come back to be with her forever? 
 Needing clarification of his promise, Brynn turned and began to make her way back toward the beach, stumbling on the rocks. When she got her feet back under her, she looked to the shore and gasped in astonishment. For a moment, Lachlan was there, and then....  
Seeing the Fae change from man to beast took her breath away. Confused, exhilarated, she could only stand and stare for long moments after he was gone, overwhelmed by the brush with true magic. There was no evidence of him ever being there, except for the clothes scattered along the sand. She collected the articles and held them while watching the waves, eagerly waiting for just a glimpse of the animal he’d become. After a while, she made her way home, her mind racing with a million thoughts, all on a collision course with seven years until a promise was fulfilled.   
Throughout her childhood, Brynn knew that the only person she could rely on was herself. Her father often worked late into the night or sometimes didn’t return for days. She was often on her own and had to be self-sufficient. Being the lady of an empty house was not as rewarding as some of the townsfolk would lead her to believe.  
But when he visited, he made her feel loved and cared for in ways missing in her daily reality. She knew at that moment, as she witnessed Lachlan's transformation from man to animal, that she needed to have him for her own. She needed him in her life. She needed to find a way to make him stay with her and be hers and hers alone, forever.  
Chapter 1
“Where have you been?!” The rage in her father’s voice was difficult to ignore. It boomed within the small cottage they shared, and Brynn felt herself tremble. “You’d have better not be spending time with that witch again.”
“I was not with her, Father,” she answered honestly, keeping her voice even. “I was on the beach, and then the cliff wall.” Brynn had expected her father to have been asleep, considering the late hour. She’d been planning on sneaking to her bed by the fading light of the sun, but that plan vanished as soon as she’d opened the door to find him sitting at the table, gripping an almost empty bottle, no glass in sight. 
The chair scrapped the wooden floor as he pushed himself to stand. “What are you carrying? Are those clothes?” he asked as he drew closer, the smell of spirits heavy on his breath.
Brynn hesitated, holding the clothes tighter against her chest. A blush crept up her skin and she was thankful for the darkness. She’d been so lost in thought that she’d forgotten what she’d been holding. She cursed herself for not thinking things through and panicked at the question. “Aye, Father,” then paused as she considered what she’d say next. She gave him the closest thing to the truth. “I found them on the beach.” Hesitantly, she offered them to her father, then lied. “I thought they might fit you.”
He grabbed the white shirt first and shook it open. After but a second, he back handed her face. “You know well enough that this is much too small for me.” 
The shock of the strike forced her to take several steps back. Brynn brought a hand to cover her cheek, her skin already hot and stinging. Her eyes watered and she knew there’d be a bruise on her face come morning.
“You’d better not be hanging around with some man, either. I’ll kill him,” he warned, “and you.” Sticking his forefinger in her face, he added, “You’d better be whole, girl. Your husband will be here a week from Sunday, and I’ll not be losing money on you because you’re loose!” 
As he spoke the words, she felt spittle hit her face, and she backed up until she felt the door behind her. She forced herself to view it as supportive, instead of the barrier she was afraid of. Brynn straightened her back and squared her shoulders. “I wasn’t with a man,” she told him. Then added to herself, He’s a water Fae. But the rest of his words sunk in and she felt as if she’d swallowed rocks. Her stomach churned. With some hesitation, she asked, “What do you mean by husband?”
Dismissing her and her question, he huffed and threw the shirt into her face before walking away. Still dressed, he dropped onto his bed and began snoring shortly after.
Brynn didn’t move. Frozen in terror of what was to come, she remained by the wall, holding onto Lachlan’s clothes as if they might magically transport her to another place, another life. When the sunlight began to streak across the rooftop, she opened the door and ran to the only person she knew who might actually be able to help her.
Chapter 2
The woman known to locals as the Woodland Witch lived, not deep in the forest, as others assumed, but in a small cabin hidden just beyond the tree line. There were rumors that she made animal sacrifices and killed babies, even in the womb, but Brynn had never seen any evidence of those things. In fact, Brynn had only seen her do things to save animals who’d been hurt, including the humankind. Some wanted to destroy her, others wanted to be saved by her. Brynn couldn’t understand how the same community had such deep conflicting desires towards one person. 
But at the moment, she didn’t care. Brynn had more pressing matters than worrying about the town’s folks: her life. 
When she arrived at the cabin, she didn’t bother to knock. She’d been there too many times before. The small, wooden structure was far more of a home to her than the cottage she shared with her father.
“Elsbeth?” she called out, breathless from her run. 
At the lack of a reply, Brynn looked outside the window to find the woman working on her garden, the long, gray waves of her hair a stark contrast against the greenery around her. Despite the gray hair that hung loosely around the woman’s shoulders, her unlined skin glowed with a youthfulness that made her age difficult to determine. She was old enough to be Brynn’s mother, but far from the crone people tended to call her. 
Once outside, Brynn ran. “Elsbeth!” she cried as soon as she knew she was within ear shot. “I need your help!”
“What is it, Brynn?” the woman asked as she rose from her kneeling position. She cleaned the earth from her hands on the apron at her waist, then hurried in Brynn’s direction. The frown on her brows told Brynn Elsbeth was already worried for her. 
“My father,” she began, then paused for breath. “My father’s selling me to some man on Sunday next.” 
Elsbeth didn’t reply, but her frown deepened, and her lips curled downward. She gripped Brynn’s chin gently and raised it so she could get a better look at the bruise on Brynn’s cheek. “Come,” she said as she led the way back to the cabin. “There is a salve that will help with the healing.”
“I don’t care about the bruise,” she lied as she followed. It was easier than trying to explain how it was low on her list of worries at the moment. “I need to get out of here, Elsbeth. I can’t be sold to a man I’ve never met.” She ran after the witch, then grabbed her forearm and forced her to stop, her eyes brimming with tears of fear. She didn’t bother to blink them away. “He’s going to sell me in less than a fortnight. Help me,” then whispered, “please!”
“Come, child.” The witch resumed her walk to the cabin and forced Brynn to follow. “First, we care for the bruise, then we’ll discuss the rest.”
Brynn sat at the table and waited impatiently for Elsbeth to finish her ministrations. Her legs shook and she wrung her fingers until they hurt. Her mind was racing into the realm of possibilities and nightmares. When her patience evaporated, she demanded, “I wish to become a selkie! I can follow Lachlan and be safe with him, forever. Can you help me?”
The witch breathed a deep sigh, full of regret, before saying, “That is an impossibility, child.” Brynn began to shake her head, and prepared herself for a fight, but didn’t get a chance to respond. “Selkies are born, not made. You’d have a better chance wishing to be a fish, girl.”
Before thinking, Brynn rambled, “Then help me become a powerful witch.” Not giving the woman a chance to reply, she said, “I want to be young, and beautiful, and powerful, like you. And then Lachlan and I can be together, forever.”
“Forever’s a long time, my dear. He will keep existing long after your forever has ended.” Finished, Elsbeth rose to put the salve away. When she turned back to Brynn, she said, “Besides, that’s not how these things work.” She settled herself in the same chair she’d vacated, and clarified, “Selkies are fairy folk, born to the seas. Humans, like you, are born to the earth.”
“There must be something!” Brynn continued, pounding her fist upon the tabletop.
Elsbeth remained silent for a time, watching Brynn work through her frustrations before asking, “Why is he so important to you?”
Brynn stared across table at the witch and wondered if the rumors that she’d gone mad were true. Why is Lachlan important?! “Because he’s handsome. And incredible. He tells me stories of places and things I could only dream of. And he, most importantly, he makes me feel special.”
“Handsome.” The woman snickered and waved a dismissive hand. “So are many men in the village. And anyone can tell you tall tales. Go to Sunday Mass and you’ll hear quite a number of them. As for feeling special…” She shook her head and leaned closer. “That feeling comes from within you, your inner power. No one can give it to you.”
“Elsbeth,” Brynn started with a sarcastic slowness, as if she were speaking to a dull-witted child. “He is a water Fae. There are zero men in the village that are magical creatures like him. He lives and breathes power and strength.” After a pause, she added for emphasis, “And magic!”
“My dear child,” the witch said while bringing a hand to cup Brynn’s unhurt cheek. Caressing the girl’s skin with a gentle thumb, she stated, “Magic is powerful, but it comes at such a cost. Anyone and everyone who uses it, pays for it, one way or another.” She let her hand drop to her lap before adding, “And it’s such a terrible price.”
“If that’s true,” Brynn challenged while raising her chin, “it’ll be me paying. And therefore, my decision to make.” 
“Ever the heedless.” The witch laughed, a terrible sound without humor. “You know not of what you ask. You believe that granting your wish for youth, beauty, or power will bend him to your will?” She scoffed and stood from her chair. “I am much older than you, Brynn, and he is older still. Youth and beauty eventually fade, and your life will be but a blink in his existence.” 
“Then tell me, wise woodland witch, how do you keep a selkie?” How can I keep him, forever?
Elsbeth glared at Brynn as she spoke the harsh truth, a truth she no doubt felt the headstrong Brynn needed to hear. “Even if you can steal his skin away from him, he will never belong to you. The sea folk long only for the waves that carry them. They will find their skin and leave you without even a fare thee well.” 
“Elsbeth please, there must be something,” she pleaded, “some form of magic that can grant me more time with him.”
“Time?” The witch looked back to Brynn with an arched brow. Shaking her head, she said, “Only the col—” She stopped speaking.
[bookmark: _Hlk93430611]The suddenly wide eyes and thin lips on the witch’s face told the younger girl that she had muted herself for a reason. But Brynn knew there was more to that sentence she wanted to hear. Her heart began to race as she considered. “Only the who?” When Elsbeth didn’t elaborate, the girl tried to make a deal. “Name your price.”
“It’s not my price you should concern yourself with.” The woman stood to pace the small space and the silence stretched. Eventually, she admitted, “There is only one creature made, that I know of, who is strong enough to live several lifetimes,” the witch told her.
To live several lifetimes?! Brynn echoed the words in her head, the impossibility of it trying to drown out the excitement those words brought. A part of her wanted to challenge the woman before her, but Brynn herself had seen things that had no explanation. “Tell me!”
Slowly, the witch made her way to a small cupboard and searched through stacks of paper. “There may be something.” After several minutes, she turned with a weathered scroll in hand. “There is someone I know…” Elsbeth hesitated reading over the scroll, then added, “he’s a collector.”
The witch stopped talking again. Her gaze took a faraway look and Brynn wondered where she’d gone. “And?” Brynn prompted, hoping to bring her back. All the stalling and hesitation had her wanting to pull her hair out in frustration.
“He and his kind have methods… to keep you in your current form, while giving you immunity to human ailments. It also stops the aging process.”
Brynn’s heart jumped in her chest. “And I’d be powerful?”
“More powerful than you can ever imagine.” 
Elsbeth spoke the words in such a soulful tone, Brynn felt like the woman was telling she would die come morning. It didn’t matter. To Brynn, it sounded perfect. “How can I meet him? When? I need to meet him, now!”
The woman sounded defeated when she said, “I’ll send him a message. In the meantime, you can stay here for the next couple of weeks.”
Chapter 3
For the next three weeks, Brynn remained indoors. She was stir-crazy, having only the small cabin to pace in, but that was the cost for her safety. Elsbeth had put up additional protection spells around the property so those who came close would be confused and would simply return to where they’d come from, but there was always a chance that a strong soul would simply break through. So Brynn had remained where she was, trapped indoors.
And she would be forever grateful for the witch allowing Brynn to trap herself within her home. There was no doubt in her mind that she would have been married off by now, to an old man, or perhaps a brutal one. Or worse, maybe both. The more she considered the possibilities of the future her father had planned for her, the more she was thankful to be stuck in the tiny space. 
While she stayed, Elsbeth had given her some simple tasks to keep her occupied. She was to keep the cabin clean, prepare the meals, take care of the herbs, and whatever other assignments the witch could think of to keep her busy. And while she remained indoors, Elsbeth spent most of her time outside, maintaining the garden as well as the security of the perimeter. The weeks passed while they waited for the collector. 
Brynn had tried to get more information from Elsbeth about him, but the witch had said nothing. It was the first time the woman had purposefully kept information from her since the first day they’d met all those years ago. 
The little girl she’d been had gotten lost in the woods after being sent out by her father to search for mushrooms. After going in circles until sunset, the witch had shown herself and had guided her home. The child had been so desperate to have another female in her life, having lost her mother right after birth, that she’d followed the witch home. And once there, she’d refused to leave without an invitation to return. 
And she’d been back so often that this had become her second home. A better home. A home where someone actually loved her and cared for her. 
But that was until she’d seen each and every square inch of the place, and she found out that Elsbeth snored in her sleep. 
As thankful as she was, she’d had enough. 
That night, when Elsbeth returned, Brynn declared, “It’s time I leave.”
The witch’s reply was a simple raise of an eyebrow. 
“It’s been too long,” she said, “and the collector hasn’t come.”
“And where, pray tell, will you go?”
Brynn raised her chin in challenge. “If he doesn’t come to me, then I shall go to him.”
Elsbeth’s humorless laughter filled the room. “You’re a fifteen—” 
“Sixteen,” Brynn interrupted. “I’m sixteen now.”
“You’re a sixteen-year-old girl,” the witch corrected, but Brynn knew she was only indulging her. The girl crossed her arms and listened to the rest while silently fuming. “You have no money, no connections, no way to travel. How do you plan to reach the castle? Will you walk?”
Brynn curled her hands into fists at her side and pushed ahead. “If I must, then I will.”
“It’s a two-month journey by horse and carriage.” Elsbeth also crossed her arms. “Plus, two ferries.” 
“All you’ve told me is that it can be done,” Brynn argued. 
The witch drew a deep breath and said, “It’s a dangerous journey from here to the village. You can hurt yourself. You can become lost and starve to death. Animals can get you. And those are just the pleasant things. You can get raped and tortured for months or years before being murdered.”
Brynn rolled her eyes. “Aye. And I can freeze to death in summer.”
[bookmark: _Int_ao34i2pU]Elsbeth’s eyes narrowed and her lips went flat, a clear sign that she was beyond displeased. But what she said surprised Brynn. “Very well,” she stated coolly. “I’ll help you on your quest for suicide.”
It was Brynn’s turn to have flat lips and narrowed eyes. “You will?” she asked doubtfully.
“Aye.” The witch sat at the table and, with an open palm, indicated that Brynn should sit across from her. “So, let’s plan.”

Chapter 4
The plan was simple. Brynn would travel southeast to the farthest point of the island, then take a ship across to the main island, then continue east until the next port, before hoping onto the ferry that would take her to the mainland. From there, she would continue southwest along the coast until she reached the collector’s castle, which was also along the coastline. This path would prevent her from becoming lost. It was not the fastest, but Brynn believed it to be the safest. 
She got as far as the village before she regretted her decision to travel alone. 
The sun had set hours ago, and Brynn pulled her cloak tighter, wishing she looked more like a man than a girl. As she passed behind the butcher shop, she kept to the shadows, but a dog started barking, and minutes later, she was on her back with the butcher’s son between her legs, struggling with her undergarments. 
It didn’t matter how much she fought. He was a large man, with bulging muscles honed from lifting heavy animals. But it was over quickly enough. Just a couple of pumps, and it was done. 
After he left, Brynn stayed where she was. Lying on the ground, beneath a great willow. Eyes open yet seeing nothing. 
Abandoned. 
Forgotten. 
Lost.
Used and discarded.
The wind blew across the exposed skin of her legs and goosebumps exploded along her body. She shivered. The logical part of her mind told her to cover herself up again. But she ignored it. Such action would take energy, energy that she just didn’t have at the moment.
From afar, she heard words, carried by the wind. “This is the first of many, child.” Brynn knew the voice, but she had to be wrong. Surely, she wouldn’t be so cruel. “You were warned against this journey. This is one of the many reasons you cannot travel alone.”
Brynn didn’t know what hurt worse, the tears on her body caused by the butcher’s son’s savagery, or the tears on her soul caused by the witch’s betrayal. She turned to face the woman she’d trusted for years, and was struck silent by the cool, distant look as she walked to where Brynn still lay. “You watched and did nothing?” The words were forced through a mouth dry and a throat hoarse from screaming. 
“Eh,” Elsbeth raised a shoulder in a partial shrug, “I arrived at the end.” 
As she drew closer, Brynn forced herself to get up. Her body ached in protest. Even so, she squared her shoulders and vowed to never be caught on the defensive again. The butcher shop came into view as she began her trip back to the witch’s cabin and refused to shed a single tear for what had happened. 
“Good,” the woman said as she noticed the direction Brynn was going. “Let’s go home. Bathing him off will do wonders for your body and soul.”
The words caught Brynn by surprise. As she considered the cabin that had been her safe haven for so long, she knew there was no way she could return there. Not with the witch. She slowed her pace as she considered her options, then stopped altogether. There would be no going back. She looked at the woman she had trusted as a mother and felt betrayal wash over her again. Her stomach churned and she felt she might vomit, then and there. 
“Come,” Elsbeth told her several yards ahead, “make haste.” Her hand motioned for Brynn to follow. “We can be home before sunrise, and no one will be the wiser of what transpired here.”
Brynn raised her chin and said, “That is not my home.”
The witch turned to face the girl and quirked her head slightly. “Explain,” she demanded.
“You were like a mother to me—”
“I never asked to be,” Elsbeth interrupted with a shake of her head.
“I trusted you—”
“I protected you,” Elsbeth challenged.
Brynn stepped forward and waived an angry hand through the air. “You planned this trip with me!”
“Some lessons are harder to learn than others.” Elsbeth stood firm but her voice softened as she said, “You had to see this for yourself. No matter what plans you make, life is cruel. People are cruel. Life is pain. Always.” She sighed deeply. “There is no magic, no wish granted that will change it. So, come. As soon as we reach home, I’ll prepare a potion to remove the seed before it takes hold.”
Confused, Brynn frowned. “What?”
Elsbeth brought a hand to her brow. “The seed leads to pregnancy, and a baby.” 
Those were the words Brynn needed to hear to know Elsbeth was trying to manipulate her into going back with her. She had seen Lachlan be with many women, including Fiona, but there were never any babies. She raised her chin another notch and said, “I’ll take my chances.”
Fueled with the venom of betrayal and physical pain, Brynn turned and made her way to the closest riverbank. There, she would clean herself up and then resume her journey to see the collector. 
Chapter 5
It wasn’t long after her encounter with the butcher’s son that Brynn decided to travel by day. The purpose of traveling my night was to avoid being seen and violated. Too late. She’d already experienced the hellish torment of a man’s violent touch. Besides, there were animals that hunted by night. Wolf puppies were adorable, but their adult parents and packs were terrifying. That was another lesson she learned early in her travels.
But the worst, and most violent, animal was always the human. Men and women alike were brutal. So she made another decision. She would stick with single men. They were easier and quicker to please. And if she was going to have to deal with it, she might as well get paid for it. Besides, they weren’t always bad. Some were so gentle, and some were even fun.
The others, Brynn survived. During her most desperate times, she would remind herself that it would be worth it. Once she reached the collector, she would be made powerful. “More powerful than you can ever imagine.” Brynn heard the echo of Elsbeth’s voice in her mind and smiled. 
She stayed off the main roads and tried to give her body some time to rest and heal. But that was the only allowance she gave herself. She had to reach the collector, as soon as possible. Which meant no comforts at any point. Bathing was done by the river when she was desperate, and food was found or traded for. By the time she reached the ship that would take her to the main island, she was looking like a hag of a thousand years. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except getting to the collector.
The day Brynn boarded the ship, she had been thoroughly pleased with herself for making such a bargain. A free trip in exchange for taking care of the crew. Initially, there had been some comments about her appearance and smell, but she’d returned after a quick bath in the nearby river and had been more readily accepted, despite bad luck arguments. She would cook and clean and mend whatever they came up with. Otherwise, she would hide with the trip’s provisions. Which, she was told, were all accounted for and if any item was found missing, she would be thrown offboard to be eaten by sharks. She shrugged. Brynn wasn’t a thief. It would be no more than a few days, at most.
Those few days quickly became the worst of her life. A full twenty-four hours hadn’t passed before she became violently sick from the angry seas. The nausea hit and she fought to keep her meager breakfast down while she searched for a container of some sort but failed. All over the planks her vomit went. Oh, the smell…! Brynn struggled to get upside, but tripped over her dress as she went, the stairs slick with rain and salty water, adding a bleeding knee to her problems. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but fresh air. 
What she got instead was a face full of wet hair as a gust of wind wiped it around. The strands felt like small whips striking her cheeks and chin, and twice across an eye, blinding her and leaving it stinging with salt. For a fleeting moment, Brynn considered letting go and becoming shark food, but the thought evaporated as her stomach churned again. She gripped the railing hard and allowed the rest of her stomach contents to go overboard. But some refused to go. The crew’s laughter added insult to injury when said contents were blown back onto her face by the wind. 
Of everything she had endured on the trip so far, this had to be the worst. Brynn ran a hand down her face to clean it off but didn’t bother to go inside. Her stomach wasn’t done with her yet.
When she believed there was nothing else to come up, she went back in, but soon realized that she couldn’t stay inside. Every time she tried, her stomach would revolt, and she was running back up to the deck. She did manage to clean the mess she made, though. 
The next day was better. The cranky ocean had settled, and the angry sky had become a beautiful shade of blue. Brynn was able to stay in the galley and fix the crew something with the items they’d had onboard. She threw some of the salted fish in with some lard, garlic, onions, and tomatoes, and crossed her fingers that it’d come out edible. She ate for nourishment, not flavor, and her father didn’t eat much. So long as it tasted like alcohol, he ate it without comment. Thinking the crew might enjoy it too, she threw in some lemon juice and a whole bunch of wine she found in a crate nearby. Eating a spoonful, she mumbled, “I’ve had worse,” then brought a bowl to the Capitan. He must have had worse, too, because he gave her a non-communicative grunt and ate it.
And so, the journey went. 
At the end, they were waiting to disembark when the Capitan advised her, “You should return home.” He stood beside her, hands clasped behind his back, and looked over the pier while they waited for the crew to finish securing the ship. 
Brynn didn’t look to the older man, avoiding his all-too-knowing eyes. “I am going home,” she lied.
“You are running,” he challenged.
She scoffed. “Running from what, pray tell?” She thought about her father, and the witch. She remembered Lachlan, and the butcher’s son. She contemplated all the men and women she’d met getting to where she was. “Nah… You’re right.” Brynn corrected herself and clarified, “I am running. Running to someone who can grant my deepest desire. A wish that will make all my sacrifice worthwhile and no one can hurt me again.” A future where I am unstoppable and powerful enough to keep a water Fae, forever.
The tall man turned to her and placed his hands on her shoulders, adding gently, “You are running to an early grave, Little One.” 
Brynn stepped back and the Capitan’s hand dropped. “Then so be it,” she bit out with more venom than she’d intended. Her voice softened when she added, “Thank you for the safe passage.”
The next portion of the trip was by land again, and again, she stayed by the coastal towns. They were familiar and she knew how to maneuver around them. As before, she stayed away from carriages or horses with more than a single man, hiding whenever they went by. For the most part, things went according to plan, but there were instances when she’d had to adjust. 
This included slicing a man’s throat with his own blade after he thought to steal her few precious coins. He had lifted her skirts for a bit of fun and found the coin pouch she had tied against her thigh. With a lecherous grin, he had his fun with her, then left with her pouch. Brynn had let him. She had simply followed him at a good distance until he’d fallen asleep.
She was certain she’d enjoy getting revenge but the pleasure of watching the shock cross his face was beyond her imagination. One minute, he’d been fast asleep, snoring. The next, he’d been grabbing at his bleeding throat, his brows high over wide eyes. 
Soon enough, she was on her way again, this time with more money attached to her thigh and a lot more provisions than she’d anticipated on carrying. Since he wasn’t going to need it anymore, she also took his horse. The carriage she left behind. It was too large to travel with and hide.
The next segment of her trip was a lot faster and easier on her. It took her no time to get to the next ferry. Thanks to the would-be thief, she now had plenty of money to buy herself a ticket, for herself and her newfound horse. And since this trip took only hours, instead of days, she didn’t even get that sick. Once on land, she resumed her journey and counted the days until she could meet the collector.
Chapter 6
It took her another two months to get to her destination. Ironically, having a horse didn’t save her much time. She wasn’t used to riding them, and when she tried, her bottom hurt. A lot. So most of the time, she would walk beside the animal, saving her riding for when she knew there would be others around. 
Her trip had finally ended.
All her trials left behind, but not forgotten.
She had arrived at the collector’s castle. 
And it was brilliant. 
Magnificent.
Powerful.
Brynn cold feel the anticipation thrumming through her veins and couldn’t wait to get inside. To state her case. Her plea, her wish to be made powerful and youthful, forever. By the light of the midday sun, she ran to the large double doors and knocked. And waited. And waited. But she was persistent. Brynn rapped upon the large heavy door in various intervals, growing increasingly more impatient. After what seemed like an eternity, someone finally came to the door, only to tell her to leave.
At least that’s what she assumed. The deep frown and angry pitch were good indicators.
“Sal de aquí!” the old servant yelled in greeting, waiving furiously. 
He was closing the door when she placed her hand on it and forced it to say open. “I must speak with the collector.”
"Lárgate de aquí,” he yelled and pushed at the door, almost slamming it on her hand, “ahora!”
But she’d traveled too far to give up now. “I must speak with the collector,” she echoed, her tone firm, unyielding. She pushed against the large wooden door with her whole body. She pushed so hard, the old man slipped and fell.
Brynn felt almost terrible but was too relieved to be inside. Calmly, she closed the door behind her and repeated, “The collector? Please.”
“Not here,” the servant replied in heavy accented English.
“I’ll wait,” she told him as she looked around for a place to sit. There was a lush chair by a table against the far wall, so she made her way there and sat.
And waited, again.
The sun had set long ago, and Brynn began to wonder if she would ever meet the man who would change her future. Her body ached from months of abuse and travel, and she was hungry and tired. She was beginning to think she might faint when a man descended the staircase. The man of the house she assumed. He was just as magnificent as his house, perhaps even more so. His eyes, deep and dark, pinned her to her seat. She squirmed under the weight of them as he made his way directly over to her. 
Before she could open her mouth to speak, the man who let her in rushed out in front of her, babbling in his native tongue. The extraordinarily handsome man waved him away and closed the distance between them. Her heartbeat savagely in her chest as he reached up to sweep the red curls away from her shoulder. She stared at him. His cool hand grazed along the side of her neck and pushed her head to the side. Accustomed to being used, she complied, silently wondering if he was just like every other man that had come before him. 
“What do we have here?” he questioned. 
“My name is Brynn. The crone, Elsbeth… she sent me.” Brynn stumbled over her words and fought to take a step back from him. Though she forced herself to remain where she was, his intense gaze was too much and she looked away before adding, “She said you grant wishes.” 
He laughed and it drew Brynn’s attention back to his face. His beautiful face. The chiseled jawline perfectly groomed facial hair, olive skin and his eyes. Oh, his eyes, how magnificent they were. She could fall into his eyes and be lost for days. She felt heady, her body swaying towards him almost begging to be touched. Why have I come here again?
“Why would Elsbeth tell you I grant wishes?”  he turned away from her and her senses came flooding back to her. 
The crease in her forehead deepened as she scowled. “I wish to be youthful, and powerful enough to capture a water Fae.” She stated her ambitions bluntly, wanting to get them out of the way as soon as possible. She had wasted so much time, so much effort and energy to get there, and was just as impatient as she had been in the cabin with Elsbeth. 
His lips parted, curling up into a magnificent smile. “Ah, I see.” He grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her body a few steps forward so he could circle her. “And you believe that I am the one that shall grant your… wish?” 
Brynn nodded eagerly. “Tell me what I have to do in exchange for you to grant me what I ask for?”
“Oh, the price—she did not tell you?” 
Brynn shook her head and he laughed again, his hands coming up to rub his forehead in amusement. 
“The price my dear, is very steep and you are very young to ask for such a thing. Do you know what I am?” he questioned. 
“No, I do not know, nor do I care.” She snapped. “I know what I want, and I am willing to do what I must to get it.” 
“Ambitions or foolishness, Child.”
“I am not a child. I—"
He held up a hand stopping her words. “Oh, even Elsbeth is a child in my eyes. You are but a babe asking for something you know nothing about.”
“I have traveled far to find you, Collector. I wish to be young and powerful, and if you are not the being who can give me what I seek, then direct me to where I must go.” she demanded. 
He arched a brow and held up his hand, snapping his fingers. The door man ran forward, and he leaned in to whisper something in his ear. The door man tried to argue but was silenced by a stern look from the Collector. 
“Go with him, Girl. Bathe and return when you are clean. Then, we shall discuss your… wish.” 
The door man reached out and took Brynn by the hand muttering to himself as he ushered her towards the stairs. A nice bath wouldn’t be a bad thing. Perhaps she would get what she came for after all.
Chapter 7
Brynn sat across from the Collector. The long narrow table between them was filled with food, all the food she could ever want. Brynn piled her plate and stuffed her mouth before noticing that the collector was just sitting there and staring at her. He didn’t eat anything. Swallowing hard, she used her napkin to wipe her mouth clean. “Why do you not eat? Are you not hungry?” 
“Oh, I am very hungry,” he replied with a dashing smile. “I am always starving.”
His reply just fueled her curiosity. Eyebrows peaked on her forehead, she examined him harder. “If you are starving, why are you not eating?” she questioned again, her fork full and paused before her mouth. 
“Elsbeth…” he said the crones name with such disappointment. He shook his head as he added, “She has sent you to me uneducated and so unrefined.” The crease on her forehead deepened as she frowned hard swallowing her food. “Yet so beautiful and wild.” His grin widened even more so.  
“Well, I’m sorry for not meeting your expectations, especially considering you didn’t know I was coming.” She snapped back placing her fork down on the table.  
“What makes you so sure I did not know you were on your way?” he challenged, shifting in his chair.
“Well...” She didn’t have a good answer really. How could he have known? “I suppose you're right.” She admitted coolly. “But that’s neither here nor there. I appreciate that you have allowed me into your home, even welcomed me, bathed, clothed and fed me, but this is not what I have come for.”
Brynn walked this path with blinders on. Looking forward always, and as tenacious as ever. She knew what she had come for and refused to leave without her wish being granted. After traveling so far and sacrificing so much, what else could he ask for that could be more than what she’d already lost? 
“Brynn, was it?” He sat forward leaning on the table eyeing her. “You wish for me to make you young and powerful, but what does this have to do with what kind of faire?” 
“A water Fae,” she corrected, sitting up straighter in her chair. “A selkie. He is to be mine, but I do not have to power to keep him,” she paused looking for the right words to describe what she needed to do with Lachlan. “I cannot keep him entertained for long.” 
He sighed and leaned back again. “Ah. A selkie, as beautiful as they are magical.” 
Brynn nodded eagerly. He gets it.  
“I will tell you once more, Brynn. This wish of yours... It comes with a heavy price you must pay for yourself, as well as a fee you must pay to me.” 
Brynn arched a brow as she shoveled another bite into her mouth. What could he possibly want? And how did the two things differ? “A price, a fee, whatever the difference between the two, I care not. I want what I want, sir.” 
“Very well. Eat as much as your belly can consume.” He stood from the table with grace and elegance. Brynn looked at every part of his body save his face for fear she may lose herself in its beauty once again. “I want the Selkie’s skin for my collection. That is my fee. If you agree, I will grant your... wish.” She watched him leave with not another word. No sound from his footsteps or creak from the floorboards beneath. 
She’d agree. 
What a small fee. Lachlan would not need his skin, ever again, if he was to be hers. Brynn shoveled the food into her mouth as quick as she could, wanting to find the Collector again and complete this transaction. She finished off the meal with the large glass of red wine he had so generously provided her. Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand she stood and smoothed her hands down her dress making herself presentable to approach him. Who knows what he will do to her, but it cannot be any worse a price than those she had already paid on her journey here? 
Chapter 8
She wandered the corridors looking for The Collector, whose name he had yet to share. Candelabras lit the long hallways, which were covered with lush carpet runners. The wall tapestries were more beautiful that any she could ever imagine, and the stone carvings of animals and monsters she didn’t know even existed caught and held her attention. 
It wasn’t until she caught a glimpse of him, from the corner of her eyes, through the window coverings that her heart sped up. He was in the courtyard, walking through what appeared to be a rose garden. It was difficult to see, considering she had nothing but moonlight and well-placed torches to offset the darkness, but the sight of him caught her breath. Of all the beautiful things in his home, the most beautiful was him. How could any man be so dashing? So very different than Lachlan, but yet, somehow, no less magical. 
After several twists and turns, Brynn finally managed her way outdoors. She set foot outside into the courtyard, and realized that the emerald green dress she wore echoed the topiaries and twisting vines that held flowers in full bloom. She’d been wrong; these were not roses. “I didn’t know that flowers could bloom during the night,” she whispered to herself.
“Very few can, and these are among the rarest,” he whispered back. 
Brynn nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of his voice. Her eyes wandered through the garden in search of him but found he had gone, vanished from her line of sight. Yet his voice as so clear in her head. 
“You’ve arrived at a most opportune time, Brynn. These are Queen of the Night. They bloom only once a year, only for a single night, before they wilt and die.” 
She reached down grabbing fistfuls of the gown and hiking it up further so she could run through the greenery in search of him. Seeing his movements from the corner of her eye in many different directions, she tried to follow until she came to the center of the courtyard. 
“It is believed by the people in its native land, that making a wish while the flower blooms, will come true... Perhaps you heard their call...” A grand fountain was before her: a stone Pegasus stood on its hind legs; wings spayed as if it was about to take flight. She marveled at the beauty of the marbled stone sculpture. “I hope you ate well, my darling Brynn, because I am still quite famished.” The collector whispered from behind her, and this time, he was close. Close enough to run his hands up both her arms as he spoke. 
She nodded, turning in his arms to face him. “I am ready to pay your price, sir.”  Brynn reached up to slide her arms around his neck before leaning up on her tiptoes and pressing her lips to his.
The Collector pulled away before she could slip her tongue past his lips, and she looked up confused by his smile. “That is not what my body hungers for, Child.” He spun her around hard, pinning her back to his hard chest. 
The arm around her midsection held her as well as steel chains. His other hand caressed her cheek and pushed her hair back, sweeping it all off to one side and over the other shoulder. She wondered what he was doing. Was he getting ready to break her neck? Suddenly, her heart hammered in her chest, and she felt the urge to flee, to run and put as much distance between them as possible. Instincts kicked in and she struggled against him. She tried to pull away She felt the rumble of his laugh against her back, but it was the laughter in her head that terrified her more than anything.
There is no use struggling, Child. I took hold of you the moment you took your first sip of wine at dinner.
His voice floated through her mind. With his words, he caressed parts of her body that he had never touched, nor even tried to, and she panicked more. Her body tensed and strained against his, but his arms squeezed around her, uncomfortably so, nearly painfully. 
“You found me, accepted my offer. You are mine now. Mind. Body and soul.” His voice grew deeper, somehow heavier, with every word before he sank his teeth into the bend of her neck. 
Brynn screamed. Panic. Fear. Pain.  
Truly, Child. You should be aware of all the details of an agreement before you accept it. The sound of his laughter echoed through her brain. I will drink from you until your life ceases to be. I will take from you until there is nothing left to take. His words echoed through her mind again and she could feel herself getting colder, her muscles, once tense in struggle, were now slack in his grip. The light cast down upon her from the moon began to dim. 
Somewhere from afar, she heard his voice again. “This is the price of your wish... Soon, you shall awaken from death as the dead, powerful and capable.”
His words... they were the last sounds she heard before the silence of darkness pulled her under.
Chapter 9
Brynn sat up straight, gasping for air, panicked and frantic. She looked around wildly, her body tight with hunger pains unlike anything she’d ever felt before. Her stomach, empty, felt like it was consuming itself. She wrapped her arms around her belly and looked around the room, trying to determine where she was. She had no recollection on how she had gotten there.
The flickering lights from the candles danced on the dark colored walls of a bedroom. 
“Ahh, she wakes.” The collector sat in a large chair in the corner of the room, yet even in darkness Brynn could see all his features, as clearly as ever. 
Doubling over in the bed, she grabbed her stomach tighter and groaned. She felt like she hadn’t eaten in weeks and her body was on the edge of death. All she could think about was her hunger. “How long have I been out...?” Considering her stomach pains, she must have been asleep for months. Or, at the very least, some weeks. Intent on not wasting any more time, she pulled the covers back to stand and noticed the darkened stains down the front of her dress. 
Blood. 
Dried blood. 
Her blood...? Or someone else's...?!
Memories of what had happened to her came flooding back—a tsunami of memories, hitting her brain and nearly knocking her over with the awareness of her very own death. “What have you done to me?” Brynn slid off the edge of the bed to stand. Internally scolding herself for her lack of care with regards to her clothing—and the many blood stains—she shrugged her disastrous appearance off and her focus returned to her hunger. She could think of nothing else than satiating her agonizing hunger. 
But the Collector didn’t follow her inner conflict. Instead, he replied to her question. “I’ve granted your wish, my dear.” He smiled and stood as if invisible strings pulled him from his seat. “You came to me, so demanding, with a wish to be youthful, powerful, and capable of attaining a water Fae.” As he stalked over to a large, ornate bookcase, she heard the echo of her words as he repeated them back to her. Brynn clung to the thick column of the bed post and felt sickened. “You... you tried to kill me.”
“Yet, here you stand,” he snapped. The Collector spun around to face the bookcase, and pushing it aside, he opened a hidden doorway to reveal a woman, older than herself, but still youthful in appearance. The small glow of candlelight gave her olive skin an almost golden glow. As if preparing herself for something, she twisted her long dark hair in her hands, wringing the soft, loose curls over one shoulder. “Isabella,” he called, and she looked over at him as if he were the only thing she could see, a smile gracing her face. “You will help Brynn tonight.” The smile faltered, but only for a moment. It returned dreamily as he caressed her face, and she nodded wordlessly. 
Each slow thump of Isabella’s heart thundered in Brynn’s ears. 
Brynn watched in shock as the Collector took Isabella’s hand and lead her over towards the bed. With each step closer, the knot in Brynn’s stomach grew tighter, the pain twisting every fiber of her being into tiny knots. 
“Sit,” he commanded and pushed Brynn to sit on the bed as Isabella settled beside her. He leaned closer to the other woman and swept the last stragglers of her hair away from her shoulder. 
Brynn couldn’t help but stare at the curve of the woman’s neck, and the throb of the vein that lay just beneath the soft, smooth flesh of her throat. She could hear the Collector’s voice, but it seemed to come from afar. It was barely audible against the sound of the blood flowing through the woman’s body. Her gaze remained where it was, on the vein.
“Do you feel that, Brynn? That twist in your gut?” 
[bookmark: _Int_z8cCiX4K]She didn’t reply. She couldn’t. Brynn gulped and let out a shaky breath as she stared at the barely visible flow of blood. Never before had she been able to see so much. Or hear it. The sound of a beating heart. The swish of her lifeblood as it flowed through her body. Oh, what a beautiful sound... A melody so sweet, not even the most cherished singers in the land could beat it. 
Her stomach twisted sharply, and she gasped in pain, then looked up to see the Collector’s eyes on her.
“That is the hunger.” He gripped Isabella’s hair and yanked her head back. 
The woman let out a gasp of... anticipation? At least that’s what it sounded like to Brynn.  
“That is your price,”  he whispered moments before he bit into the woman’s neck, his eyes locked on Brynn’s the entire time. 
A lifetime later, or perhaps mere seconds, the Collector pulled himself away and pushed the girl towards Brynn. Before she could stop herself, Brynn covered the wound with her own mouth, sucking at it frantically, lapping at the injury with her tongue as blood filled her mouth. The deliciously thick sweetness coated her tongue and slid down her throat, releasing the tension that build within her, almost immediately. Brynn wrapped her arms around the woman who whimpered softly in her ear. The sound brought forth a thrill of excitement. When the flow of blood slowed, Brynn sucked harder, desperate to quell the flames inside of her before they threatened to build again. 
“Enough,” the collector commanded, pulling Isabella out of Brynn’s grip, and away from her, as if the woman was nothing more than a toy to be taken from a misbehaving child. “You must learn to control the thirst. Do not allow it to consume you, or you will put us all at risk.”
“What do you mean?” Brynn asked, wiping her face with the back of her hand, her eyes still locked on the barely conscious woman who was laying just a foot away.
“You are dead, my dear,” he declared as if she should’ve known already. “Your days in the sunlight, walking amongst men, are through. You belong to me now.”
She stood abruptly from her place on the bed, the red curls bouncing around her as she shook her head aggressively. Brynn belonged to no one, especially not a man she had just met. She hadn’t come all this way just to meet the same fate she would have, had she stayed in her cabin with her father. 	Comment by Lena Lane: Where is Isabella? 	Comment by J B: Laying on the bed. Lol
The Collector laughed and relaxed himself on the bed, taking the place she’d just vacated. He reached up and grabbed the end of one of Brynn’s curls and twirled it as he spoke, “Oh, you do not understand. You were mine the moment you set foot inside my home. You just hadn’t realized it, yet.” He smiled and sighed, casually shrugging and moving back on the bed until he was leaning against the headboard. He cradled his head on his crossed arms as he continued, “Some may even argue that you were mine the moment you made the decision to come find me and set off on your journey.”
“I don’t understand. You have done something to me, I feel everything now.” She paced as she spoke. “I can see in this room clearly as I can on a well-lit day, I can hear your servants moving through this place as well as the slow, steady beating of her heart.” Brynn pointed to the woman on the bed. 
“You asked for a wish, and I have given you what you wanted.” The collector stood from the bed with great speed. “You wished for strength and capabilities, and I obliged. You wished to be young and youthful forever, and I have done just that.” 
Brynn could hear the irritation building in his voice, the tone taking on a hard edge, could see it in the narrowing of his gaze. Fear forced herself to back away from him until she hit the wall behind her.
“You will never age another day for as long as you live,” With a wave of his hand, he indicated her body, head to toe. “Your beauty, your body, you,” he stressed, “will be perfectly preserved, so long as you feed it well.”
His words hit her harder than she could have imagined, and although she could feel the first sting of tears behind her eyes, she stared at him, defiant and determined, as he continued his rant.  
“I have made you.” He looked at her critically, as if an artist inspecting a painting. And as he drew closer to her, he said, “I have given you new life, but I warn you,” he stalked closer to her, his finger in the air, “do not take me for a fool. What I have given you, I can take back just as easily.” His cold fingers caressed the side of her face as he came close to her, close enough that she could see dried bits of blood along his lips. “I am your maker; thus, we are bound together, forever.” The last word was whispered softly into her ear and sent a chill down her spine. He touched his forehead to hers. “You wanted to be free to catch your sea fairing Fae and you shall. But know this, you cannot escape me, no matter how far you run, I will find you, Daughter.”  
Brynn fumed as she watched him turn on his heel and walk out of the room, beckoning her to follow. She was not happy; she hadn’t wanted this—whatever this was. Was she really and truly dead, and if all his words held truth, then would Lachlan even want her now? 

Chapter 10
Six years. Brynn had spent six years with the Collector, adapting, hunting, learning. By the time she was ready to move on, she was well traveled and had learned how to fit in with high society. She had learned how to hone her new vampire powers to influence people and get everything she could possibly desire. Brynn was young, and the Collector had been speaking the truth when he said her body was frozen in time—frozen in her prime—and Brynn knew exactly how to use it to her advantage. She learned how to change her demeanor to suit the situation. From a fair lady, pure, young, and innocent, to a well versed and educated young woman. 
Brynn had spent a long time coming to terms with her hunger. Controlling it was difficult in the beginning, but she knew that if she did not complete all her training by the time Lachlan came back, he would be lost to her forever. Time had given her the tenacity she needed to continue. The Collector had given her opportunity and means to live just like she wanted. Just like she’d wished for. But it was time for her journey of discovery to come full circle. 
It was time for her to journey home.  
As much as she had changed in the time she’d been gone, nothing was different with the small cottage she’d lived in as a child. She could hear her father inside. She could smell the alcohol he’d been drinking. Just as her body had been frozen in time, so had this place. She scoffed. The sound would’ve been a laugh, had she been in a humorous mood.
[bookmark: _Hlk98333577]As soon as she opened the door, her father came to her with a raised fist, ready to strike her. It was not the welcome she had envisioned. But it was the one she should’ve expected. It took several seconds for recognition to light his face, and several more for him to lower his fist after he recognized her. “Where the hell have you been?”
“Hello, Father,” she stepped through the doorway and leaned her back against the rough wood until she heard the click of the door closing shut behind her. “How have you been?” She took a step into the home she’d grown up in and placed her travel bag on the floor. She could have gone anywhere, but she’d thought that, perhaps, she could reconnect with her only living relative.
 "Ho—how have I been?” he sputtered angrily. "You’ve been gone for five years, and you show up here like the Queen, and you wanna know how I’ve been?” He stalked away, arms swaying wildly. “Where the fuck have you been?" He paced back and forth like a trapped animal. With each step he took, the stench of alcohol and unwashed sweat filled her nostrils. He spun to her face her and yelled, ”You’ve cost me some money, girl. I had it all set up.”
Brynn watched him quietly, backing further away from him until her back pressed against the door. She’d been gone for six years, but he hadn’t bother to keep track. Did he even look for her? She could hear his heart beating wildly in his chest, no doubt fueled by anger, and hers grew to match. “Is that all you have to say to me?” she questioned softly. “Did you not worry about your daughter?” She could feel the sting of tears in her eyes but refused to let another fall for him.  
“Daughter?” He scoffed. “I never wanted no daughter. Never wanted no wife neither.” He gave her a disgusted sneer. “Your mother worked the docks and couldn’t care for no baby. That’s why she dropped you off and I got stuck with you.” 
“What?” She gasped. He never talked about her mother, ever. The only thing she ever got out of him was that she abandoned them. Is that why he was so mad? Does he think I abandoned him, too? “I came back,” she defended herself.
 “The only use you had was keeping the house, and even that, you didn’t do well. Head always in the clouds, but...” He paused and the side of his lip curled in a way that made her insides churn. “I’m gonna get my money out of you one, way or another.” He walked to the table and grabbed the bottle for another swig of liquor.
“You never loved me, did you?” she asked cautiously. 
He spun to face her, and his face twisted with anger as he stormed over to her. Glaring down at her, he leaned in close. “You’re a whore, just like your mother, and just like her, you’re going to work off your debt to me, on your back.” He grabbed her by the upper arm and ripped her away from the door before yanking it open. 
Brynn was suddenly consumed with rage. He was still going to sell her. This time, though, it wasn’t just to one man that would make her life miserable. Oh no. This time, he intended to sell her to a whorehouse, full of anyone and everyone who was willing to pay. Well, she had already played that game and it didn’t agree with her. 
Especially now. 
He yanked at her arm, attempting to drag her from their small home, but her body was unmoved. He growled and gave her a scathing look over his shoulder, the same look that would strike fear in her young heart. Now, it exposed him for the monster he truly was. Brynn reached over and grabbed the wrist of the large hand that was clasped over her forearm. She squeezed it until she heard the telltale crack, then watched his face fill with pain as he clutched his wrist to his chest, swearing.
“You never loved me,” she said softly. “You never loved anyone, did you?” It was a wasted question since she already knew the answer.
Not like me. I feel love every time I see Lachlan’s face in my dreams.  
“Who wants to love a whore?” he spat.
Before she realized it, she attacked him. She jumped on him like a reunited lover, her legs wrapping around his middle, her hands grabbing at his face. Only there was no love present. He fought to stay upright, punching at her wildly, but she only smiled and took the beating like she had done so many times as a child. But Brynn struck out at him, not with her hands, but with her fangs, clamping down on the vein at his throat, and riding him all the way to the ground when he fell. 
His blood spray in and around her mouth. The wound too large, too angry, it painted her pale skin, staining it as she drank frantically, almost as frantically as her very first time. As his lifeblood drained, his limbs fell away from her, his body went still below her. Finally, she pulled herself away from him. Standing and taking a step back. Ordinarily, she would have taken a small amount of pleasure in her work, but now, looking at the man who’d fathered her, all she felt was shame, sadness. 
Brynn wiped the tears that fell so freely from her eyes, unsure of when they had even started. She was covered in blood, blood from the only connection she had left to her humanity, to her bloodline, to her family. She wept openly for the man she had killed, for the childhood she wished she’d had, and for the future she could have created had things been different. 
She had accomplished what she had wished she could have done all her life. She had stood up for herself, stood up to him. But this is not how she had envisioned it ending. 
Overwhelmed, bombarded with her own emotions, she ran. 

Chapter 11
“Elsbeth!” Brynn called out for the crone in the middle of the night, banging frantically on her front door. “Please, Elsbeth, let me in!” she pleaded.
“Brynn?” A soft groggy voice called, and Brynn stood a bit straighter to see the crone peering at her through the cracked door. 
“Yes, yes, it’s me!” she cried.  “Please,” she begged, “I’ve done something awful.” Elsbeth opened the door wider and gasped at the sight of her. Brynn stood covered in blood, some of it already partially dry. Her hair was matted to her face in places, she knew, and her dress was covered in it. “Oh girl, what have you done?” Elsbeth questioned before ushering her into the small cottage. 
“Please, I—” she struggled, and tried again. “I didn’t mean to but he—he—” 
Elsbeth shushed Brynn calmly as she poured some water into a large bowl. “So, you’ve found him I see, the Collector.” She dipped a rag into the bowl and wrang it out as she spoke, then wiped at the blood on Brynn’s cheeks. 
“What?” Brynn pulled back to look at the old woman, frowning. “What does that matter? I’ve just ripped my father’s throat out!” she snapped, snatching the rag from the woman’s hand.
The crone sighed and took a seat across the table pulling her shawl over her shoulders tighter to fight the chill that was in the night air, a chill that Brynn could no longer feel. 
“You went home and killed your father.” She shrugged. “Tis not unheard of, for one such as yourself.” 
Brynn paused cleaning her face and glared at the older woman. “Why do you speak in riddles all the time?” She rinsed the rag and returned to scrubbing herself up as she continued, “What does that even mean?”
“It means that you have succeeded in your mission for greatness. The Collector has granted you an audience and gave you exactly what you wished for.” Another shrug. “This is the price you pay for it.” 
Irritated, Brynn tossed the rag back into the bowl of now dirty water, causing it to splash on the table. “Tis not what I asked for, it is not what I wanted.” She scowled. “I didn’t... I didn’t mean to kill him. Even if...” She couldn’t form a thought. Her emotions were colliding with one another, vying for attention.
“I warned you, Brynn. I told you the price would be steep.” She nodded and stood, collecting the bowl and rag. Walking across the room, she dumped the contents outside as she continued, “You are not the same girl you were when I last saw you. That girl is dead. Did you think that was the only cost?” She turned to lean against the small counter and scoffed at Brynn, shaking her head. “You will carry the burden of what you are for all eternity.” 
“No.” Brynn stood and moved across the room, faster than even the old crone expected. She grabbed the woman’s hands and clasped them within her own pleading. “Please, Elsbeth, please fix this. Fix me! Change me back to who I once was!”
“Oh, child, I wish I could, but even I don’t have the power to resurrect the dead.” She shook her head, and in her eyes, Brynn saw sadness. “With the dawn, your body dies. This thing you’ve become... You are meant to walk in darkness, to live in shadows.”
“I didn’t want this!” she yelled, gripping the witch’s hands tighter. “I just wanted him. I just wanted to be enough for him to stay.”
Elsbeth yanked her hands free and laughed. “You silly, little girl. Still after that water Fae, are ye?” She laughed again. “Even if you managed to catch him, it doesn’t mean you’ll have him in the way you want.” With yet another shake of her head, she said, “You can hold a Selkie hostage, but you will never get their heart.” 
Angry and stunned by her words, Brynn became acutely aware of the rhythmic beating of Elsbeth’s heart. The soft melodic beating in her chest sang to her like a lullaby. How her puffs of breath, echoed each beat, steady and musical. “I’ll never have his heart?” she repeated back coolly.
“Never.” replied the old woman.
“Then... I will just have to settle for yours.”
Brynn caught the sudden realization of her words paint onto Elsbeth’s face. She could hear the beating of her heart accelerate, but for only a moment, before she plunged her hand into the crone’s chest and wrapped her small hand around the witch’s heart. Elsbeth gasped wordlessly, taken by pure shock. Brynn savored the warmth, the frantic throb of the organ in the palm of her hand before she yanked it from the woman’s chest. 
Elsbeth collapsed. She crumbled to the floor, eyes lifeless and empty. Brynn sucked the heart in her hand as she peered down at the old woman. She looked just the same as she had on that last day she saw her, years before. Brynn used to think the old witch immortal. Clearly, she’d been wrong. 
“You are mistaken, Elsbeth.” Brynn spoke to the body as if it could hear or understand the words. “I will have him. He will be mine. And in time, he will love me, because there will be no one else.”  
Epilogue 
Brynn sat by the window and looked over the garden that Elsbeth had tended to so carefully every day. It still thrived, feeding on her corpse. Brynn had been kind enough to bury the witch’s body there the night that she’d taken the old witch’s heart. It brought joy to Brynn’s cold, dead heart, that the garden would thrive. And would continue to thrive with every additional corpse that she would bury as she waited for Lachlan to make good on his promise.  
As the months passed, Brynn, in her loneliness, had many conversations with her friend in the garden. She finally admitted to the old crone that she’d been right. She had gotten everything she’d wished for, but her entire world was changed because of it. She wasn’t that same impetuous child she had been at the start of her journey. She was determined, relentless and would never stop until she got what she wanted: Lachlan, the male selkie who’d stolen her heart the moment he smiled at her.  He would resist, but in time, she would have him.
One way or another. 


