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      “Stop!” Todd yelled over the loud shrieks of wind. Unsure if his voice could be heard over the winter storm, he stalked to the front and waved his hands in the air to get his teammate’s attention. A large black box hung from a red canvas strap around his neck. Once he noticed the eyes of his partner looking at him, he whipped his gaze back down to the monitor. The view from his goggles was questionable at best. With both hands, he grabbed the screen and lifted it up closer to his face for a better view.

      Hugh paused from dragging the heavy ground penetrating radar equipment behind him. A cloth bag stuffed with orange flags bounced on his right hip at the sudden stop. He reached in to pull one out, but they were tangled, causing him to curse under his breath. He looked to his right at the dozens of flags already waiting for further investigation and shook his head before returning his focus to the mess.

      “Is this a good one?” Hugh bellowed out. His strong voice sounded clear even through the layers of scarves covering his mouth.

      Todd chuckled at the man who struggled with the sack at his side and recognized some words his father used when changing a tire.

      The ancient ruins of massive stone steps leading to an abandoned city of giants loomed to the left of Todd. A shutter slipped down his spine when he thought of how large the people had to have been to live here. Standing at six foot two inches it took four strides before he reached the next step. Making him feel small was a large feat, but everything about this place had done so. The frigid temperature dropped quickly, and the blowing snow caused dangerous drifts. They would need to head back to the tent soon for a cup of Joe and dry clothes.

      He nodded his head before returning his eyes to the monitor. Todd took a few steps in the direction of the ground equipment. His boots crunched in the snow and googles were fogged under his heavy breathing, hiding the view of his eyes.

      “You don’t understand. There’s a huge cavern under our feet and with the data coming back, something enormous is down there.” Leaning forward, he shoved the screen in Hugh’s face.

      “Did we finally find giant bones?” Hugh asked. Despite his salt and peppered beard being frozen, a smile crossed his mouth – a painful one judging by his wince.

      Todd shook his head and pulled the black box back with his thickly-gloved hands. “Whatever is under there looks to be alive. We should head back to base camp to share the data and get better equipment to really look into this.”

      “…and to warm up, you mean,” his partner added.

      Eight yellow flags were stuck in the ground near the radar before the two retreated in the blizzard-like conditions back to the orange tent.

      The heat from the wood stove hit them in the face upon entering the canvas shelter. Jeffery sat in a folding chair on the left, fiddling with their communication signal. He didn’t look up at the two frozen men returning from the cold but pulled a wool blanket closer around his shoulders at the sudden introduction of cold air.

      “We got something,” Todd called out, his voice cracking with excitement. He hurried to Jeffery’s side, connecting the black box to a computer.

      “Yeah,” Hugh scoffed as he parked the sled at the front near the flaps. “Brainiac here thinks there’s a living giant hiding in a cave underground.” As he removed layers of clothing, he laughed at the thought.

      “I never said that.” Todd rolled his eyes then refocused his attention to the computer. With a couple keystrokes, radar images were flashing on the monitor. He pulled the other folding chair over from the eating table and tossed his wet coat and gloves to the ground next to him.

      Leaning over the table, Jeffery looked at the pictures he pointed at. “He gets grumpy when he’s cold. Don’t pay him any attention. What did you find?”

      “He’s not all wrong. I do think there is something alive under there,” Todd whispered. “Look at these images. They are taken of the same spot, but do you see the bump changes to different areas.” The winter hat and googles on his head were removed and thick black-framed glasses replaced them on his face. With his elbow resting on the table, he covered his mouth with his hand and squinted at the pictures like he always did when he was deep in thought.

      “So, you don’t think it’s a giant?” Jeffery teased. They both turned to see Hugh sitting on his bed near the stove. Several blankets wrapped around him.

      With a chuckle, Todd cocked his head. “As much as I would love it to be, no, it’s not a giant.”

      The thunderous sound of the wind filled the shelter again as the flaps were opened once more. A tall figure walked in, securing the entrance shut behind him. He shook the snow off of his clothing before unzipping his coat.

      “Lord help me! Whose idea was it to come here in the middle of a storm? I don’t care what God answers my prayers at this point, but I need to get back to civilization where I don’t have to don such heaviness just to travel in a snow storm to another tent to use the facilities.” Bill hung his coat up to dry on the hook above the ground radar equipment. Even though the tent was large, fitting four men and all their equipment inside left little room for comfort.

      “Bill, come look at what Todd found.” Jeffery motioned with his hand.

      “Right, because Todd pulled the heavy ass sled and monitored the readings all by himself,” Hugh grumbled as he took off his thick socks to exchange them for dry ones.

      Todd shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. “WE found a large cavern just right of the steps to the city. There could be something down there alive or otherwise, according to the radar pictures. We need a game plan on how to approach this.”

      “Our equipment options are limited,” Bill replied. “I say we go in blasting!” With his hand on the small white table, he slouched closer to the computer monitor, peering over the evidence.

      “Wow, wow, wow,” Hugh said, finally on his feet and joining the other men. “We’ve been sanctioned to take pictures of the city and recover any artifacts we can find outside the grounds to support our claim that giants used to live among humans.” Water dripped from his beard onto the floor. “We got the pictures of the Eye of Haded. Are you all willing to risk destroying history for curiosity?”

      “We have permission to excavate outside the city. This is outside the city. Obviously, we’ll be careful. But what if this is it? The proof we’ve been searching for.” Todd paused to look Hugh in the eye. “Are you willing to risk walking away from our life dream? We have the proof there is a cave with something in it.” His fingers taped the screen. “We are very justified to see what it is.”

      “I agree,” Hugh argued back. “But we need to do this the right way AND with the right equipment. If you go in there blasting, you could ruin the very evidence we’ve been searching for. I say we call for the plane to pick us up, schedule for an excavator to be delivered by a boat here, and return when the weather permits.”

      “What you’re talking about could take decades to accomplish. We are here now. What if there is a giant living in a cave below ground? I’m not saying there is, but what if? He might not be here when we come back.” Wrinkles appeared on Todd’s forehead. “If we find something or someone, you bet your ass I’m telling them you tried to talk us out of investigating. You know, the whole reason why we are here.”

      Hugh opened his mouth to respond, but quickly closed it before uttering a word. A look of anger and disappointment crossed his face. He returned to his seat on the bed near the heat of the wood stove.

      The next morning Todd, Jeffery, and Bill returned to the site. It was a group decision to leave Hugh at base camp to keep the fires going. The wind blew so aggressively the night before, several of the flags were buried under snow drifts. But not the drift that counted. As Todd took a few steps to retrieve the marker, his boots sloshed in mud under the snow. It was odd, he thought, since the rest of the ground seemed frozen solid. It must be because of the cave below. Possibly a hot spring? With a shovel, he made quick work of removing the snow so Bill could set up the small explosion.

      Another snow storm moved in as they worked, but the team was determined to see this through. Within a half an hour, they were huddled together about a hundred feet from the area, ready to set off the blast.

      “Three, two, one,” Bill counted before pushing the button.

      A loud boom reverberated through the air and large chunks of dirt and debris erupted out of the now small hole. The ground trembled, knocking all three men from their feet.

      “Is everyone alright?” Todd asked as he scrambled back up. He reached out his hand to Jeffery, offering him assistance from the ground.

      The blustery wind had stopped blowing and the air around the men warmed dramatically. Todd thought about removing a layer of clothing to cool his now sweating body. Rock cracked underneath them, shaking the ground once more. But this time, they all remained standing with their knees bent. The men rushed to the new hole they created, peering down. Snow turned to wet slosh under foot. The blast went down far enough to the large cavern full of steaming water. As the snow melted, a rush of water could be heard pouring into the gap. A large scaly tail whipped across the small opening and the ground rocked again.

      “What’s happening?” Jefferey asked. His eyebrows furrowed. “And what the hell was that?”

      The sky above darkened to a deep shade of gray. Thunder boomed so loudly the group covered their ears. Todd pushed his body closer to the other two men only to realize his body trembled. A blue flash of lightning struck the earth at the top of the giant steps. He jumped back in surprise.

      Jeffery ran in the direction of the tent. “Run,” he called over his shoulder. Another set of footsteps sinking into the fresh mud sounded in Todd’s ear.

      His mind screamed for him to run, to escape, but his feet were frozen in place.

      More lightning rained down from the heavens. With every flash, it fell closer and closer to the ground. If his body wasn’t in such a panic, Todd realized he would have been impressed with the display. Shielding his eyes from the brightness, he dared himself to look at the source. Afterall, if he was too cowardly to run for his life, he could at least face his doom head on.

      A giant of a man landed at the top of the city stairs, bending at the knee to brace himself for the impact. He stood at least ten-foot-tall and had strong shoulders. With a curly, reddish-brown beard, the matching hair on his head was braided and secured to the back of his head in a bun. A mighty golden crown sat atop his head with bull horns protruding from it.

      Todd gasped at the man’s presence. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his companions had rejoined him. Despite hearing a click of a camera, he couldn’t tear his gaze away from the raw power before him.

      “It’s a… It’s a…,” is all Todd could manage to say.

      “Giant,” Jeffery finished for him.

      The colossal man stood up straight, dragging a monstrous club up in his right hand. He peered down at them with ice-blue eyes. Anger on his face. The sky behind him returned to daylight.

      “Who dare remove the God Stone from its resting place?” His deep voice projected with authority.

      “Do you mean the Eye of Hedad? We haven’t disturbed any of the relics here,” Bill responded with a shaky voice. “I wonder if the blast knocked it from the altar,” he said more to himself than to anyone else. His head turned to the side as if in thought.

      “Who are you?” Jeffery’s voice sounded less confident then his companion’s.

      The giant let loose a thunderous laugh. “Humans, with your overly simple naming conventions. Have you forgotten this place and the lessons it taught?” Slinging the club over his shoulder, he took the steps down to where the three men stood. “I am Hedad, son of El and brother to Yamm.”

      “Hedad,” Bill whispered low enough the giant couldn’t hear. “The Mesopotamian god of rain?”

      “…and thunderstorms. And don’t forget my title of Rider of the Clouds.”

      The earth quaked again underneath them as the god approached the hole. Todd crouched to his knees to keep his balance. The sound of the rushing water from the melting snow drowned out his heartbeat pounding in his ears.

      “You’ve woken the beast. I must hurry to replace this Eye of Hedad to keep him frozen in the cave.” The urgency in the god’s voice had the three men looking at each other in confusion. When Todd’s gaze fell back to the giant, he was already sprinting toward the center of the city.

      The ground underneath vibrated again as if a big hammer struck against the earth underfoot.

      “Run,” Todd heard shouted again, but this time his feet weren’t rooted in place. All three men stumbled as they attempted to make their way quickly to the voice.

      Hugh stood about fifty feet away. He motioned with his arms to follow.

      A deafening cracking sound caused Todd to turn and glance at the hole again during his flight. He toppled to his side in the mud as the opening they had created exploded. His arm covered his head and he pushed his face toward the ground to protect himself from any flying debris.

      A fierce roar rumbled behind him and he didn’t need to look to know what was there.

      “What is that? What the hell is that?” Jeffery said scrambling in the mud toward him.

      A cold wind blew across the field, but heat from the creature could be felt. Todd closed his eyes when he realized what that meant. Ice replaced the melted snow as the temperature fell quickly again. He realized the God Stone must have been replaced from the sudden change of weather.

      “Haven’t you studied tales of the ancient gods? If the giant is truly Hedad, then the beast is…”

      Todd turned his head back in the direction of the noise. The sea snake’s neck protruded from the now massive hole. With a head of a dragon, fleshy tentacles moved in waves from its huge snout. Iridescent green scales covered its body and sharp dark fins graced it’s head like a crown. But the eyes held such anger, he could not break the connection.

      “Leviathan,” Todd managed to finish before spewing his breakfast to the ground next to him.

      “Run!” Hugh called from behind them.

      When Todd looked back up at the monster, its mouth opened and the light of fire grew in the back of its throat. Scrambling to his feet, the new sheets of ice made it impossible to find his footing. Jeffery grabbed his arm, pushing him back to the ground and climbed over.

      A scream bellowed out from the bottom of his stomach. The creature’s eyes were still locked on him and Leviathan sucked in air to release its deathly breath.

      With a thud, Hedad’s club pounded down on its head. Todd released his breath and his tight muscles relaxed.

      Leviathan rammed the top of his head into his stomach, knocking the god out of striking distance. An unnatural hiss sounded before the sea snake launched its body from the hole. Chunks of frozen tundra blasted in all directions.

      The body of the creature was massive and the colored scales reflected the sunlight.  A gasp released from behind Todd. Turning, he realized Hugh had made his way to them.

      “Where’s Bill?” Hugh yelled as he pulled on Todd’s arm. The winter winds blew fierce, making it hard to hear. “We have to get out of here.”

      “No way! I’m not about to miss this. Do you understand this fight is a thing of legends?” Jeffery lifted his hand to the Leviathan. “Never in a thousand years did I ever expect to be witnessing this!”

      “It’s not worth it if you’re dead,” Hugh said in a sarcastic tone. “I’m just suggesting we move out of the battlefield.”

      Hedad’s arms wrapped around the snake’s neck. The beast flung its snout to strike the god off-balance. But he squeezed tighter. As Leviathan coiled the muscles in its body, he launched himself into the air, sweeping the giant off his feet. Swinging his leg, Hedad tried to get behind the sea snake’s head, much like a jockey on a horse. The creature thrashed about, finally beating the side of its head down on top of the giant.

      “Help,” a faint voice called from the other side of the fight. Todd was on his feet now, but raised his head to the sound. Bill waved his arms in the air at them. A large snake shadow loomed over him.

      “Watch out!” Hugh yelled. Todd quickly covered his mouth.

      The three men watched Bill run toward him. A lump stuck in Todd’s throat when he knew he wouldn’t make it.

      “Guys! I’m over here,” Bill screamed. His eyes remained focused on them and not the danger that slithered closer to him.

      Hugh shrugged him off. “What are you doing? Bill is in trouble. We have to…”

      “You idiot,” Todd said pulling his hand away. “Haven’t you notice Leviathan is only reacting to sound. Stay quiet or we all will be…”

      The sound of deathly screams came from Bill as his skin melted upon contact from the fire breath the monster let loose.

      Todd covered his mouth when the smell reached them. He heard both men next to him spew the contents of the stomach onto the snow and ice. But they remained quiet, forcing their reactions down deep. A scorch mark remained on the ground.

      Bill continued to advance in their direction although much slower now he was in flames. He eventually crashed to the ground. Tears fell from Todd’s eyes at the thought of being so helpless.

      The god of thunderstorms slid into the snow, covering Bill’ body and dousing the flames. Holding up his club, he intercepted Leviathan’s mouth as it came down where the charred body lay. He pushed the beast back. As he swung his weapon, Todd noticed blue blood soaked the right side of the god’s gray tunic. Hedad’s blow landed on the top corner of the creature’s head. It screeched its reaction.

      A muffled cough came from Bill and Todd dropped his jaw when he realized his friend was still alive. He had never been a hero, but instincts launched him forward.

      “Where are you going?” Jeffery asked, grabbing the sleeve of his coat.

      “I don’t know. But from the looks of this, we are all going to die here. I can’t just stand here and do nothing. Bill’s still alive.” Todd pulled himself out of the man’s grasp. He ran to the hole.

      Leviathan and Hedad exchanged blow after blow, but the god was slowing in his movements. His blood pooled next to him. The snake had his tail wrapped around the giant, its fangs exposed to rip into his flesh. Todd looked down, the opening was getting smaller by the minute. He doubted the snake would be able to fit back in at this point.

      “Hey, rattlesnake,” Todd called out. A large piece of the ice launched from his hand and hit the monster in the side of the head. “It looks like your mother was a garden snake.”

      The sea creature jolted its attention in Todd’s direction, abandoning the out of breath god as it slithered away.

      “I’ve eaten rattlesnake before,” a voice called from beside him. More chunks of ice flew towards the beast. Todd turned to see Hugh standing beside him. “I wonder if it were your sister.”

      “There’s no way we were going to let you have all the fun,” Jeffery announced as he threw a chunk of earth. “If they are writing stories about this, we want to be included.” He flashed a smile at Todd before returning his gaze to the advancing enemy.

      A blue firework display flashed from behind Leviathan. The three men yelled as loudly as possible and continued to throw anything they could to keep his attention. The reptile stopped at the edge of the hole, rearing its head back to strike. A streak of blue landed down on the snake as it toppled into the opening. Flashes of lightning bolts continued to push the beast down.

      The three men scrambled back since the hole grew to accommodate the size of Leviathan and Hedad. The god punched with blue electricity as they fell deeper into the cave. Todd leaned over the pit and locked eyes with the thunderstorm god.

      “Let it be told that Hedad defeated Leviathan once more to save mankind.” The giant wrapped the snout of the snake in his arm then lifted his club to the sky. With a victory cry, lightning struck the ground around the hole, filling it in with earth and ice. The shouts from the god could no longer be heard.

      “No!” Todd shuffled forward, plopping on his knees. Snow flew from his hands as he dug.

      The harsh wind stopped blowing and he turned his gaze from the small hole he dug to the giant of a woman floating down from the heavens. The dark-haired beauty’s skin shimmered and complimented her flowing cream-colored dress that flowed around her like clouds. A crown of golden wheat sat perfectly on her wavy locks. In her hand she carried a scimitar embellished with a lion’s head.

      “Where is Hedad?” Her musical voice sang out as her bare feet landed softly in the snow. She took a step toward Todd and looked down at him. “I heard his call come from here.”

      Todd looked around for his companions, but they were hunched over Bill, staring at the lovely goddess.

      “He’s… he’s…” Todd stuttered. His gaze fell back to the hole he had dug. “Hedad has defeated the Leviathan once more to save mankind. He’s trapped,” he finished. It’s not the words he wanted to say, but the only thing he could think of in the moment. Gloved hands moved vigorously in the snow, battling the ice to get through. His guilt for demanding they investigate this cave stung his heart and cold tears dripped from his eyes.

      She inhaled a shaky breath. “The Leviathan… Did you remove the God Stone from the temple? It was put in place to keep the beast trapped here.” Her soft lovely face was replaced with a look of concern as she bent down and gently picked up Todd in her hand. Setting him down by the other men, she let out a loud whistle.

      “We did not touch the Eye of Hedad, if that’s what you mean. But we fear the blast of our explosives might have knocked it from its resting place. Hedad replaced it.” Todd scooted closer to where Bill laid, his breathing labored and difficult.

      Out of the blowing snow appeared a ginormous lioness wearing an elaborate jeweled and gold headdress. She bowed to the goddess and the woman nodded in return.

      With a strike from her scimitar to the icy ground, it shook. Large cracks ripped through the sealed hole again. Walking over to the lioness, the giant goddess mounted and wrapped her arms around the cat’s neck.

      “Kranya, are you ready?” She leaned into her mount’s muscled body. In a flash, they leaped into the opening.

      Loud booms and yelling could be heard coming from where they entered. Todd tried to find the courage to approach the opening. But he used up all his courage when he faced the sea creature.

      Several moments passed before the familiar blue lightning shot out of the cave and into the sky. Groans came from his injured friend, but Todd refused to look at him. He could not stomach the suffering Bill endured and the smell of burnt flesh, so he focused his full attention on the fight.

      The god and goddess exited the ground. Hedad floated in lightning and the woman was mounted on the back of the lioness. With a point of his club, blue electricity erupted around the hole again, closing it for good.

      Hedad ran to the woman who had just finished dismounting. Kranya, the giant lioness faded into the blizzard once more. The two large gods embraced and nuzzled noses before turning their attention back to Todd and his friends.

      With large strides, they arrived at the men in just a few steps. The goddess leaned down and planted a kiss on Todd’s head.

      “Thank you,” she whispered to him.

      “You are Shala, goddess of fertility?” Todd blushed as the words came out.

      “I am Shala, goddess of fertility and crops, consort to Hedad, Ba’al of the Heavens.” She wrapped her arms around her husband’s. “You have shown bravery, human. The gods shall reward you.”

      “I was there too,” Jeffery raised his hand. “I faced the Leviathan.”

      “…me too,” Hugh added.

      Shala let out a laugh before smiling down at the men. “And so you were. Now tell me, gentlemen. What wishes can I grant you?”

      Todd tuned out the conversation as he thought about what to ask for. Occasionally hearing mentions of a castle in Ireland, a house full of gold, and a lordship to a foreign land. When he was ready, he turned to the goddess who nodded her understanding at his friends.

      “I have two wishes,” he called out to her, “if that is not too much to ask for.” She looked him up and down, before closing her eyes slightly and bowing her head.

      “I will hear your two wishes,” she responded.

      “My first wish is to heal Bill.” His gaze turned to the blackened body of his friend for the first time. He choked on the sob that finally released from his throat. Todd fell to his knees next to his suffering friend.

      “A very noble and selfless wish,” Shala replied. “Unfortunately, I do not possess the gifts over life or death. And if I granted this wish, other gods would be angered, and the world’s balance would be interrupted. What is your other wish?”

      Todd leaned his head down in defeat and closed his eyes to the blinding shine from sun on the ice. What was the point of wishes granted by the gods if they couldn’t heal someone? He paused for a moment, wondering if he should even bother asking for his much bigger wish.

      “Well,” Shala asked a little impatiently, interrupting his thoughts.

      “I wish for this place to be hidden from humans so this never happens again.” Tears streaked down his face and he wiped his sniffling nose on his coat sleeve before looking up into her perfect face.

      She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “Thou must stop disturbing the resting places of the gods on earth if you want to win favors such as what you ask. The giant bones you seek belong to gods, not mortals and were used as a place of worship, but humans have long forgotten us.” With a nod, she removed the lion pendant with red ruby eyes from around her neck. She smiled at him as she placed it on his shoulders.

      Todd’s vision faded before everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      “Todd! Todd! Wake up. You’re going to be late for the shot.”

      He opened his eyes to find Bill standing above him. Sweat poured down his face as he jolted up. Still clutching the blankets in his hand, Todd let loose a scream. Bill returned his scream and jumped back.

      “What the hell is going on in here?” Hugh said, entering the room. He had his golden graying hair tucked behind his green ball cap.

      “But. But…you’re dead,” Todd stammered out while running his hand over his shaved head. He reached for his glasses on the side table, sliding the black frames on. With a head tilt, he looked out of the bottom of his lenses to ensure he was indeed looking at Bill and not his brother Jim. The two looked exactly alike, except Bill kept his hair long.

      “I’m not dead,” Bill protested. “Now get up. The film crew already left to go to the cave. They wanted to film a few promo shots before we arrive.”

      “Where are we?” Todd asked.

      “Did you bump your head or something? We’re in Goshen, Massachusetts to film at the mystery tunnels.” Todd’s blank stare encouraged him to go on. “To film an episode of The Search of Lost Giants…”

      “No! We shouldn’t be hunting for giant bones. Those are sacred and need to remain untouched.” Todd swung his legs over the bed as if he were going to bolt.

      “Calm down,” Bill said. He pushed his hand on his friend’s chest, preventing him for getting out of bed. “What the hell has gotten into you?”

      They stared at each other for a few long moments.

      “Must have just been a bad dream then. Let me get changed, then we can leave.” Todd nodded his head to the door to indicate he wanted privacy. The two men left.

      He sat on the edge of the bed, cursing himself a fool for the way he acted in front of the guys. How did he let a vivid dream like that get to him? He knew the teasing would start before they got into the SUV to head to the cave.

      Throwing the blanket onto the bed, a clanking sound pulled his gaze to the floor. He reached down and picked up the golden lion necklace with ruby eyes hanging from a long chain. A chain long enough to fit a giant.

      Shala had granted both of his wishes. Todd smiled to himself as he put the pendant into his pocket.

      No giant bones were found that day, or any day after.
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      I’ve never been claustrophobic, never feared tight spaces, or the depths of the ocean. In fact, I’ve often welcomed the isolation from the world that it brings. At least I used to, until I lost Elena.

      This damn war has been hell for everybody, not just the soldiers.

      After I was conscripted, Elena stayed on our farm just north of Bryansk. She carried our first child, the child we had conceived weeks before, when those damn Germans had arrived.

      I only found out what happened when a neighbour’s letter arrived to tell me that our house was hit by a stray shell from an advancing Panzer. Elena, the child, and everything we owned, was gone.

      Since then, my life has taken many turns, all which have led me to being stranded at the bottom of the ocean in a ticking time bomb; a floating coffin for me and dozens of my comrades.

      “Dmitry?”

      The cry snapped me from my thoughts. I looked towards the voice. Captain Mokhov stared back with a mix of anger and fear in his eyes.

      “Well?” he prompted.

      I gaped at him. I had no idea what his command was. He bristled a little.

      “The radio? Do we have a signal?”

      Finally, it clicked. I turned back to the radio and put on my headphones. I twisted the frequency dial and raised the volume. I stopped it on the agreed emergency frequency and spoke into my mouthpiece.

      “Capricorn, this is Pisces. Do you read me?”

      I waited.

      “Aquarius, this is Pisces. Emergency assistance required. Please come in.”

      Nothing but static greeted me.

      I scanned across the entire range, listening intently for any radio communications. I heard nothing but static. I searched again, more slowly.

      Then I heard something. Stopping the dial, I strained to hear, concentrating only on the sound from outside. There it was. Faint singing. As I reached for the gain control, it stopped, but then it was replaced by howling static.

      It was nothing. I must have been mistaken.

      As I hit the end of the dial again, my shoulders slumped. I turned towards the captain.

      “Well?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      “I thought there was something. Maybe I was just hoping.”

      I peered across, to the depth gauge. It pointed to the number fifty.

      The radio should work at this depth.

      I thought for a moment longer, then I leaned across and tapped the gauge. The needle moved to the three hundred mark.

      Stupid dial! And stupid me! I’m a stupid fool for putting faith in it.

      I turned back to the captain.

      “I’m sorry, Captain. We have sunk down too far for the radio to penetrate the water. It will only work at about fifty feet. We are six times deeper than that.”

      “Damn,” he said then turned towards Mikhail, “Sonar?”

      Mikhail shook his head.

      “I’m getting nothing, sir. I think the transmitter was damaged in the attack.”

      “Can you fix it?”

      “I don’t think so, sir.”

      The captain’s mood grew darker and his eyes narrowed.

      Mikhail piped up again and said, “But I can check the connections in the forward torpedo room, sir.”

      The captain frowned and fired off, “Well, what are you waiting for? Get going!”

      Mikhail dropped his headphones and bolted from the control room. We all watched as the connecting door slammed shut. I watched Mikhail’s face through the view port as he spun the locking wheel. He looked as terrified as any of us. I was unsure if it was because of the captain or the certainty of our death.

      An hour ago, we were heading home after a successful campaign, but now…
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        * * *

      

      I was assigned to Shch-317, a Shchuka class submarine, two years ago. We’d patrolled the Baltic for the best part of that time but hadn’t really seen any action until the summer of this year. Mother Russia had started the Baltic Sea campaign to deny the German dogs by attacking the freighters supplying them with materiel for their war effort.

      There had originally been twelve Shchuka class boats. Each given a code name inspired by the Zodiac. Ours was Pisces. We were the fish amongst the fish.

      Over the last two years, however, nine of the other boats had been sunk.

      Our latest mission had been part of a patrol of the remaining three submarines. Shch-313, the Capricorn, and Shch-310, the Aquarius, and ourselves had been watching the shipping lanes off the coast of Gdansk for the last month. We had taken out three ships and were heading home for a well-deserved rest and celebration when a U-boat found us.

      Protocol deemed that we should split up and rendezvous farther North. Capricorn and Aquarius dived and managed to escape quickly. At least that’s what we think. The U-boat locked onto our wake and followed.

      The first torpedo drove us towards the coast of Estonia and forced us into an emergency dive. The second torpedo exploded near the stern. Our engines died and with them our hopes. The captain called for our emergency oil slick to be deployed with the hope that the U-boat and any surface ships would think we’d been scuttled, so they’d turn away.

      It almost worked. No more torpedoes came at us but we heard a few explosions through the hull. Depth charges. One went off just above us. We still didn’t know what damage it caused but it shook us up pretty well.

      We sank to the bottom without any further incident, but the damage was done. No engines and a decreasing supply of battery power.

      It was looking more and more likely that our code name would be forever linked with our fate. We were going to die at the bottom of the sea amongst the fish.
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        * * *

      

      The boat creaked and groaned in the silence. A bead of sweat rolled down the captain’s temple as he stood, thinking about the next course of action. He turned, pulled up the periscope and peered into it. We all knew there was nothing. He’d tried it twice already. The periscope was broken, possibly damaged by the depth charge. After a moment, the captain’s shoulders slumped; he pulled away from the eyepiece, flicked up the handles, and pushed the periscope back down.

      A stern voice broke through from the corner of the control room. “What is your plan, Nikolay?”

      I looked across the space to Captain Second Class Yegorov, the division commander who had hitched a ride with us back to Russia. He did not look impressed.

      Captain Mokhov turned to face his commanding officer. “Sir, I suggest we remain silent for another few hours to ensure that any patrol boats in the area have left,” the captain replied.

      “And then?”

      The captain mumbled under his breath, “I don’t know.”

      “What was that?” Yegorov inquired.

      The captain turned and snapped at his commander, “I do not know. What would you have me do?”

      Yegorov tilted his head, a smarmy look on his face, “This is not my boat, Captain. It is not my purpose to tell you how to command her. Though, if I were in charge, I do not think we would be in this situation. I certainly wouldn’t have turned tail and run away from the German scum.”

      “The fleet has already lost many good men and boats to German U-boats. Our standing orders are to never engage them. I was following those orders.”

      “Sometimes the true character of a captain is not in how he follows orders but how he adapts to the circumstances. I would say your strategy has not worked.”

      Captain Mokhov dropped his head and turned away, he gently put his forehead against the stainless steel of the periscope column.

      A flash of brilliance came to my mind. I raised my hand. “Captain?”

      Mokhov remained unmoved.

      “Captain?” I repeated.

      His head slowly turned towards me. “What is it Seaman?”

      “We could try the emergency radio buoy.”

      “The what?”

      “The emergency buoy. It’s a small floating buoy that can be released and will float to the surface, taking a radio antenna with it.”

      The captain looked stunned, his voice was laced with anger but he controlled himself.

      “Why did you not mention this earlier?”

      “The buoy line is only two hundred feet. I didn’t think it would be of any use, but in this situation, I don’t think we have anything to lose.”

      “Well get to it then.”

      I stood, rushed over to the conning tower ladder, and started to climb. The captain watched me intently then moved to the bottom of the ladder and followed.

      Second Officer Petrov piped up, “Captain?”

      Mokhov looked back and said, “It’s okay, Vitali, I want to see if the short periscope upstairs is operational. It won’t show much, but it may tell us how badly we are damaged.” He turned and looked at Yegorov for a moment then said, “Vitali, you are in charge while I’m upstairs.”

      I had made it to the top of the ladder and opened the hatch. Climbing into the cramped room, I spun to help the captain. He climbed in, quickly shut the hatch, then turned to me.

      “Thank you, Dmitry, I just needed somewhere quietly think.”

      I nodded then got on with the task at hand. I opened a small hatch on the port side of the room and found the buoy release lever. It seemed intact, so there was hope it would deploy. I grabbed the lever with my right hand, ready to pull it when the captain’s voice piped up behind me.

      “I hate that man, Dmitry, I have always hated him.”

      I turned to face the captain. He stood at the short periscope with his head resting against the viewfinder and his arms slung over the handles.

      “We entered the military together. Yegorov was always favoured for promotion to officer. He beat me by five years and was captaining his own boat within another couple. I muddled my way from seaman to captain over a twenty-year period.” He sighed and looked up. His eyes were moist and small tracks ran down his cheeks into his thick beard. “I didn’t think it would end like this. My last turn as a Captain would be to fail in front of my long time enemy. The only saving grace is that Yegorov is destined to die with me.”

      “Captain, there is a chance. If I can raise the buoy, we might be able to get a signal out. Once we make contact, we can abandon ship.”

      The captain laughed a little and a smile came to his face. “I wish I was so young to have such optimism,” he said and nodded his head. “Yes, we should make every effort to save ourselves, no matter how slim the chance of success. Deploy the buoy and I will watch it from here.”

      He put his face against the viewfinder. I grabbed the lever, and locked it into position. A loud whooshing sound filled the tiny room.

      “I can see something,” he said. “Bubbles…and yes! A small buoy with a wire coming out.”

      As the buoy unwound, the sound of a wheel turning filled the cabinet. I hoped it wouldn’t catch and stop. I hoped even more that it would be long enough to send or receive a signal. I turned and switched on the small radio attached to the buoy and put the headphones on. Through the static, I heard the whirring of the wheel stop. I scanned through the available frequencies. Nothing but static.

      “Anything?” the captain said.

      I shook my head and started back through the range again. Halfway along, I stopped and listened.

      “What is it?”

      I held up my hand for silence then realised I was shushing the captain. “Sorry Sir, there’s something, but it’s very faint.”

      “I apologise, Dmitry. Continue on.”

      I strained to hear. There was singing. Faint singing. I turned the gain knob. The sound became louder and clearer. I listened intently. Yes, it was singing. Beautiful singing. The voices of angels.

      Impossible. Who would be transmitting singing during war time?

      “What do you hear, Dmitry?”

      I looked up at the captain. Confusion reigned on my face.

      “Singing, sir. Beautiful singing.”

      “Impossible. You must be mistaken.” He held his hand out for the headphones.

      I reluctantly passed them over.

      He placed them on his head and listened. His face lit up with happiness. “My wife used to sing that song to me. She had such a melodic voice. Sang in our local choir. She should be with the heavenly choir now, but she must be near us.”

      He moved to the periscope and looked through the viewfinder. He turned around slowly then stopped and stood motionless for a moment.

      “Dmitry. I see her. She is outside. She is more beautiful than I remember.”

      “But captain, that is impossible. We are three hundred feet below the surface.”

      He ignored me and stood staring into the viewfinder.

      “She calls to me, Dmitry. She calls to me. I knew the day would come when I would finally join with her again.”

      He kept watching for a while then pulled away from the periscope as if in a trance. A loud screeching echoed through the chamber, like fingernails on a blackboard.

      “She is here. I must join her.”

      The captain dropped the headphones and moved to the outer hatch. He reached up for the wheel and rotated it to the unlock position.

      “Captain! No! You’ll kill us all!”

      The captain turned towards me. His face serene.

      “Dmitry. We are already dead.”

      Suddenly, the hatch opened outwards. Water poured into the little room. I’m still not sure but I could have sworn that a hand reached in, grabbed the captain, and dragged him out of the boat. The hatch slammed shut again, cutting off the cascade of water.

      I froze, mouth agape, watching the space where the captain had been, not understanding what had just happened. The wheel of the lower hatch spun and it dropped from sight. Water poured into the control room.

      “Goddammit! What the hell?” Petrov shouted a moment before he poked his head up the ladder, his hair and shirt soaked. He looked at me, then he looked around the little room.

      “Dmitry, what happened? Where is the captain?”

      I couldn’t answer. I could only point to the upper hatch. Petrov’s gaze followed my finger.
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        * * *

      

      I shivered under a blanket back in the control room. Yegorov was standing before me, hands on hips, fury written all over his face.

      “Tell me again, seaman, what happened?”

      I looked up at him. I was afraid. This man was my captain’s boss, with twenty years of seniority and thirteen ranks above me. I blubbered out the same story again, but it only infuriated him further.

      “That is what happened, sir, honestly.”

      Petrov piped up to support me.

      “Think about it, sir. We all saw the captain climb into the conning tower. The only exit is through the outer hatch, and it’s virtually impossible to close an open hatch at this depth against the flow of water. And you just have to look at Dmitry, he certainly isn’t strong enough to do it anyway. Hell, I don’t think he could even lift the captain out of the hatch in the first place.”

      I looked at Petrov for a second and mumbled, “Thanks, I think.”

      Yegorov looked at me for a few seconds, huffed, then turned away and bellowed up the ladder, “Lieutenant? Anything?”

      Sokolov put his head through the hatch and said, “The radio is working, sir. I can only get static though.”

      “What about the periscope?”

      “Nothing. Visibility is very limited. I can see the damage to the main periscope and the sonar, but there’s nothing out there. Absolutely nothing.”

      Yegorov turned back to me and said, “Seaman Lebedev, can you reroute the emergency radio to the main speakers?”

      I nodded and moved across to my station. With the flick of a few switches, the howling static filled the control room. Faces grimaced everywhere. I quickly adjusted the gain to make it bearable. Just to check, I moved through the entire frequency spectrum. Nothing but static came out.

      “Hmm,” said Yegorov, “seems your angels have flown away. Doesn’t it?”

      I looked at him with downcast eyes.

      “I think Petty Officer Orlov has been gone for far too long, don’t you Seaman Lebedev?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Go and see what is keeping him and help fix that damn sonar.”

      I stood up. “Yes, Sir!” I said, and then hurried to the connecting hatch. As I unwound the locking wheel I heard Yegorov say to Sergei, “Seaman Egorov, keep scanning through the frequencies, just in case there is someone out there who can hear us.”

      Egorov replied with a quick, “Yes, Sir,” and sat in my seat.

      I opened the hatch and ducked through quickly, locking it behind me. I turned around and looked up the corridor before me. On either side were the general storage compartments and, farther ahead, were the officers’ quarters. I made my way along the corridor, thankful for the silence. Halfway along, I stopped for a moment and caught my breath.

      I’m going to die. I’m stuck at the bottom of the sea in this goddamn tin can and I’m going to die.

      I leaned against the wall and put my head in my hands. For so long I’d thought I had nothing to live for, but now that I was going to die, I realised I wanted to go on. I had to think.

      I haven’t gone through all this to become fish food, there must be a way out of here.

      I stood up and looked down the corridor, towards the forward torpedo room.

      The fore hatch is through there. I could escape, but it’s three hundred feet to the surface. I’d never make it.

      I looked back at the control room then through the officers’ quarters, to the forward torpedo room. I notice the ladder leading to the bottom deck and a plan begins to form in my mind.

      The emergency rebreathers. They’re stored in the aft storage room. I can get there through the galley below and then the crews’ mess on this level.

      I turned and headed towards the fore torpedo room, I looked down the ladder to the lower level, checking for any evidence of water. It was clear, so I searched my mind for the layout of the lower deck. Down there were the fore and aft batteries, plus the cold-storage room, freezer, and galley. I could easily navigate through, but I’d be cramped for room.

      I moved to the ladder but a noise from down the corridor stopped me.

      Was that Mikhail? I can’t leave him behind.

      I quickly made my way to the torpedo room and looked through the window. It was misted over. The only cause could be water hitting some of the unshielded heating pipes running through the room. I grabbed the locking wheel and turned it. The door opened and I stepped through, into shin-high water.

      The room was filled with steam, but I could make out a figure standing a few feet away.

      “Mikhail?” I called.

      He turned and peered at me, then a grin broke across Mikhail’s face. “Dmitry, my old friend. I found her. She’s come to visit,” he said.

      “Who?”

      “Natalia. My wife. I’ve told you all about her.”

      I was confused. “But you told me she died. Before you enlisted. She was why you enlisted.”

      “Yes, but she’s here now. She wants me to go with her.”

      He stepped to one side and revealed a young, beautiful woman with a face I recognised from a grainy photo that Mikhail had shown me. I stared at the woman and shook my head.

      “She can’t be here. We are trapped underwater, but I know how we can escape and I came to take you with me.”

      “But I don’t want to leave. Not without Natalia.”

      “She’s not your wife. I don’t know who she is but she’s not your wife. She can’t be.”

      “You are crazy, my friend, you have been in this tub for too long. This is my beautiful wife returned. Just look.”

      He turned back to face Natalia. She smiled at him for a moment and took him in her arms. Then all went to hell.

      The creature called Natalia grew in height. Her delicate fingers extended into dagger like talons. Her face sloughed off its beauty. The hair disappeared. The eyes grew to dark orbs filled with malevolence. The mouth widened into a deep gouge in the face. Her teeth grew into long needles.

      “Watch out!” I cried, but it was too late.

      The Natalia creature drew back its head, opened its mouth impossibly wide, and brought its needle-filled maw down on Mikhail’s exposed throat. Blood jetted out and sprayed the nearby wall. The water at Mikhail’s feet turned crimson.

      I gaped at the episode for a moment then stepped backwards, until I found the entryway. The creature looked up at my exit, dropped Mikhail’s body, and started towards me. I stumbled out of the room and slammed the door shut just as the creature hit it from the other side. I held it shut and managed to turn the locking wheel. The creature thumped against the door for a few seconds then resumed feasting on Mikhail.

      I turned away and hurried back down the corridor. As I passed the ladder, I considered going down for a moment before carrying on. I knew I had to warn the rest of the crew about the creature. Those deadly hands must have been what I saw take the Captain and there was no telling how many more were outside the boat, or worse, already inside.

      When I reached the doorway into the control room I stopped to grab the locking wheel. It was then that I heard the singing. The same soft lilting voice I’d heard over the radio, but it was louder and coming from the other side of the door. I peered through the window.

      Every crew member in the next room was mesmerised by the sound. They stood, eyes closed, moving slowly with the rhythm of the voice. Even Yegorov was in ecstasy, his normally hardened face showing a softer inner side.

      Sokolov was back in the control room, but he moved to the ladder and quickly climbed up. Terror struck me as I realised what he was doing. I started to spin the locking wheel but self-preservation stopped me and I spun it back to make sure it was shut tight.

      Suddenly, Sokolov’s quest was fulfilled. Water poured into the control room from the open outer hatch. Petrov was knocked off his feet by the torrent but regained his footing quickly. The shock seemed to bring him out of his trance. He climbed the lower ladder and tried to close the inner hatch.

      An arm with a wickedly taloned hand dropped from above, grabbed Petrov by the face, and dragged him upwards. He didn’t even have time to scream before he disappeared through the hatch.

      Slowly, the other men in the room started to regain their senses and looked in horror at the torrent of water pouring into the boat. A few men moved towards the ladder but were brought up short when several figures rose from the surging waters. These didn’t even bother with the pretence and appeared in their normal form.

      I stared, dumbstruck, at the monsters before me. They were eight feet high with huge bulbous eyes and downturned mouths with rows of needle-sharp teeth. On their necks were openings that could only have been gills. Their hands were webbed, with long, thin fingers sporting wickedly sharp-looking talons. At the same time, each monster grabbed a man, plunged their heads down, and ripped huge chunks of flesh from their necks. Blood sprayed forth, dousing the other men who screamed in panic.

      I noticed Yegorov pull his pistol from its holster, move forward, and point it at a monster’s chests. He fired at point-blank range but the bullet simply ricocheted away into the pooling water. The creature looked up from his feasting and swung his arm towards Yegorov, backhanding him across the room. He crashed into the door, his face mashed against the glass of the window I looked through.

      I watched him slide out of view, which revealed one of the creatures behind him. It sloshed through the water, towards the door, and reached down to pick up Yegorov. As it was about to take a chunk out of the bleeding man, it noticed me. Our eyes met for a moment and my mind felt as though it was being squeezed by an invisible hand. I shut my eyes to the pain and tried to move away from the door.

      In my mind, I heard my wife’s voice, “Dmitry. Dmitry. Come join me, Dmitry. We can be together forever.”

      I opened my eyes and saw Elena standing on the other side of the door. My hands rose up to the locking mechanism on the hatch and began to turn the wheel.

      “That’s it, Dmitry. Come to me. Join me. Forever.”

      Elena moved slightly and I spied the other creatures feasting on the remains of my crew mates. I looked down. The locking mechanism was almost opened. I panicked and wound it the opposite direction, then I looked back at the visage of my dead wife.

      “You’re not real. I can never be with Elena. Ever again,” I said.

      The creature tried once again, with an angrier tone that reminded me of my wife all the more.

      “Dmitry, open this door, now. Come to me,” it said.

      I shook my head. “No,” I said and slammed the lock home.

      I turned, opened a nearby storage cupboard, and searched for something to jam the lock with. There was a set of tools in the bottom drawer. I grabbed a screwdriver and jammed it into the lock sleeve.

      That should hold it.

      I turned and caught of sight Elena one more time. Her face pleaded with me to join her. I cast my eyes downward and moved away.
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        * * *

      

      I ran down the ladder, through another hatch, and into the forward battery room. It was devoid of humans, but it was still stiflingly hot. A small walkway split two banks of huge lead cell batteries. Curiosity plagued my mind as I shuffled, hunched over, along the walkway. We’d been down here for a good hour and a half. I wondered how much longer these batteries would power the submarine and where were the mechanics that monitored their performance?

      I came to another hatch and peaked through, into the corridor that split the cold storage and freezer compartments. Nothing moved, so I assumed it was safe.

      I made my way through but noticed the cold storage door ajar. I prodded it and looked inside. Nothing seemed to be moving amongst the stores and shelving that held enough food and drink to keep all the men happy for over a month at sea. The freezer was closed, so I carried on.

      Up ahead was the galley. My stomach grumbled at the thought of food, but I didn’t have time. I had to get off this doomed boat. I looked through the window and finally found the mechanics seated around the galley. As I opened the hatchway, I surprised them all. Several of the men recognised me and smiled. Anatoli, the head mechanic, held up a small glass of clear liquid, I guessed vodka, probably from the captain’s personal store, in salute.

      “Dmitry, come to join our little farewell party, have you?” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We are all dead men. This is our way of going out with a bang. Is that not right?” he asked, saluting the other men. They all cheered and downed their glasses.

      “I assume that vodka is the captain’s?”

      He smiled, “We did not think he’d miss it.”

      I shook my head and answered, “You have that right. He is dead, along with all the senior officers.”

      Anatoli looked shocked at this.

      “How? There was no damage to the upper decks or mid-ship. The damage was just in the stern wasn’t it?”

      “Someone went mad and opened the outer hatch. The control room flooded before anybody could shut it.”

      Oleg, one of the cooks, piped up, “How come you survived?”

      “I was trying to fix the sonar in the forward torpedo room. There’s water coming in their too. I found the sonar destroyed, when I got back to the control room, they were all gone. So, I came down here.”

      I looked around the men. They all wore a mix of expressions, of lost hope, of lost loves, of giving up, but with a glint in their eyes brought on by the alcohol.

      Anatoli started up again, “So Dmitry, drink with us. The engines are gone. The boat is holed and filling with water. Above us the German dogs circle like sharks. We may as well go out in style, yes?”

      A crewman filled up a small glass for me. I knew this was wasting time but it may be the only way to bring these men on side. I downed the vodka in one hit. The warmth that hit my gullet was welcome indeed.

      “Good, good,” Anatoli said and slapped me on the shoulder as he refilled my glass.

      I knew there was no point in telling them about the creatures. I hardly believed what I’d seen but I needed to know more about the condition of the aft rooms.

      “There is a way off the boat,” I began. “We have a locker full of emergency rebreathers that we can use to swim to the surface.”

      The men’s faces changed to curiosity.

      Oleg was first to ask, “Where?”

      “In a cabinet at the back of the crews’ quarters. There are about twenty of them. I just hope they still work. If we can get to them, we can escape out of the aft hatch.”

      “Why don’t we go out the control hatch? You said it was already open.”

      I had to think fast. I didn’t want to go back into the control room in case the creatures were still there. I used my knowledge of diving and said “I’ve thought about that. The rebreathers will last up to ten minutes. We are three hundred feet down. To rise safely and avoid the bends, it will take about ten minutes. If we get stuck in the control room, we would be as good as dead. At least at the aft hatch we can close off the hatch and flood the room before using the rebreathers and exit at the same pressure.”

      Anatoli nodded his head in admiration, “You really have thought this through, but I’m staying here. We’ve got a lot of vodka left. Supplies for a month. As long as the batteries hold out we can live down here very happily for a while yet. If you make it, send some help.” He raised his glass and the other men cheered. With that Anatoli sat down and swigged more vodka.

      I looked around at the rest of the men and asked, “Anybody else want to try and escape or do you all just want to die down here?”

      A couple stood up. I recognised them as Daniil and Ilya, mechanics and good men. I nodded towards the ladder that leads to the mess and then headed in that direction. They fell in behind.

      Anatoli shouted, “Na Zdrovie!” and the rest of the men cheered us on.
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        * * *

      

      We climbed the ladder and came out in the crews’ mess. It was empty and dry. The closed hatch at one end led into the crews’ quarters, the open hatchway in the other direction led into the officers’ mess and on through to the control room. As I looked in that direction for a moment, I dropped my head in remembrance of the friends I had lost during the creatures’ attack. I turned back to the present then and carried on, towards hopeful salvation. Ilya followed closely behind.

      Daniil stopped and looked towards the control room. Movement at the small window grabbed his attention. He hurried along the walkway until he came to the control room door and looked through.

      “Mama?” he said and craned to look into the murky water beyond. His voice became agitated as he grabbed for the locking wheel.

      “Mama, hold on! I’m coming for you,” he yelled.

      I turned and saw what he was doing. “No,” I yelled, but Daniil put all his might into turning the wheel. It spun and the door burst open, knocking him off his feet. I grabbed the lock on our door and opened it quickly. I stepped through as Ilya started to move backwards, towards his friend.

      “Don’t,” I warned. “He’s dead. Come now or you’ll join him.”

      He looked at me as if I were insane and turned back towards Daniil. Just then, one of the creatures stepped through the door. Ilya stopped in his tracks and gaped at the monster. It looked around for its prey, found Daniil, and stepped over to him. As Daniil looked up at the creature, he threw his hands up to protect himself and screamed.

      The monster reached down with its longed-fingered hand and grabbed Daniil by the chest. Its mouth opened wide and crunched down on his face. The young seaman went still as blood streamed out of his ruined visage. The creature looked up at Ilya and took one step forward.

      Ilya cried in terror and ducked through the doorway. I slammed the door shut and spun the wheel just as the creature hit it. Its horrid face filled the window as it peered through at us. It charged the door a few more times, looked through at us once more, then moved away.

      After a few moments, I peeked through. Water streamed into the mess and poured down the ladder. Several of the creatures stalked into the room and followed the water downstairs.

      “What about Anatoli and the others?” asked Ilya.

      I shook my head.

      “There’s nothing we can do for them now,” I replied. I turned and looked towards the storage cupboards at the end of the room and said, “We have to save ourselves.”

      I quickly moved to the end cupboard and rummaged around inside. Beneath a pile of life vests, I found a sealed container, pulled it free, and placed it on the floor. I tore the top off and found a pile of individually wrapped masks with hoses leading into glass bottles. I pulled one out and opened it.

      I placed the mask over my face and tried to breathe. The air smelled of chemicals but was pure and didn’t make me choke. I handed one to Ilya, who unwrapped it and studied the strange-looking apparatus. I pulled my mask off but secured the straps around my chest.

      “We’ll have to go through the engine room into the tool room. That’s where the hatch is. The best way will be to open the hatch and flood the tool room before leaving. Otherwise, we’ll have to fight the water coming in and it will waste too much time.”

      Ilya nodded and said, “We checked the stern when we were first hit. The aft engine room is…gone.”

      “What do you mean?” I said.

      “The depth charge blew the whole stern off the boat. That’s why we knew we weren’t getting off any time soon. But I needed to try and escape. I still have a wife and children. I want to go back to them. I want to see them again.”

      I patted him on the shoulder, “Do what I say and you will,” I promised.

      He nodded. “Here’s hoping.”

      I looked through the hatch that led into the engine room. The room was empty. The two powerful engines lay dormant. The silence coming from a room that generally pulsed with noise was eerie and unwelcome.

      We climbed out onto the gangway that was suspended above the engines and hurried to the other end. When we got about halfway across, Ilya stopped me. I looked back at him. He held up a finger for silence and craned his head towards a soft noise.

      I listened as well. A light scraping sound was coming from the exterior bulkhead. Ilya located the source and pointed.

      “Over there,” he said, indicating a vacant area of the wall.

      The scraping sound became louder and was replaced by a dull thumping sound. The wall began to buckle and suddenly a hole punched through. A fist opened and closed, showing long, taloned fingers. As it withdrew, water poured in.

      “Go!” I yelled, and we hurried towards the other end of the gangway. Ilya opened the hatch and dove through. I took a quick look back at the hole. Scaly green hands appeared in the torrent of water and started to peel the metal back, widening the hole.

      I ducked through the hatch and slammed the door shut. I looked around the tiny room. It was just used as a storage room for the mechanics and contained a couple of cabinets for their tools. A ladder led up to the aft hatch.

      “We’ve got to get out quick. They’ll be through in moments,” I said.

      Ilya nodded and climbed the ladder to the aft hatch. He looked back.

      “Ready?”

      I nodded and grabbed a couple of handholds. Ilya braced his legs against the ladder, spun the locking wheel, and pushed up with all his might. The hatch moved enough to allow a deluge of water to enter the room. Ilya almost lost his grip but managed to hold on to the hatch and push it open, against the pressure of the sea.

      I could see Ilya was struggling, so I shimmied up the side of the ladder, tightened my grip with my legs, and pushed. Together, we managed to open it all the way. The flood of water forced us down, where we could escape the cascading torrent.

      The water filled the room quicker than I expected. Within minutes, we were fumbling with our masks. I floated over to the hatchway, took as deep of a breath as I could, and pushed myself through, into the open water. I kicked away from the boat and checked that Ilya had followed. He waved a reassuring hand at me.

      I looked around for signs of movement. I was relieved that I could see none in the murky water and a shiver of calm ran through my body. Above, the surface looked bright and inviting, but so far away. A small stream of bubbles came from the boat. I kicked my feet lightly to keep pace with them. I didn’t want to risk an attack of the bends whilst floating in the middle of the sea. Because then everything I’d done would have been for nought.

      After a few minutes, I looked down to check on Ilya again. He was farther away than the last time I checked, and he had stopped paddling. In horror, I saw several shapes appear out of the gloom and surround him. One of the monsters moved in front of him and stayed still. Ilya seemed mesmerised by the creature. He simply stared at it for a moment then raised a hand to lovingly caress its cheek. The beast wrapped one massive claw around Ilya’s hand in a mimicked loving embrace. It brought the other hand up, to eye height, extended its taloned fingers, and punched at Ilya’s face. At the same time, the other monsters attacked.

      Within seconds the water turned into a dark cloud.

      I panicked. I had to get to the surface and get out of the water. I turned my face upwards and kicked with all my might. My breathing became ragged with the exertion of trying to ascend. Pretty soon my vision started to blur and black spots formed before my eyes. I stopped still and sucked at the air inside my mask. I started to feel dizzy and knew I was close to passing out. Somewhere deep in my mind though, a voice was screaming at me to calm down and breathe slower. My rebreather couldn’t expel the carbon dioxide quick enough.

      Through the fog of my mind, I looked around and noticed shapes appear before me. Through the maze of black spots swimming before my eyes I could make out the beautiful face of my fair Elena. My angel. Something told me she couldn’t be here, but I ignored it and basked in her presence once more. I reached out for her and she came closer. So close that I could see the sparkling splendour of her blue eyes, the porcelain smoothness of her skin, and I imagined I could smell the scent of her hair.

      I noticed the other shapes. Their faces were those of everybody I had ever loved in my life. My parents. My siblings. Past loves. Lost loves.

      I turned back to Elena and reached out to touch her cheek.

      Her hand extended towards mine in turn. Her delicate fingers caressed the straps that held my mask in place. They slid beneath the leather to achieve the intimacy of flesh-on-flesh contact.

      My heart swelled with love.

      Then shock.

      Elena ripped the mask from my face. My mouth filled with salt water. I gagged and coughed, dragging the burning liquid deep into my lungs. I reached for the mask, but Elena had pulled the hose and mask away. They sank slowly to the shadowy bottom.

      I turned away from my wife and thrashed about to gain the surface, kicking with all my diminishing strength.

      When the air in my system was gone I stopped and floated for a moment as the last vestiges of consciousness remained. Elena floated up to face me. Her delicate features maintained a semblance of my wife. As my vision faded so did her beauty, to be replaced by the grotesque features of a deep-sea creature.

      I screamed out the last of my breath.

      And the darkness claimed me.
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      It was the gentle touch of her fingertips on his scalp that woke Jenaro. The sun was beaming through the thin summer curtains that hung on his windows; its rays resting warmly on his face. A quiet breeze whispered its way through his room, bringing with it the briny aroma of the sea and stirring the acrid smell of stale wine and sweat that had settled in his sheets. A small babble from the city below crept to his ears. Yet, it was her touch that stirred him. He smiled slyly as her fingers caressed his head, from his crown to his temples. It drew a giggle from his consort.

      “I knew you were awake,” she said, barely above a whisper. Her hand continued to brush his thick ebony hair.

      Jenaro nodded from his pillow, keeping his eyes shut but his smile wide. “Tell me, Sharae, how?”

      The woman reached down and slid her free hand beneath the sheets, grabbing Jenaro harder than he expected. Jenaro opened his eyes and with a groan, attempted to lift himself from his pillow.

      “Once again betrayed by my best friend,” Jenaro moaned through clenched teeth.

      Sharae giggled once more and loosened her grip. She leaned her face close to his and gently touched her lips to Jenaro’s ear. “What is the punishment for his betrayal, your grace?”

      Jenaro’s smile widened. He could feel the warmth of her dark chestnut skin as she pressed her breasts against his arm and chest. Her breathing grew heavier with each passing moment. He turned his head and kissed her, holding her head with both his hands. Jenaro slid his hands backward, grabbed a handful of her curly black locks, and slowly pulled her head away from his. He then moved his lips to her neck, kissing just behind her ears and down to her collar. Sharae moaned as he released her from his grasp.

      “A vigorous flogging, I would say,” he said, which warranted another snicker. “But not until I eat. Did Agostin bring my breakfast?” Jenaro asked as he swung his legs off the bed, leaving Sharae pouting over his departure.

      “There was a knock some time ago, but you were asleep,” Sharae said as she lay back down on Jenaro’s bed, pulling the covers up to her chest to cover her body. Her glowing skin was the perfect contrast to the pale silken sheets. She playfully patted and tucked them under her body, leaving a sensual outline for him to drool over.

      Jenaro stretched, first skyward, then touching his toes, then rotating at his hips; left then right. His gaze never left Sharae’s blanketed silhouette. “How long ago?” he asked.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Hours. It is nearly midday, your grace.”

      Jenaro laughed, but was immediately hit with panic. Surely she was lying. He could not have slept the morning away. Yes, he and Sharae had spent the small hours of the morning engaged in lustful enterprises. Yes, he was a heavy sleeper, especially after consuming the better part of a barrel of mango wine and carousing the night away. But to oversleep on a day like today was unthinkable!

      “Do not toy with me, Sharae,” he warned as he bounced around his room, clumsily gathering his clothing.

      “What reason would I have to lie?” Sharae asked, her tone offended. “Your man came by nearly after sunrise. It is almost the zenith now. Just look out your window.”

      Jenaro cautioned a glance out the two windows that towered opposite his bed as he fell to a seated position, pulling his sandals over his feet. “Maboya, take me,” he cursed.

      Sharae scurried to his side as Jenaro pulled his tunic over his head. “What troubles you?” she questioned, placing her hands around his chest and resting her chin on his shoulder.

      “Sharae, now is not the time for sweetness,” Jenaro responded as he slithered from her grasp and stumbled toward his door. “My father required my presence at a meeting with the admirals today. The admirals! I was to be commissioned!” he shouted as he burst from his room. Just outside, sitting on its usual stand, was his breakfast. Jenaro skid to halt, grabbed a handful of fresh mango and cheese, then continued his sprint.

      The halls of the duke’s manse were wide and airy. Most were open on one side, granting those traversing with large sweeping views of the city below and the ocean beyond. Large arches ran their length with plants and herb hanging between. Jenaro moved like a cyclone, rocking each potted plant as he passed.

      Each hall was filled with servants and guards donned in azure with silver and trimmed in crimson, all of whom paused from whatever business was keeping their attention to extend the palm of peace to their prince. Some greeted him warmly, others simply saluted. Regardless, Jenaro returned each palm and word in kind, trying to refrain from exasperation in front of subjects who adored him so. He reached the great hall, surprised to find Agostin waiting for him outside the doors. Jenaro slid to a stop and placed his hands on his head to aid his breathing.

      Agostin, Jenaro’s best friend and carib, was reclining on a bench, slicing a papaya with his dagger and slipping each sliver of juicy fruit between his teeth. He continued to do so even after Jenaro arrived.

      “Please, catch your breath, your grace,” Agostin said without removing his eyes from his fruit.

      “Tell me they’re still in there,” Jenaro managed through ragged breaths.

      “Whom do you speak of?” Agostin responded. “The Duke, your father? The admirals? The Guazabara?”

      Jenaro shook his head. He moved to speak then noticed Agostin’s curious sideways glance and wicked smirk. Jenaro raised his fists.

      “You whore’s son, you,” he cursed at his friend before feinting a swing, but kicking instead. Agostin nimbly slid off the bench, avoiding Jenaro’s strike, and tossed the half-eaten papaya at him. Jenaro caught the fruit and snarled. “It is not even fore-noon is it?”

      Agostin hopped to his feet and sheathed his dagger. He patted Jenaro on the shoulder and said, “It should be eight bells any moment now.”

      “Sharae?” Jenaro asked.

      Agostin smiled. He knew the question without Jenaro having to ask. “We planned it yesterday, after the ales, but before you opened the barrel of mango wine.”

      Jenaro took a slice of the papaya and tossed the fruit back to his friend. Together they stepped toward the door.

      “She is becoming bold.”

      Agostin laughed. “That she is, my friend. That she is.”

      Jenaro and Agostin pushed open the double doors that lead to the Great Hall. It was the room in which Josue delRios, BO’ of the Andolins, duke to outsiders and foreign dignitaries, held his court. It also served as a meeting room, dining hall, and the occasional ballroom for affairs of state. It was a high-ceilinged room with large, thin windowless arches lining each wall. Every surface was marble and gleamed as if a thin layer of crystal clear water rested on top. Large arches served to separate the hall into smaller sections, yet each seemed to draw the eye straight to the Duke’s throne. Adorning the facet of each arch was a censer filling the air of the hall with wonderful aromas of flowers and fruit. The dujo of the BO’ sat at the far end of the room, resting only two stairs higher than the floor. Behind the throne was a veranda with a view of the BO’s garden. Just beyond that was the sea.

      The Duke’s guazabara guard, or simply guazas, lined the walls. Each man or woman bore the usual attire. Beast mask headdresses adorned their faces and scalps; jaguars and other large cats, even wolves. An armored gauntlet ran from thinly plated shoulder pauldron to fingertip, held fast to the soldier’s body with a series of leather straps that ran across the chest and around the torso. Their chests were bare, even the women, except for the blue and silver paint denoting their rank. Their captain had a crimson stag, the royal animal, painted on her chest. Their lightly mailed silver greaves were tucked into bright crimson and cream sabatons. Each soldier held a spear and small shield in one hand, while their other hand rested on the hilt of a scimitar. Each piece of equipment was decorated with the runes of the Andoli, words of strength and swiftness meant to empower those that wielded them.

      Jenaro and Agostin strode into the room, pausing only briefly before noticing the BO’ was not on his throne. He and four members of the Andoli navy were convened around a long table to the left of the dujo. Jenaro could see Admiral Gueybana leaning in toward his father. The admiral’s face was like stone, giving Josue no hint of the malice he held for Jenaro. As Jenaro and Agostin reached the table, the admirals rose and saluted Josue. They each in turn presented a raised palm and smile to Jenaro before exiting the room. All except for Gueybana, who simply nodded and brushed past.

      Jenaro shrugged with upturned palms and a twisted grin. “I thought we were to have a commission hearing today, father.”

      Josue rose from his seat, which prompted Agostin to bow, back away from the table, and head to the door. Josue walked to his son, gliding his fingers along the glossy wood inlays of the granite tabletop as he moved. He reached Jenaro and placed his hand on his son’s shoulders. He lowered his head in respect while Josue kissed his forehead.

      “Walk with me, my son,” Josue said.

      Jenaro walked alongside his father. Jenaro was the spitting image of the man, from the thick dark hair and olive skin to unusual height and lean build. The Andoli people were short and stout, unlike the delRios line. Josue claimed it was a result of the Andoli alliance with Tilsen. The only differences between the two were the streaks of grey hair adorning Josue’s temples and the scraggly beard that Jenaro wore instead of the thin mustache most delRios men chose. Even though they stood the same height, Jenaro always felt small next to the man. It was more than just his rich silk tunic with silver brocade, or the velvets that composed his breeches and slippers, or even the thin silver crown that twisted like brambles upon his brow. Josue’s demeanor commanded respect. He walked and spoke with an air only the BO’ could muster.

      Jenaro was not immune to the effects.  He loved and respected his father, but as they reached the veranda, it was fear that consumed him. Jenaro lowered his head and noticed the wine stains on his tunic and the small tear in his pants from where Sharae yanked them from his body. He didn’t need his father to tell him what had been decided. He already knew.

      Josue placed his hands on the marble surface of the balustrade that bordered the balcony. Gardeners tended the large terrace below, pruning bush and shrub and tree; every plant flowering and bearing fruit. Jenaro leaned next to his father and stared at the ocean that swallowed the horizon. The steady roll of the waves added a gentle rhythm to the toils of those below. He inhaled, preparing himself for the imminent lecture.

      “My son,” Josue began, placing his hand on Jenaro’s back.

      “I was denied a commission,” he said before his father could.

      Josue joined his son in leaning on the railing. “Hmmm,” he muttered with a nod.

      “Gueybana?” Jenaro asked.

      Josue remained silent for a moment then stood upright. “It does not matter the reason.”

      Jenaro slammed his palms on the balustrade and pushed himself from the railing. “He hates me, father. He despises me for, well, for what happened…” he trailed off. Jenaro looked at his father and noticed the flash of disappointment in his eyes that disappeared as quickly as it had come.

      The BO’s face tightened. “How could you carouse with the likes of a Gueybana?” Josue scoffed. “They have no passion, no humor; by the grace of Yaya, my son, if not for their ability to speak I might believe them to be dolls.”

      Jenaro chuckled. “Well, father, the Gueybana women have,” he raised his hands and glanced skyward, “other substantial attributes.”

      Josue smirked and shook his head. “Regardless, it may be several seasons before you may be considered for a commission.”

      Jenaro sighed. He frowned, lowered his face from his father’s gaze, and said, “If you will allow it, my father, I will take my leave.”

      It was a quick walk back to his quarters. The thought of finding Sharae still in his bed, lusty and destitute for another romp, filled Jenaro with a peculiar amount of dread. Thankfully, she was absent. Only Agostin was present, straddling the windowsill, eating another papaya.

      “Are congratulations in order, my friend?” Agostin asked through a mouthful of fruit.

      Jenaro kicked off his sandals. “He rejected the commission,” he stated. “I am his own flesh and blood and he denied me a commission.” Jenaro began to pace around his room.

      Agostin swung his legs back inside the window, set the papaya down in his place, and asked, “The BO’?”

      Jenaro ran a hand through his hair, angrily mussing his locks. “Yes the BO’, Agostin.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Agostin, my friend,” Jenaro started, “he is my father. He has been lying to me under the pretense of protection for ten years. It has been a regular decision of his since mama died.”

      There was a long silence between them. Agostin leaned against the wall, lightly drumming his fingers on his stomach. Jenaro exhaled sharply and stepped toward the window. He saw a multitude of white sails skimming the brilliant blue waters of the bay. They were fishermen returning from their evening at sea, merchantmen entering the port with trade goods from Tilsen and Moravia, and lightly armed military patrols keeping watch over every activity. He envied the freedom of the seas. He longed to share in that life, to spend his days at the mercy of Bibi-Ama instead of under the thumb of Yaya. He wished to be counted among those who witness the coming of her caguama. The great sea turtle was, after all, always his favorite creature.

      “We go to sea,” Jenaro murmured from the window.

      “Pardon, your grace?” Agostin replied.

      Jenaro slapped the windowsill and repeated, “We go to sea, Agostin. Who says we need a commission?”

      Agostin chuckled and seated himself in Jenaro’s chair. “To sea. To do what?”

      Jenaro folded his arms across his chest and spoke, but continued to stare at the shimmering jewel of the bay. “To find the caguama. To meet Bibi-Ama herself and live in her bounty. Imagine it, my friend: the freedom of the sea, to live as we wish.”

      “Hmmm,” Agostin agreed with a nod. “The only problem is that neither of us have a ship. And those of the royal navy that, for all intents and purposes, belong to your father, do not count.”  He reclined, locking his hands behind his head and resting his feet atop the adjacent ottoman. “What do you propose we do about this?”

      Jenaro turned from the window, his arms still folded across his chest, and a wicked smirk painted on his face. “If my father and the admirals refuse to give me a ship, I think I will simply take one for myself.”

      “Ha!” Agostin laughed. “The penalty for commandeering a vessel of any sort, let alone a royal one, is more than chastisement, your grace.”

      Jenaro strolled past his friend and pushed Agostin’s legs from the ottoman. “Then we will need to be decidedly inconspicuous when we commandeer a personal vessel.”

      Agostin smiled a wide, toothy grin and nodded in agreement.

      The two friends spent the remainder of the day planning their evening and drinking. The preparation was primarily performed by Jenaro. He outlined their route to the docks, informed Agostin of the guard locations and rotations, and even spent a considerable amount of effort describing why he chose the future commandeered vessel that he did. Agostin listened intently, or as intently as the rum would allow, and made sure the two never saw the bottom of their glasses. He also criticized several minor points of the plan, to which Jenaro passively ignored. At sundown, Agostin stumbled away to gather the necessary supplies; a nearly impossible task while at such a level of inebriation, for anybody but Agostin. Jenaro chuckled as he watched his friend trudge away. The alcohol seemed to make him stronger, more determined.

      After Agostin was on his way, Jenaro dressed in his darkest sailing breeches and tunic, laced his boots tight, and covered his head and face in a scarf. He grabbed his drawstring knapsack packed with his heirloom dagger, a small flask, and a length of rope, and slung it across his shoulder. Jenaro then killed each lantern in his room and climbed out of the window.

      Jenaro spent most of his childhood scaling the trees, walls, and columns that populated the manse at Port Hyspar. It often drew the ire of the BO’ and his mother. Yet the long hours of climbing developed in him a keen sense of the manse and its ground, as well as a preternatural muscle memory of every ledge, branch, and toehold. In mere minutes, Jenaro descended from his quarters to the streets below. He quickly navigated them, walking briskly and keeping with the crowds of citizens that ambled from tavern to tavern, singing and imbibing. Neither person nor guard paid him any mind and soon Jenaro was strolling quietly down the royal naval pier.

      As he reached the naval shipyard, Jenaro was surprised to find the guard house was absent of its sentry. He crouched low and crept to each post. Both guards lay slumped on the floor. That was when he heard a whistle. He rolled forward out of the guard house and noticed through the dim lamps that hung on each pillar a figure traversing the spine of the gate. It was Agostin. He was perched atop holding a line of rope. Jenaro could see his smile shining through the dark.

      “Neutralizing the guards was not part of the plan,” Jenaro scolded quietly as he climbed over the fence.

      The two friends slunk through the shipyard, slipping past guards and taking shelter behind crates when necessary. Jenaro took the lead with Agostin following silently behind. They were thankful for the cloud cover and the wind that had moved over the island. The steady breeze moved out of the harbor in a hurry, bringing with it a drone that, when combined with the lapping of the bay, entirely masked their footsteps.

      They arrived at the designated vessel without incident. Agostin crouched next to his friend and shook his head.

      “This?” he whispered to Jenaro. “Of all the ships in this harbor, you choose a cutter-rig instead of a piragua’?”

      Jenaro turned to Agostin. “We needed a vessel the two of us could handle on our own, not a warship. But not only that, look!” Jenaro pointed to the stern of the boat. “Can you not see those runes?”

      Agostin leaned forward. “Gueybana. You clever bastard.”

      Jenaro nodded. “Quickly, let’s not waste another moment.”

      They hurried down the plank and hopped aboard the Gueybana cutter. Without saying another word, Jenaro and Agostin readied the ship, raised the sails, and cast off. The outbound wind carried the cutter quickly and silently through the shipyard. They cleared the locks before any alarm was raised. Both men watched as the city lights of Port Hyspar flickered and diminished below the horizon.

      Jenaro’s anxiety slowly disappeared as the cutter sailed farther into the inky black abyss of the open sea. It almost seemed too easy, their escape from Port Hyspar. Yet he shook his head and decided that it was a sign. Bibi-Ama had blessed their voyage.

      Agostin was his usual carefree self. He lit the lamps, sipped from his flask, and sang “The Barmaid or the Sea.” Jenaro laughed and sang along with each refrain and even joined in on the last verse. They both reached the final note, only Agostin failed to add his deep baritone to the chord. Jenaro tilted his head and held the note as long as he could. When he finished, he turned his eyes on Agostin. His friend was gripping the hull of the cutter, eyes fixed on the bow of the vessel.

      “What is it my friend?” Jenaro inquired.

      There was no response, at least not from Agostin. The answer came in the form of a rolling boom that shook the very deck beneath his seat. Jenaro swiveled his head. The sky beyond the bow exploded in a brilliant flash. The sea raged on the horizon.

      “Yaya does not seem happy with our theft,” Agostin moaned as he hurried to the rig.

      There was another flash of light followed by an echoing boom of thunder.

      “I thought you feared no god, Agostin!” Jenaro yelled over the rumble. He moved to the wheel and looked at Agostin. He no longer saw unbridled joy, but concern and fear.

      The storm rapidly overtook the cutter. Wind and rain assaulted the small craft. The fury of the sea razed the ship in one giant stroke. Agostin and Jenaro were thrown from the vessel and swallowed by the waves.

      Jenaro struggled to stay afloat. He saw the silhouette of a giant caguama just below the surface, the turquoise and verdant shell shining with each flash of lightning. Jenaro flailed and sank beneath the waves. The caguama swam over him and under him. His feet glided across the mirror-like shell. For a moment, he could swear the beast was speaking to him. He betrayed me, and so our oath is null and void. His ship is yours for the taking. The caguama proceeded in swallowing him whole. He felt warmth and pressure about his flesh, a clammy but strangely comforting embrace. He faded out of consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      Daylight. It hurt his eyes. He inhaled deeply through his nose. The smell of dead fish and rotting seaweed was on the air. He could taste iron and salt in his mouth. Jenaro groaned as he lifted his hands to his face to shield his eyes. His body ached. There were bruises on his stomach and chest that screamed when he tried to move. He managed to flip to his side. He cautiously opened his eyes. Jenaro was on his side in the sand. Fish large and small lay scattered about him amidst a field of debris. Planks of azure and silver, like the hull of the cutter he commandeered, embedded in the sand like so many spears. Seaweed decorated every mound of rotting scales. He could even feel several strips plastered to his forehead and legs. He labored his way to a seated position. His breeches and tunic were torn and tattered. He was missing a shoe. His knapsack was nowhere in sight.

      Jenaro sat for a time and watched the tide roll onto the beach. Each babbling wave brought with it more debris, more shattered pieces of the Gueybana cutter. He was almost disappointed. It was a beautiful little rig.

      After he gathered his strength, he found his thoughts shifting to Agostin. His friend either jumped or was thrown overboard and most certainly met the same fate as he. That or worse.

      “His death is on my hands,” Jenaro whispered to himself.

      Soon the sun became unbearable and forced him to seek shelter. He got to his feet and was surprised to find he was saved the pain of broken bones. Although, the sand and dried seawater in his lacerations burned like fire. Jenaro took a look at his surroundings. The beachhead stretched on for miles. Behind him rose a field of small dunes. He could make out the tops of trees just beyond their peaks. Jenaro dreaded subjecting his wounds to more sand, but plodded toward the shade of the trees regardless. Thankfully, the dune field was small and the grove of palms dense with plenty of shade.

      Next was the thirst. Only a minute had passed under the protection of the palms before cottonmouth set in. Such a large grove had to mean a source of fresh water was nearby. He gathered his remaining strength and set off once more. Jenaro found a pond not far from the tree line. The water was clearer than the fountains of the manse at Port Hyspar. He could see the bottom and every fish that swam in the pool. He nearly collapsed with joy. He dropped to his knees and thrust his head under water, gulping as much as he could take until he collapsed on the banks. Jenaro pulled off his tunic and ripped the torn sleeve from his shirt. With it, he fashioned a head cover to protect his scalp from the blazing rays. He set off again as the sun was halfway through its descent. He was not sure where to go, but decided to continue walking away from the seashore.

      The island he washed ashore on was of modest size. It only took Jenaro an hour to reach the opposite shoreline. This side was free of debris, but just as vacant as the other. He traipsed across the island once more, hoping to find any semblance of life before sundown, yet his search yielded no such reward.

      He happened upon a network of cliffs and jetties just as the sun began to be eclipsed by the horizon. The way down into the hole looked dangerous, with a face as slick as wet marble and dozens of jagged stones below. Jenaro smiled. It was a challenge he eagerly accepted.

      It was an intense climb down, even for one as skilled as Jenaro. He slipped and lost his footing more than once, only to be saved by a quick hand or toe in a crevice. He reached the bottom as the sun said its last goodbye. Much to his surprise, there was a cave at the bottom. Even more surprising was the existence of bioluminescent algae on every surface. The turquoise glow guided Jenaro deep into the cave. It subsided not far from the entrance, replaced by the warm orange glow of torches. The humid, briny air turned sweet. Jenaro could swear he smelled roasted pig and heard the chatter of voices. The torches led deep within the cave. They wound about in such a manner that Jenaro knew he could never navigate it on memory alone. Soon the path opened to an enormous room. Stalactites and stalagmites rose and fell on every surface. There was a clearing with a modest wooden shack and an outdoor hearth. Rotating over the fires was a boar and sitting next to that hearth was Agostin.

      “Jenaro delRios!” Agostin shouted as he jumped from his stone seat. “You, my friend, are truly blessed of Yaya!”

      Jenaro ran and embraced his friend. The two shared a chorus of boisterous laughter along with sentiments of relief.

      “I was sure you had died,” Jenaro told him as he took a seat next to the hearth.

      Agostin raised his arm, flexed, and placed his other fist against his chest. “No storm can best an Anacaona man. But you look a little worse for wear.”

      Jenaro looked at the cuts that lined his skin like stripes. He looked at Agostin and noticed not a single stab, slash, or puncture was present on his ebony skin. “It is some kind of dark magic that protects your clan,” he replied with a smirk.

      Agostin cackled.

      As soon as Agostin’s laugh dwindled, Jenaro asked, “What is this place? Surely the shack has an owner. The fire did not start itself nor the boar take his own life.”

      Agostin shrugged. “I found it much like you did: boar roasting on the spit, cabin door open, and table set as if expecting guests. I tried to look around for the resident, but found none.”

      “That is because I was needed elsewhere on the island,” a deep voice answered from the direction of the shack. Jenaro and Agostin leapt with surprise. Jenaro fell backward off the stone he was seated on. Agostin was on his feet and ready to throw a punch.

      “Had I known I was to feed more than myself and my crew,” the voice continued, “I would have killed another.”

      Jenaro quickly got to his feet and stood next to Agostin. “Please accept our sincerest apologies. We are shipwrecked and were unaware the island was inhabited.”

      “Well, it is as you said,” the voice responded. “The fire did not start itself nor did the boar take his own life.”

      Jenaro slightly bowed his head in apology, but kept his eyes on his host. He was a striking and sinewy man. He wore a dark coat that fell to his knees and a hood that shrouded much of his face. He held his hands behind his back, but made sure Jenaro and Agostin could see the gold and jeweled hilts that peaked from beneath his coat. His boots were sturdy black leather that seemed to consume the light of the hearth.

      “I am Jenaro delRios, son of Josue delRios, BO’ of the Andolins. This is Agostin Anacaona, my carib and closest confidant.”

      Agostin nodded slightly.

      Jenaro continued. “I assure you we meant no harm.”

      The man stood silent for a brief moment then laughed. It was a short clipped laugh that startled them.

      “All is well and good. If you are shipwrecked then you are in luck. I am a captain myself. My crew and I plan to set sail in the morning. You are welcome to accompany us to our next port of call, where I am sure you can arrange passage back to your Andolins.”

      Jenaro and Agostin exchanged glances.

      “That would be most kind of you, Captain…” Jenaro trailed off.

      “Babalu-Aye,” the captain replied. “Yes, you can call me Babalu-Aye.”

      “Captain Babalu-Aye,” Jenaro repeated. “Shall we accompany you to your vessel?”

      The captain nodded. “Yes, but first we must carve the boar and grab a cask of wine.”

      Jenaro and Agostin nodded and went about assisting the captain in any way they could. Jenaro helped pack the sliced boar in covered platters while Agostin gathered the two barrels of wine under his arms. He lifted one to his shoulder, leaned back, and opened the tap directly into his mouth. He looked at Jenaro and smiled wide. Once ready, the captain snapped his fingers and the fires of the hearth were quenched. Immediately, the bioluminescent algae came alive, lighting a path next to the shack. Jenaro’s eyes bulged in shock. He looked back at Agostin, who had gone pale. It was a short walk to the captain’s ship. Babalu-Aye whistled the entire way. It wasn’t a tune Jenaro recognized, but found pleasant.

      It was a clipper, large and lean and the definition of motion at rest. Jenaro’s smile was the widest he had ever known. This was the ship he desired. He knew it was fast just by looking at it. It was a blade that longed to slice through every nautical mile of the Summer Sea. The hull was black, but not dull. It was glossy, almost like glass, and reflected the light of the algae like a mirror does sunlight. The three masts were of similar construction and resembled wrought iron spikes reaching to the heavens. Babalu-Aye whistled and the ship’s gangway slid down from the deck. Jenaro and Agostin both froze in place. They watched as the sails unfurled; deep crimson sheets dripping like blood as they opened. They saw the lanterns aboard slowly light, bow to stern, all on their own. They heard no crew or clamor from the top deck. The ship’s bell rang. It was not a ring, but a dirge. Jenaro looked to where he last saw the captain, but instead he was greeted by empty space.

      “All aboard, gentlemen!” Babalu-Aye’s deep voice boomed through the cavern.

      Jenaro and Agostin stood still.

      “You haven’t changed your minds, have you?” he called from the deck of the ship.

      Agostin’s face was grim. Jenaro could see his jaw clenched shut. His grip around the barrels was so tight, his knuckles were white. Jenaro swallowed hard.

      Jenaro gulped. “You disappear and reappear in the blink of an eye?”

      Babalu-aye chuckled. “Only to places to which I am welcome. My ship, for example.”

      “What do you call her?” Jenaro asked.

      The captain chuckled. “You see the black hull. You know the crimson sails. This is Charon’s Ferry!”

      Agostin turned to Jenaro. “That’s impossible. Charon’s Ferry belongs to Maboya. It is a legend. A fiction told by the wise-women.”

      “I know,” Jenaro stated. “Yet, there it is before us, moored in this cavern.” He inhaled and took a step toward the ship. “If this is indeed Charon’s Ferry that would make you--”

      “Maboya!” Agostin gasped.

      The captain shouted with a whoop. His laughter crashed around the walls of the cavern, making Jenaro flinch.

      “Oh, Maboya! It is a name I have not been called in quite some time!” The captain’s hysteria continued for several uncomfortable moments before his laughter subsided. “Now that it is revealed, you have two choices. The first: come aboard willingly. Eat, drink, and sail with me. Then maybe I will take you to the land of your ancestors.”

      Agostin took a step forward and stood next to Jenaro. “And the second?” he asked harshly.

      Maboya leapt and disappeared only to reappear, balancing perfectly on the Charon Ferry’s bow spirit. “Refuse and I make you permanent additions to my crew.”

      “What guarantees do we have that you will keep your word?”

      Maboya laughed. “Guarantees? None. I give you none. You either join me or die alone on this island.”

      Jenaro shook his head and stepped to the gangway, but Agostin grunted.

      “Your grace, this is unwise,” he advised in a whisper. “You desire this ship. I can see it in your eyes. But is it worth dealing with Maboya?”

      Jenaro looked over his shoulder. “We have no other option, my friend. We cannot put our trust in Maboya, so trust me instead. I will find us a way out.”

      Agostin sighed and nodded. The two Andoli climbed the gangway and boarded the Charon’s Ferry. Agostin set the casks of wine on the deck and Jenaro tossed the packs of meat atop. Moments later, the ship began to move. The sails unfurled with a snap and without the assistance of a single crewman. Maboya stood at the wheel. He reached up and threw off his hood. It was the first time Jenaro saw the true form of the captain. His head was gaunt with leathery skin pulled tightly over the skull. His sockets were empty except for dancing flames where his eyes should have been. There was no nose or ears on his face. Strangely enough, he had many teeth and seemed to have a permanent smile affixed to his ghastly face. Jenaro shuddered and turned away. He and Agostin stood and watched as the clipper flew from the cavern and out to sea. The island was soon a memory, swallowed by the horizon.

      Once out in open water, Maboya brought forth an enormous feast. There were platters of roasted boar, rabbit, and fish, all garnished with peppers and pineapple. Mountains of corn cakes and yucca mingled with cinnamon dusted plantains resting on beds of rice. There were even bowls of candied mango and papaya. The casks of wine were tapped. Bottles of rum were brought by unseen forces from below deck. It was indeed a banquet for a large crew; a crew surprisingly absent from the affair. Regardless, Jenaro nearly wept as the sweet, savory aromas of the fruit and meat blended beautifully with the brine of the sea air. He wanted to resist, to deny such a decadent spread, but his body shouted for sustenance. His mouth watered and his stomach audibly churned.

      He and Agostin ate for hours. They ate as if it was their final meal. They ate until the table was covered in crumbs and bones licked clean of every shred of slow roasted meat. Maboya chuckled when Jenaro slid back from his spot and moaned in delightful gluttony. It was not long before Jenaro drifted to sleep with a full stomach and a mind full of contentment, despite his predicament.

      Charon’s Ferry was at a standstill when Jenaro awoke. The movement of the ocean and the creaking of the hull was not unlike an anchored ship. Yet the Summer Sea was deep and wide and no measure of rope or chain would allow an anchor to hit bottom. His first inclination was that Maboya had piloted them into a doldrum. The phenomenon was not uncommon at the far reaches of the Summer Sea, but there was no way they had traversed so many miles in a day. Jenaro was so curious that he neglected to notice he was no longer on deck, but lying in what looked to be the captain’s quarters. He jumped to his feet, exited the room, and found his way to the top deck. Agostin was already awake, standing on the bow, one foot on the spirit, the other planted firmly on the deck. Jenaro walked quickly to his friend.

      Agostin nodded as Jenaro approached. “Our host has once again disappeared.”

      “The ship seems abandoned,” Jenaro said. He looked around the deck then asked, “Why are we no longer moving? The sea looks as it is completely avoiding the Ferry.”

      “The wind, as well, your grace,” Agostin added.

      “Another trick of Maboya?” Jenaro questioned.

      Agostin shrugged.

      “He does not control the wind. It must be a spell or some enchantment,” Jenaro announced as he turned from Agostin.

      “It is neither, Jenaro delRios,” Maboya’s proclaimed from the wheel.

      Jenaro stopped. Agostin turned and stood beside him. Maboya was once again wearing his hood, except now a tricorne rested atop. It was black as night with blood red trim.

      “Bibi-Ama and I have an agreement, of sorts,” began Maboya. “So long as I am on one of her errands, my ship remains where I disembark. It makes it easier to find in case I…” he mulled over for a bit, “get lost.”

      Jenaro gave Agostin a sideways eye. Agostin stood tall, his chest bowed out in a show of defiance toward their captor. He smirked.

      “Well then, Maboya,” Jenaro called to the captain, “since you have returned, my friend and I would very much like for you to return us to our island.”

      Maboya strolled down from the helm. For the first time since they met, Maboya removed his hands from his jacket pockets. His right was nothing but bone, held together with several sinewy strands of flesh around each knuckle and joint. The left was just as bony, except for the charred, leathery skin stretched over its entirety. Gripped in his left was Jenaro’s knife.

      “Why would you desire to leave such merry company? Can you not see I have brought you a gift?”

      Jenaro’s eyes narrowed. “You gift me what is already mine?”

      Maboya smiled. Jenaro spied his teeth grinning from just beyond the shadows of his hood. The captain took a step forward, flipped the knife, and handed it to Jenaro hilt first. Agostin took a step forward and inserted himself between the captain and his friend. Jenaro placed a hand on Agostin’s shoulder, calming him and signaling to him to stand down. He grabbed his knife. Maboya let go and retreated.

      “A captain always rewards his first mate,” Maboya told the Andoli.

      Jenaro shook his head. “While I appreciate you returning my dagger, I cannot accept such a commission.”

      Maboya scoffed. “And why not? Is it not what you have wanted since you were a boy, a life at sea?”

      “Yes, but not serving you,” Jenaro replied. “I want to be my own man, determine my own fate.”

      “You can be both and still serve aboard the Ferry. Your life is your own, Andoli. I only require that which remains after the body has decayed.”

      Jenaro turned from Maboya and began to pace from port to starboard.

      “You require our souls,” Agostin stated plainly.

      Maboya hmphed. “I require his soul. Yours is of no consequence.” With that, Maboya snapped his bony fingers and Agostin disappeared before Jenaro’s eyes.

      Jenaro was filled with white hot rage at the disappearance of his comrade. He unsheathed his dagger and sprinted at the captain. Maboya laughed and vanished only to reappear several steps away. Jenaro was unfazed by the blink. He summersaulted forward and slashed upward. Maboya laughed as he dodged Jenaro’s attack, and countered with a swift palm to his face. Jenaro was thrown back, slamming his back against the mainmast. His dagger clattered harmlessly away from his reach.

      “What have you done to Agostin?” Jenaro hissed.

      “Be still, Andoli,” Maboya answered. “Your friend is safe.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He is back on your island,” Maboya said, as if such a feat was commonplace among Jenaro’s people.

      Jenaro scowled and moved toward Maboya. Maboya snapped and Jenaro was transported to the captain’s quarters. Jenaro ran to the door, but it was bolted shut. He slammed his fists against the wood and shouted for the captain to no avail.
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        * * *

      

      Jenaro saw the sun set and rise three times from the window of his prison cell. He passed the time pacing the room and combing his mind for a way out. On the morning of the third day, Jenaro decided he was in need of some sport, something to take his mind off of his predicament. He pulled his knife and scrawled a target on the door to the cabin then proceeded to toss the blade from the opposite end of the room. He continued in this manner until he heard a groan from the top deck. Instantly he was transported to the wheel next to the ghoulish captain.

      “What game are you playing down there, Andoli?” Maboya asked angrily. “Whatever it is, I demand you stop with the noise.”

      Jenaro scowled. “Listen here, Maboya. You are the only one playing games on this ship.” Jenaro stopped and looked at his blade. He stared at the captain and remembered the tales of Maboya told by the wise women.

      The captain of the dead was shifty and he enjoyed using his wiles to swindle mortals. The wise women spoke of kidnapped children, stolen wealth, and captured souls. Jenaro was positive that Maboya would not resist the chance to do it again.

      “But, if you are interested, why not challenge me? A game is fun with more players.”

      Maboya tilted his head in curiosity. “I was not aware of my buoyancy, but regardless, I am intrigued by your games.”

      Jenaro rotated his shoulders and adjusted his torn and ragged tunic. “There are three games. The best of three wins.”

      “And what are the stakes?” Maboya asked.

      “The life of my friend,” Jenaro said.

      “He is alive I assure--” Maboya began, but was interrupted by Jenaro.

      “If he is alive, as you say, then I’ll raise the stakes. We play for the Charon’s Ferry.”

      Maboya stopped, startled and confused. “My ship. You want my ship?”

      Jenaro nodded. There was flicker in Maboya’s red glowing eyes; a glimmer of delight.

      “I accept your terms, Andoli.”

      Jenaro smiled and pictured the caguama. He said to Maboya, “We should find an island; somewhere you and I can compete without interruptions, somewhere neither you nor I will have the advantage.”

      Maboya’s grin remained constant; toothy and wide, a permanent fixture on his face. “I know of a place.”

      Maboya piloted the Charon’s Ferry westward, following the arc of the sun overhead. It was not long before the ship reached a small atoll. Maboya commanded the ship to anchor then motioned to a small dinghy that was lowered to the sea below. Maboya appeared on the boat in a blink. Jenaro quickly descended, joining the captain. He gave a command to row. Jenaro sat still, waiting for the dinghy to respond as Charon’s Ferry did to Maboya’s commands. When nothing happened, Jenaro realized the command was for him. Jenaro frowned and grabbed the oars.

      Once ashore, he took a brief inventory of the island. The water amidst the atoll was crystal clear and full of coral of every color and shape. It teemed with all manner of sea life. A meager stand of palms lined the ring on the opposite shore they landed on. Jenaro could see albatross and gull circling above. He looked down at the rags that still hung on his body. His dagger was the only thing of worth. It would be difficult to fool Maboya. He knew he would have to play to his own strengths.

      “Andoli!” Maboya called to Jenaro. “Out with it already! The shadows will soon be long. What is your first challenge?”

      Jenaro pointed toward the copse of palms. “We need to head to the trees. There will be our first challenge.” It took the two of them mere minutes to traverse the circumference of the atoll and reach the palms. “We climb. First to the top to retrieve an egg from the nest of the albatross wins.” Jenaro thought, for a brief moment, that Maboya’s steady grin wavered slightly. “I will toss my blade skyward and we begin to climb the moment it impacts the sands.”

      Maboya nodded.

      “Maboya, remember, I said climb. You cannot simply blink to the top and back. You must climb.”

      The captain snarled, “Yes, yes, Andoli, I know the meaning of the word.”

      With that, Jenaro flung his knife. He flew from his spot the moment the blade hit the sand. He leapt to the tree. His barefeet landed on the trunk and propelled him up the palm. It took a few short strides for Jenaro to reach the bottom of the fronds. The saw-like teeth snapped at his hands, but failed to stop his ascent. Jenaro stretched out his hand, cautioning a glance at the tree across from his; Maboya’s palm. The captain was struggling to find enough traction to climb his palm tree. His bony hand slipped on the surface of the trunk. His leathery palm was no better. His boots failed to provide any help. Jenaro chuckled to himself as he grabbed an egg from the nest of the albatross. His descent was swift and as soon as his feet touched the sand he claimed his first victory.

      The captain was livid. “This was not a fair challenge, Andoli. You are suited to climbing. It would be as tilted as if I challenged you to soul harvesting.”

      Jenaro smirked and nodded his head. He tossed the egg gently from hand to hand then crouched and placed it in the sand, retrieving his knife in the process. “It is amusing to hear you, Maboya, who slinks and sneaks and steals in the night, talk of fairness. But I concede. Since I am a good sport and desire for a fair and balanced challenge, I will let you choose our next game.”

      Maboya strolled to the center of the atoll, to the shoreline encased within the island. There, next to a large stone, he knelt. The captain reached into his long coat and brandished a dirk with a wicked blade that oozed and dripped as if it were covered in blood.

      “Pinfinger,” Maboya stated plainly. “I assume an islander such as you is familiar with the game?”

      Jenaro knelt opposite of Maboya and placed his hand upon the stone. “The Andoli learn knife play as soon as they can wield a blade. Of course I know the game. What are your terms? First to draw blood? Although I assume you have none.”

      “You assume correctly,” Maboya answered. “No, first to sever a digit.”

      Jenaro swallowed hard. “Those terms seem rather unfair coming from one who, not moments ago, complained about fairness.”

      Maboya scoffed. “You have ten fingers. What damage would it do if you lost one?”

      “That’s a fair assessment, captain,” Jenaro replied. He brandished his dagger with a flurry, spinning it with his fingers and slamming the blade down between the middle and ring finger of his left hand. “Shall we begin?”

      Maboya’s smile widened. They set an even pace as a warm up. Blades hopped between fingers, ringing against the stone. Maboya’s dirk occasionally sent a shower of sparks flying with a successful miss. Jenaro’s knife work was nimble and deliberate. He and Maboya fixed their eyes on one another; Jenaro’s twinkling with determination, Maboya’s flaming with psychotic glee.

      Their speed increased. Clink-clink-clink sang their blades in unison. Faster they went. Jenaro began to grit his teeth. Although Maboya’s assessment was true, he did not desire to lose a finger.

      Faster. Maboya’s blade sparked with nearly every strike. Jenaro knew it was an effort to break his concentration.

      Maboya increased the speed again. This time, Jenaro could not keep pace. He began to slow only to be startled out of his concentration by a particularly large shower of sparks from Maboya. Jenaro’s blade came down on the ring finger of his left hand, just below the first knuckle from his nail. A surge of pain shot up his arm. He lifted his hand from the table in reflex, but did not raise the blade. Unfortunately, the initial impact did not completely sever the finger. Jenaro’s reflex finished the job. He let out a cry. Maboya burst forth in laughter.

      “You are not as quick with a blade as you think, Andoli,” Maboya chided after his outburst.

      Jenaro sat in the sand, squeezing what was left of his finger in an attempt to stop the bleeding.

      Maboya shook his head and reached down for Jenaro’s hand. Jenaro recoiled briefly then let the captain see the damage. Maboya chuckled and brought forth his blade. The dripping from before had intensified. It danced across the blade as if it were made of fire itself. The feeling that shot up Jenaro’s arm when it touched the wound confirmed the blaze. The blade was unnaturally hot and cauterized the wound on Jenaro’s finger. Jenaro winced and growled. He could feel tears welling in his eyes. He became dizzy.

      When Maboya released the blade, he said, “Go and wash it in the waters.”

      Jenaro plunged his hand into the pool. The water boiled and steamed and soon the burning of his missing finger ceased. The flesh, though, continued to throb. Jenaro removed the tatters that covered his head, tore a small strip, and wrapped his finger.

      “It would seem we are on an even plane, Andoli,” Maboya proclaimed.

      “It would indeed,” Jenaro agreed. “The next game decides who will be victorious.”

      Maboya returned his blade to his pocket. “Do not for a moment think I will take pity on you because of your injury.”

      Jenaro nodded and looked back toward the trees. “We should head back inland.”

      They arrived at the stand and Jenaro immediately retrieved the egg he had previously placed in the sand. “This one will be easy,” Jenaro told Maboya with a grin. He explained the rules of a simple game of catch. They would toss the egg back and forth. With each successful catch, they would take a step back, increasing the distance between themselves. Whoever broke the egg was the loser.

      Maboya stared suspiciously at Jenaro. “I can simply toss the egg at your head and declare victory.”

      Jenaro shook his head. “The game depends on both a good throw and a successful catch. If you purposely make an errant throw, the broken egg will be because of your throw. Thus, you would lose.”

      “Get on with it then,” Maboya grunted.

      Jenaro gently tossed the egg to Maboya, who cradled it with his leathery hand. He lifted his head and squinted angrily at Jenaro then tossed the egg back. It landed like a feather in Jenaro’s hands. He would have smiled except for the bolt of pain from his missing finger. They continued to toss the egg back and forth, stepping backward with each catch until they were nearly fifteen fathoms apart. Jenaro noticed that Maboya caught each throw with his leathery hand, using his bony right hand to stabilize his catch. He also seemed reluctant to move in any direction that would jeopardize this. Jenaro cleverly tossed the egg as high as he could, aiming for Maboya’s right side. Maboya was slow to react. He shuffled to his right, attempting to get his left hand under the egg. When Maboya realized he would not be able to catch it as he desired, he lowered his hands in an attempt to cradle the egg with both. The egg, however, was moving too rapidly. It landed primarily in his right hand, bursting and spilling its yolk over his palms.

      Maboya slowly raised his head, his face an ironic display of shock and disgust. Jenaro swore his eyeless sockets blazed with the rage of betrayal.

      “You are a cheat, Jenaro delRios,” he shouted.

      Jenaro held his hands up. “It was a clean throw, Maboya.”

      “This entire tournament of yours has been a fiasco, Andoli,” Maboya growled, angrily shaking his head. “You were seeking to make a fool of me and you have. Now if you do not have any other tilted diversions, we should return to the Ferry. You are, after all, my new first mate.”

      Jenaro laughed. “You are mistaken Maboya. The Ferry is my ship now and you are no longer allowed on board.”

      Maboya snarled and tore his dagger from inside his coat. In the blink of an eye, he was behind Jenaro with the blazing hot steel pressed to the Andoli’s throat.

      “The Ferry will forever be mine.”

      Jenaro cringed as Maboya spoke. He could feel the heat of his breath burning his cheek. He could smell it; a putrid mix of sulfur and decay. The knife began to sear the flesh of his neck. Maboya sent Jenaro toward the dinghy with a push. Jenaro reluctantly walked. He looked to where he had lost a finger and noticed his family dagger still resting on the stone. Maboya forced Jenaro to row. He sat, back toward the glimmering black hull of the Charon’s Ferry and worked the oars. Maboya still clutched his dagger. He lounged rather uncomfortably and watched Jenaro, tossing his blade up and down, flipping it from hilt to blade in his bony right hand.

      The dinghy pulled up alongside the Ferry. Maboya motioned for Jenaro to climb aboard. Jenaro scaled the line and reached the deck of the Ferry. When he turned to look down, he noticed Maboya disappear only to reappear aboard the dinghy. This happened several times before Maboya shouted in frustration.

      “What have you done, Andoli?” Maboya cried from below.

      Jenaro shrugged. “I cannot control your movements or the peculiarities of nature, Maboya.”

      Maboya readied his dagger, aimed at Jenaro, but hesitated. “You have made a deal with her, haven’t you?”

      “Her?” Jenaro asked.

      “You know of whom I speak, Andoli,” Maboya hissed. He sat down, toothy grin still painting his face, and begun to laugh. “You made a fool of me and now I have lost the thing most dear to me.”

      Jenaro opened his mouth to reply, but instead heard a furious, angelic voice respond from his side.

      “You have made a fool of yourself, Maboya.”

      Jenaro turned to see a shining form hovering next to him. The brilliance slowly dissipated, revealing the stunning form a woman. Her hair was golden and long and floated close to her body, covering her most intimate parts. Her skin was fair and marked with florescent green and blue stripes and spots. Her eyes were dark and filled with a controlled rage Jenaro had never before seen. Her fingers were covered in sparkling sapphires. Her legs and feet were adorned with iridescent shells. She hovered inches above the deck.

      “You mean to renege on our deal, Bibi-Ama?” Maboya asked.

      Jenaro was surprised. The once boisterous and undaunted captain was now subdued, brought low by a creature much like himself.

      “You are mistaken, Maboya,” Bibi-Ama shot back. “It was you who reneged when you decided to use my vessel for your own personal gain. The Charon’s Ferry was meant to speed the passage of creatures like him to my bosom,” she said and motioned to Jenaro with a wide sweep of her hand.

      “I am more than just a chauffeur of souls, sea witch!” Maboya hissed.

      Bibi-Ama fumed at the curse. “Indeed you are, great captain! And until a time in which I deem your penance complete, you will perform your deeds of deceit aboard the meager vessel in which you now stand!”

      At that, Bibi-Ama raised both her hands above her head, moved her arms in a great circle, brought her hands to her chest, and pushed forward toward the horizon. In response, a swell of great magnitude pushed the dinghy away from the Ferry. Maboya shouted curses and pumped his fist at the ship until he faded into the distance.

      Jenaro smiled and turned to Bibi-Ama. The rage that veiled her face had subsided. Her mood mirrored the sea around them, calm and quiet.

      “What is your name, son of dust?” Bibi-Ama asked.

      “Jenaro delRios,” he replied with a low bow.

      Bibi-Ama smiled. “I do not normally have dealings with the children of dust. When I have an audience with the creatures of the sea, they cower in fear and respect. Is it typical of your kind to stand tall in the presence of my kind?”

      Jenaro smiled. Her voice was soft and she seemed genuinely interested in his answer. He chuckled lightly.

      “No, great goddess, it is not typical. Many of my kind would cower before you. But do not take my lack of fear as a lack of respect.”

      She nodded and began to float toward the ship’s wheel. Jenaro followed alongside.

      “The caguama that saved my life was you, was it not, great goddess of the sea?” Jenaro asked.

      Bibi-Ama placed her right hand on her chest and bowed ever so slightly. “I took a chance by revealing myself to you. Not lightly do me and mine do so to yours. Yet my intuition served true and now I am indebted to you, Jenaro delRios. Without your assistance, Maboya would have continued to run rampant across my seas, doing all he desired and neglected that which Yaya, in his wisdom, created him to do.”

      Jenaro was silent until they reached the wheel.

      “My ship is now in need of a captain,” Bibi-Ama said.

      “I would be honored, goddess. Yet I am afraid my spirit is not as hardy as that of Maboya. I cannot spend eternity rescuing those souls in which you speak of.”

      Bibi-Ama laughed. “Worry not, son of dust. Maboya will continue to do so from the modest vessel in which he now finds himself. No, Jenaro delRios. The Charon’s Ferry is yours to do with as you wish, so long as it is in keeping with Yaya’s laws, until that time in which Maboya once again returns to your shore to claim your soul.”

      Jenaro smiled and bowed low. “It is a kingly gift, goddess, and one which I will treasure until my dying breath.” Jenaro paused and stared out over the bow of the ship.

      The sun was now in its final stages, painting the sky with rich plum and coral colors. He lowered his head and thought of Agostin. Had Maboya truly transported him back to Port Hyspar?

      “There is one more thing I would ask of you, great goddess.”

      Bibi-Ama turned her gaze to Jenaro.

      “My friend, he was with me when I departed my home. Maboya claimed Agostin was safe.”

      Bibi-Ama nodded. “Maboya’s tricks. Your friend is indeed safe.”

      Jenaro breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Now you will want to be on your way, I assume? The sea is calling the two of us back to our homes.”

      Bibi-Ama bowed her head and raised her arms. The deep crimson sails of the Ferry unfurled in response. A great westerly wind arose, as if on cue, and with a gust, propelled the Charon’s Ferry forward. Bibi-Ama raised her head and smiled at Jenaro. In the blink of an eye, she dove overboard. He ran to the edge and noticed the silhouette of a great cagauama swimming alongside the ship until the shadow of the giant turtle slowly faded into the deep.

      Jenaro stood in awe at the sheer speed of Charon’s Ferry. It felt as if the clipper were racing the sun, daring it to rise before it reached the Andolins. Jenaro held fast to the wheel, but knew the ship did not need his input. He wondered if Bibi-Ama herself were pulling the ship along.
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        * * *

      

      Soon the morning rays of the sun combined with the lighthouse of Port Hyspar welcomed him home. Jenaro could see the shining seas of the bay, the sails of those fishermen returning from their evenings abroad, and the banners and standards of the royal navy. It was those banners that caused Jenaro to stop. Without any way to declare his allegiance, the navy would more than likely open fire on the Ferry. Jenaro looked to the masts. Charon’s Ferry had no standard, no banner to announce whether it was friend or foe. His heart jumped. He ran from the wheel to the nearest line and began to climb. The crimson sails lowered and the speed of the ship decreased as he climbed.

      The clipper slipped into the bay proper as the alarm sounded. Jenaro could hear the horns of war screaming from the shipyard. In no time at all, Charon’s Ferry was surrounded by three small frigates. Admiral Gueybana’s man-o-war was fast approaching. Jenaro reached the pinnacle of the main mast, wrapped both his legs and his left arm around, and waved his right hand. He was spotted before any vessel opened fire.

      Charon’s Ferry refused to move farther into the bay despite the navy’s attempts to tow it. Jenaro boarded the frigate Pride of Caguama and made his way ashore. He was met at the docks by none other than his father and his carib, Agostin, alive and well. Jenaro greeted both with a strong embrace and kiss. Together, the three walked back to the manse. Jenaro told his father of his recent encounter with Maboya and Bibi-Ama.

      “Gueybana would have you arrested,” the BO’ stated.

      Jenaro chuckled. “It is the punishment for the crime I committed.” He paused before asking, “What would you have me do?”

      Josue stopped and turned to look at his son and his carib. He placed his hands on Jenaro’s shoulders and said, “You bested Maboya. You sailed with Bibi-Ama. You no longer need me to tell you what to do. You are my son and you have my blessing, no matter what you decide.” He leaned in close and whispered to Jenaro, “I envy you that ship. It is a treasure I have never before seen.”

      Josue patted his son on the shoulder and continued his walk, followed closely by his guaza. He left Jenaro and Agostin alone on the cobblestone path to the manse.

      Agostin walked off the path and leaned against the nearest tree. “You would not believe what I went through after I disappeared.”

      Jenaro smirked. “Likewise, my friend. And I would love to exchange our tales, but first, we have pressing business.”

      “I have already gathered a few Andoli willing to serve aboard the Ferry,” Agostin stated.

      “You have? I was only apart from you for three days!”

      Agostin shook his head. “It has been more than a few weeks since we were aboard Charon’s Ferry together. Apparently time flows differently in the presence of Maboya. Regardless, you told me to place my faith in your plan. I did just that.”

      “Well then, as soon as I have a bath and a new set of clothes, we’re all set. Have them ready to sail by midday.”

      Agostin grinned and nodded. “And what does our captain have planned?”

      Jenaro crossed his arms on his chest. “I lost my family dagger while on that island.”

      “Along with your finger,” Agostin quipped.

      Jenaro shook his head and smiled. “I plan on retrieving that heirloom.”
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      At the edge of the world, two fronts clashed. Black clouds mushroomed out of those dueling weather systems, and the wind whipped the sea into a foaming frenzy. Lightning struck and for a fraction of a second, it coruscated on the Veil. It was an ancient, magical shield faintly outlined by the power generating it. Darkness fell, obscuring the woman watching.

      Luminous wings extended from her back. They blushed pink as a sunset before fading to an orangey-gold at the tips. Waves beat against her shrinking island, but she perched on those rocks, frozen by time, as she stared at that invisible shield through crystalline eyes. The constant barrage of wind and weather had tarnished her rose-gold skin and, in places, her metal shell had cracked, revealing her clockwork interior. A key protruded from a heart-shaped hole in her back, and it turned slowly, winding her up just enough to sing.

      “Come and see. Oh, come and see—what changes are upon the sea.”

      No one heard her except the sea. It stretched for thousands of miles in all directions, save one. The Agents of Change were coming, but only she felt them pounding on the gates of this world.

      “Changes come in threes. Yes, in threes. So, come and see—what changes are upon the sea,” she sang softly, but the wind snatched her warning and threw it away.
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        * * *

      

      Many miles away, Kurago swam like his life depended on it. Because it did. He had to surface right now. But the rising sea was bucking and thrashing like a stampede of watery nightmares galloping away from the storm’s fury.

      They kept crashing over him and shoving him down toward the murky depths he’d just left. Worse still, his lungs strained to expel the breath he’d been holding and his fins were tiring. But he fought on because the air he needed was so damned close. If he could just reach it.

      Just a little farther and he’d breach the surface. Kurago focused on that one goal to the exclusion of all else. He just needed to get his blowhole clear of the waterline before his lungs burst. Too bad his dolphin body hadn’t come equipped with gills.

      Kurago arched his back and used his powerful tail flukes to propel him up. “Just a little farther, then you can rest,” he told himself as his energy flagged.

      Finally, he breached just as a lightning bolt struck a dark shape on the horizon, turning the stormy night to a purple-hued day. Kurago exhaled through his blowhole then sweet air rushed in, rolling back the dark clouds edging his vision.

      That was too close. Kurago bobbed in the heaving sea, too spent to do anything more than breathe in the air that his body so desperately needed. Lightning struck again and again, in the same spot, leaving brilliant afterimages behind. Kurago blinked to clear them from his sight.

      This wasn’t a natural storm. The thunderheads’ noctilucent glow only confirmed that. Even the humid air was tense, as if it too was waiting for something to happen. A feeling of foreboding swept through Kurago, from his tail flukes to his bottlenose, and with it, a cold dread seeped through his rubbery-gray skin as he watched another bolt land right where the others had struck.

      Something was coming, but he couldn’t put his flipper on what, then he saw a dark shape breaching the surface. She wasn’t the source of his unease, but perhaps she had news that would explain this dread he felt. Omani exhaled the instant her blowhole rose above the choppy sea. Kurago backed up to give the humpback whale more space and received a face full of spindrift for his trouble. A high-pitched song of greeting followed that, and Kurago responded in kind with a whistle-click welcome of his own. He had no idea if Omani could understand it.

      His dolphin ancestors hadn’t bothered to create the long and complicated vocalizations that whales loved to produce, so his greeting wasn't as melodic as the whale’s song. But it got the job done in half the time, and that was what mattered. Whales tended to drone on and on if allowed to, especially Omani, but tonight, Kurago had neither the patience nor the time for that. Something was drawing closer with every breath and it was their job to stop it.

      When the salutation ended, Omani’s eyes lit up. They were blue torches in the vast liquid darkness of her eyes. Kurago felt his own eyes catch that fire as the parley spell settled over him. It forged a two-way bridge between their minds that each could send a focused beam of thoughts down, making it the best way for complicated interspecies-communication to take place at sea. Though it was anyone’s guess whether the parley spell translated their words faithfully, or if it just sent the gist across that telepathic connection. Sometimes it seemed like every word passed verbatim, but at other times, the meaning got lost in translation. Tonight, that spell had better not lose the plot.

      “A bad blow’s coming,” Omani said through the parley spell, and her thoughts passed telepathically to Kurago.

      “I don’t think it’s natural,” he said.

      “Is any storm really natural?” Omani’s eyes held a spark of humor in their liquid depths.

      “You know what I mean. This one feels foul. I don’t like how bolt after bolt keeps striking the same spot.”

      “What spot?”

      “There.” Kurago rolled and pointed with a pectoral flipper, but he needn’t have bothered because another bolt sliced through the darkness at that same moment, and lit up the very anomaly they were supposed to be guarding.

      “I see what you mean. How can it do that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And that troubles you?”

      “Doesn’t it trouble you?” Kurago gaped at Omani. A wave rolled under him, lifting him until he was blue-glowing eyes to blue-glowing eyes with the too-calm whale.

      Omani exhaled and water jetted skyward from her blowhole. Before she could answer, lightning struck again and this time, it reflected off an extra-large pair of receding tentacles. Omani gestured with her flipper to that tentacular sentinel and Kurago tried hard not to shudder in revulsion. There was something deeply unnatural about that giant squid.

      “No one’s getting past that beastie tonight. Not while she’s all riled up like that.”

      That was true. The kraken was short-tempered in calm seas and this storm was wild enough to send her into a blind rage. Every creature under the sea had better stay away from her tonight. As Kurago treaded water beside his fellow Watcher, he kept one eye on the kraken. He didn't trust her to stay inside her territory, not while she was so unsettled.

      “What about the creator of that storm?” Kurago asked.

      “He can’t break the Veil. Not even lightning can pierce that shield, no matter how many times it strikes. No magic can.”

      “Not from a distance. What if the caster reached it somehow? Every shield has a breaking point, even that Veil. Surely, if he threw enough magic at it, it would break.”

      “Even if the caster somehow got past squiddy over there, which is impossible, he’d have to be part fish to get anywhere near it.”

      “What if he is?” Kurago felt compelled to point out.

      He had no idea if what he was suggesting was even possible, but there was a cold dread congealing in his gut. Had he been vigilant this night?

      Omani gave him an unreadable look that had no effect on his inner turmoil. True, he was making some rather wild suppositions. But tonight, anything seemed possible. Lightning struck the Veil again, making Kurago’s point for him. Lighting couldn't strike the same spot twice, let alone over and over. That just wasn’t natural, which meant the storm had an unnatural origin, but Kurago knew little about magic beyond the parley spell.

      Perhaps Omani had some insight about that. Silence stretched between their minds. It was an oasis from the too-loud crashing of the waves and the peels of thunder until Omani finally broke it.

      “This fictitious caster could throw every spell in his arsenal and nothing would happen. That Veil is unbreakable by any mage-craft possessed by man and his magical cousins,” she said at last.

      “You’re more traveled than I. Are there mages who are part fish?” Kurago asked, even though he was losing this debate.

      Kurago turned so he faced westward, where the Veil between worlds stood. Lightning slammed into it again, lighting it up for his viewing pleasure. Though, at this distance, there wasn’t much to see. The Veil was supposedly a field of stars rising vertically out of the seafloor that was possibly made up of tiny, luminous creatures called Andurai. They were like the salt in the sea—present in every gallon and just as harmless. Legend claimed they were the building blocks of magic. Since Kurago had never seen the Veil up close, he could neither confirm nor deny if any of that were true.

      “Only a certain Darodred youngling who’s too impulsive for his own good,” Omani reminded him.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You asked if there were any mages who were part fish and I answered.”

      “I heard you the first time, but your answer doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Which part?”

      “What do you mean which part? The part about Damos, of course. He doesn’t have any magic.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I’ve spent enough time chasing him away from places he shouldn’t go. If he had any magic at all, I’d have seen it by now,” Kurago said as another wave rolled under him. “Besides, I wasn’t talking about him.”

      “Well, you should be. He’s the only one stupid enough to make a try for that Veil.”

      “He's not the one sending that lightning.”

      “Only a god can do that. Where is he anyway?”

      “Where is who? The Storm God? Why would I have even the foggiest notion about that?” Kurago waited for a response.

      “No, I meant Damos, of course.” Omani rolled her eyes at Kurago's obtuseness. “Tell me you have eyes on him. His curiosity’s more dangerous than that storm.”

      “What about its sender?” Kurago asked. For now, he ignored the reference to Damos. That young Darodred was the harmless kind of trouble. But the storm was something else and its presence still troubled Kurago. Omani rolled her liquid eyes heavenward again in search of patience.

      “Don't be silly. No one made that storm,” she said.

      “Someone must have. It's too focused to be natural.”

      “And I'm telling you that's impossible. There aren't any storm-tamers on any of the nearby islands.”

      Those mages all lived a thousand miles away on the One Continent, and no one had seen the Storm God in a long time. Nor could he be the one throwing lightning bolts at the Veil. Even minor gods needed solid ground to rest on, and there was none in the middle of the sea.

      That nagging feeling that something was awry only intensified as their debate ended. Change was in the air, electrifying it. Like a cresting wave, it would crash down on someone. Kurago tried once more to articulate the problem because that damned parley spell wasn’t translating his thoughts properly. But it was their only means of communication since they couldn’t replicate each other’s vocalizations.

      “Look, I admit that the storm is behaving oddly, but—” Omani raised a flipper when Kurago started to speak. “Let me finish. Storm-tamers don’t have gills and no ships can pass our squiddy frenemy in one piece.”

      Lightning struck the horizon again, illuminating a wall of rippling shadows and constellations of bright sparks that might be the Andurai. It was the Veil, of course. Dolphin lore claimed it was a gateway, but no one had ever confirmed that because a certain kraken attacked anyone who swam near it.

      “I see your point. Even if a storm-tamer sailed out here, the kraken would sink his ship and he’d die before he could swim to shore,” Kurago said as the afterimages faded.

      “Exactly my point. Whereas our young Darodred friend doesn’t need a ship. He’s got fins, gills, and an unquenchable curiosity. Trust me. Damos is the greater threat. He’s the one we need to keep our eyes on tonight.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Because Kurago wasn’t.

      Humans were cunning creatures. The Watchers in the east claimed they were sailing farther from their continent on ships that could run with the wind. And some humans could use magic. Was this storm their doing? That seemed impossible despite the humans’ new ships, but that feeling of impending doom only strengthened. Why didn’t Omani feel it? It was stirring the air and churning up the sea.

      “I’m quite certain,” Omani said firmly, dismissing any human involvement. The blue flames in her eyes died out as she killed the parley spell and cut the telepathic lines of communication between them.

      Their inter-species parley was over and none too soon. The sea was growing rougher by the moment as the storm intensified its attack on the Veil. Bolt after bolt struck the shield with barely a pause between them, and he had no magic to stop it.

      Kurago was sure that Omani was wrong about Damos, but it wouldn’t hurt to check on that curious youngster. His people were the distant cousins of the humans on the One Continent and humans were a resourceful lot. Worse still, Kurago didn’t know if anyone was watching the Hold. The weather might not be bad enough on the seafloor to keep Damos inside tonight. Kurago whistle-clicked several curses as evidence of his growing laxity.

      As another volley of violent bolts struck the Veil, Kurago took a deep breath and dove. May the One God have mercy on him if he was wrong about Damos.
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        * * *

      

      Far below the surface, Damos swam along the seafloor, hugging its contours. The pressure all those gallons of water exerted on every square inch of his nearly seven-foot-long body comforted him. It was a big watery hug that never ended. But the shadows he tried to blend into kept shifting as the creatures throwing them moved with the strengthening current.

      Just ignore the extra-large fish with arms shadowing the bottom-feeders. Damos willed the Watchers to be anywhere except right above him, even though he had no power to make them do anything. He couldn’t see them, but they always cruised the mid-ocean, scanning for trouble. Damos smiled as he darted into a patch of undulating seaweed to break up his silhouette.

      Those plants got a little too friendly when he peered through their rippling fronds for signs of the Watchers. No other sea creature had hair and right now, Damos wished he was bald, then those weeds would stop grabbing his hair. That “hair” was a weird anomaly unique to his kind, the Darodreds. According to the lore, his people were one of the eight species known as “the Magic Kind.”

      What had happened to the other seven kinds? Had they died out or were they still hanging around somewhere? No one had ever said, and Damos had asked everyone, including the Watchers, who on many occasions had subjected him to a parley spell.

      Maybe tonight’s quest would shed some light on those other magical races. Curiosity sang a siren song and it turned Damos toward the only forbidden place left under the sea—the Veil. It was the one place he’d never thought of visiting before and the only taboo he hadn’t proved wrong yet. Perhaps he would do that tonight.

      Doubts crept in, but Damos shoved them aside. The mid-ocean was clear. There were no Watchers in the area. Excitement made the lobes of his caudal fins tingle. Before he could change his mind, Damos shot out of that seaweed patch and sped westward.

      Lights twinkled and twirled as the roughening current whipped the pinprick stars dusting the sea floor into shining vortices. Of course, they weren’t really stars. They were tiny creatures that liked to clump together into luminous macro-colonies that looked a lot like stars, which was probably how this sea had gotten its name. Those shiny motes were everywhere.

      Why couldn’t they leave him alone tonight? Damos glared at the creatures clinging to him. He didn’t bother with a parley spell. The Watchers made it look so easy to cast, but it wasn’t. Besides, the Andurai were supposedly magical creatures, so they should be able to hear his agitated vocalizations even if none of the sounds he produced were actual words. If they did, they gave no indication of it.

      Damos swatted at the Andurai, who’d hitched a ride on his body. Since he was trying to be stealthy, the pinpricks of light dusting his tail were an unwelcome addition. More Andurai flocked to him, as if he’d issued some kind of invitation. In an eye-blink, both lobes of his caudal fin were covered in them, and they made his tail glow a soft silver against the deep blue of the sea.

      Supposedly, those little buggers were the building blocks of magic, but Damos had never believed that particular rumor. He shook his tail, but they clung on, lighting him up for all to see.

      Sleek as a runner, Damos was like the rest of his Darodred brethren—man-like from waist to head. Not that he’d ever seen a human man before. And if he ever did, said human would faint dead away at the sight of his alarmingly human, if a tad blue, face. Though, his flattened nose was just there for decoration since Damos had never found a use for it, but the Andurai had. A group of them settled on its tip, and Damos glared cross-eyed at those glowing buggers as he swiped at them.

      At least his multicolored hair wasn’t glowing. It was cut short, and its mottled blues matched his scales. But that’s where the similarities with his distant human cousins ended. Instead of skin, scales covered him from tail-tip to the crown of his head in a rather fetching pattern of blue, silver, and teal, which the Andurai augmented with spots of glowing white.

      “Please go away and leave me in peace,” he said in a whistle-click language, not very different from dolphin speech, but the Andurai just migrated down his torso, tickling him as they went.

      Their colonies changed sizes to match his scales, which were smaller on his face but increased in circumference as they moved down his body. The Andurai even outlined the gills along his sides, which were bubbling away as Damos thrashed to rid himself of his luminous passengers.

      His fingers and opposable thumbs were webbed and fin-like and more than adequate to brush those Andurai off him. But those glowing annoyances kept catching on the translucent blue fins trailing artfully from his elbows to his wrists on the outside of his arms, which he noted with growing horror were glowing too as more and more Andurai abandoned his tail and migrated to his arm-fins.

      Why me? Damos scrubbed his now glowing hands over his face, but that only worsened the problem because it transferred those annoying things back to his face. Fabulous. Now his eyelashes were glowing.

      From the waist down, he had a long, muscular tail ending in a large caudal fin with two large lobes perfectly fashioned for quick getaways, but Damos couldn’t outswim a creature that was in every gallon of seawater. At least his tail was slowly darkening as the Andurai found other places on his person to hitch rides.

      Damos twisted around to check his back. Like dolphins and other sea mammals, he had a dorsal fin at the base of his spine. It was the only part of him not dusted with glowing motes. Thank you, God. But that left Damos with two choices—abandon his quest tonight and head back to the Hold or go on and hope he could shake his passengers before any of the Watchers saw him—if they hadn’t already. And they might have since he freaking glowed, and not softly either. No, the Andurai were in light-up-the-sea mode. Damn them to the deepest trench.

      Home won out above the Veil because he couldn’t continue on while parts of his body glowed like a second sun. Damos turned toward the Hold instead, but Arosities’s words echoed in his mind, renewing his determination.

      “Do your duty, boy, or you’ll bring the Lord God down on our heads,” Arosities had said, then he’d pounded his massive fist against the cave wall. The phosphorescent sea life lining it had withdrawn into their hidey-holes at his ire. But Arosities had ignored them, along with the fish darting away, as he’d turned his fury on his youngest charge. “Are you a fool, boy? Why test the lore? Respect it like I damned well taught you and quit all this exploration nonsense or so help me, I’ll make you!”

      As if that old Darodred could catch him! He had to be careful not to vocalize that though, especially here in the channel. Sound traveled far under the sea, and Arosities had a keen sense of hearing for his age.

      But what if the lore was wrong? Dead wrong. Damos had already proven that on more than one occasion, but nothing had changed in the Hold. His hands balled into fists and he punched the seawater in front of him until his anger subsided.

      There was only one taboo left—the Veil. If legend was wrong about everything else, then it must be wrong about that too. If only Damos could prove its nonexistence, all the lies oppressing his people would finally topple. Then maybe everyone would finally come to their senses.

      Because it was past time to found a new Hold. His people couldn’t keep living in these overcrowded conditions. But the old ways grew more entrenched no matter what he did. Soon they would trap him too unless something changed.

      Damos regarded his still-glowing body. Even now, covered in Andurai, it betrayed him. His scales were darkening and slowly taking on the satiny sheen of the breeders. Just what he didn’t want to be—a captive. But that’s what he was: one of the few who could engender the next generation whether he liked it or not.

      The number of breeding males and females were dwindling with each brood, but the numbers of neuters and sterile males and females were increasing. Because their species was dying out. But no one would listen. That too was the Veil’s fault. The lore surrounding it kept his people penned up in the Hold. No one would tell him why.

      “Changes come in threes,” sang the voice of the sea. It vibrated the bones in his jaw, conjuring hazy pictures in his mind of his people throwing off the old ways to embrace change.

      Yes, indeed, changes came in threes, and Damos aimed to be one of those three.

      Bubbles shot toward the surface ending his daydream and Damos dove through a stand of bioluminescent weeds. Someone was coming, but it couldn’t be a Watcher because of the depth. They usually stayed in the upper sea because most of them lacked gills, which meant it might be one of the few Darodreds who still ventured out of the Hold.

      Damos scanned the seabed for signs of his pursuer, but there were only bioluminescent plants, fish, and free-floating Andurai about. If he hugged the sea floor, he could blend in with them and slip away. Eventually, those plants would peter out as the seafloor plunged into deep trenches. By that point though, he’d better lose his shimmering passengers.

      A passing shrimp shook its head and Damos was suddenly hungry. But the shrimp had already zipped out of sight, behind a patch of sea anemones. Their dark tentacles tickled his tail as he passed. None tried to sting him, but he kept his claws out just in case the idea crossed their minds. Some of the Andurai leaped off onto the anemones, making them glow. Good riddance.

      More Andurai lost interest in him and drifted away, but some remained. They dotted his tail, turning his scales into a constellation of stars, and Damos took a moment to admire the effect. It was subtle, but quite fetching against the blue twilight of the sea. Was their glow soft enough though?

      He'd find out soon. His course was set and miles of open ocean lay before him.
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        * * *

      

      A lone figure sighed as she lowered her tired arms. Energy still crackled around her fingertips, making her hair float around her face in a black, frizzy cloud as she examined the fulgurite. The glass tube had formed when lightning had struck the spit of sand behind her. It barely qualified as an island, but the atoll was rich in fulgurites and sea glass, and that made it priceless in her blue-glowing eyes.

      Svetalia regarded her haul fondly. She had a half dozen fulgurites piled on the sand and twice as many pieces of sea glass. Foolish sailors had thrown their empty bottles overboard, and the sea had polished the shards into perfect amplifiers for the fulgurites’ power. Did she have enough to break the Veil and the curse upon her kind?

      She might be risking her life for nothing, but she pushed that thought out of her mind because she’d come too far to quit now. Svetalia slid down the rock she’d perched on hours earlier, into the foaming sea, tail-first. She grimaced as the water climbed her scales to her waist, where her blue-green fishtail faded into a muscular woman’s bronzed upper body. Oh, how she hated that wet reminder of what she was—a creature who was neither fish nor a woman, but something in between.

      She was born of a race of cursed shifters called Shallans, and like the rest of her race, she was stuck in a half-human, half-fish warrior-form. But it missed that goal by a nautical mile. In fact, this half-form was a cruel joke. She had a tail, but no gills, so she couldn’t dive deep for long enough to enjoy the sea’s pleasures or explore its wrecks. And without legs, she couldn’t wander about on land for long without drying out and ending up in excruciating pain.

      As the cold water touched the fulgurite burning her hand, it cracked. The storm was dissipating anyway. All its energy was spent and so was the fulgurite. The current grabbed it and the pieces of sea glass from her hand. Both were now spider-webbed with cracks.

      She let them drift away. In time, the sea would fashion them into something new, and they’d wash up on another atoll. Someone would put them to use, for that was the way of the sea. Nothing was ever wasted. Everything was reclaimed and recycled.

      Svetalia watched them disappear into the night-shrouded ocean as the storm blew itself out. Thunder grumbled at her for abandoning the storm she’d summoned as she crawled on her belly out of the sea and onto the narrow beach. Her treasures lay on a ragged square of sailcloth. One by one, she fed each carefully into the glass bottle she’d found after she checked it once more for cracks.

      There were none, so she trimmed the swollen cork to fit and pushed it in. Then she covered it with the wax-coated sailcloth, tied that tightly around the corked top, and placed the whole thing into a rucksack she’d fashioned from more of that same waterproofed cloth before looping the entire bundle across her back.

      She was ready, but the Veil was far away—too far for her to swim to it unaided. If her plan succeeded and she broke the curse, she had no way to reach land before she drowned. Her quest was hopeless before it had even begun, but she had no other choice. She couldn’t live like this anymore.

      The wind tousled her wet hair and flung spindrift into her eyes. Was it the wind of fate or change?

      For a long moment, she sat half in the water and half out. She was caught between two worlds. The uncaring surf rolled in and covered her tail then withdrew, revealing it. She stared at the play of starlight on her deep purple-blue scales until a shadow fell over her. All those defeatist thoughts fled like a school of startled fish as she dug her hands into the wet sand and scooted deeper into the water.

      There was a dark shape fast approaching her deserted little island. It was too big to be a ship, but what else could it be? Maybe a Watcher? In that case, she had nothing to fear because she belonged out here. Well, she actually belonged in the shallow waters of a coral reef many miles away, which may have alarmed the Watchers—but as the ship came into view, she stopped, wondering about them and staring at the random, wandering crew. What was that ship doing out here? When she saw it sail toward the western horizon though, she had her answer. She wasn’t the only one hunting for the Veil this night. Perhaps her quest wasn’t hopeless after all.

      Svetalia smiled for the first time in a long while as she swam toward the ship, ignoring all her instincts. They were screaming at her to turn aside and swim away instead of toward the ship and its two-legged passengers. She kept a weathered eye on the shadow-laden deck and scanned it for the metallic gleam of a harpoon.
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        * * *

      

      A sonic call vibrated the bones in Damos’s skull, specifically his lower jaw, and the sensation startled him out of a light doze. Where had that come from? He floated, listening hard for a repeat to give him a fix. Hopefully the noise of his passage hadn’t sent a similar vibration through the bones of the creature employing said sonar.

      It might not have since all the water around them generated quite a lot of sound, as did that passing school of fish. They didn’t even glance in his direction as they swam on, in search of dinner or some Andurai to chase.

      Clicks reverberated through the water again, and their echoes mapped a three-dimensional section of the craggy sea mountain. It offered plenty of places to hide. In fact, hiding sounded like a great idea as more click trains followed that first volley.  That meant a dolphin was on his tail. They were the most persistent of the Watchers and the speediest.

      He concentrated on the successive click trains and used them to navigate as he dove into the valley below him. But he couldn’t tell if those clicks came from Kurago or not. All dolphins sounded alike to him, which was how they wanted things, and it was a damned nuisance.

      Since a concussion would also end his quest prematurely, Damos thrust his arms in front of his face and touched his palms together to protect his head. No sane Darodred would plunge blindly into a trench of unknown depth, but Damos had no other options.

      Fortunately, all the Andurai had fallen off while he’d been swimming and their free-floating brethren had made themselves scarce, which was downright strange. The Andurai were everywhere under the sea. So why weren’t they here?

      Their absence sounded an alarm in his head and set his senses afire. But none passed any usable intel except touch and the vibrations in his bones, painting shifting soundscapes in his mind. Damos felt the current with every scale on his body and used its changes to navigate through the utter darkness as the dolphin turned his sonar on a different part of the undersea range.

      Another sonic scream vibrated through his bones and Damos flattened himself under an outcropping until its echoes attenuated into silence. That was definitely a whale and not a happy one, but she was farther away and might be searching another section of the seafloor.

      There was a cave behind him. Damos darted into it and put a solid rock wall between him and those echoing clicks before they could bounce off him. One of his favorite pastimes was avoiding Watchers, but he didn’t want to play that game tonight, not when his people’s salvation might be within his grasp. If he could prove the Veil didn’t exist. To do that, he needed that Watcher to move along.

      “Come and see. Oh, come and see. What’s beyond my twinkling shield,” whispered the sea.

      Maybe it too was tired of the deception. Or perhaps the voice was a figment of his over-active imagination. When those clicks grew further away, Damos swam out of the cave. The Watcher was heading north along the mountain range, not westward where legend claimed he needed to go.

      “Come and see. Oh, come and see.”

      In case his luck had an expiration date, Damos swam as quickly and quietly as he could away from the Watchers. He just hoped he was heading toward the Veil and the change he so desperately wanted, not away from it. The lore had been a little sketchy on its location.
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        * * *

      

      Ropes creaked as the anchor rose and silhouettes dashed as the deck raised black sails for the wind to catch. It was finally blowing in the right direction. Tyrgard lowered his spyglass as one last bolt of lightning lit the heavens and, way off in the distance, their goal—a shimmering wall of starlight and darkness.

      “The Veil,” Tyrgard muttered to the staccato tapping of a wooden peg. He shook his dark head as the captain approached. “I thought it was just a myth.”

      “And I told you it wasn’t,” Captain Arnel said from somewhere in the shadows.

      “You’ve told me a lot of things over the years, and not all of them were true.”

      Arnel brushed that comment off. “This is different.”

      “I’ll believe that when I hold the proof in my hands.”

      “Then prepare to believe it.” The captain spat his quid over the side. He tended to chew when he rattled on about something. “Quit lollygagging and trim those sails.”

      Conversation over, the captain stomped off, shouting orders as he went. Tyrgard collapsed the spyglass and returned it to his pocket just as another lightning bolt crashed into the rising sea and a shadowy wall appeared for a split second on the horizon before vanishing.

      Tyrgard rubbed his eyes. It was just a trick of the light and his tired mind. There was no magical gateway in the middle of the ocean. That was impossible. A man couldn’t sail west beyond west to the Lands of Ever, where all souls find rest. Life didn’t work like that.

      But if it did—no, he couldn’t think like that. Hope was a disease he’d long ago recovered from. Truth was his buckler and logic was his scimitar. Tyrgard touched both with shaking hands. They were secured to a thick leather belt riding low on his too-lean hips. A muscle spasmed in his chest. Just touching those gifts made his heart ache with loss. But he knew better than to hope his lost love would return. The sea took what it wanted and some never returned from its watery depths.

      If only that Veil was real, then he could cross over and see all those he’d lost. But it didn’t exist and thinking such insane things would only lead to more heartache and a return of the black despair he’d crawled out of to win a bet to prove his longtime friend wrong. Hence this voyage, which had no end in sight. He’d only come along to say, “I told you so.”

      Tyrgard swallowed over the lump forming in his throat and the hunger cramping his gut. He should swing by the galley and grab a bowl of gruel and a mug of grog while he could. A hungry sailor was a sloppy one and the sea was a demanding mistress. Arnel was courting enough calamity on this voyage for everyone. Tyrgard refused to add to that.

      An albatross cried and startled Tyrgard out of his black thoughts. It, too, was alone out here. We have that in common, my feathered friend.

      “Tyrgard!” the captain called. “Where are you?”

      “Here, sir!”

      Tyrgard couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom as he hurried carefully across the heaving deck. It was a cold weight oppressing him and he shivered despite the balmy, tropical night. This just might be his last voyage, but there was nothing he could do about that now. His ship had sailed and the mainland was a thousand miles away as the albatross flies, getting farther away every hour.

      “Wait for me on the other side, Cair-Lyon. I might grace death’s shores before this voyage ends,” he whispered to the crashing sea, and those words lifted the darkness smiting his soul.

      It would be poetic justice if he, a lifelong privateer, died while chasing another man’s treasure, and the possibility hurried his steps because he wasn’t going down as a shirker.

      As he crossed the deck, a shadow separated from the sea and grabbed hold of a trailing line. Since the ship was running silently with its oil lamps shielded and burning low, no one saw her. All eyes were either trained on the distant horizon or the task at hand as the captain paced the deck, shouting orders.
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        * * *

      

      Svetalia couldn’t believe her luck. The ship was real! She held the proof tightly in her hands. And lest that rope vanish and leave her stranded, Svetalia tied it about her waist and gave her tired caudal fins a break. She didn’t care if it was a ghost ship crewed by the damned. It was going her way—west beyond west, where the sky supposedly fell into the sea and two worlds kissed.

      Svetalia settled in for the ride. It wasn’t comfortable to be dragged in the wake of a ship that was almost six times as wide as she was tall. At the moment though, the ship wasn’t moving all that fast since the wind was changing directions. She adjusted her makeshift harness and settled in for the ride.

      The multi-deck ship rode high on the sea, which meant it was traveling light. Svetalia scanned the darkly painted hull of the wooden vessel, but none of the alternating blue swirls or swashes meant anything to her. They probably meant something to the doomed crew though. Maybe they represented its name.

      Hopefully, no one would glance out any of the portholes above and notice her, but she kept an eye on the deck far above for fishing gaffs or harpoons. Either one would end her quest and probably her life. Getting here had been tiring work, but no obstacles had thrown themselves into her path. In fact, she hadn’t encountered any creatures except the usual schools of fish, and they’d ignored her as always.

      If fate was planning to stab her in the back, now was the time. Because from here on out, it should be a straight shot to her goal. Her nerves jangled and her heart beat too quickly in her chest, but the ship sailed on, making little headway with the contrary winds.

      Time crawled by while Svetalia rested. This was the last respite she’d get until the end of her quest and she made the most of it. An hour rolled by then two, but no shadows pointed at her from the deck. No one shouted, “Kill the siren!” No alarms sounded, and no harpoons rained down on her.

      Maybe this truly was a ghost ship. Svetalia relaxed a little and unslung her makeshift sack. Exhaustion still clung to her like a second set of scales, but she could move her arms without wincing, so that was a plus.

      Her quest might actually be possible and that realization made her scales tingle with excitement. Though, that could be the aftereffect of all the swimming. Not that it mattered. Someone must do this. Since no one else would, it had fallen to her. She was sick of living in two worlds and being part of neither.

      “Make me one or the other, not some bizarre amalgamation of a woman and a fish. Give me gills or give me legs, but make me whole,” she said into the uncaring wind and it threw her words away.

      If what she’d heard was true, beyond the Veil lay the Gray Between and the transformative power of its sandy beaches. And that was where everything had gone so spectacularly wrong in the deep past. Soon, she’d put that theory to the test.

      But first, her ride needed to move faster and Svetalia had just the thing to fill those slack black sails. She unslung her makeshift sack and removed the cork from the bottle. One fulgurite should do it. She didn’t need to brew up a storm, just a strong west wind. Svetalia tilted the bottle and out slid a rough tube of lightning-fused quartz and two pieces of sea-smoothed glass.

      She dipped the fulgurite into the sea then held it to her lips and blew a sustained note. The two coin-sized pieces of sea glass vibrated in her hand and the energy the sea had expended to erode their sharp edges was released in one burst that strengthened her call.

      “Come to me. Oh, come to me. Unleash the west wind; let it blow.”
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        * * *

      

      A strong current shoved Damos into a band of frigid water. He gritted his teeth and swam on as the seafloor leveled off from its nose-dive. Was that a good sign?

      The collected lore of his people didn’t exactly contain a detailed map and the sea was rather deserted here. Was he still swimming westward? Damos listened hard, but heard only the sound of his passage. No Watchers were about, nor had any crossed his path in a long while. Was it safe enough for a little echolocation?

      Yes, because he was tired of swimming blind. Damos whistle-clicked like a dolphin then listened for the echoes as they bounced off the seafloor. When they reverberated back to him, they vibrated the bones of his skull and sketched a surprising picture inside his mind.

      Either he was interpreting the sound all wrong or the seafloor was climbing upward at a staggering rate. Damos swam on, mystified by what he sensed. Apparently, the seafloor could rise to meet whatever was above the sea, which raised all kinds of other questions.

      Too bad there was no one around to answer them. This one time, he might have welcomed a Watcher. But it was better that none were present because said Watcher would have been honor-bound to stop him.

      As Damos paralleled the seabed’s long ascent, excitement bubbled up inside him. He must be swimming in the right direction. No one swam west of the Darotrian Trench because, really, they had no reason to. All the Holds were two miles east of the deep volcanoes beyond the Trench.

      According to legend, he must travel west beyond west, until the sun and moon traded places to where the starry night fell into the sea. Then, and only then, he’d reach the Veil, if it existed. How would he prove it if it didn’t? Damos slowed as that question beat in his brain. Nothing would change if he didn’t find some way of proving that Veil was a hoax.

      His quest felt futile. Damos rubbed his eyes. His tail sagged and his muscles ached as exhaustion mauled him.

      “Cross the Veil. Travel beyond Dreams. Come to where all souls find rest,” the voice of the sea quoted, but he was probably imagining that because giving up wasn’t in his nature.

      A strange lethargy spread to every muscle as Damos floated there. He suddenly felt very tired. How long had he been swimming?

      Without the Andurai about, he couldn’t tell, which probably meant it had been quite a few more hours than he’d planned on. The Andurai’s activity level went in cycles because even a bunch of glowing motes needed their rest.

      Damos stared at his hand. He could see it even though there were no Andurai about to light anything. How strange. The sea must be shallower here than he’d realized. Perhaps this was another sign his quest wasn’t hopeless.

      The urge to dive deep swelled within him, but Damos ignored it and the old Darodreds’ prattle about the dangers of shallow waters and the men who fished them. Damos had no idea what a ship or a fisherman was, and he didn’t particularly care. They wouldn’t be interested in him, but they might know how to prove a negative if the Veil didn’t exist. And if it did, well, he’d worry about that later.

      Curiosity battled exhaustion and won. Damos swam upward until the top of his head broke the surface. Water ran in rivulets down his face as he tilted his head back to take in the dark expanse above. It was frightfully cold up here and a breeze swept across his face, drying it. Damos submerged again and floated on his back, keeping a centimeter of water between him and that dry substance above it. Thousands of pinpricks sparkled in the darkness overhead, and he marveled at them.

      “West beyond west, night beyond day, when the sun and moon transpose themselves,” he said into the water, feeling it run pleasantly into his mouth and down his throat. The lore about the Veil was riddled with nonsensical words and concepts, so he floated on his back, hoping to decipher them.

      When his hand encountered something warm and slimy, he gasped. Stupid eel. Damos was about to smack the offending creature when he realized it wasn’t an eel. Oh no! He’d forgotten to check for dolphins! His eyes lit up and cast a blue glow on everything as the parley spell smacked him upside his foolish head and burrowed into his tired mind.

      “Ouch. A little warning next time, please?” Damos rubbed the bridge of his nose to ease the ache stabbing him between his now glowing eyes as that telepathic bridge connected his mind to Kurago’s. Just the Watcher he’d hoped to avoid.

      “Damosocletes, what are you doing out here?”

      “Looking for landmarks. Would you believe I took a wrong turn and got woefully lost?”

      Kurago just glared at him with those liquid eyes and Damos felt his resolve weaken. Kurago wasn’t just any Watcher. He was a friend and more of a father figure to him than Arosities ever had been. That Darodred probably hadn’t fathered him, but it was impossible to know which of the breeding males had because an illness had culled many of them when Damos was quite small. There had been several outbreaks since then and there would be more if things didn’t change.

      “Why don’t I believe you?” Kurago gave him a gimlet stare.

      “Because you know me too well?”

      Kurago shook his head. “Go back, Damos.”

      “Which way is back?”

      Damos made an elaborate show of searching for landmarks, but there weren’t any, just the endless rolling of the sea. Of course, he couldn’t go back. He hadn’t yet reached the spot where the Veil supposedly stood and he wouldn’t if he didn’t find a way to escape from Kurago.

      Dolphins always looked like they were smiling even when they weren’t. Damos had a devil of a time trying to decipher not just the look Kurago was giving him, but the Watcher’s mood too. Something seemed off about him, which was strange. Kurago was the most levelheaded of all the Watchers.

      “Don’t do this thing you’re set on doing.” As Kurago swam in a circle around Damos, his liquid eyes glowed a fierce blue and implored Damos. “This isn’t some shipwreck or ancient ruin. You’re messing with the Divine and that always comes with a hefty price.”

      “You worry in vain. It can’t really exist.”

      There was an odd look in Kurago’s eyes as the dolphin treaded water with his powerful tail flukes.

      “Then doesn’t that make your quest impossible?”

      Damos adopted his most innocent grin. “Maybe, but I won’t know until I’ve swum off the edge of the ocean’s floor, now will I?”

      Would that be enough to prove the Veil wasn’t real? Damos tried to hide his growing doubts behind a bravado he didn’t feel. Fear had taken root in his heart like the fin-rotting disease killing the Darodreds. If they found out what he’d planned, not even Arosities could protect him from the matriarch’s wrath. She’d remove his fins so he couldn’t swim off, and he’d end his days a bitter and broken captive like Arosities. Damos shuddered at the thought.

      “Are you all right?” Kurago asked.

      Sometimes, more than words telepathically passed through the parley spell.

      “Yes, I’m fine. Point me in the direction of that Veil. I have a lot of swimming to do to prove my point.”

      Kurago blew an impatient breath out of his blowhole. “You’re impossible, Damos, utterly impossible. You would really swim until you cracked your stubborn head open on the edge of the world, wouldn’t you?”

      It was a rhetorical question, but Damos answered it anyway as a little hope crept in. Kurago hadn’t threatened to return him to the Hold.

      “Could I really do that?”

      Kurago didn’t answer in words. A mix of emotions shot across the link between their minds, but Damos couldn’t identify them.

      “Well? Can I do that? I have a reputation to maintain. They don’t call me ‘Damos the Daring’ for nothing.”

      Okay, no one called him “Damos the Daring” except the adulating masses inside his mind, but a little ego never hurt anyone. It was better than the crushing depression most of his people lived with. If he did pull this off, he’d be the savior of the Darodreds.

      That had a nice ring to it and Damos wasted a few minutes fantasizing about that. His caudal fin tingled in anticipation of those accolades until the silence stretched taut between their minds. The parley spell strained to hold the telepathic connection open.

      “You really are impossible,” Kurago said.

      He gave Damos one more pleading look before exhaustion clawed its way back up his spine. Kurago stopped his circling and moved only his tail to stay afloat. The look in his blue-glowing eyes had changed.

      “Sleep and dream and upon waking, go home, Damos, where you belong,” Kurago said.

      “But I don’t want to.”

      Damos felt his eyes growing heavier with each passing moment. He relaxed and floated there, moving with the gentle, rocking motion of the waves.
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        * * *

      

      “Dream, Damos. Dream deeply,” Kurago said.

      He watched as the young Darodred passed out. Every generation of them bred one hard-headed rascal, but Damos wasn’t like any of the others. They’d all possessed a healthy fear of the unknown and that had prevented mad things like this blasphemous quest. But with Damos, there was nothing holding him back, just an insatiable curiosity propelling him forward.

      But it was more than that this time. Either Damos had changed since he’d last run into the youth or the Damos he’d dealt with for the last few years had just been a façade. But for a moment, there had been a secret pain in Damos’s blue-glowing eyes, then it had vanished behind his usual bravado. Who had put that pain there?

      Asleep, Damos couldn’t regulate his buoyancy—something he did without a thought when awake. So he floated and Kurago circled him. This time, he looked for fresh wounds, but found only old scars.

      “Why are you really out here, Damos?” Kurago asked in the whistle-click language of dolphins. This wasn’t his kind of quest.

      The air had an ill feel to it even though that strange storm had blown itself out. Perhaps that storm had unhinged Damos. It was unnatural after all. But that explanation didn’t sit right with Kurago. Darodreds dwelled on the seafloor far away from where the storm had raged. Damos probably hadn’t even known about it.

      Kurago glanced up at the starry sky for a moment, seeking wisdom or some insight into the youth floating nearby, but the unblinking eyes of the stars gave no counsel.

      “Is this your doing, Lord? Do you want this rascal to crossover for a visit?” Kurago asked in the dolphin way with much clicking and whistling.

      The thought was preposterous, but who else could have put Damos up to this? His people rarely ever left the Hold anymore. The pressure seemed not to bother them. But Kurago knew his limits, and they didn’t include the Hold, which was no bad thing. Darodreds were a rather insular folk. Had one of them put that pain in Damos’s eyes?

      Kurago dove under one of Damos’s arms and surfaced. As soon as his fin touched the inside of Damos’s elbow, the young Darodred’s arm muscles contracted to prevent the youth from slipping away. It was a helpful adaptation, and one of three Nature had provided for just this kind of duty.

      Another spot, just a hair left of the dorsal fin, immobilized Darodreds for limited periods of time and the third, which wasn’t exactly a spot but had to do with their super-sensitive eyes, sent them into a deep slumber. Damos’s head brushed against Kurago’s back as they bobbed in the waves, and it felt right towing Damos like that. It was a little slice of normal in this strange night, but the question remained. What should he do with Damos now?

      He couldn’t leave the young Darodred here. Ahead, lay the sea goddess’s locker. That deep trench was a boneyard running north to south from pole to pole. Beyond it was the kraken’s domain, and further off was the Veil.

      Kurago could ask a whale to return Damos. Whales loved to put upstarts like him in their places and he would have a hard time escaping from a sperm whale who could swallow him whole if the whale so minded. Thankfully, the whales swore that Darodreds tasted funny.

      But sending Damos back to the Hold didn’t feel right either. The youth was caught up in whatever was afoot tonight. Like it or not, he had to stay close by and under guard until Kurago figured out what was going on.

      He swam in a circle to get his bearings and spotted a ship on the horizon. It was as large as a kraken and running fast with the wind, straight for the trench behind Kurago. If he didn’t stop that ship, the kraken would, and she’d kill the crew.

      How could one dolphin stop a ship that massive while it was moving with such unnatural speed? As the carved sneering woman on its prow glared at him, a wind he couldn’t feel filled her black sails. The ship raced toward them, blurring as she closed the distance.

      Kurago took a deep breath and dove deep, taking Damos with him as the ship bore down on them. They had to avoid that fast-approaching keel. Thankfully, Darodreds were easy to carry because of their sleekness, and the sea rendered everything weightless on contact. Since Damos didn’t require air, he couldn’t drown, but Kurago could. As the ship sailed over them, Kurago sent click-train after click-train at it, and the reverberations from them drew an image of exactly what he’d feared—the three-dimensional hull of a ship that was about seventeen dolphins long and four dolphins wide.

      Too bad Omani wasn’t here to see this. Humans had finally come to this part of the sea. They must be after the Veil because there was no land, just miles upon miles of ocean and an ancient magical shield dividing one sea from another. Dolphin lore didn’t have many details about the Veil, just a cautionary warning about crossing that trench.

      How would the ship’s crew even know the Veil existed, let alone how to find it? Kurago glanced at Damos. Did the parley spell even work on humans? Even if it did, Damos had never cast it on his own. He was always the recalcitrant recipient. But all this ruminating wasn’t solving the problem and it was wasting precious air.

      Kurago swam to the surface in the wake of that ship, Damos in tow. A stream of bubbles raced past his snout as he slowed. Had the kraken crossed the trench or was there a shark about? Either was likely. The open ocean was a dangerous place even for apex predators like dolphins. Neither sharks nor squids possessed echolocation, which gave Kurago an edge, but sharks could detect vibrations in the water. Squids could sense something too, but no one knew what that was.

      Kurago traced the bubbles back to his unconscious passenger, Damos. Since Darodreds didn’t breathe, his gills constantly pulled oxygen from the seawater and released the byproducts of that process back into the sea. However, his gills converted at the same rate all the time whether Damos was actively swimming about or resting.

      At least those bubbles didn’t signal a new threat. But that ship was troubling. It was too far out to be crewed by humans. They’d never survive such a long journey, not when there was nowhere for them to resupply. Then who was crewing that vessel? How did it bypass the other Watchers? His pod, in particular, should have sent out a warning. Why hadn’t they?

      Kurago tried to ignore the obvious answer. Since no creature had sought the Veil in generations, its current Watchers had grown lax in their duties. Instead, he flashed back to that storm earlier. Its sound and fury must have cloaked the ship’s movements. All the Watchers would have sought refuge to avoid lightning strikes, including his pod. The sea had grown so wild, he’d lost track of them during it, which had been fine. Now he needed to reconnect with them.

      His eyes lit up with a blue glow as he initiated the parley spell. It had two modes—one for intimate mental chats with one or two minds linked together, and another for more general broadcast. Kurago concentrated on the second option and the spell reached out to all the Watchers, regardless of their species. He didn’t wait for the spell to connect all the minds within range. As soon as he had a quorum, Kurago sent an image of the ship.

      In his mind’s eye, he saw the kraken lift a tentacle out of the water and flex it in a come-hither gesture. It was both a message and a warning. When that doomed ship crossed the trench into the kraken’s domain, it would sink it and kill all onboard.

      Damos’s young face drifted into view. That young Darodred was still fast asleep. If Kurago hadn’t lucked out on spotting that strange bubble-trail, he might not have searched this area until it was too late for his young charge.

      Voices clamored in his head as the parley spell worked overtime to connect all the Watchers’ minds. More than a dozen whale minds shone like beacons in the darkness of Kurago’s mind. They were relay points, boosting the spell to even the most distant Watchers. Bright threads shot from their minds back to a central hub connecting Kurago to the telepathic argument in progress. But he tuned them out as his gaze caught on Damos again.

      Since humans were the distant non-magical cousins of Darodreds, Damos’s face shared the same structure and features as theirs. He looked like what he was—neither a child nor an adult, just a stripling caught somewhere in between. There was such innocence in his sleeping face. It tugged on Kurago’s heart. Damos was safe for now, but his distant cousins were in mortal peril.

      “Aren’t they all God’s creatures? Does it matter if they are humankind or Magic-Kind, dolphins or krakens—they all hear the Call,” said a still, disembodied voice.

      That was the answer Kurago had been searching for. Damos wasn't out here for the fun of it. Someone had called him out here and that someone might be the very God who lived beyond the Veil. But it could also be His enemy.

      Damos stirred, but Kurago nudged him back into sleep. He wasn’t ready to deal with the youth yet. Damos pillowed his head on Kurago’s back and it felt good there.

      Kurago unmuted the parley spell and a barrage of questions struck him so hard, he nearly lost his grip on Damos.

      “Quiet!” Omani shouted, which was totally out of character for the unflappable whale. “Save the questions for later. Let Kurago talk or we’ll never get any answers.”

      Silence fell grudgingly throughout the link, giving Kurago a moment to think.

      “Come, my fellow Watchers, we’ve work to do. Intruders are approaching the trench—I mean the Line. They must not pass, but they know not what they do. They shouldn’t have to pay with their lives for their ignorance.”

      All the Watchers started talking at once after his rally cry, and confusion reigned until Omani seized the conversational ball and started issuing orders.

      The other islands, where the Shallans lived, would have to be watched carefully, but Omani was already issuing instructions about that to a nearby pod of whales. The last of the world’s population of half human and half mer-creatures dwelt on those scattered islands, and they must be protected at all costs. Humans must never find them; they must remain free to thrive.

      Something really bad would happen if they all died out, but dolphin lore didn’t have any specifics about what. Apparently, Nature needed them alive and doing whatever it was they did. That was the sacred oath all creatures of the sea took, and Kurago knew they would see it done.

      More points were raised and questions asked before creatures left the parley. Kurago stayed on that psychic link because he needed to speak to Omani. One by one, the others departed until there was only one whale left.

      “Where’s Damos?” Omani asked. “Tell me you have eyes on him.”

      “I do, but he’s not the problem. That ship is. Did you see how fast it’s moving?”

      “I saw it in your mind, yes. But I assure you, Damos is more of a problem than that ship and its crew. He has gills and he’s a fast swimmer.”

      “Not as fast as a dolphin.”

      “I’ll grant you that. You are pretty speedy.” The link grew quiet until Omani spoke again. “Where’s Damos?”

      “He’s right here,” Kurago expanded the link to include the snoozing Darodred. Maybe now she’d get over her fixation with Damos. He wasn’t the trouble they needed to worry about right now.

      “What will you do with him?” Omani asked finally.

      That was a great question. Beyond the Veil lay the Lands of Ever. According to dolphin lore, there was a direct portal to the afterlife somewhere on the other side of that magical gateway. Out here, they were closer to the divine than ever before. If blood must be spilled, it shouldn't spill on God’s doorstep.

      “May I make a suggestion?” Omani asked.

      “Sure. But please make it close by if you can. We have a long night ahead of us.”

      “Indeed, we do.”
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        * * *

      

      “Reef those sails!” Captain Arnel shouted from somewhere on the rolling deck.

      For the moment, the wind was favorable, but the sea was roughening as clouds gathered again. Another storm was brewing right over their heads as two weather fronts clashed. Tyrgard staggered into the gunwale and held on as the ship canted again. Cold spindrift slapped his face and stung his eyes as he freed a hand to wipe them. Shehanna darted past him, her hand at her throat, where a blue glow emanated.

      No doubt she was weaving some kind of spell as she ran, but he didn’t have the gift to see it, just a cold certainty in the pit of his stomach. He hurried after her and caught her arm as she rounded the capstan. Magic tingled on his skin, confirming his guess, and his throat closed at its familiar coolness. Cair-Lyon’s magic had felt like that. Tyrgard shoved the grief down. He didn’t have time for it right now, but he had a magic-eating stone.

      “What are you doing?” Tyrgard asked her.

      “Saving our lives. Let go of me.”

      “You’re a sea witch. Aren’t you?”

      At least she wasn’t a siren. Tyrgard suppressed a shudder at the mere thought of those mind-enslaving sea hags. They were bearded, tusk-bearing, fin-footed creatures that lazed about on some islands. For some reason, their songs only affected men, so it was the custom on long voyages to hire as many women as men, just in case.

      “Did this trinket give me away?” Shehanna held up her pendant. The thumb-sized orb emitted a soft blue light, and her eerie blue eyes mocked him. “Look, there’s something out there. If we don’t mess with it, it won’t mess with us.” Shehanna pointed off the port side.

      Movement caught Tyrgard’s eye. “It’s probably a whale or a pod of dolphins.” Because that couldn’t be a tentacle. It was too large.

      “It’s not and you know it. This is the ship of the damned, and we’re the damned. But hell’s not claiming me tonight.”

      Shehanna jerked her arm free and that blue glow jumped from her pendant to her hands as she sank into a fighter’s crouch. She was definitely wielding magic, but not at him. Spindrift sloshed over the gunwales and soaked them both, plastering their clothes against their clammy skin. Tyrgard had never noticed how lithe Shehanna was until now.

      “What are you talking about? We’re not damned.” That cold dread was back in the pit of his stomach, and it put the lie to his words.

      Shehanna narrowed her eyes at him and the wind whipped the braids that had escaped her black kerchief onto her face. In fact, other than the blue orb at her throat, she wore black from head to toe, like a thief in the night.

      “Why’d you really come on this trip? You’re not like Captain Arnel. You don’t have a death wish.”

      “For the treasure, of course. Isn’t that why you signed up?”

      Tyrgard dropped his arm to his side so his sleeve covered his hand, which was unsheathing his knife. With its hilt cupped in his hand, he felt a little better about his chances, especially when the cold black gem that sat in its pommel touched his wrist. A shock traveled up his arm as that magic-eating stone locked onto her magic and drank it in, disrupting the spell she was weaving. Everything grew wavy as the curtains of magic she must have drawn around the ship at some point parted to reveal a giant tentacle. Oh crap!

      “Look out!” a crewman shouted.

      Tyrgard was already dropping flat on his stomach and rolling away from the impossibly long appendage that was falling toward him at guillotine-speed. It smashed into the deck, sending wood chips and deckhands flying, then it lifted and dropped another hammer-blow that splintered the deck amidships. The bow bobbed up and the stern too, but the damaged middle sagged as water poured over the gunwales.

      Shehanna was gone. She’d either been washed overboard or was still somewhere, casting spells. Knowing her, it was probably the latter, but she was the captain’s problem now. The ship was taking on water. If it wasn’t sinking yet, it would be soon since another massive tentacle was hurtling toward the port side. If he could just get to that new-fangled harpoon gun and light its fuse. But that might be asking too much since everything was soaked, including the fire-striker in his pocket.

      The ship shook as one canon fired, then another. At least someone was still thinking. The projectiles sped into the night and vanished from sight as another volley immediately followed. Tyrgard scanned the waves as he worked his way aft to the lifeboats. The wounded moaned and the captain bellowed, but the ship was beyond saving. It was sinking faster than the crew could bail.

      Tentacles wrapped around the bow section of the ship and tore it free before tossing it away. The prow skipped across the waves like a slung stone before sinking out of sight. Another tentacle shot through the darkness and narrowly missed Tyrgard as he stopped, dropped, and rolled clear of its embrace. Others weren’t so lucky. A hand grasped his ankle and almost tripped Tyrgard when he rose.

      “Help me!” screamed the wide-eyed sailor, a real seadog with mutton-chops and a perma-frown.

      “Sorry, mate.”

      His words fell on deaf ears. The tentacle had yanked the sailor overboard and another one took its place. Tyrgard lunged for the lifeboat, but another hand seized his ankle, and he went down on one knee.

      “Leaving without me? You won’t get far without help.” Shehanna spat out the blood trickling down the side of her face.

      “I’d rather take my chances with the monster.”

      Tyrgard grabbed onto the lifeboat’s gunwale and let it take his weight as he kicked out. His unfettered foot connected with some part of her because Shehanna cursed, but her hand was still clamped around his ankle, and it radiated an intense cold. A moment later, his world turned a sizzling blue as her power slammed into him. A thousand needle-thin icicles stabbed him everywhere, reminding him of that time he’d dived into a frigid pool.

      Tyrgard howled in pain as he let go of the lifeboat. He fell flat on his stomach and banged his chin. While he writhed like a fish out of water, her power kept shooting through him in agonizing waves. Why wasn’t she directing it at the monster? Through the pain and the teeth-chattering cold, that one question repeated as his world faded to gray.

      Shehanna released her hold, but the cold of her power lingered in his bones. Tyrgard hovered on the edge of unconsciousness just steps away from the lifeboat. Its whitewashed hull dominated his sight. He didn’t even have the strength to turn his head. The monster hardly mattered now anyway. So what if it destroyed the ship? He was doomed to go down with it, into the sea goddess’s locker—the graveyard for all those who died upon the sea.

      “You should have listened to me. My offer was genuine. Now, you’re nothing but fish bait,” Shehanna said as she patted him down, but Tyrgard couldn’t feel what, if anything, she took.

      The ship was fading from his perception, and he was falling back through memory to that damnable night when his friend and captain had broached the idea of this ill-fated trip. Tyrgard fought the memory, but his consciousness was a guttering flame casting images of a better time on the walls of his mind. He turned his mind’s eye away. Life gave and took in measure; rarely did the two balance.

      He should never have agreed to this trip. But it was too late for regrets. The darkness he’d been courting for years was coming at last, and he welcomed its relentless march. Hopefully, Cair-Lyon was waiting with open arms on the shores of the Dead City.

      “I’m coming, love, sooner than either of us imagined. Wait for me. I won’t be long,” he said, and it was a relief to finally let go of a life that had been empty and purposeless without the love of his life by his side, even if that love had been a forbidden one.
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        * * *

      

      A flurry of clicks and whistles greeted Kurago as he neared the other Watchers. They were supposed to be staging a rescue, but none were. Maybe the squid wasn’t through with the ship yet. They couldn’t get near it until she backed off. Hopefully, someone would still be alive by then.

      The spot Omani had suggested leaving Damos had taken longer to reach than expected, and so had the swim to the rendezvous point, which Kurago was fast-approaching. At least Damos was safe. The young rascal was still sleeping as if he hadn’t care in the world. But the sleep spell would wear off around dawn. Since Darodreds were nocturnal, Damos shouldn’t pose any problems for the two manta rays who had begrudgingly agreed to watch him.

      Besides, Darodreds didn't care for bright lights like the sun. On the rare occasions when they ventured into the shallows, they grew torpid as the sun rose. Since Damos was stashed in a barrier reef, Kurago might not have to deal with the young Darodred for quite a while.

      The back of Kurago’s head tingled as the parley spell latched onto his mind and he put all thoughts of Damos aside for now. Questions poured in. They momentarily deafened Kurago until he lowered the volume on the telepathic link.

      No one had seen the ship pass and that distressed everyone, but no one was willing to accept any responsibility for that. Thankfully, the gathered dolphins, whales, and other large sea creatures quieted as his mental presence joined the parley. A crescent-shaped sandbar provided adequate space for those who preferred to come and go freely in and out of the water. A few gulls joined the seabirds perching on the atoll's lone palm tree.

      “We keep watch as before,” Omani was saying. She was at the edge of the gathering, where the water was deeper. “This changes nothing. We watch, but we must be more vigilant. My friends, we have become lax, all of us. For many generations there’s been peace and prosperity and safety here. And we’ve come to take it for granted,” Omani paused until the mental chatter died down.

      “Twice this night we’ve been tested and our watch found lacking. Once by the ship that passed and the second—” Omani’s gaze moved to Kurago, who was much closer to the sandbar amid a pod of dolphins. Her blue-glowing eyes were apologetic. “One of our charges came much too close to the Line That Cannot Be Crossed.”

      All eyes turned to Kurago for confirmation, and he reluctantly bobbed his head. Omani then spoke of the kraken’s domain. The seafloor plunged into a trench just before the waters that the monster claimed. The trench was a miles-deep line in the sand. No sane creature dared to cross it except that ship. It was now fair game for its guardian, the kraken. Thankfully Damos hadn’t made it that far.

      “It’s true. Kurago caught a young Darodred close enough to raise an alarm, but he reached him in time, and the Darodred wasn’t hurt.”

      “Damos is only a danger to himself,” Kurago said, sending a tight beam to Omani.

      Hopefully, the parley spell hadn’t just broadcasted that aside to everyone. It was hard to tell if it had because many of the gathered were partially submerged. If Omani had heard him, she gave no sign. She was right to tell all about Damos’s latest fixation. It was best if everyone kept watch for him and were prepared to divert him away from the kraken’s territory and that damned Veil. The search for it had killed too many sea creatures over the centuries.

      Were the two events related? Perhaps, but it was all academics at this point. They had a crew to rescue. Someone had to return to the One Continent to scare off the rest of the would-be searchers.

      “Changes come in threes,” whispered the sea as if in answer to the question hovering at the back of his mind.

      “Yes, indeed,” Kurago replied. His fins felt heavy. His duty as a Watcher weighed on him, and he started to sink until he used his caudal fin to propel him upward so he could breathe.

      “We must then split our efforts. Those close to the islands keep watching our other charges and those out here—my brethren especially—will keep a watch on our seafloor dwelling charges,” Omani was saying.

      There was scattered agreement and discord for a moment as arrangements were worked out over certain territories or sidelined for further discussion outside the gathering. But no one mentioned that ship or its crew. Were they all pretending neither existed?

      Doubts assailed Kurago. Were the Watchers in on whatever was happening out here tonight? It didn’t seem possible, but there was that ship and they kept mentioning Damos. Uneasy in his skin, Kurago swam in a slow circle, but the faces of his fellow sea creatures gave nothing away.

      “Would you believe I got woefully lost?” he remembered Damos saying, feigning ignorance about where he was, and what he was doing. There had been a forced lightness to his tone. The young Darodred had seem touched in the head and not at all himself.

      “We’ll watch the shores,” said a member of another dolphin pod, interrupting Kurago’s speculation. Were they in on this too?

      One of the gulls flew off. Feathered creatures generally ignored the doings of the sea creatures, so their attendance was quite strange. Were they part of this too? One of them could easily have led a ship out here.

      “We’ll watch for other troublemakers on the islands in case they come in multiples,” Luthiel said.

      His dire tone suggested they did. The blue whale wasn’t usually this dour, but he was a friend of Omani’s. Why was he bringing the conversation back around to Damos again?

      Through the parley spell, emotions sometimes passed, but only if they were felt by many. Right now, a general dissatisfaction permeated the link, but it lightened into a desperate hope whenever Damos was even tangentially referenced. That blasphemous idea nosed around the periphery of Kurago’s mind again and it was only strengthening as he floated there.

      Somewhere between the gulls’ suggestions and Kurago’s troubling thoughts, the gathering had broken up into groups by species to work out the details.

      “Can you deflect our young friend? Is that even possible?” asked Omani, once again bringing the conversation back around to Damos. She just barely concealed her desperation.

      Kurago swam over to her before answering. “I’d have better luck taking on a great white shark.” Especially if what he suspected was true: many of the Watchers wanted Damos to do what he did best—prove the lore was as fallible as its keepers. But this time, it was true. Why were they so set on this?

      Kurago remembered that disembodied voice. It hadn’t said who had been called.

      Omani blew out a long-suffering sigh. “Then we’ll have to resort to more nefarious methods, I guess.”

      Was she against the others’ plan? “And what precisely would that entail?” Kurago asked. He had no idea if his speculations were staying put inside his head or if he was broadcasting them.

      “How’s your storytelling skills? Think you can rewrite the whole myth about the Veil and send our young friend safely in the wrong direction? That way he’d be safely hunting around for it where it isn’t, and we can throw up as many obstacles as needed until he matures. He will eventually mature, right?”

      Omani waited patiently for a response while he sorted through her words for the answers he’d suspected all along. Someone had put Damos up to this. It wasn’t the kind of thing he’d dream up on his own.

      “No, he knows too much for that to work, and I think there might be a higher power at work here.”

      Before Omani could reply, he told her about the disembodied voice, its message, and what he thought it meant, but he kept his suspicions to himself for now. Omani was his friend and she deserved the benefit of the doubt.

      “This is a lot to take in all at once,” she said. “If what you’re saying is true, then we need to save who we can and keep Damos away from the Veil.”

      “And that voice?” Kurago prompted.

      “I need to think about that.”

      “I’m not sure we have time for that.”

      “Damos can’t rebel forever. If we keep him away from the Veil, he will mature eventually and outgrow this need to explore and test his boundaries,” Omani said when the silence between their minds had dragged on for too long.

      “Not if he’s meant to do this,” Kurago hastened to add. But even as he sent that thought down the parley spell to Omani, part of him wanted Damos to keep pushing the boundaries of the restrictive world they’d all been born into.

      Over the years, Damos had proven parts of the lore false. As each tenet fell into his curiosity, the Watchers had stopped enforcing them, and that had left more time to devote to raising their young. The entire Watcher arrangement had been passed down through the generations. None of them had signed up for this; their ancestors had. This duty had been thrust on Kurago when he was still a calf, and his heart just wasn’t in it anymore. Was Omani’s, or was she arguing now just to prolong the tête-à-tête?

      “Kurago? Are you even listening to me?”

      “All this talk of the Veil reminded me about the ship and its crew. If the squid leaves anyone alive, we must save them. Later, we can talk about Damos. He’s not going anywhere for a while.”

      The urge to swim back so he’d be there when the Darodred woke momentarily overtook Kurago, but he tamped it down. Changes came in threes. Perhaps he’d find the third one with that doomed ship.

      “All right. Her Tentacular Squidness must be done sinking it by now. With any luck, she’s already en route back to her post by the Veil, leaving the sea open to us.” Omani blew an exasperated breath through her blowhole.

      “Will the whales take the survivors back to the One Continent? It’s a bit too far for a dolphin to go while so encumbered.”

      “I’ll ask for volunteers if we find any survivors. That giant mollusk is really good at smashing things and humans break much easier than their ships.”

      That was true. “Drowning isn’t a good way for any creature to die,” Kurago said as he swam alongside Omani. His sleek dolphin body gave him a speed advantage, making it easy to keep pace with her.

      “No, it isn’t. Life is breath. Without it, you’re nothing but chum and something will eat you.”

      As air-dependent mammals, they guarded those breaths and paid close attention to how long they could hold them. Both inhaled deeply through their blowholes before submerging. It was time to see what was left of that ship if there was anything besides debris. He sent a silent prayer for the crew’s safety in the direction of the Veil and the One God somewhere on the other side.

      If the Veil was truly a magical gateway, why did it need to be guarded at all?
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        * * *

      

      Something tugged at her, but Svetalia ignored it and kept blowing into the fulgurite to sustain the westward wind filling the sails of her ride. Exhaustion had dulled her senses and muted the creeping cold of someone else’s magic on her skin and scales. The unseen mage’s spell washed over the ship in barely visible blue waves. They bumped into Svetalia, knocking the fulgurite from her hands. It tumbled into the sea.

      The wind she’d called switched directions. Without the fulgurite, she couldn’t reclaim it, and what magic Svetalia had was locked in her accursed scales, but she couldn’t draw it out.

      Magic-Kind indeed. Her entire race was a cosmic joke, and that mage was probably laughing at it if he or she even knew she was there. Svetalia reached for another fulgurite then stopped. She might still need them to reach her goal. The one she’d dropped was gone—either swept away by the sea or captured by the unseen mage.

      Svetalia scanned the sea and saw no one except her and the ship that was unknowingly towing her in its wake. But someone had wrapped an unknown spell around the vessel. Svetalia didn’t know much about magic beyond calling the wind and summoning a storm. What was the castor’s aim?

      She got her answer a moment later. The sea bubbled, then millions of droplets shot skyward. They reflected the starry sky as they blotted it out.

      When they reached the upper atmosphere, they condensed into dense clouds, then the cycle repeated as the sea continued to feed the brewing storm. More droplets rose and condensed into sheets of colloidal fog that enclosed the ship. It was time to go before that ostentatious display drew a reprisal.

      The Watchers must be near because they couldn’t allow that ship to reach the Veil. All along, she’d planned to use the inevitable fight between the Veil's guardians and the ship's crew as a distraction to slip away. Svetalia untied the rope harness she’d fashioned about her waist, and the current grabbed her as she slid free. The ship had taken her as far as it could and she refused to depend on a capricious mage whose goals might not align with hers.

      Instead of swimming away as she'd intended, something stopped Svetalia. Perhaps it was a premonition of doom or a movement her subconscious flagged as dangerous, but something caused her to go limp and let the current take her where it pleased. She’d lived long enough to respect the warnings her senses sent her, and they were screaming at her now to lie completely still. Be like a piece of driftwood carried by the sea.

      That split-second warning saved her life when an impossibly long tentacle dropped onto the ship. With a deafening crash, it nearly split the hull in half. Debris rained down, missing her by inches as that tentacle rose to deliver another blow.

      Svetalia strained her eyes as the sea washed over her face, and she bobbed up enough to catch a quick breath before it pulled her under again. Another tentacle shot over her head, missing her by a man-length. The ship shuddered and spat several dark spheroids into the dark sea, but they had no effect on the monster.

      A purple bar dropped from the now-roiling heavens, connecting the sea and sky for an electrifying moment before the lightning faded, leaving afterimages of a meat-cloak with eight arms and two terrifyingly long tentacles. It took a moment for her tired mind to process what she’d seen, but when it did, she almost laughed. It was the colossal squid’s giant cousin, the kraken.

      If she stayed still, she could float right past it, and it might not see her. Plenty of debris was doing just that. The massive squid popped its mantle above the water line just long enough for its watermelon-sized eyes to scope out its prey and its eyes lit up, casting a pale glow on the wrecked ship and the sailors both in the water and those still clinging to debris.

      There was nothing she could do, even if her quest didn't trump everything. They would all drown, and those who didn’t would wish they had because there was no land for a thousand miles, at the very least. Svetalia closed her eyes and prayed for the many souls about to die as she floated westward.

      Perhaps, she’d see them on the other side. But unlike those dead seamen, she planned to crossover and come back with her prize. After that, nothing would ever be the same again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Winter Lawrence

          

          Biography

        

      

    

    
      Winter lives in the moment and loves nothing more than being surrounded by her family, her fur-babies, and a ton of great reads! When she doesn't have her nose stuck in a book, she's usually thinking up faraway, fantastical worlds or she's cooking up a storm in the kitchen!

       

      Her short stories are available in the Merry Krampus, Downfall, and Gothic Grimoire anthologies on Amazon, and her upcoming novel, “Eve 2.0: The Ultimate Gaming Experience,” is due out in Summer 2019. It’s the first book of The Gamer Series.

       

      To keep up with Winter and all of her adventures, you can visit her on Facebook or online at www.winterlawrence.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dolphins and the Ditch

          

          Winter Lawrence

        

      

    

    
      
        
        June 4, 1994

        Noon, off the coast of Puerto Rico…

      

      

      

      As we near the beautiful, white-sanded beach, a thought suddenly occurs to me: we probably aren’t allowed here. As John guides the boat closer to shore though, I don’t bother asking for clarification. In the past three years, I’ve learned a lot about him—like the fact he won’t tell me the bad stuff about my father, even though I’m starting to get an idea of what evil he’s capable of. Of course, John tries to shield me from all of that, which I guess is his job. He is my bodyguard, after all—not that he calls himself that; he just says he likes looking out for me.

      Now that I understand how dangerous my life is, I’m glad for him. And I’m grateful John has always taken me on “field trips.” It’s his way of getting me out of harm’s way. Today, for instance, we’ve left the expensive villa my father had rented on Puerto Rico to explore the tiny, beautiful tropical Isla de Mona. I overheard John and my father talking about how it’ll be the ideal place to take me since no one, technically, lives on the island. It’s a natural reserve, so they sold the trip to me on the pretense I’d get to see some cool wildlife.

      I know the truth of it. Dad has a “meeting,” so there are going to be some shady characters hanging around the villa. Granted, they could very well be the nicest folks on the planet, but now I know my father is an international arms dealer, I can’t imagine any of them being decent people—I mean, nice is one thing, but when you make a living selling and buying nuclear weapons and military-grade equipment on the black market, you can’t possibly have a clean conscience.

      I’m just my father’s daughter and since I know the truth, I can barely look myself in the mirror.

      “Petra!” John calls as he drops the bow anchor, his thick, Ukrainian accent always funny sounding to me even though, technically, it’s my native tongue too. “Get ready to head ashore!” he bellows, then he makes his way to the helm so he can reverse the boat.

      I stay seated, waiting for the anchor to grab. When we finally jerk to a semi-halt, I get up and make my way to the stern. In terms of yachts, this is the smallest I’ve ever been on. The old Petra would have scoffed about being on such a quaint little thing, but times have changed and I now fully understand where my father’s money comes from—I get that the extravagant lifestyle I’ve come to enjoy was funded by the fall of the Soviet Union. I’m only ten, but as an “abnormally intelligent child” I get that it’s basically blood money. Granted, my ten-year-old brain may not be able to fully comprehend the enormity of those implications, but I’m wise enough to know that it’s bad—and that by association, I’m bad for having enjoyed it.

      Small and quaint are words I’m trying to get used to now, and I use the word “modest” a lot when I’m talking to my father. I have always been the apple of his eye—a miracle of miracles because he was told he would never be able to father a child. Yet here I am, and he cherishes me, values me as his greatest accomplishment, and so he sees the disappointment in my eyes now when I look back at him. I am disheartened by his terrible life choices, but worse yet, a part of me fears him.

      As a means to make amends, my father has been quick to accommodate my newfound virtuous lifestyle, hence the smaller yacht. He knows I don’t want extravagance; I want modesty, so while this boat isn’t as small as I wanted—my father promised after this trip he would get something even smaller. I was proud of him for trying and glad that as time passed, he seemed more and more okay with downgrading.

      That meant I also had to do some readjusting too, because even in this medium-sized yacht, everything was much smaller than I was used to—and with all the cargo my father had stored below deck, I wasn’t nearly as comfortable as I usually was, though I made sure not to complain, especially because there were some perks to smaller vessels, like the fact that with a smaller engine, John could steer the boat closer to shore. When he signals he’s brought the boat to a complete stopped, I toss the anchor as far as I can and then drop into the waist-deep water. For a second, the cool temperature is a bit of a shock to my system, given the awful humidity of the day, but once my body gets used to it, I dip myself all the way under the crystal-clear water and relish how refreshing it feels.

      By the time I resurface, John has already dropped into the water and has headed toward the anchor. “I could have gotten that,” I say as a wring out my long, chestnut locks.

      “You’re fine,” he assures me as he walks the anchor closer to shore, dragging the boat with him.

      “Are we even allowed to be here?” I ask as I search the immediate area, suddenly a little leery of being in the middle of nowhere. Is this really safer than the alternative? I don’t know, but that foreboding thought sends so many chills up my spine that I instinctively make my way closer to John, his imposing presence always a comfort to me.

      “Of course,” he scoffs, like it’s the stupidest question in the world. “Did you put on sunscreen?” he counters as he makes his way back to the boat and climbs on.

      “Yes,” I lie with a roll of my eyes, though I make a mental note to pretend like I’m just “reapplying” when we get onshore.

      John reappears at the stern of the boat, a large, waterproof container, stockpiled with everything we would need to survive a week on this island, cradled in his arms. He drops it into the water and the resulting splash batters my face. I frantically rub away the stinging sea salt and then turn to yell at him.

      “Hey!” But that’s as far as I get because movement just off the bow of the yacht catches my attention. I rub my eyes again for good measures then I shift to get a better look at the water in front of the boat. “Is that a…?” I take a step closer and startle with glee when a dolphin leaps out of the water. “Cool!” I say as I point in that direction. “John, look!”

      “Pryyemno,” he says, meaning “nice,” and actually sounding as awestruck as I feel, then he motions for me to follow him to shore—the magical moment apparently dismissed in lieu of getting to dry land.

      For a moment longer, I watch the dolphin leap in and out of the water. It’s so close and a part of me wants to stay exactly where I am because with every leap, it seems to get nearer. Can you pet a dolphin in the wild? I’m not sure. A couple of years ago, my father had taken me on one of his business trips to America. He had disappeared for most of the week, leaving me in John’s care, but one day right before we left, the three of us had spent the entire day at SeaWorld. I had gotten to swim with the dolphins, but that had been different. Those animals were held in captivity and trained. This is the open ocean.

      “Petra!” John calls in that warning tone of his—the one that says he isn’t happy I’m blatantly putting myself in harm’s way. I’m literally only five feet away from him in waist-deep water, but to him, that’s too far. For me too.

      I half-swim, half-walk after him, and once we’re settled on the beach—and I’ve “reapplied” my sunscreen, I lie back to dry off in the sun while John fills our CamelBaks with water.

      “There are some caves we can explore,” he says without looking up at me, almost as if he can sense I’m watching him.

      “Okay,” I say, knowing there’s no use in arguing. John has a plan for today and no matter what I say, or how much I protest, nothing will change it. He chooses everything we do very wisely, whether it be to kill time in an entertaining, kid way, or if it’s to put me somewhere he can watch me like a hawk. I appreciate that, especially because in the days before John, one of my father’s “associates” had seen the value in using me as collateral.

      I shudder at the memories of that long ago, terrifying night, and despite the oppressive humidity and sunshine, goosebumps erupt all over my body. Suddenly frozen to the core, I get up and make my way back into the water. It’s comforting to me, and while I’ve never called one place home because of my father’s work, we’ve always lived by the sea—whether in Australia or Africa or South America. Major ports of entry draw my father’s type of business so water has been the one constant in my lonely life; a sole companion whose ebbs and flows has always brought me comfort.

      I dip under the surface, always in awe of how being enveloped by the water can feel so calming, then I surface just enough to lie back and float along with the waves. I could probably stay here all day if John let me, but of course, he won’t, so I stand just as I hear him call for me. It’s time to go cave exploring and I don’t want to keep him waiting. He may be a big, strong man, but he can get crabby and irritable when his schedule gets thrown off.

      As I pull my hair over my shoulder to wring it out, I catch sight of the dolphin again. He’s still leaping in and out of the water around the boat, and he has some friends with him now. Mesmerized, I just stand there watching them. Dolphins are typically friendly, curious animals, but these guys are acting differently—almost as if…I didn’t quite know…

      “Petra!” John shouts, snapping me from my musing.

      “Coming!” I call back, with just as much snark. I walk backward though, so I can continue watching the dolphins. When I’m completely out of the water, I take one last look in their direction, then I hurry over to John so I can get ready for cave exploring.
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        * * *

      

      The dolphins follow us all the way back to the villa. At first, I think it’s cool, and so does John, but as the miles pass and they flank the boat, their presence begins to make John and I uneasy. Is this normal dolphin behavior? I don’t think so, and in one of John’s gruff mumblings, he makes it pretty clear he doesn’t think so either, but they’re clearly following us. The question is why. I can’t answer that, but for the entire trip back, I watch them from my spot on the deck—part out of admiration and awe; another part with overwhelming uncertainty and fear.

      By the time we make it back to our secluded villa in Isabela, there’s an entire pod of dolphins surrounding our boat. John, who takes guarding my life seriously—and who clearly deems unusual dolphin behavior as a cause for concern, has back-up waiting for us when we dock. I’m rushed into the house before I can so much as get a backward glance at my aquatic companions and it seems as though every man in the house goes out to see the bizarre event. That much I can tell from my room in the corner of the villa.

      Unfortunately, before I can think of a way to sneak back outside, John has already made himself comfortable in one of the arm chairs in the corner of my room. He’s reading a book about Mediterranean cuisine, because when he isn’t busy watching me, he likes to cook.

      With him here, I try to pretend I’m not interested in going back outside and start my nightly routine. Dad and I always have dinner around seven, so I disappear into my bathroom and get ready, as usual, but the entire time I’m thinking of a way to get back to the beach. It isn’t far, so it’s only a matter of slipping outside either right before or right after dinner, when no one is the wiser. With that thought in mind, I choose my outfit wisely—a t-shirt and shorts with flip flops and a bathing suit underneath—just in case. Then I grab the laptop my father had gotten me for Christmas and I plop onto the loveseat across from where John is sitting.

      As an only child who’s constantly on the move, my laptop has become invaluable. I’m a bit of a nerd, so when I can, I get on the web and learn all about different things that interest me. Without a connection in my room though, I stick to playing Solitaire until dinnertime. Then, at exactly seven, I casually make my way back to the bathroom. I linger in there for a bit, hoping John goes downstairs ahead of me. When I pull the door open, I see I’ve had no such luck.

      “Ready?” he asks, once again without looking up from his book—as though he can sense everything that’s happening around him with some kind of sixth sense.

      “Yeah,” I say, trying not to sound as defeated as I feel, then I detour toward the door and start downstairs.

      John quickly catches up to me. “Why so glum, malenʹkyy heniy?” He uses his pet name for me—which means little genius—to lighten the mood, along with a playful tug of my hair. “Was cave exploring not to your liking?”

      “Oh…no…that was fun, actually…”

      “Then why are you so sad?”

      “I’m not.” I glance over at him, his brown eyes soft and filled with genuine concern. “It’s just I…” I decide to go with honesty—a habit I’m trying my hardest to get into, since I know where the alternative can lead. “I just wanted to see if the dolphins were still here…”

      His dark brows arch, and as we make our way down the rest of the stairs, he seems to contemplate that. “Okay. After dinner.”

      I’m so surprised by how easily he agrees that all I can manage is a nod.

      John escorts me to the dining room, but whereas he usually joins me and Dad at the table, tonight he excuses himself. I watch him leave and glance over at my father, eager to tell him about my day, but he looks haggard, which instantly quells my excitement.

      “What’s wrong, bat’ka?”

      My father, who’s so lost in his own thoughts, doesn’t immediately respond.

      “Bat’ka?” I repeat as I reach for his hand.

      When my hand settles on top of his, he focuses on me, as though he hadn’t realized the entire time I had been sitting there with him. He smiles, but I can tell it’s forced.

      “Petra,” he says as he kisses the back of my hand. “How was your day?”

      “Good,” I say, watching him closely. “How was yours?”

      “It was…interesting…” he replies cryptically, then he reaches for his fork. “How were the caves?” he asks, sounding almost back to normal.

      I hesitate in responding because I actually toy with the idea of asking him to explain what he means about his meeting. After a second of mulling it over, I decide against it. Sometimes, being a little subtle and sneaky comes in handy. So I tell him about our day, with all of the excitement and mystery I can muster, and then I end with, “I was so excited about the dolphins that I ran right inside when we got home to tell you, but I couldn’t find you.” I look at him with big, innocent eyes. “Your meeting must have run longer than you intended,” I add as a general observation; not as a question.

      “Not by choice,” he says, still too cryptically for me to decipher any meaning from it. “But what of the dolphins, Petra? Have you gone to check if they’ve left?”

      “We were going to see after dinner. Will you come with me? Is your meeting officially over?”

      “It never truly began,” he says and then stuffs the last forkful of food into his mouth. After wiping his lips with a linen napkin he tosses onto his empty plate, he stands. “Shall we go see if your dolphins are still here?”

      I store that last bit of ambiguous information aside, to decode later. For now, I push my chair back and quickly get onto my feet. “Yes! Let’s go see!” I say with all the anxious enthusiasm that’s been bubbling up inside of me for hours now.

      We hurry outside and are almost instantly greeted by John. The man is like a ninja. As a trio, we make our way to the beach. The sun has almost completely set, but there’s just enough light to see the water for miles. Gentle waves lap at our feet, and seagulls squawk overhead, but the sea is smooth and calm—without a dolphin in sight. I walk along the water’s edge in one direction, and then double back and hurry along the other side of the beach, all the way until it gets to the dock. There are men guarding the boat who make me uncomfortable with their guns, so I hurry back to where my father and John are standing. I look out at the great expanse of water and sigh. There’s nothing out there; zip, zero, nichoho.

      “Are you guys still out there?” I ask into the gentle breeze that sweeps off the sea.

      Naturally, I get no response. Nor do I see any movement to indicate the dolphins have hung around. The pod is clearly gone, which leaves an odd void inside of me. I know it seems foolish to believe they had followed me for a reason—that they were trying to communicate with me in some weird dolphin way, but now I grasp that they’re gone, I realize how saddened I am by their absence.

      “Come, Petra,” my father says, his hand outstretched toward me. “The cook made Kyiv cake.”

      My mouth begins to water at just the mere mention of my favorite culinary confection. “Is there ice cream too?” I ask, even though I know there is—Dad always has the cook prepare my favorite dishes on his business days. It’s a strange arrangement, I suppose, but it’s a tradition I’ll never mind.

      “Of course—” Dad begins, but then John tackles him to the ground, the two of them crashing onto the sand in a heap.

      I stand there, my mouth hanging open in surprise, but then John low crawls over to me and clamps onto my ankle. I yelp, still more out of shock than anything, then scream as he jerks my foot forward, which causes me to fall painfully onto my back. I hit the sand with an oomph and I wheeze when John crawls over me and lowers his massive weight onto my tiny frame—undoubtedly for protection—but from what I have no idea.

      “It’s a bomb!” my father shouts. He runs over and helps John up.

      In turn, John yanks me up so forcefully that I catch air for a moment before I’m jerked against his side. The entire crazy moment definitely has my head spinning, but I have enough wherewithal to search for the issue at hand. The bomb. As John drags me along with him into the water, I finally locate the culprit—a shiny black sphere that looks like an old-fashioned cannonball.

      “Down, malenʹkyy heniy!” he orders as he pushes me under the water, his fingers digging into my shoulder as he holds me right at a point where my mouth and nose are still above the water line, but close enough he can push me under, presumably to spare me from the blast.

      Thankfully, my father seems uninjured and has made his way into the water as well, which is where we wait…and wait…and wait some more. The bomb never goes off, so after another long while, John passes me off to my father—who just as painfully holds me in place—then he slowly proceeds toward the black ball. He is cautious and it takes another several minutes before he gets close enough to examine it. My heart hammers in my chest as the scene unfolds, afraid for John in a way I’ve never been scared before. Perhaps that’s why, when he reaches for the orb, I shove my father’s oppressive hand off my shoulder and prepare to run—to what I don’t know—since there’s no way I could help him if that thing blows.

      “It’s a Magic 8-Ball,” he announces as he palms the thing and then turns to face us.

      As we hurry toward him, my father stammers on about how impossible that could be. How would a child’s toy fly through the air in the middle of a deserted beach and nearly hit him in the head? It was another good question, and one that none of us could answer, but as we walk back to the villa, with me in possession of the Magic 8-Ball, an answer begins to form in my mind. Someone, or something, must have thrown it. Perhaps it was the same person who had broken the toy in the first place, since the blue dye had been dried up in such a way that the icosahedron was stuck in one eternal position: the “yes - definitely” face.

      Could it be, I wonder as I drift to sleep later that night, with the Magic 8-Ball tucked against my side, the dolphins had reached out in the only way they could?

      Even to me, that sounds impossible and crazy, but I can still remember specifically asking them, “Are you guys still out there?” to which it seems they replied with, “yes – definitely.”
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        * * *

      

      As the first rays of sunlight peek over the horizon, I slip outside. I was too scared to leave sooner, when it was still dark out, and especially without John, but the slim bit of light gives me all the courage I need to get going, because I somehow know I have to make this trip alone. I run across the small backyard and beeline straight toward the gate that leads to the private beach, my backpack, that’s filled with cans of tuna fish, a flashlight, and the Magic 8-Ball, bounces around awkwardly on my shoulders as I lean into my run.

      The beach looks differently this early in the morning—scary, and completely uninviting, but I press on, determined to make it to the water before anyone realizes I’m gone. At my pace, the waterline comes into view pretty quickly, and almost immediately after that, I spot the two, dark circular objects right by the surf. They look like Magic 8-Balls. I’m almost one-hundred percent certain of it, and as I get closer, my suspicions are confirmed. They are Magic-8 Balls! What are the chances? Like, none—or a very, very, very tiny percent! Either way, I actually squeal with delight as I slide into the sand right beside them.

      My hands are shaking as I lift the first one up and strain to see the face.

      “You may rely on it,” the message reads.

      I shake it like mad and then I squeal again when the icosahedron doesn’t move—just like the other one. It’s a sign! Then I reach for the other orb. Its message reads, “It is certain.”

      After I determine this face doesn’t move either, I sit back on my heels and contemplate everything that’s happened since yesterday. What can all of this mean?

      A dolphin rapid-fire clicks, startling me so badly that I yelp. In response to my reaction, the dolphin squawks and then splashes water at me with its flipper.

      “It’s you!” I say as I jump onto my feet and hurry to the water’s edge. “You’re back!”

      The dolphin whistles.

      “Did you leave the Magic 8-Balls for me?” I ask, pointing over my shoulder.

      The dolphin clicks and squeaks  then leaps out of the water several times.

      I take that as a yes.

      “Do you need my help with something?” I inquire, admittedly feeling a little foolish, since I am talking to a dolphin, but in my heart, I know this dolphin is special.

      The dolphin clicks and leaps some more, then a couple of others join it, the trio creating a cacophony of sounds as they excitedly splash around. I watch in awe and fascination.

      The first dolphin rises out of the water, as if standing on its flukes, and then the two others dip beneath the surface, disappearing for a moment, but then reappearing with something balanced on their beaks—like some kind of impromptu ocean circus act. I can’t quite make out what either item is, but when the main dolphin gracefully leaps underwater and its flukes appear in all its glory, I get the sense to duck, and I’m right. Like expert volleyball players, one of the dolphins tosses up its mysterious object, setting it up perfectly for the main dolphin to spike it to shore. The boxy looking object crashes onto the sand and skids straight toward me.

      I frantically manage to evade it, but when it finally comes to a complete halt, I crawl back toward it. As I near, I note that it’s definitely a laptop. There’s some seaweed wrapped around it and it looks a little worse for wear—like it’s been to the bottom of the ocean and back, but it’s still a laptop—albeit, a very waterlogged, broken one.

      The dolphin shrills out a warning call and I look up just in time to see the other object whizzing toward me. I shift out of the way, narrowly escaping a ding in the head, and then I chase after the soggy, slimy movie case. The plastic is warped and faded, but I can tell by the iconic bicycle image in front of the full moon that its E.T.

      Without warning, other objects begin to land around me—all discarded garbage of the sea that are in various forms of decomposition, but each is identifiable and, most importantly, telling, like the rotary phone, and the ALF collectibles. The theme is clearly revolving around friendly alien life forms and communication.

      “Do you want me to phone home?” I ask even though I know that isn’t right. “Oh! Do you need my help so you can call your planet?” That sounds better, but the way the dolphins chatter back makes me think I’m still not on the right track.

      Then another object comes sailing toward me—this one an America Online floppy disk. I lift it out of the sand and study it for a long moment. The laptop, the phone, the disk…

      “Do you need my laptop?” I inquire, my attention shifting back to the main dolphin as it excitedly bobs up and down frantically. “You need to send me a message through the web?” I add, just to be certain I’m on the right track. When the other dolphins join in the merriment, I figure I’m onto something. “Okay…” I finally say, but then I’m suddenly unsure of leaving. What if I’m not right about this? Will they wait for me? “Stay here,” I order, as if they’re obedient dogs that will listen. “I’ll be back either way!”

      The dolphins actually wave their flippers at me. It’s bizarre and beautiful, and for a moment, I’m too awestruck to move. Then they start clicking and squeaking, so I spin on my heels and hurry to the house. Several members of the staff are already up and moving around, beginning their day. I toss my backpack on the counter and wave at everyone as I blast by. As I round the corner for the stairs though, I stop short. John is standing there, waiting for me with a pair of binoculars hanging around his neck.

      “Good morning” he says, eyeing me in that disapproving fatherly way of his. “You should have let me know you wanted a morning stroll and I would have accompanied you.”

      “Oh…well…” I squirm under the intense pressure. “I didn’t want to wake you…”

      “It would have been no bother, malenʹkyy heniy, but I’m glad I watched from a distance, as it seems your dolphins have returned.”

      “You saw!” I say jubilantly, rather than annoyed by the invasion of privacy. “I told you they were special! Did you see they sent me messages through objects—like one big, crazy guessing game!”

      John says nothing to that. In fact, he seems downright…confused. It’s an expression that’s never graced his stoic, hardline face before so I actually become a little nervous. “You did see them, right…?” Or had I hallucinated the entire thing?

      “Yes…but that is…the most unusual dolphin behavior…”

      Suddenly, I understand his tone. It’s disbelief; the kind that’s specifically reserved for adults who have stopped believing in miracles and fairy tales a long time ago, but who have just been confronted by some type of information that brings everything back into question.

      “Will you at least come with me…?” I motion in the direction of my father’s office, since I know he has his laptop all hooked up and ready to go. “They want to send me a message…”

      John crosses his arms over his chest, his brows deeply furrowed. I hold my breath, waiting in anticipation. A moment goes by. Then another. Finally, just as I’m beginning to turn blue, he nods. The air rushes out of my lungs as I bounce with glee. Then I zoom by him and rush into my father’s office. I once again stop short when I see my father is already up, dressed, and sitting behind his desk.

      “Bat’ka,” I say as he looks up at me, clearly just as surprised that I’m up and rearing to go at such an early hour.

      “Petra?” He looks at me for a moment longer, then he shifts his attention to John. “Is something wrong?” he inquires, his curiosity morphing to concern.

      “Yes!” I say before John can get a word in edgewise. “The dolphins are back!” I explain, and then, in a rush, I tell him about everything that happened at the beach. “So I have to get on the web, Bat’ka, because they’re going to send me a message…” I consider that for a moment. “Or maybe I have to send them a message?”

      “Petra,” my father begins in that tone of his…the one that’s being delicate because he has to deliver bad news. “Dolphins can’t send mess—”

      I’m not sure what stops him from continuing so abruptly, but a full minute ticks by as he just stares at his laptop. Finally, he leans closer to the monitor, studying it intently.

      “Svyatyy…” he mumbles, clearly in disbelief as he reaches for the keyboard.

      Something about his astonished reaction stirs up excitement deep within me. I hurry around the desk and squeal when I see the screen has gone dark and the words “Hello, Petra” are emblazoned in digital green.

      “John, look!” I shout as I leap in my excitement, thrilled and amazed that it worked. “The dolphins are messaging me!”

      The screen changes to a couple of letters and numbers that read, “19° 50' 5.39" N by -66° 45' 9.59 W.” I don’t recognize what that might mean, but my father is clearly startled by their appearances, though I’m not sure why.

      “Take her,” my father orders John.

      Without question, John comes over and grabs my arm, but for once, I actually pull away from him. “Bat’ka, please—”

      “Go!” he commands, and John drags me away.

      I struggle against his iron-clad grip and somehow manage to break free just as we enter the kitchen. I bolt for the back door and nearly collide with one of the housekeepers, but she dodges me just in the nick of time, and in the process, sidesteps right into John’s way. The last thing I see before I rush outside is the two of them falling onto the Spanish tile in a heap.

      “Petra!” John bellows, but I don’t stop. I just run—faster than I ever have in my life.

      As the path turns to sand and the shore comes into view, I see them; the pod of dolphins. It seems as though they’re waiting for me, and in my heart, I know I’m right about that. If I’m wrong, which I’m hoping I’m not, then the worst that will happen is the dolphins will simply disappear into the ocean and I’ll be left alone, John undoubtedly furious, but always forgiving.

      If I’m right, what will happen when I get into the water? Will the dolphins take me to their alien leader? Will I be safe? Will they take me with them? Or—and this is a big one—is this some kind of trap?

      When John and my father holler for me, I push all of my fears and questions aside and pick up my pace, pushing my body to its absolute limits. In response, the dolphins move closer to the shore and group together in a circle. They’re waiting for me. As I finally make it into the ocean, my heart is hammering so wildly in my chest that I fear I may pass out before I can make it to them. I splash my way into the Atlantic, the dolphins seeming to frenzy the closer I get.

      They don’t swim away. They don’t scatter to the sea. They wait for me, and as I hit waist-deep water, they begin to circle me, their clicking and squawking nearly deafening me.

      “Petra!” My father shouts, his voice tinged with fear.

      “I’m okay, Bat’ka!” I call without looking at him, my attention on the dolphin nearest me.

      I gingerly reach out my hand and the dolphin swims close enough so my fingertips brush against its dorsal fin. I grab on and the dolphin takes off, sweeping me off my feet and towing me along with it. The other dolphins circle around us, and as we move into deeper water, I shift to grab onto the dolphin’s dorsal fin with both hands.

      “Petra!” my father calls again, this time sounding angry. “Let go!”

      John calls for me as well, but I’m already tremendously far away from them now.

      “I’m okay!” I call out again, not sure if they hear me or not, but I want to let them know I’m truly unafraid, because I somehow know I’m going to be fine, and this is only the beginning of a great adventure.
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        * * *

      

      It isn’t until later—when I can no longer see land—that I truly begin to worry about my decision. Am I safe out here? Aren’t there sharks? And what if I accidentally let go? How will I get back to shore without them? The dolphins must sense my unease because they begin chattering softly, and with the exception of the dolphin I’m holding onto, they take turns leaping in and out of the water, almost as if they’re trying to cheer me up. I try to relax. I try to have faith that I’ve made the right decision, and just when I’m about to panic, my father’s yacht comes into view.

      Of course he’s following me. I’m not sure why I didn’t think he would.

      With the knowledge that my father is trailing behind, I’m once again able to focus on the magic of the moment. I’m swimming with dolphins. I’m going to meet…what? Aliens? I can’t be sure until we get there, but as the dolphins finally slow their daunting pace, I’m both frightened and excited to see what happens next.

      We float in the same area for a moment, the water much colder here, so I’m grateful when the dolphins I’m holding maneuvers underwater so I realize it wants me to climb onto its back, so I’m straddling it like a horse. I press my body against its, grateful for the warmth, and then the other dolphins huddle even closer to us, somehow helping to chase away the last of the chill. My father’s boat draws nearer; John standing on deck with a life preserver held in his grip. When they get close enough, he tosses it toward us, but the dolphins close ranks and move farther away from the life preserver and the boat.

      This cat-and-mouse game keeps up for a moment before I shout, “Bat’ka, they need something from us! Don’t you see?” I wave at him, hoping he hears me. “They will let me go after we help them,” I assure him even though I don’t know that with absolute certainty, it’s just a sense I get.

      Whether he hears me or not, my father doesn’t listen, and he seems ever determined to get closer to us, so I encourage the dolphins to swim away. As we circle back around the boat, almost back to the place where we had started this merry-go-round, I see the first humpback whale. The sight of it mesmerizes and petrifies me. Then a second and a third humpback surface and I officially panic. The dolphins click and whistle as they begin to circle the yacht, which only adds to my fear. Are they preparing for an attack? Humpback whales are gentle creatures—they don’t unnecessarily attack humans, so I tell myself they’re only curious. Unfortunately, the gigantic animals are being unusually aggressive, and just as three of them get dangerously close, the boat lifts up out of the water, the great force causing my father and all his men to fall overboard.

      A thunderous tearing sound fills the air as a fourth whale lifts the boat out of the water as though it doesn’t weigh a thing. The yacht cracks right down the middle, the bow precariously hanging off the stern by a few resilient pieces of wood. Then the whale slips back underwater, lowering the broken vessel back into the sea with a splash. The ensuing wave crashes over us, so I grip onto my dolphin tightly and hang on for dear life. Thankfully, I manage to stay seated, and the other dolphins hurry ahead to help my father and John.

      When we pull up beside them, I can’t help but chuckle at their utterly astonished expressions. “Get on,” I encourage them. “I told you; they’re here to help.”

      “Help?” my father barks as he slides onto one of the dolphin’s backs. “They just sunk my boat!”

      “Correction,” I say. “The whales sunk your boat. The dolphins came to your rescue.” And as if to agree, the dolphins click and squawk.

      My father looks at me, wild and wide-eyed, which makes me laugh again. My father and John aren’t as amused, yet despite their anger, my spirits cannot be dampened. I don’t know why we had been chosen for this crazy adventure, and I don’t know if this is the end of the line or if there are more adventures in store for us, but regardless of how my father and John feel about everything that just happened, I’m determined to enjoy every crazy minute of it.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, when the house is completely still and all of the excitement has drained away from my body, I slip into the hallway and sneak over to John’s room. I knock softly, and within seconds, he pulls the door open and motions for me to enter.

      “I knew you would come,” he says as he takes a seat in his reading chair, a cup of tea sitting beside a book about the solar system.

      Our rooms have the exact same layout, so I walk over and climb onto the loveseat. Then I reach for the book. “Where did you find this?” I ask as I flip through pages.

      “The library…it seemed…fitting…”

      I glance up from the pages and stare deep into his eyes. I may only be ten, but I’m not dumb. “So you think that today…with the dolphins and the whales…you think that was…extraterrestrial?”

      He looks off into the distance and seems to deeply contemplate for a long moment before his eyes meet mine again. “I cannot say,” he admits, “but…”

      “But what?” I hedge.

      “I don’t know…”

      I drop back and rest my head against one of the plushy cushions. “Maybe they were just trying to keep one more bomb off the black market,” I say, since my father had at least admitted that much when we got back. There had been a bomb onboard that yacht—one he was selling—and one that was now on the bottom of the sea.

      “But the wire transfer came through after we got back,” John says, more to himself, but that bit of news grabs my attention.

      At ten, kids shouldn’t understand how currency can be slipped from one account to another—how people could pay for things from another part of the world without ever meeting, but I did, because my dad was an arms dealer, and that was his business—and mine too, in a way, so I knew what John meant, and I wondered, as he did now, if that wire transfer could have come from much, much farther away. Perhaps it had come from another planet—one who knew that the Puerto Rico Trench was one of the deepest places on Earth; one who knew how to surf the web in search of bad things; and one who knew how to communicate with animals.

      “They lured us here, malenʹkyy heniy,” he says softly, in the same tone he uses when he reads me bedtime stories. “For weeks, they sent cryptic messages and they paid half upfront, sight unseen, but with always the intention that we deliver the goods to those coordinates.” He lets that sink in for a moment before he continues. “That requires a higher-level of thinking…and with the animals…I don’t know.” He sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose. “It all seems so…”

      “Magical?” I offer.

      He chuckles. “I was thinking impossible, but I suppose that works too.”

      I remember reading somewhere that magic is just science we don't understand yet. Off the top of my head, I can’t recall where I saw that, but for the first time, I embrace the concept behind it.

      “Do you mind if I sleep in here?” I ask John as I readjust my position on the loveseat so I can start the book from the beginning.

      “Not at all,” he says as he gets up to fetch me a blanket. “But don’t stay up too late.” He ruffles my hair. “We don’t know what tomorrow has in store for us.”

      As I snuggle up with the book and blanket, I can only hope that it’s just as fun, amazing, and adventurous as it had been today, and that along with the dolphins and the whales, the mystery of what truly happened today would also be revealed.
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        * * *

      

      I fall asleep dreaming about the stars and I wake up thinking of the ocean.

      John is already up and out of the room by the time I wake up, so I quickly dress, clean up, and find him downstairs. He has a cup of cocoa waiting for me. We take our drinks outside and as the first rays of light appear, we make our way to the beach. The sea is calm and the sunrise is breathtaking,

      “It appears your friends have returned yet again,” John says and then motions toward the east.

      My heart rate zips into overdrive as I search the horizon for them. Then I see them. A pod of dolphins, heading our way. I set the cup aside and hurry into the shallows, the cool water shocking away the last of my sleep.

      “Hello!” I call as I make my way farther into the water.

      The dolphins swim closer and before long, they’re circling me. I laugh at the ruckus they make—overjoyed and elated that they’ve returned.

      “Hello,” I say again, stroking each of them as they swim past me. In response, all but one of the dolphin’s screak and click. The last one to approach has a bag in its mouth. It swims nearer, offering me the bundle, so I take it. It squawks excitedly and then sprays me with mist from its blowhole. I laugh as I wipe my face. “Thanks!”

      The dolphins circle me one last time, then they start swimming away.

      “Wait!” I call as I walk after them. “Can I go with you?”

      They click and chatter, but before I can even consider swimming after them, they disappear into the water.

      “Wait!” I call again, tears welling as I take a few more steps, the water up to my chin now.

      John is suddenly there, his hand on my shoulder, undoubtedly to keep me from going after them.

      “What did they leave you, malenʹkyy heniy?” he asks softly, clearly aware of my despair.

      At the moment, I can only focus on the fact they’ve left without me, so it takes several minutes before I’m able to walk back to shore to take a look at the contents of the waterproof bag.

      When we finally get back to shore, I fumble to unseal it, because it’s made of a material I’m not entirely familiar with—a special type of plastic I’ve never encountered. When we finally do get it open, we find a perfectly round, shiny metallic orb, marbled with beautiful red streaks. I roll it around my palm for a long moment, mesmerized by its beauty.

      “What do you suppose it is?” I ask John.

      He takes it from me and examines it. “I don’t know…it looks like a mineral, perhaps…” He places it back in my hand. “We can take it into town and ask someone, maybe at the university.”

      I nod, and then I gingerly place the orb back into the bag and reach for the bound pages within. The booklet has dark covers, so I hand it over to John, whose hands are cleaner and drier than mine. He sits beside me on the sand and we flip to the first page. It’s an academic paper, written by a M.I.T student for one of his graduate-level physics courses. It’s titled, “The Use of Thermonuclear Weapons to Restart a Planet’s Core.”

      Even as a fairly smart ten-year-old kid, I know the subject matter is way over my head, but I encourage John to flip through it anyway. On the first few pages, there are random red-penned markings, as if the teacher was noting grammatical errors, but as the paper dives into stuff that’s probably too difficult for even John to grasp, other notes begin to appear in the margins, written in a language I don’t recognize—the symbols reminding me of Egyptian hieroglyphics.

      When John flips to the end, there is a lengthy bit of mystery text written on the last page, as though whoever penned it was summarizing what they just read, or perhaps adding other key notes. It’s impossible to tell because, at the moment, I can’t read the language. But one day I will—even if I have to teach it to myself.

      I stand and brush off as much sand as I can, then I hold the bag toward John so he can drop the booklet back inside. I reseal it and turn to grab my discarded cocoa cup.

      “If you like,” John says as we make our way toward the villa, “after breakfast we can go to the university. See if there’s a professor who will speak with us about this stuff.”

      I mull that over for a long moment, but then I finally decide against it. This is my secret to bear—my mystery to solve, so for the moment, I won’t get anyone else involved. Not until I know more. “Maybe some other day,” I finally say. “But I’d still like to go to the library if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course,” John assures me.

      I stop and give him a quick hug, since I’m still soaking wet, but it’s my way of thanking him. Not only because I know he believes me, but also because I know he’ll try his best to help me solve the mystery of the dolphins and the sea for as long as it takes. I have so many questions—so many theories of what really happened the last few days, but for now I’ll be patient and cautious, because even if it takes a lifetime, I know I’ll find the answers.
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      Our summer vacation was a disaster.

      Neither the weather nor our kids cooperated.

      It had been my husband’s idea to rent a car and drive along the Rhine valley, stopping at every single castle and fortress on the way. The kids were not amused.  They would have preferred to go to Paris Disneyland. Instead, they found themselves on a car trip peppered by history lectures, for their father was -unfortunately for them- a brilliant historian and archaeologist. Max, the eldest, revenged himself by being surly and non-communicative and plugged up his ears with gangsta rap. Jenny complained she felt sick and little Emmy pretended to be a stuck record that knew only one line: “Are we there yet?”

      It had rained from day one and no end was in sight.

      My husband sat tensely in the driver’s seat and wouldn’t admit he was lost.

      “Five minutes. The hotel will show up in five minutes. Probably behind that curve.” A muscle twitched in his cheek. That was a sign he was about to lose his calm.

      But behind that curve was yet another curve. It was dark and the steady rain turned into a deluge.

      I squinted through the window. To the right was the swollen Rhine river that seemed to climb up the bank by the minute, to the left - nothing. Maybe there was a mountain, or trees, or vineyards, but certainly no houses, no village nor town in sight.

      The car slowed down, emitted a sickly sounding stutter and came to a halt.

      “Please tell me you just stopped on purpose.”

      Helmut cursed under his breath and pumped the gas pedal. Not even a sound. The car was dead.

      “Oh God. No.” Helmut bumped his head against the steering wheel as if that was going to make the car move again.

      “Now what?”

      The wind howled and a blast of rain gushed down.

      Helmut sighed and got out of the car. He opened the hood and stuck his head inside. After a minute he closed it again and returned to his seat.

      He was soaking wet.

      “I can’t see a thing. It’s pouring cats and dogs.” He took off his glasses and wiped them on his sleeve.

      “I’ll call the ADAC,” I pulled out my cell phone. Great. No connection, either. Helmut tried his phone. Same thing.

      “I think I saw a gas station back there. I’ll go and get help. You wait here with the kids.”

      I had a weird feeling about this.

      “No, I think we should stay together. I don’t want you out there all alone. Let’s just wait until someone shows up. At least we are dry in here.”

      Helmut shook his head. “We’ll get help faster if I just go. I’ll be back in 15 minutes. You’ll see.” He was out of the car and gone before I could reply.

      The kids and I looked at each other. It was black outside and the storm’s howl pitched to a crescendo. Lightning flashed.

      “Mommy, there’s a lady sitting on top of a rock,” Emmy pointed at something outside.

      I cranked myself around the seat to see what she was pointing at. If someone was out there, maybe they could help us?

      “Where? I don’t see anyone.”

      “There! There!”

      “I don’t see anything,” Max grumbled. He’d actually taken off his earphones. “Why would anyone want to sit on a rock in this weather?”

      “I saw it! I know I did!”

      “I’m going to throw up,” Jenny said. And since she sounded strange, I jumped up, got out of the car, tore her door open, just in time for Jenny to throw up all over my sneakers. Then she cried. We were both soaking wet in an instant. Well, the good thing was the rain would wash the puke away.

      I sighed and wiped her mouth with a handkerchief. I walked around the car to my own seat. Lightning flashed again. I squinted. There was a sign. Undoubtedly. Shabby and barely legible, it flapped in the wind, and it said: “Gasthaus zum wilden Fischer.” The sign was right in front of us and we hadn’t seen it. And now Helmut was running all the way back to the gas station, when the inn with the funny name of the “wild fisherman” might be right in front of us.

      I made up my mind quickly.

      “Kids, zip up your jackets and let’s go. There’s a Gasthaus over there. We’re going before the storm blows the car into the river.”

      I tore a sheet from my agenda and scribbled on it: “We’re in the Fisherman’s Inn on the left,” and put the paper on the car dash for Helmut to find after he returned.

      “Max, hold on to Emmy. I will take Jenny.” We fought our way through the rain and wind.

      “I don’t see anything!” Max shouted. The river was to the right, to the left was only a gigantic rock almost hanging over the road.

      “There’s got to be! Maybe behind that curve.”

      And just before I was about to give up and return to the car, indeed, the Gasthaus appeared. Right next to the river. It looked like it was hewn out of the rock and the waves lapped against its walls, it was that close to the water. Old-fashioned, but definitely lit and open.

      We stumbled through the door, wet to the bones.

      “Thank God,” I said as I wiped the rain off my face.

      “Well, what do we have here?” a burly man looked up, surprised. He stood behind the bar and poured beer into a glass.

      “Five minutes outside and we are wet to the bone,” I said, grateful for the warmth.

      There actually was a real fire lit in the fireplace. And it smelled of food. To my surprise, the inn was full. People sat and ate as if the worst storm of the century didn’t just howl by outside. The man handed me a clean towel and I wiped Jenny’s face with it. It was white and peaked.

      The kids dropped into the seats of the table nearest to the fire.

      “You shouldn’t be out there in a weather like this, especially with children,” the innkeeper scolded.

      “My husband is still out there. Our car broke down and he is trying to reach the gas station. My daughter’s sick.” I lifted my wet cell phone. “And this doesn’t work. Can you help us?”

      “Sit down, lady, and we’ll figure things out. First have some hot tea with rum. Some peppermint tea for the sick one and hot chocolate for the other two, yes?” He nodded at the kids.

      “Yes,” Emmy and Max said in unison.

      “For me, not,” Jenny groaned and curled up on the bank next to the tiled stove. I touched her cheeks. She was feverish. I pulled off her wet jacket, grabbed a small pillow from the bench and placed it under her head.

      “Do you have a room free for the five of us?”

      The innkeeper tilted his head thoughtfully. “We’re full,” he said after a moment. “Unless you don’t mind taking the room next to Fridrich, then you can have it.”

      “Fridrich?”

      The innkeeper nodded at the table in the corner next to ours.

      An old man sat there, smoking a pipe. His skin was wrinkled and leathery and he wore a grey woolen sweater.

      “That is Fridrich. He lives in the room on the top floor. There is only one other room on that floor which is usually empty, but it has a double bed and a sofa. Should work for you if you squeeze together.”

      “We would love to.”

      “Then you are the first ones to, ever.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “I suppose he will tell you himself.”

      Very strange. At that time, a waitress served food, some Knödel with sauerkraut, and the four of us ate like there was no tomorrow. The rum in my tea was strong and the fire was beginning to dry my jeans. The girl also brought a blanket for Jenny, who’d started to doze off. I wanted to take Jenny up to the room but she started crying that she did not want to be there alone. So she stayed with us while we ate.

      The Gasthaus had an old-fashioned quaintness that was cosy and attractive.

      “I wonder where Papa is,” Emmy said in between two bites.

      Me too. In fact, I was getting quite worried.

      “I’m sure he will show up here soon.”

      In that moment, it turned pitch-black.

      A power cut.

      The kids screamed and my heart raced. Good grief, it was only a power cut. We were in a full room of people, nothing would happen. And yet there was something scary about unexpectedly sitting in the dark from one second to the other.

      “Stay calm, everyone,” the deep voice of the innkeeper sounded. ”The storm must have interfered with some cables. Happens from time to time.”

      Something scratched and fizzled, then, a candle flame appeared. The kids sighed in relief.

      The innkeeper, with the waitresses’ help, brought a candle to each table.

      In the end, we finished our dinner by candlelight.

      “This is quite possibly the worst storm since the last twenty years,” one elderly man by the bar said and shook his head. “And I’ve been through a lot of storms.”

      “It isn’t a normal storm. It is the rage of the sirens,” an old, rusty and impossibly deep voice said from the corner.

      Fridrich. We looked at him curiously.

      He took the pipe out of his mouth and tapped it against the wooden table. He leaned forward with gleaming eyes and looked at us.

      “Do you want me to tell you a story?”

      I smiled politely. Honestly, all I wanted was for Helmut to come through that door. And a warm bed.

      But Jenny was sleeping deeply, her breathing had calmed, Emmy was busy spooning the pudding the waitress had brought, and Max actually looked at the man with interest.

      “If you want,” I said.

      Fridrich nodded thoughtfully.

      “In my time, their rage was worse. It was violent and deadly, and none of us were safe. Ever. We are all sailors here, you see,” he lifted the hand with his pipe and waved it around the room. Indeed, now that he’d mentioned it, I noticed the room was filled only with weather-beaten men. Young and old. A few women, too. Some of them nodded, others leaned back as if they’d heard him tell his tale many times before.

      “We are all sailors,” he repeated. “That means they were our main enemy.”

      “Who?”

      “The sirens.” He leaned forward. “The Rhine used to be full with them. Once upon a time. There was one in particular. The Loreley.”

      Ah. Of course. I relaxed back in my seat with a smile. How well done of him, to entertain the kids with local lore and legend. And how well he did it! The drama, the intonation. He was entirely convincing.

      But Max wasn’t born yesterday. He may listen to lots of gangsta rap, but he also read a lot.

      “The Loreley.” He sounded disappointed. “That’s a fairy tale for little kids.”

      “A fairy tale for little kids!” anger sparked out of his blue eyes.

      Max looked at me uneasily as I suppressed a smile.

      “You don’t know what you are saying, boy,” Fridrich snorted. “Listen closely, to what I have to say. And then, tell me, whether it is a fairy tale for little kids.”
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        * * *

      

      “How old are you? Fifteen, you say? Well, by that age I was already an experienced fisherman. One had to be. The waters of the Rhine are tricky. The currents are strong and there are maelstroms. If you don’t know about them, they will suck you down. There are unexpected sandbanks, hidden rocks. It isn’t easy navigating through these waters. And there are more deadly dangers underneath these waters than you can possibly imagine.

      There are sirens and Nixies, the daughters of the Rhine. They lighten a lamp in stormy nights as these so sailors think it is a safe landing place, and yet it leads straight to a jagged rock where the boat will smash into a thousand pieces. Or they sing and lure you into a daze so you can’t think straight and you navigate the boat straight against the rock yourself.  They are beautiful but deadly creatures. A seaman’s worst enemy.

      But there is one, one in particular, who is immortal, who kills her victims with love. Aye, with love. For to look at her, one cannot help but fall in love with her. She sits on yonder rock and combs her long, blonde hair, singing, driving men – and some women – to insanity and to certain death.

      I was a cabin boy on board of the Aurora when it happened. It was a beautiful, warm summer night, the sky was clear, the waters calm. We had a wedding party on board. The bridegroom was the mayor’s son, the bride came from a rich family. The wedding guests were dancing on deck. When all of a sudden, we heard shouts. Some boys pointed at the rock and there she sat, doing nothing but combing her hair. They provoked her. Threw stones and bottles at her. And then she opened her mouth: and sang.

      She sang a song so unearthly beautiful, it cast you into a trance. It is a yearning beyond all yearning. It is impossible to resist. The entire wedding party jumped overboard to follow the song. Including some of the sailors. I was pulling myself up and over the railing, when I snapped out of the trance. Someone held me back, a hand on mine, it was Erla.

      “Don’t listen to her, Freddy, look at me.” And I looked at her, her pleading brown eyes, and I snapped out of it. The song could not harm me. Neither did it seem to have an effect on Erla. But some of the others weren’t so lucky. Erla and I, we fished as many as we could out of the water. But the bridegroom drowned; he was carried away by the current. The bride, poor thing, went insane with grief.

      The mayor, wild with grief at his son’s death, called out a war: we sailors against her. We were to hunt her down and kill her, once and for all. And end this pestilence, this evil forever.

      I was given a rifle and an axe. Hunt sirens, they said. Find and kill the Loreley. On the third night of the hunt, I was weary. I wanted to be with Erla, go dancing with her, tell her I was sweet on her. Maybe because my mind was full of love and romance, I wasn’t as bloodthirsty as the others, and I started to doubt we were right to hunt her. I don’t know why. But it was me who eventually found her.

      I drove my boat through the reeds and she just sat there, hidden, on a rock, that blonde hair of hers covering her shoulders like a cape, and she just looked at me. She made no attempt to flee. I immediately knew it was her. It’s in the eyes. There is an unearthly look in them, and her skin glittered like water glitters when the sun hits its surface.

      This was the murderous creature that lured men to their deaths? She was but a simple girl. Not much older than Erla. She was smaller and more delicate. And beautiful beyond a man’s wild imaginings.

      I stared at her, speechless.

      “Please,” she said.

      That was all. It was the most melodic word I’ve ever heard anyone say. Her voice was low and musical. I shuddered with pleasure. Inconceivable if she were to sing. I would be doomed. Then an image of Erla came into my mind and I knew she had no power over me. And I remembered why I was there.

      She was a killer of the worst kind. A siren. Hundreds, thousands of sailors have found their wet graves because of her. It was my duty to kill her.

      I lifted my rifle and aimed. My arm shook.

      I couldn’t do it. It was wrong. It was like killing a girl, any kind of girl. It could have been Erla. I lowered my rifle.

      “I’m going to let you go,” I said. “But you have to leave, far away, leave the Rhine and swim to the ocean and never come back. Take your sisters with you. And never kill innocent men again.”

      “I cannot swim,” she said, “I am hurt.”  And then I saw that the water around her was deeply red with blood. She’d been shot in one of the legs. For she had legs, not fins.

      She pulled herself up, fell back again. I grabbed her arm and helped her to my barge.

      She climbed in. And then I knew what I had to do. I threw a cover over her, started up the boat and with all the speed I had, drove away.

      I steered the boat all the way to the river estuary. When we reached the North Sea, I looked back and nearly fell into the water with shock. It was teeming with sirens, Nixies and undines. She’d called them to follow us. And follow us they did.

      “I will leave,” she said, and looked at me with those iridescent eyes of hers. “My sisters will care for me here. You will live a long, rich life. All your heart’s desires will come true. But on the last night on earth I will return and sing you to eternal sleep, only for you, and your heart will rejoice.”

      I wanted to ask what she meant, but she continued on. “There is one thing I want you to understand. I never meant to kill them. I don’t kill those who love. And you, you love deeply.”

      “But – why? The bridegroom – the bride, the wedding…”

      She smiled, sadly. “Why do you men not understand that my song is never meant for you? It is for me. And for one and one only. The one I have loved and lost.”

      And before I could blink she was gone. And with her, her sisters. I stared into the ocean, but there was only water.

      Maybe I’d imagined it all.

      Maybe I’d hallucinated.

      Maybe this never happened.

      But fact is, from that day on, she was not seen or heard from again. We had our peace. No more siren, no more nightly songs, no more deaths, but also no more fish. For her singing had also attracted all the fish and we never lacked. And with her, all the fish had left. The river was empty. We gave up fishing and shipped goods and people up and down the Rhine instead.

      I married my Erla and we had five children.

      We had a long, rich life. Just like she’d said.

      My Erla died three years ago. And my time is coming soon. Do you know why I know that? Because the fish have returned. I wait for her every night to fulfill her promise. I leave the window open.

      And this is why no one dares share the room next to mine, for you never know when she might return and accidentally take you along, too.

      Maybe it will be tonight.

      I am ready.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve seen her too,” Emmy said. She’d listened solemnly, with a thumb in her mouth. “She sat on a rock, combing her hair.”

      Fridrich nodded. “She has come back and is waiting for me.” Then he lifted his head and listened.

      “Can you not hear her?”

      We were all silent, listening to the storm rage outside.

      “I don’t hear anything,” Max said and shrugged. He looked slightly creeped out.

      I was going to agree. There was nothing. Then, vaguely, beneath the rough din of the storm, I heard a single, unearthly tune that was not of nature’s making.

      It gave me goosebumps.

      “Helmut!” I gasped. “He is out there!”

      Terror filled me. I got up and ran to the door. A pair of rough hands pulled me back.

      “Be reasonable, there is nothing you can do. You help nobody by running out there, getting lost in the storm. I already called the gas station, but no one picked up. The only thing you can do now is wait.”

      “But Helmut—” I could not voice the fear I had. The fear that he fell prey to her. The feeling of unease grew and grew. It was unbearable to know that Helmut was in danger and there was nothing I could do about it.

      “My advice is go up to your rooms and sleep.”

      “How can you say that? I can’t sleep while my husband is out there. He could be anywhere. He could have—” I choked.

      Fridrich shook his head.

      “She doesn’t tempt those with constant hearts.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “I have thought a lot about the Loreley. Maybe we got it terribly wrong. Maybe we are the ones who are the monsters. Maybe we are the killers. We were the ones to taunt, to tease, to hurt her. What did she do, but bring us fish and sing? And if men are so stupid to jump into the river because they cannot resist her song, is that her fault? One thing I know for sure. She could not lure me because my heart belonged to Erla. If you are secure in your husband’s love, then you can go to bed, safe in the knowledge he will be all right. She will not tempt him.”

      “Anyway, it’s just a legend,” Max said, but he sounded uneasy.

      Fridrich looked at him with glittering eyes. “Maybe you are right. Maybe it is just a legend. A fairy tale for little kids.” He popped the pipe back into his mouth.

      Of course, it’s just a legend, but somehow fairy tale and reality had merged and my mind had difficulty keeping that apart.

      “Mom, I am tired,” Emmy looked pale with tiredness.

      I looked at Jenny, who’d awakened and who looked around, confused, and Max, who had a strain about his eyes as well. I was exhausted to the marrow of my bones. The storm still thrashed about the house.

      They were right. There was nothing I could do but wait. I had to get the kids to bed.

      “All right. Let’s go up to the room. Let’s grab some sleep.”

      “It’s the top floor, the room on the right.”

      I begged the innkeeper to call the gas station again, which he agreed to readily, as soon as the power returned. We took the candles and said good night to Fridrich, who’d sunken back into his memories and just nodded absent-mindedly.

      The room was clean and warm. We squeezed, the four of us, into the big bed, even though we could have pulled out the sofa. But tonight we had to be close together, and pray that nothing happened to Helmut.

      I told myself that in an hour I would go down to the main room again and ask the innkeeper to call.

      And then I fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I heard the music through my dreams. A gentle, sweet lullaby. A female voice. It filled my heart with infinitive yearning, for something I could not define, could not understand. I sat up in bed. The kids were still asleep.

      It was 5am in the morning.

      Helmut!

      I struggled out of bed, trying not to wake the kids, but they were deeply asleep.

      I went outside the room and stood frozen in the hallway.

      The door to Fridrich’s room was open. And the music came from his room.

      I tapped my fingers against the door and it opened with a creak. It was cold inside. The wind blew through the room because the window was open and the shutter squeaked rhythmically in the wind.

      It was a simple room, with a simple bed, decorated with an old fishernet on the wall. Fridrich was lying on it, fully clothed, with shoes. And bending over him, was a girl in a white dress with long blonde hair. She looked up with a smile and lifted a finger to her lips. Then, in a blink, she jumped out of the window, and with a splash into the river beneath.

      I shouted out in surprise and ran to the window, but could see nothing but darkness.

      I turned to Fridrich. “Did you see that?”

      He lay on his bed, immobile, a smile on his face. I extended a hand to feel his pulse, but I knew the answer already. Someone stepped behind me.

      “She finally came to sing him to his sleep,” the innkeeper said, shaken. He stood behind me and his cheeks were wet with tears. “Like he always said she would.”
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        * * *

      

      The ambulance came and picked up Fridrich’s body. The fishermen and the innkeeper stood in a solemn row long after the ambulance had left. We stood with them, holding hands.

      The storm had abated and there was strange calm outside.

      Then we returned to the breakfast room and ate breakfast, when the door opened and a tall man in a fireman’s coat entered.

      “Helmut!” I stood and threw my arms around his neck. “Thank God.”

      “I never made it to the gas station. The firemen picked me up and took me to the fire station. I tried to get through to you, but there was no connection. I feared the worst. What a night.”

      “What a night, indeed,” the kids greeted their father effusively.

      “Can we stay here for a couple of days?” Max asked. “This place is gothic and creepy. Kind of cool.”

      “It’s maybe not such a bad idea, at least until Jenny’s better. She is still in bed upstairs with some fever,” I said.

      And so we decided to stay a few more days.
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        * * *

      

      As we took a walk down the riverside that afternoon, with finally some weak sun rays peeking through the clouds, Helmut looked over the water with an odd expression on his face.

      “I had a moment yesterday when I thought I’d never see you or the kids again,” he suddenly said. “I did not want to say this in front of the kids.”

      “What happened?” I took his hand.

      “After I left the car, I walked some way back to the curve. The storm almost pulled me off my feet and I lost all sense of direction. I actually slipped and fell a bit down the river bank.” He paused and cleared his throat. “Actually, I fell a lot. I fell all the way into the water. It was icy cold and the current was insanely strong. It pulled me down immediately. And I knew this was it. I was going to drown.” His eyes were far away as he relived that moment. “I had that moment, you know, what they say, the moment you die. When you relive your entire life in a single flash. And I felt that the biggest blessing was I’d met and loved you. And that we had our wonderful kids. Nothing else mattered.” He choked up. I blinked back tears and pressed his hand hard.

      “I felt that,” I whispered and leaned my cheek against his shoulder. “I knew something was not right. I felt it.”

      “Then something strange happened.”

      “What?”

      “Someone grabbed my arm and pulled me up with an iron strength and threw me back onto the bank. As if I were a rag doll. And then – and then …” his eyes glazed over in memory.

      “And then?” I prodded on.

      “She said, ‘It’s not your time.’”

      “She?”

      Helmut looked embarrassed and confused. “I may have hallucinated. You know. Lack of oxygen and all that. But all I can say is it was a woman who saved me. She hummed a pretty song that lulled me to sleep and when I awoke, a couple of firemen bent over me. I asked them where the woman was, but they said there was no woman. I actually made them search the area for a while. The firemen did it to humor me, but they thought I’d lost my marbles.”

      “She has blonde hair and iridescent eyes the color of the sea,” I said, softly.

      Helmut looked at me, startled. “Do you know her?”

      I looked over the waves of the Rhine that gently lapped onto the riverbank.

      “Her name is Loreley.”
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      Swallowing my fear, I enter the lair of the sea witch. Great arches of bone stretch high above me, the once ribcage of an ancient leviathan. Half buried into the bottom of an immense chasm in the ocean floor, the water pressure this deep feels uncomfortable. It’s colder than ice, and darker than the night sky. Electric eels glow ahead of me in the inky gloom, darting behind eerie white coral formations as I approach.

      The deeper into the lair of the sea witch I venture, the more certain I am of many eyes trained upon me. Nothing, or no one challenges my passage, though the feeling of unease continues to grow within me. Would the sea witch hear me, or would she strike me down? The animosity she bears for my father, Neptune, King of the Seven Seas, is common knowledge for leagues in all directions. Would she dare incur the wrath of the merfolk? For my sake, I hope not. I didn’t come all this way to start a war…

      All I want, all I’ve ever wanted, was for my dreams to be made manifest; and I have heard that for a price, the sea witch can, and does grant wishes. It is said she is a master of dark magic and she can even summon the drowned dead to do her bidding. The thought of an undead army terrifies me… but if the sea witch’s powers are truly so immense, she can surely help me attain what my heart so desperately desires.

      Leaving the exposure of the dark trench and skeletal remains of the leviathan, I follow darting schools of silver fish into a deep cavern that opens into the earth like a great shark’s maw. Black crystals protrude from the walls of solid rock, broken and glinting. They seem to me like cruel, sharp teeth, ready to bite and draw blood, should I dare to stray too close.

      Mustering my courage, I call out. “Hello?” My voice drifts off into the darkness ahead, absorbed by the gloomy void. “Hello?” I try again. “My name is Morluna, and I—”

      “I know who you are,” comes a voice from behind me. It holds a deep, rumbling resonance, like the promise of distant rolling thunder.

      I spin around, my glittering amethyst scales flashing as my long translucent fins trail after me. The sea witch smiles.

      “Welcome to my humble abode, princess,” she hisses. “What brings a delicate morsel, such as yourself, to consort with her dear father’s sworn enemy?”

      Horror wells up within me as I come face to face with the Black Heart of the Deep. I mentally quash the instinct to flee, doing my utmost to appear brave and indifferent.

      “It is said you have the power to grant wishes,” I venture. “That you can make the impossible, possible?” I cringe internally as I hear my voice quaver, but I consciously make an effort to steady my breathing and hold my head high.

      The sea witch smirks as she circles me, like a predator taking measure of its soon to be prey. Her eyes are elongated, black and depthless; and when she blinks, she blinks not one set of eyelids, but two.

      “I have been known to indulge the pleasures of others, for a price,” the sea witch reveals.

      I feel my fear give way slightly to excitement, to possibility, to a small, but fragile glimmer of hope.

      “So what is it that a princess could wish for, that she doesn’t already have?” purrs the sea witch, running her long, triple-jointed, pale fingers through her wild kelp-green hair. “What is it that your little heart desires?”

      Before I can second guess myself, the words tumble from my mouth, almost of their own volition, “A soul!” I breathe. “I want to attain a soul and live forever.”

      The sea witch grins from gill to gill, her nightmarish needle-like teeth on macabre display. “You seek eternal life? Curious. Your people are blessed with long years already, are they not? Your grandmother lived to see her three-hundredth moon, if my ancient memory serves.”

      I nod half-heartedly. “Three-hundred years is but a speck of sand in the seas of time,” I answer. “When I die, I’ll be forgotten. I will melt into sea foam, dispersed upon the waves, as if I never existed at all.”

      The sea witch’s eyes glitter.  “Of course, you know the legends? To achieve this dream, you must first win the heart of a mortal man. It is only through the returned love of a child of God, that you can attain something as precious as an immortal soul.”

      “Two moons ago, I rescued a drowning man from a sinking ship,” I begin. “I know I am not yet eighteen, but I couldn’t bear to wait any longer to visit the surface. Not after hearing my six older sisters’ tales of what it’s like above the waves!”

      The sea witch twirled, her many black tentacles stirring around her. “How old are you, sweet thing?” she quizzed.

      “What does that matter?” I ask.

      “It doesn’t,” she responds. “But I’d like to know. You did come to me in search of aid, after all.”

      “I’m sixteen,” I say defensively. “Old enough to know what I want.”

      “Indeed, dear one. Indeed. The heart wants what the heart wants, there’s no denying that… And does this human know you? Know what you are?”

      “I’m not certain. I know he heard my voice. It seemed it was my song that awakened him; but before I had the chance to speak with him, I was forced to return to the waves when another came upon us.”

      “I see,” muses the sea witch, drumming her overly long fingers against the flesh of her pale green cheek. “I believe I can help you.”

      My heart leaps in my chest, flipping about wildly like a fish stranded on dry land. “Could you truly transform me? Make me human?” Memories of my blue-eyed, fair-haired sailor flash before my eyes. I can still imagine the warmth of his sun-kissed skin pressed against my cold body if I close my eyes. He was so beautiful and young, so unlike the burly, scarred and drunken red-faced seamen that so often drowned, out in the open ocean.

      I watched him dance upon the deck of his ship, from the surface, lithe and strong. He had fought the sea valiantly to live, beating back the dark ocean as if it were a living beast to be conquered. When he finally succumbed, and lost consciousness, I saved him. He was too lovely to die, but my father would never understand; he hates humans, though to this day, I don’t know why. He says they are murderers and plunderers…

      “For a price,” says the sea witch, interrupting my reverie. “Everything has a price, precious.”

      “Anything,” I answer. “Name it, and it will be yours! I’d give anything to walk by his side. Then, when I have lived a full and good mortal life, I will have earned a soul; and I will be able to ascend to Heaven, and enjoy paradise, forever.”

      “Are you so sure?” the sea witch croons. “If you forsake the sea, your tail, your gills, your birthright, you would never see your family again; never ride the currents with your ocean friends, or explore the ever deep and its countless treasures.”

      I hold my head high. “I’m certain,” I say with more conviction than I truthfully feel. I had not expected the witch to question my desires. “My eldest sister says before our mother was lost to us, she told my sisters to listen to their hearts, and to follow it always. She said it would never lead them astray. Why should it be any different for me?”

      “I see,” said the sea witch, her voice trailing off. “Your father hasn’t been entirely honest with you, has he, sweetheart?”

      My eyebrows shoot up and I feel my hackles rising. “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well, forgive my intrusion, but it seems to me the truth of your mother’s disappearance has not yet been revealed to you. I feel that if it had… you would not feel as you do, nor ask what you are asking.”

      I feel my chest inflate with hurt and agitation. “My father still grieves her loss and it pains me to see him suffer. I have never desired to pry, or forced him to recall the manner of her death. It is enough I know she is gone.”

      “Is it?” asks the sea witch. “Were it me, I would not be so quick to dismiss the opportunity to learn the truth, child, as unpleasant as it may be. Your father has good reason for hating the humans…”

      I take the bait, like a silver bream lunging at a gleaming fisherman’s hook. I can’t not. “Are you implying they had something to do with my mother’s death?” The words feel hot and thick leaving my lips, like they were never meant to be spoken. I already know in my heart what I have done; I am opening a wound that can never be closed, never be healed.

      “I’m saying they were instrumental, Morluna,” responds the sea witch.

      “Tell me, then,” I demand with more courage than I feel. “If there are secrets being kept from me, I must know.”

      The sea witch swims ahead of me, deeper into the gloom. “Follow me, precious,” she calls back.

      Letting my breath out in a slightly exasperated sigh, I swim after her. The further into her abode we venture, the more is revealed. I stare in awe as shimmering, luminescent crystals light the way, vivid pinks, lilacs and cerulean blues.

      “They’re beautiful,” I whisper to myself.

      I can almost hear the smile in her voice as the sea witch sings back, “All the better to lure you with, my dear. Beauty has a way of dampening the senses.”

      I laugh nervously.

      The sea witch’s cave opens into a single magnificent chamber and I turn in circles, trying to drink it all in. Treasures that outshine the organic beauty of Neptune’s colourful kingdom glitter from, and in, every available crevice. I recognise some of them, mortal treasures salvaged from sunken ships. Ornate golden candelabras hang from the cavern above, piles of jewelry and the precious gems of the land spill over in piles that sparkle upon the floor. Coats of armour, wind-up music boxes, trunks of tarnished golden coins, and strings of polished pearl decorate the cave walls. While even tapestries of great mortal houses waft in the gentle current, adorning her home at the bottom of the sea.

      The sea witch twirls before an immense black iron cauldron, arms outspread. “Do you like what you see, princess?” she asks.

      I am speechless. “It’s incredible,” I say. “How did you come by such treasures? It would take a mermaid a lifetime to forage and collect so much!”

      “I’m sure you’ve heard the whispers in the night, Morluna? It is true what they say, I alone can command the drowned dead. If the sorry souls of the lost want to find peace, they must first find, and bring me a token of worth; for all things have a price.”

      My stomach turns as I imagine a fleshy, skeletal army marching the depths of the ocean, burdened with the wealth of the land above, merely so they might move on and be at rest. I shake my head to clear the image.

      “We were discussing my mother,” I prompt, trying to steer the conversation, like a wayward ship to port.

      “You are determined and single-minded, I like that,” says the sea witch. “It will serve you well,” she says cryptically. The sea witch then reaches into a large conch shell and drops whatever lays within, into the cauldron. With a whispered word, green flames, seemingly immune to the water around it, snake to life, burning brightly beneath the great black vessel. The sea witch reads my expression with ease. “This is just the beginning, princess,” she warns. “We need not discuss your mother’s fate. I can show you.”

      I feel my breath catch in my throat and swim closer. “How?”

      “Magic, my dear. I am a seer and a diviner of fates. I can relive any moment in time, on a whim. Past, present, future. Nothing is safe from my curious gaze.”

      “Then show me how my mother died.”

      “Are you certain? What you are about to witness cannot be unseen. It may haunt you all the days of your life. It may even haunt you forever.”

      I lift my chin and meet her eye. “It doesn’t matter how much it hurts or for how long, the truth will be worth the pain. I am almost grown. I can handle it.”

      “Very well,” says the sea witch. “Look within,” she gestures. “And all the answers you seek, shall be revealed to you.”

      Grasping the edge of the ancient cauldron, I lean nearer, looking directly into the swirling, violet potion. At first, all I can see is the strange, inky fluid as it stirs and bubbles, alive with dark magic.

      The sea witch passes her hand over the cauldron, whispering all the while. I squint my eyes as the fluid changes. From its center, it begins to sparkle and turn clear, pushing the darkness to the outer edges of the cauldron. I watch, mesmerized. Then I see movement. Shapeless, shifting images I can’t quite determine. Moments pass and they grow in clarity, until I am staring, wide-eyed at the image of my beautiful, young mother. I tear my gaze away to look at the sea witch in awe, tears immediately springing to my eyes. She smiles darkly.

      “Go on,” she urges. “Knowledge is power. Embrace it.”

      I could not have guessed that seeing her for the first time in my life, would elicit such an emotional response from me. She is beautiful and looks just like me. Swallowing the rising lump in my throat I turn my longing, tear-pricked eyes back to the cauldron, and my mother.
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        * * *

      

      Queen Salacia sits quietly upon a secluded beach, hidden away in a peaceful alcove, far from the frequented port of Rome. Her blue-black hair shines in the dying light of the day, the many jewels and trinkets of the deep that adorn her long tresses, sparkling.

      “Salacia, my love,” comes an unfamiliar voice. A handsome and tall, middle-aged human sits beside her. Putting his arm around her, she rests her head upon his shoulder. For a time, they sit in silence, seemingly at peace upon the wet sand, watching the sun’s slow descent beneath the waves.

      “Julius,” Salacia begins, when the silence was finally broken. “There is something I’ve been wanting to tell you.”

      “Speak, my beautiful queen. You need not hide anything from me,” he assures her, looking into her cerulean blue eyes.

      The queen of Atlantis takes a deep breath and smiles meekly, her fingers nervously clinging to the emperor’s. “Julius, I’m with child.”

      The emperor sits mute for a moment, before responding. “Is it his, Neptune’s?”

      As if she had been holding them back, a well of tears spring forth and Salacia weeps. “No, Caesar, no. I have counted the moons since our first union… the child is yours.”

      Julius untangles himself and rises to his feet, his fingers raking his short cropped fair hair. He began to pace.

      “My love?” queries Salacia. “Is this not a blessing?”

      Julius stops to meet her eye. “I,” he starts. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

      Salacia smiles, as if relieved. “I know this is… unexpected. Truth be told, I did not think this was possible, myself. But, by the hand of God, it has. A little life, part of you, and part of me, now grows within my womb.”

      The Caesar licks his lips. “Forgive me,” he says. “It is joyous news; being that mine and Cleopatra’s marriage cannot be recognised in Rome, beyond that of a union of States, I had not thought I would ever be a father.”

      “I understand,” says Salacia softly. “It has come as a great surprise to me, also. In truth, I don’t know what to do, or what a child of our union will be like. Will she have land legs, or a tail? Will she be able to breathe beneath the waves? I can only wonder. What I do know,” she went on, reaching out for her lover, “is that no matter what comes, we will have each other, and this child will be loved.”

      “She? We’re having a daughter? Are you certain?” asks Julius, taking her extended hand and sitting down beside her once more.

      The queen smiles broadly. “I am,” she says, genuine happiness in her eyes, as her free hand comes to rest upon her still flat belly. “It is a gift belonging to the mothers of our kind, that we can sense the small life growing inside. It feels different, to carry a male, I am told- though, I would not know, myself. This will be my seventh daughter.”

      Julius’ lips are pursed. “You may not know this well, but here, among my people, it is men who rule and command nations. It is sons, that fathers long for.”

      Salacia frowns, perplexed by his revelation. “You see females of your own kind… as being less?”

      Caesar pets her hand. “It is just our way. It always has been. Women make good wives; they cook, they clean, they make textiles and raise our sons, they even till the fields. They serve their rightful purpose, as men serve theirs. We each have our place.”

      Salacia gently pulls her hand away. “That is not the way of the merpeople,” she says. “Our females are equal in status to our males. We have mermaid rulers, warriors, hunters, and scholars. If anything at all, it is our female kind who are revered, for it is we that bring forth the life that continues our kind.”

      “Perhaps our worlds are indeed too far removed to ever exist side by side,” says the emperor nonchalantly.

      “What are you saying?” asks Salacia, a wounded expression upon her face. “Our worlds are different, but there is beauty in that. Is it not worth fighting for? Are we not worth fighting for?” she emphasises, her eyes searching his.

      Julius sighs, as if exasperated. “I don’t know,” he says simply, betraying very little emotion. “This complicates things.”

      The queen stares at him, aghast. “Complicates? My life, or yours?” she accuses. “It is I that must return to my kingdom, a half-mortal child in my womb; a child that is not my husband’s. There is no complication for you! You can walk away on your two good legs and pretend you never laid eyes upon me. I can fade into memory, nothing more than a creature of myth and legend. For me, this is real, and it can’t be undone.”

      Salacia retreats to the darkening waves, before surfacing once more to speak to the ruler of Rome, the man she now felt foolish for falling in love with. “When you have had time to think on your words, I will return with our daughter. Perhaps then, you will see the error of your ways, and realise what holds true value in this life!”

      As the queen disappears into the depths, Julius Caesar stands, his expression stern and unreadable.

      “I very much doubt that,” he says, watching after her for a time, before turning his back on the sea.
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        * * *

      

      The visions of the past fade and I stare blankly at the cauldron, before my eyes eventually find that of the sea witch. I can’t even begin to fathom what I’ve just borne witness to. My mother, the Queen of Atlantis, was unfaithful to our king… with a human! And, the merman who raised me… I feel my breath quickening and the world starts to spin. I let myself flounder to the jewel and coin laden floor, the palms of my hands pressed into my eyes.

      “Neptune isn’t my father,” I whisper. “I’m not the king’s daughter.”

      “No,” says the sea witch from behind the cauldron, her finned elbows resting upon its coral encrusted rim. “You are not,” she confirms.

      I push my hands up over my face and run my fingers through my long hair. “I’m- I’m not even a full-blooded mermaid! I’m a, I’m a… I don’t even know the word for what I am!”

      “You are a unique hybrid, my dear. Part merfolk, part human. You are the daughter of an emperor of Rome. He is a powerful man with an extensive and vast empire, as far as mortal conquests are concerned.”

      “A hybrid,” I say, rolling the word around in my mouth. “I’m not all mermaid,” I go on. “I’m part human and my mother’s seventh daughter!” I say, excitement filling me.

      “Again, correct, princess,” drawls the sea witch, as if I’ve drawn an obvious conclusion. Her large, black eyes blink eerily in unison, regarding me.

      I shiver. I can see my reflection in their depths from where I lie. “Does this mean…” I can scarcely bring myself to utter the words, to give them form. “Do I-,” I stumble. I take a deep breath and exhale to centre myself and calm my racing heart. “Do I possess a soul?”

      The sea witch grins, gill to gill, her rows of impossibly sharp teeth glinting in the natural shimmering light of the crystal stalactites and stalagmites. “I am only a witch, a humble seer and diviner of the Fates, but, yes, child. It is my understanding you are the first mermaid that has ever lived beneath the Seven Seas to be born with a soul. A gift, from your father; the result of your mother’s love for him.”

      My mind reels. “I don’t need to give myself to a man,” I say in wonder. “I have my own soul, I have no need of a mortal’s love!” I rise, swishing back and forth through the water. “You were speaking truthfully,” I say. “Now I have been made aware of the past, I no longer desire what I had originally come here for!” I feel, despite the trauma of learning my mother’s indiscretions, relief flood through me, and spread to fill every fibre of my being. “I’m going to live forever!” I sing. “I’m immortal! And I don’t have to leave the sea, or give up my family, or-”

      The sea witch interjects, cutting me off with a cluck of her tongue. “Indeed, you no longer need my aid in attaining a soul, darling girl; but there is more to learn which may yet influence you, and further determine your fate. There is the matter of your mother’s doom. Will you gaze into the cauldron once more, and see what unfolded all those years ago?”

      My feelings of elation die a swift and sudden death, my mood crushed. I am sobered, instantly. She’s right. There is more to this absurd and twisted series of events. I have learned one truth, but there is more to know, and I won’t be kept in the dark a moment longer than I have already been.

      “I will,” I say, flipping back to the cauldron opposite the sea witch. “I’m ready. Show me.”

      “Prepare yourself,” says the sea witch cryptically.
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        * * *

      

      Queen Salacia sits upon a large, half exposed rock at sea, not far from the quiet, rocky alcove she and Julius have met in secret. In her arms, she cradles and nurses a small bundle, singing to her softly. A glittering infant tail covered in beautiful amethyst scales, lies over her arm; the fins reflexively curling and uncurling in dream-filled, peaceful slumber.

      Smiling down upon the baby, she whispers; “I love you, Morluna, my precious, dark moon. I have brought you to meet your true father. You are perfect, my darling. I hope with all my heart, that he loves you as much as I.”

      Then, with the most beloved voice of the Seven Seas, she begins to sing her siren song aloud, calling out to Julius with a haunting wordless, melody. As expected, it isn’t long before Caesar arrives, his personal statement piece, the crown of laurel leaves upon his head. He comes to stand upon the shore, the sea lapping at his golden sandals.

      Salacia draws in a deep breath and slides carefully into the waves, swimming with her precious burden toward the beach. “Hello,” she says, waist-deep in the shallows. “Would you like to see our daughter? Her name is Morluna.”

      Julius wades into the surf, his white toga and crimson sash instantly saturated. He looks down on his child and smiles. “She’s so small,” he says, running his hand over her still soft scales. “And she looks just like you.”

      “Thank you,” says Salacia, her long midnight blue hair shining in the fading light of the day. “Would you like to hold her?” she asks.

      “I’m afraid I’ve never held a child before, let alone, a merbabe,” he says.

      “It’ll come naturally,” the queen assures him. “Here,” she says, as she assists him in cradling the little one in a secure, comforting position. “Do you feel it?” she asks. “The bond between father and child? She shares your blood and your strength, Julius.”

      The Caesar rocks his daughter back and forth, as the evening tide laps against them. “I feel,” he says. “That words fall short, my love.”

      Salacia smiles tentatively at first, then more broadly. “So, then, are you happy, my Julius? Can we return to the way we were? Go back to our private fantasy together?” she asks hopefully.

      The emperor carefully shifts the baby’s weight to hold her in one arm, before reaching out with his free hand. He cups the queen’s face.

      “Come here, my love,” he says, closing the small distance between them with a passionate kiss.

      The queen pressed her body to his, lost in the moment, having missed him for months. Just several breaths later, their kiss is broken, and her mother wears a grotesque look of shock, pain, and horror. Again and again, she winces in disbelief. The sea around them turns red as she pulls away, clutching the hilt of an iron dagger buried deep in her belly. Several stab wounds pepper her shimmering skin. She gasps, her hands trembling as she withdraws the blade. It falls from her grasp, lost to the sea and sand.

      “Julius,” she whispers. “What have you done?” She tries in vain to staunch the bleeding, her hands pressing into her abdomen, as she sinks lower into the sea, just head and shoulders above the water. “Why?” she cries, tears flowing from her eyes, revealing the depths of her pain and sudden betrayal.

      “I am an emperor of Rome,” he says coldly. “And I am weighed down by no woman, least of all a fishwife. This child could bring the wrath of Neptune against me. The seas would never be safe for Roman ships again and I can’t allow that to happen.”

      “Julius, please- our baby,” she whispers, ignoring his rhetoric. Her pale, bloodied hand breaks the surface, reaching out for her infant child in tragic desperation.

      “I haven’t the heart to murder a child, myself, even if it is a bastard monster,” he says. “So I’ll give you the mercy of greeting death, together.” With that, Julius smiles down upon his daughter, before launching her like a stone, into the air. The tiny baby soars through the air, falling some distance away, into the dark embrace of sea.

      “Morluna!” Salacia screams, and with the last of her strength, she turns her back on Julius Caesar and man-kind, and swims to rescue her baby, leaving a tell-tale trail of crimson in her wake.
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        * * *

      

      The vision fades to black once more and I find myself numb. I feel so much pain, sadness and heartache, that it overwhelms my senses to the point I feel nothing, and yet, everything at once.

      “He killed her,” I whisper, the truth suddenly fanning a furnace of dormant hate within me. “He betrayed her!” I say hotly, my eyes red and bloodshot, dark veins rising to become visible beneath my pale skin. “And he tried to kill me!” I turn away from the sea witch in an attempt to hide the war of emotions playing out upon my features. I can feel myself shaking with the sheer effort of reigning in my feelings.

      “How is it that I am here?” I ask. “I saw my father toss me to the waves like discarded burly. What happened next? A baby mermaid cannot survive the open sea, alone; and my mother could not have possibly survived long enough to make it back to Atlantis.” I turn back to the sea witch. “Say your words,” I demand. “Show me what happened next!”

      The sea witch reaches into the conch shell a third time. “I told you to prepare yourself, child. There is more to come. You will learn your mother’s ultimate fate, and how you came to survive the events of that fateful night, and,” she pauses. “How Neptune and I came to be enemies that we are today.”

      My gaze meets hers in question, but she merely shakes her head.

      “You will see, my dear. All will be revealed.”

      ***

      Salacia catches her baby beneath the waves before she can hit the sea floor. Swimming backward, in the general direction of home, she crushes the infant to her chest.

      “I love you, Morluna. Forgive me,” she says in a barely audible whisper. “I have failed you and with all my heart, I am sorry.”

      Before long, her strength is spent. She has lost too much blood and she sinks to the sandy bottom, still clutching her little princess tightly in her arms. In the distance, her keen eyes make out the dark silhouettes of sharks in the gloom. They have scented her.

      “God help us.”

      Then, from out of the shadowy depths, an unexpected figure emerges, swimming into focus before the dying queen. It is the sea witch, in all her dark, disturbing splendour.

      Without a second thought, Salacia kisses her daughter’s brow, before offering her to the witch. “Please, Malanima,” she begs, as the light fades from her eyes. “Save her.”

      “Of course, sister,” says the sea witch, taking her niece into her arms. “You have my word.”

      “Thank you,” says the queen, a small, weak smile pulling at the edges of her lips.

      “Find peace, Salacia,” replies the sea witch. “You will be avenged. I will see to it.”

      With that, the Queen of Atlantis closes her eyes, succumbing with dignity and serenity to her fate. In the moments that follows, her lovely form dissolves, melting into the sea, as if she had never lived at all.
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        * * *

      

      Before the vision is ended, I pull myself out of it, my eyes snapping up. “You’re my mother’s sister?” I cry. “You’re… you’re family?”

      The sea witch’s expression is unreadable. “Watch, blood of mine, and learn. There will be time for questions and answers, soon enough.”

      Lips parted in sheer disbelief and awe, I wrench my gaze back to the swirling contents of the cauldron and allow myself to be pulled into the past, once again.
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        * * *

      

      “You are unwelcome here, sea witch,” barks Neptune, golden trident in hand as he sits upon his great throne of twisting coral and flawless pearls.

      “I have a name, your highness,” she retorts, not the least perturbed by the king’s tone. “It’s Malanima.”

      “What do you want, Malanima?” he demands. “In case you had forgotten, you were exiled from Atlantis. What could be so important you would risk open combat, again? I will not be made a fool of, witch.”

      Malanima approaches the throne, unbundling her burden as she goes. “I have come to return your daughter,” she says curtly. “For which I thought you might be grateful.”

      “Return her? What are you talking about? How is it that the princess came to be in your charge, of all creatures that dwell within my domain? Where is my wife? Where is Salacia?”

      Salacia’s eldest daughter, Corallia, swims forward and with a nervous glance at her aunt, takes her baby sister into her arms, cooing and shushing her, as she returns to her place by her father’s side.

      Malanima holds her head high, meeting Neptune’s eye with a ferocious intensity. “We must speak alone,” she says, her tone, dark and grave.

      Neptune sits rigidly, unmoving for several moments, before he waves his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Go,” he orders all those in attendance. “Leave us!”

      When the great throne chamber is emptied, Malanima clears her throat. “My sister is dead,” she announces. “Killed by a mortal man this very evening.”

      “Lies!” Neptune booms, rising from his seat of power. “Where is my queen?” The king points his trident at the sea witch, threatening her, its three prongs sparkling with unleashed magic. “Speak, or I will end you once and for all.”

      “I speak the truth,” says the sea witch defiantly. “I have no reason to spin tales. I came to deliver your child, the last living part of your beloved wife. I believe that warrants some courtesy, don’t you think? You know I could have let the child die.”

      Neptune glowers, his rage barely holding back the torrent of emotion that so clearly threatens to surge forth.

      “Your queen broke her vows,” she went on. “She has, for this past year, been seeing a man of Rome. Their ruler, the emperor they call Julius Caesar. She believed it was love, and the pair were mated upon the shores, in the embrace of the sea. It is the Caesar’s seed that gave that little mermaid life. He is the child’s true birth father.”

      “You expect me to believe this? My wife of some one hundred years, defiled the sanctity of our union with a human?”

      “Belief is irrelevant,” says Malanima. “You know I could show you what unfolded, if you so desired. Though- I warn you, you would not like what you see.”

      Neptune’s chest heaves, but he manages to maintain most of his composure. “You still have not answered how you came to be in possession of the princess,” he says through gritted teeth.

      “I saw in a vision your wife’s murder and so I set off after her. Despite what she took from me, I have always had a soft place in my heart for my younger sister. I would no sooner see her come to harm, than myself; but I was too late. Caesar stabbed Salacia to death with an iron blade, and then threw his own infant daughter to the waves to die. I arrived only in time to witness the tragedy. Salacia had rescued Morluna with the last of her strength. Seven times she was struck, and still she held on. When I came to her, in her moment of need, she beseeched me to save the princess, and I gave her my word that I would. And so here I stand, having honoured and fulfilled my promise.”

      “You saved the halfling child of a human for your sister,” he blurted, his face red with incalculable rage and pain. “But you murdered our son for dark magic! Was being queen of Atlantis, being my wife, and being the mother to the first prince of the Seven Seas not enough for you? What more could you have possibly desired?”

      Malanima met the king’s eye, before turning to leave, her many tentacles propelling her toward the doors. Before she reaches them, she pauses a moment to look over her shoulder.

      “Loyalty,” she answers finally. “Perhaps if your eye had not wandered. Perhaps if you had not lusted after my own sister, I could have found happiness,” she said. “But it was you who showed me that love is a lie; that is it fleeting and untrue, and that family means nothing. Your actions changed the course of fate of the Seven Seas that day. I merely reacted… out of hurt. Everything that has transpired was born of your infidelity. And now, your majesty,” she says, alluding to the king’s most recent loss, “we both shall suffer.”
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        * * *

      

      I back away from the cauldron as the past fades away, nothing more than a distant dream. “You were the queen of Atlantis?” I ask, my mind racing. “You were Neptune’s wife?”

      “I was.”

      I stare, wide-eyed, lost for words.

      “Believe it or not, I did not always look this way,” laughs the sea witch. “I was once beautiful and young,” she says. “Though, evidently I could not compete with your mother, and her voice… it was a gift of legend. She was a true siren. There was enchantment and power in her song.” She pauses, looking me over with a stern, but thoughtful expression. “You are her mirror image, child.”

      I don’t know what to say, but I have too many questions, so I must be bold and risk incurring her wrath. “Is that why you killed your baby son?” I ask, bracing myself for the sea witch’s response.

      “I sacrificed my child to the Old Gods, for dark powers unrivaled… but yes, my descent into the black side of magic began when Neptune betrayed me. He promised me the world, to love me long after we had returned to the sea foam from which our old mother, Venus, had sprung. But then he fell for your mother, she with her voice and pretty face. He did not love me, or our son, enough to remain loyal. And so, I spiralled into a deep abyss of pain and self-loathing, from which there was no return. I grew distant from our son…”

      Malanima circles the cauldron to confront me, her long kelp-green hair billowing around her. “I found strength in the darkness of my heart as I wallowed, princess. I wanted Neptune to feel my pain, to know how it felt to have what you treasured most taken from you. And so I decided to take his son from him. I wanted magic to rival his, but no great magic can be attained without great sacrifice…”

      The sea witch reaches out, twirling a lock of my midnight blue hair around her fingers, a deepening, sinister smile upon her face. “But enough about me, princess, let us discuss the matter of you.”

      “Me?”

      Circling around behind me, she whispers in my ear. “What is it that your heart desires, now that you have learned the truth? Will you return to Atlantis and the life you left behind? Can you dwell there, knowing your father is not your own; knowing that your birth father murdered your mother… because of you?”

      I may be young, but I know she is taunting me, directing me. “What do you want from me?” I ask, spinning around to face her. “What do you have to gain?”

      “Ah, my dear niece, now you are thinking like a witch! Life is a game to be played, sweet thing, and my aim is to be the victor. It’s really quite simple, I am not a complicated beast. To ascend to my rightful place and reclaim the throne of Atlantis for myself, I need specific weapons. One of which, you happen to possess.”

      “What weapon?” I ask, my brow furrowing deeply. “I am no warrior.”

      “Not all weapons that prosper are made of iron, Morluna. I have foreseen that whilst it has remained unbeknownst to you, you possess your mother’s siren song, her innate talents of enchantment and allure. I could use something like that,” she reveals.

      “Against my fa-” I catch myself. “Against Neptune?” I ask. “You would have me befuddle his mind, with a voice just like his lost lover’s?”

      “Precisely, child. Precisely!” she crows.

      “And why would I help you kill the king?” I ask. “He and my sisters were all I ever had. What have I to gain from using this talent of mine, for such dark purposes?”

      Malanima smiled, throwing her hands in the air. “Yes, my little witch! Yes! Now you’re bargaining like a witch, the mark of our kind.” When she was done with her cackling, she turned on her charm once more. “I promised your mother revenge, though I did not say how, or when. How would you like to be the one to exact that justice? There is more to you, as a hybrid mermaid than a soul, my dark pretty. You have your mother’s gift, and, you can walk on the land, just like the humans do.”

      “On two legs?” I gasp, breathless. “How is that possible?”

      “It is a trait passed on from your birth father, Julius Caesar. I have seen you walk already my dear, in the turgid depths of my cauldron. All you need do is leave the sea. Once you are upon dry earth, you will shift forms naturally, you need not even think on it.”

      I swim back and forth, pacing the sea witch’s lair. “I can’t believe it,” I utter. “I’m some kind of… mermaid shifter? I can live above and below the waves?”

      “It would seem so,” confirms Malanima. “Imagine what you could do with such talents… if I were to tutor you in the dark arts of the Old Gods? In return for your allegiance in attaining the throne of Atlantis, I can teach you such magic as to make your true dream a reality.”

      “What do you know of my true dreams?” I ask. “I’m not even sure I know truly what it is I want out of this life.”

      “Come now,” says the sea witch. “You came to see me because of it. Why do you want immortality? To live forever? Obviously. But what attracts you to such a concept? What appeal is there in having all the time in the world at your disposal?”

      “Freedom,” I say, the truth finally dawning on me. “I want to do as I want, go where I want, be what I want, without restraint.”

      “Exactly, child! And I can help you achieve this glittering dream of yours, if you will only aid me in achieving mine. I can teach you the arts of divination, of glamour, of spells and potion craft. I can show you the power of blood and bone. I can show you how to take what you want. Imagine walking amongst the mortals, unbeknownst to them; a shark among schools of fish. I can teach you how to take another’s form, so as to be indistinguishable from the one whom you are imitating. Such a talent could be used to get close to the emperor…” the sea witch trails off, her face a mask of delicious, mad, glee.

      “Close enough to return the favour and kill him myself,” I say, the possibilities setting my very blood on fire.

      “You could rule kingdoms, become a queen upon the land, or travel to places so distant, that you’ve never dared dream of them. Imagine the adventure, Morluna!”

      My heart thunders in my chest, slamming against my ribcage like waves crashing upon crumbling cliff faces. This is what I came for, I realise. I came for help, for an ally in achieving my dreams- and here she is. She has an agenda… but so do I.

      “Do we have an accord, dear niece? Will you become my apprentice?”

      I nod solemnly. Blood isn’t thicker than water. “We have an accord,” I say. “Teach me all you know, make of me a prodigy to be feared, and I will do all in my power to ensure Atlantis is yours, aunt.”

      “Then the deal is struck!” she cries. “Give me your hand, Morluna. All contracts accorded by the Craft are sealed in blood.”

      I extend my arm and offer my hand. “So be it,” I say.

      Malanima pulls a flat, sharp shell from her hair and slices my palm, before wounding her own. We unite the flats of our palms, fingers folding over one another’s.

      “It is done,” says the sea witch. “Go now, go home to Atlantis and play your role as you have always done. Be Neptune’s good and obedient daughter, be your sisters’ friend. Let no one know what has transpired here this day. Until we are ready to act and you are a fully-fledged witch, this secret is ours to keep.”

      I sigh, elated and exhausted simultaneously. “When will I see you again?” I ask. “I am eager to begin my learning.”

      “Soon enough, my little witchling, soon enough. I will call  and you will know.”

      “Til then,” I say, full of hope.

      “Til then,” echoes the sea witch.

      As I turn to leave, she calls after me.

      “Morluna?”

      I pause, turning back.

      The sea witch reveals a shining dagger, offering it to me. “This belongs to you,” she says. “Keep it as a reminder of your pledge and destiny.”

      I turn the blade over in my hands, examining it. “The iron blade that killed my mother,” I say in amazement. “I recognise it from the visions.”

      Malanima smiles viciously, playful mischief and murder in her eyes. “I retrieved it the day your mother died,” she says. “I thought there may come day when you might want to see it buried hilt deep in your father’s back.”

      I glance up, a wicked smile upon my own face. I throw my arms around her and embrace her tightly in gratitude. “Thank you,” I say. “For this, and for saving me that day. I will make you proud, I promise.”

      On that note, clutching the instrument of my revenge, I swim away into the welcoming dark, triumphant; smiling to myself as I hear Malanima whisper from her abode.

      “I know you will, my little mermaid,” she says. “I have foreseen it.”
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      To view the town beneath the man-made lake, Amber was willing to hike alone if need be. But wandering deep into the woods around Loch Raven Reservoir, especially during the day in the middle of the week, seemed an unsafe thing for a single woman to do—so she asked a friend to come with her. As long as he could fish for a while, she knew Vernon Dotson would agree to keep her company and help her locate the underwater town of Warren.

      After Vern parked his beat up sedan alongside Warren Road, Amber and he pulled out their knapsacks. Vern grabbed his fishing gear and a small cooler too before they entered the forest at the Warren Road Bridge Trail Head.

      “Beautiful day,” commented Vern as he navigated the path ahead of Amber. “But it looks like there haven't been many hikers on this trail since hunting season.”

      “Makes sense,” she replied. “On this side of the reservoir, the map marks the lands: Hunting. On the other side, it says: Safe. I expect most hikers choose the trails to the east of Loch Raven. But it's not hunting season, so we are probably safe from being mistaken for deer.”

      On cue, a doe and two fawns bolted across the path in front of them in a whirl of last autumn's leaves. Without so much as a glance in their direction, the graceful trio dashed down the hill toward the lake.

      “I didn't even see them until they moved,” said Vern as he took off his baseball cap, wiping his forehead before securing it back on his head. “Makes you wonder what else is watching us.”

      “We probably don't want to know.” Then, unable to resist a chance to tease her co-worker, she added, “Maybe wood elves? Or trolls?”

      Vern rolled his eyes, before continuing along the path again.

      While her companion trudged in front of her, Amber noticed the late spring woods around them. Wide awake now, the forest was teeming with life—mosses had greened, fiddle-heads had unfurled into fern fronds, tree branches were filled out with new leaves, mushrooms had sprouted in the rich soil, and insects scurried across debris. The sunlight streaming through the canopy highlighted spider webs strung from saplings to tree trunks to sticker bushes. It also revealed the clouds of insects buzzing nearby.

      Vern slapped the back of his neck. “Gnats, mosquitoes, and other biting bugs are out today,” he observed. “We should have put on some insecticide.”

      “I did,” answered Amber. Though she did not mention it was an all-natural, herbal bug-repellent. Friend or not, Vern was sure to snicker at her attention to not harming nature.

      “Nice. So only one of us will be a smorgasbord for biters,” Vern said as he swatted the air in front of his face.

      Before she could respond, the tap-tap-tap of a woodpecker echoed through the woods.

      “Look,” Amber said while pointing to a deadwood tree to their right. “About twenty-five feet up. Can you see it?”

      “Yeah. It's a woodpecker.” Vern barely glanced at the large bird drilling into the wood.

      “It's a pileated woodpecker. You can tell by its size and the oval holes it is pecking in the tree trunk.”

      “Come on,” said Vern. “It's just a bird.”

      Amber followed in silence—a silence which allowed her to hear the various bird calls filling the June air. She recognized blue jays, cardinals, robins, and sparrows. Suddenly, the chatter of squirrels drowned out the birds' twittering.

      “Well, somebody doesn't want us here,” laughed Vern. Even he could not resist the antics of the half dozen grey squirrels positioned overhead who seemed determined to let every creature within miles know a couple of humans wandering the forest.

      “I think you are right,” answered Amber as one of the noisy squirrels looked her in the eye before leaping to a branch farther up the tulip poplar tree on which he was perched.

      “You know they filmed some of the scenes of The Blair Witch Project in these woods?” said Vern as he adjusted one of his backpack's straps.

      “Really?” The woods were certainly remote enough to inspire fear in those not used to being outdoors. “Just the forest or some of the ruins, too?”

      “I don't know,” answered Vern. He pointed to a crumbling stone house. “I guess it could have been either, but most likely both.”

      The ruined building was not the first they had passed on their way to a finger of land jutting into the waters of Loch Raven. Amber hoped the last scary scene of the movie had not been filmed here, even though it was all imagined evil.

      “Finally,” said Vern as they reached a nice fishing spot with a clear view of the town lying somewhere beneath the viridian waters. “Warren should be here, but I don't know if you will be able to see it.” He gestured at the lake. “I'm going to find a nice spot a little farther down the trail to relax and toss a line in. Maybe I'll catch a sunfish or bluegill.”

      “Maybe a catfish,” added Amber with a grin. She knew he was not a fan of catfish. If he caught one, it was sure to get tossed back into the water rather into the cooler he had lugged along. Which was just fine with her.

      “Don't jinx me.” Still holding the fishing pole, he crossed his forefingers in a warding sign. “I will be over there,” said Vern as he pointed to another sliver of land past a tumble of rocks. “Yell if you need me.”

      “Okay,” answered Amber as she made her way to the edge of the lake.

      Though no botanist, she spotted a few plants she recognized: wood sorrel with its little yellow blossoms, May apple umbrellas, the purple flowers and heart-shaped leaves of sweet violets, and gill-over-the-ground. There were plenty of other plants she didn't know the names of, but she was sure she had seen them before.

      Once she reached the water, she scanned the surface for signs of the drowned town of Warren. It was not the only town swallowed by the waters of the reservoir when the city of Baltimore decided to build a second dam on the Gunpowder River. Hoping a slightly different view of daylight striking the water might better illuminate what was secreted beneath the surface, Amber moved several meters to her left.

      “I can see something down there,” she whispered. Only the birds perched in the chestnut oaks and Osage orange trees above her head answered.

      Then, she heard it—a church bell ringing from deep in the lake. I suppose it is possible, she thought. If the current is moving the bell's tongue enough and forcing it to strike the cup, I guess it could still ring.

      As abruptly as it had started, the muffled ringing stopped. The birds and insects quieted. Even the rustling of the leaves silenced. All Amber could hear was the lapping of the water at her feet.

      The hairs on the back of her neck prickled as she felt the eyes of an unseen someone or some thing studying her.

      Rather than shout for Vern, Amber whispered, “Hello. Who is there?”

      She was answered by a splash in the nearby water as a great blue heron flapped skyward, its long legs dangling below it's beautifully feathered body.

      “Oh, my gosh.” Legs feeling like jelly, Amber sat down on a rock to wait until her heart stopped racing. Not usually skittish when in the woods, she hoped the insects would feast upon Vern for mentioning that a horror movie had been filmed there.

      Expecting relief to soon wash away the prickly neck sensation and fear of a stalking something gawking at her, Amber rubbed her eyes with shaky fingers and studied the water at her feet. From below the surface, large eyes stared up at her.

      Perhaps it is my reflection, distorted by the lake's wavelets, she told herself.

      But the face moved sideways, before a long-clawed paw broke the surface of Loch Raven.

      Amber gasped and moved spider-like away from the water. Before she could call out for Vernon, the creature reached forth its scaly front foot and touched her lips. Amber found herself unable to speak.

      Hush, child, said the beast. At least, Amber thought it spoke aloud, though it could have been talking only in her mind. I am not here to harm, only to enlighten an inquisitive young woman.

      The creature crawled farther out of the lake, exposing the front half of an enormous, sinuous body covered in iridescent scales. It stretched its snaky neck and tilted its head to get a better look at Amber.

      You have come to my lake seeking to understand what lies below. Have you not?

      Still unable to speak, Amber nodded.

      I can tell you over a hundred years ago, men stopped the flow of a river. The river backed up, beginning to swallow the land and all of her creatures. Barns, homes, roads, even mills were flooded by the rising water. At first, the lake was too shallow for my kind, but as the months passed, the water level rose. Deeper, deeper, even deeper Loch Raven became until it was perfect for dragons.

      The reptile smiled, a most terrifying sight of dagger-like teeth. But I waste words when I can show you more clearly the wonders of Warren and the other towns hidden beneath the lake, said the creature as it wrapped its neck around Amber.

      Grasp my neck, climb onto my back, and hold on tightly like your life depends on it.

      Too scared to disobey, she climbed onto the dragon's back, holding fast with her hands and legs.

      Do not let go no matter what you see, warned the beast as it twisted around and dove beneath the water.
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        * * *

      

      Afraid she would drown, Amber held her breath as the dragon plunged into Loch Raven. When she thought her lungs would burst, she finally gave up and opened her mouth, fully expecting to die. Instead, she found herself in a bubble of air, surely of the dragon's making.

      I'm safe, she thought. Though I have no idea how the dragon is creating this air bubble.

      Must you know the “how” of everything? came the response.

      This time, Amber was sure the reptile spoke through her mind.

      How long were you listening in on my words and thoughts? she asked.

      Today, since your feet touched the ground at the beginning of the trail, responded the dragon.

      That is creepy, thought Amber. You are like a stalker, spying on unsuspecting hikers.

      You suspected something was watching you from the first so my appearance could not have been a surprise, answered the reptile.

      Seeing a dragon is always a surprise.

      The creature seemed to consider that statement as it swam to the bottom of the deepest part of the lake.

      But further comment was not required since ahead of them stretched not only the stone ruins of the town of Warren, but additional structures built by non-humans. The otherworldly architecture had wide, round-arched doors. Many of the buildings were little more than sleeping quarters. Some were occupied.

      Dragons! thought Amber. There is a colony of dragons in Loch Raven.

      More than one, answered the dragon on whose back she rode.

      It occurred to Amber she didn't know what to call her dragon to distinguish him or her from the others.

      What is your name?

      The dragon paused before answering. I am female. My true name is a secret, since to share it would give you a bit of power over me.

      Well, you looked greenish to me so...

      I altered my color to match the water. I appear whatever color, pattern, and texture will help me blend into the background, explained the dragon.

      So you use camouflage like a chameleon…I can call you Chameleon, if you'd like, suggested Amber.

      Chameleon will do, answered the dragon as another of her kind swam nearby.

      Who is this? asked the other creature. And why have you brought her below?

      She is the girl I have talked about for years, said Chameleon. She finally came to find me.

      The other dragon twisted its neck so its face was inches away from Amber and studied her with its huge silver eyes.

      She looks no different than all of the other female humans I have seen, though I suppose you would know if she is yours.

      Then, quicker than a lizard darting away from a child's hand, the other dragon swam into the dark waters closer to the upper dam.

      I only met you today. What did you mean when you said you have talked about me for years? asked Amber.

      You have known about me since you were a child, replied Chameleon. Every time you rode in a car over the Warren Road Bridge, what did you think?

      That I heard a dragon roar, but it was only the sound of the car wheels on a rough metal bridge, answered Amber.

      No, I did roar when a car carrying you drove across because I heard you thinking about me.

      She considered what Chameleon had said, deciding it had the ring of truth to it.

      What did you call that bridge then? And even now, as a woman, you still use your pet name for it, thought the dragon.

      The Dragon Bridge, answered Amber.

      So I have been waiting for you to come find me all these years and now, you are finally here! Chameleon did a little twirl in the water to emphasize her happiness.

      But I cannot stay, thought Amber. I guess I can visit you once in a while, but a reservoir is no place for a human.

      But we must stay together. You are meant to be my--

      Whatever Chameleon meant to think next was swallowed in Amber's scream.

      Swimming parallel to them, just a couple of arm-lengths away, were the skeletal remains of men, women, and children. Amber looked from side to side. Dozens of animated corpses were closing in on them.

      Who are these people? she asked, her heart racing and throat tightening like it did just before she cried.

      The long-dead, answered the dragon. You see, there were graveyards in Warren and the other towns flooded by the construction of the Gunpowder River's second dam. When Loch Raven started to fill, there was barely time for the people who had lingered to get out of their homes safely. No one thought to exhume the graves and move the dead. Instead, the gravestones, graves, and bodies they contained now lie at the bottom of the lake.

      Why are they chasing us? The finger bones trying to claw her and the chomping teeth in the closest skulls seemed more personal than anonymous restless spirits.

      They do not tolerate living humans very well, but I thought because you were with me, the dead would leave you alone, mused the dragon.

      That's why there are “No Swimming” signs posted everywhere around Loch Raven. And why anyone who swims away from the public areas ends up drowning, though their bodies are not usually found for months. The ghosts or haunted skeletons or undead remains or whatever you call them drag the living to the bottom, thought Amber.

      They will not get you, Chameleon assured her.

      I don't know. The undead look determined. I'm not sure you can out-swim them, thought Amber.

      Then we will go ashore. They cannot leave the water, yet, answered the dragon as she paddled to the shallows, climbing up onto a weedy embankment at the edge of the lake. We are far from the populated areas here so no one will spot us.

      “Look at the dead,” whispered Amber as dozens of skinless hands dug into the dirt at the bottom of the embankment. In silence, she observed several skulls pop up from the surface, appear to look at her, then duck below the surface.

      It seems I have underestimated the bitterness of the undead who reside beneath the surface of Loch Raven, conceded the dragon. She sighed. The land below the lake was their resting place before it became home to my kind. They do have prior claim.

      “I don't think there are any laws or legal rulings in any court hereabouts concerning land-usage and water rights between uneasy ghosts and dragons,” joked Amber. Though the situation was far from funny.

      Even as she spoke, she noticed Chameleon's actual size and current coloration. Though winged and shaped somewhat differently, the dragon's body was the size of a large workhorse, like a Belgium Draft or Clydesdale. Of course, when the long tail and neck were added, Chameleon was much longer than a draft horse. While resting on a weedy bank beside Loch Raven, Chameleon's skin now looked like a mishmash of green and brown weeds with a few darker thin sapling-like vertical stripes crawling up her sides.

      “Do you have to tell your skin what to look like or does it just change on its own to match surroundings?” Amber inquired.

      It just happens, responded the dragon. Therefore, I never have to think about it. Chameleon's eye ridges lowered into a dragonish frown. But my skin isn't our problem. What to do about the undead and the necromancer is.

      “Necromancer!”

      Of course, said the dragon as she examined the claws on her front feet. A necromancer is required to reanimate the dead. A simple haunting would not include bodies which, even if you tear them apart with your teeth, come back together and continue wreaking havoc. Chameleon sighed before speaking again. Truth be told, Amber-who-believes-in-dragons, we need a human to destroy this human who calls forth the dead—before things get any worse.

      “So you brought me here under false pretenses?” She stood, brushing leaves and twigs from her jeans. “All that stuff about the Dragon Bridge and you waiting for me was...”

      True, said the dragon. I believe you and I are destined to rid Loch Raven of a necromancer who has taken up residence near the shoreline on the east side of the lake. But before we do that, we need to visit my colony's home. So, climb aboard.

      “But the undead,” began Amber as she crawled onto Chameleon's back and grabbed her neck, “will surely...”

      The dragon dashed into the reservoir and dove beneath the surface faster than Amber could finish her question.

      Once again, she held her breath until it felt her lungs would burst, then in desperation, Amber gulped whatever oxygen the dragon provided. As before, there was a bubble of breathable air surrounding her. Of the undead, Amber saw little more than a few flailing bones and fluttering bits of grave-clothes. Chameleon's notched-up speed was more than the animated corpses could keep up with. Faster than an arrow, the dragon and she shot through the water, through a deep tunnel, and into the lowest level of an underground complex.

      This is the nest of my colony, thought the dragon.

      I see, responded Amber.

      As she slid down from the dragon's back, Amber studied the abode of one of the colonies of the Dragons of Loch Raven. Though not directed at Chameleon, Amber assumed her thoughts screamed, Wow! to any dragon listening because that was what her brain was thinking. The ramp Chameleon had used to climb from the water was constructed of carefully fitted and polished rocks. The rock pavement continued into an enormous central gathering area and several hallways which branched off toward what Amber assumed were rooms for sleep, eating, and other dragonish activities.

      A glance at Chameleon's front feet convinced her that while the dragons might have aided in the excavation of their cave, someone else was responsible for the mosaic-like paving below her feet. As for the fabulous murals which decorated the walls, perhaps a dragon could hold a paintbrush and render the scenes of dragon lore that she beheld, but she suspected someone else had a hand in those too. Before she could ask Chameleon about the art, several dragons, which had apparently been discussing something at the far end of the gathering area, strode forward to greet them.

      Is this the human you have been waiting for? asked a deep voice.

      Yes, this is Amber, replied Chameleon.

      She is young. Perhaps too young for the task, suggested a high, nasally voice.

      Age is not an important part of the equation. Intelligence, a good heart, and pure soul are the deciding factors, the deep voice assured all who were listening.

      He must be the head dragon, Amber surmised.

      The largest of the dragons lowered his head slightly, studied Amber's face, then said, I am, before asking in his deep voice, Were you told of the necromancer who calls forth the dead to attack your people?

      Yes. Though I'm not sure I can do much to help. I know no magic.

      None? inquired the largest dragon.

      Well, I do know some folklore. And I read lots of dark fantasy books. Plus, I guess I know a little about herbs, stated Amber as several of the dragons, including Chameleon and the head dragon chuckled.

      She will do, said the deep voice. The chief dragon lifted his head, looked at Chameleon, and ordered, Come up with a plan. Get the girl whatever she needs to eliminate the necromancer. We have endured this foulness for too long. With a final nod in her direction, the chief dragon, followed by his entourage, walked away.

      That went well, Chameleon declared as she smiled down at Amber.

      I'm not sure if you know it, she responded, but when you smile, it looks like you are ready to eat me.

      Chameleon chuckled. We do not usually eat humans. Instead, we try to protect your kind, which brings us back to the necromancer. Any idea how to eliminate him?
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        * * *

      

      Relaxing in Chameleon's room on a jewel-toned rug with the dragon's tail curled around her, Amber and the dragon came up with a plan. Not an elaborate, magic-filled assault, but rather a common-sense approach to a necromancer who was human.

      How long do you think we need to leave the mirror and knife in salt? asked Chameleon as she stirred the white mineral covering a lovely antique hand-held mirror and a fabulously-jeweled dagger—which until recently had rested on top of the dragon's personal hoard.

      At least an hour, replied Amber as she snuffed out the white candle she had circled over the salt pile while singing hymns. She had no idea whether the hymns she'd selected were the correct ones to sanctify an object—but she imagined any holy vibes she could attach to the mirror and blade would help. She knew necromancers were condemned in the Bible and other holy writings so it seemed natural to her that the man who was manipulating the long-dead of Warren and nearby towns would be weakened by adding the messages of hymns to any object used against him.

      At the mention of time, she suddenly remembered the companion she had left fishing on the banks of Loch Raven.

      Vernon! I need to let him know I'm okay. Then Amber frowned and solemnly thought, How long have I been with you? Minutes? Hours?

      Chameleon shook her head.

      Days?

      The dragon shook her head again. Dragon-time moves differently than human-time, explained Chameleon. You have been gone for months of your time. By now, your cousins have collected your things, and someone else has been hired to work at the store where you framed art.

      Rather than question Chameleon about how the dragon knew so much about her life, Amber said, You should have told me when we first met. I should have been able to make my own choice whether or not I wanted to give up so much of my life. Another thought came to her. Can I return to my old life when this business with the necromancer is finished?

      Chameleon shook her head. You are part of our world now, but rather than stay here, you and I will set out to find a new place to reside. Once there, you can resume a human life, if you desire.

      Must you leave too? Don't you want to remain with the dragons of Loch Raven?

      The dragon reached over, grabbed a golden arm cuff, and turned it around and around with her claws. When I appeared to you, I made my choice. I must go where you go until one of us is no more.

      No more?

      Lowering her scaly muzzle, Chameleon stared into Amber's eyes with an intensity that seemed to burn a hole in her retinas. We are bonded until one of us dies. With any luck, that will not happen later today when we take on the necromancer.

      I hope you're right, replied Amber.

      As do we all, said the deep voice of the leader of the colony.

      A reminder that Chameleon and Amber were not alone in their conversation or the mission to kill a necromancer since death seemed to be the only solution to the problem.

      While we wait, began Amber, would you tell me who built this dragon lair, who painted the murals, and who wove this stunning rug on which we rest?

      Chameleon scratched an eye ridge, sighed, then started to explain how the colony's home was created.

      First, I need to explain about the dwarves who live under the earth...

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      More relaxed as she rode Chameleon, Amber mentally went over their plan and checked off the items they had brought with them. The outcome would be more certain if she were a magic-wielder, but even a sales clerk from an arts and crafts store could hold a mirror. As for the necromancer's undead minions, the dragon promised to hold them off until Amber had thwarted their master.

      The undead have joined us, warned Chameleon. I expect even more will gather and try to stop us, but a change in speed will give you more time to confront the necromancer.

      Amber pressed against the dragon's back and held more firmly onto her neck spikes.

      There, thought the dragon, near the entrance to that old building is the necromancer.

      Lifting her head, Amber saw a balding, middle-aged man dressed in black clothing standing before a rundown house. Both of his hands were raised slightly while he was chanting loudly. Had the situation not been so serious, she would have laughed because the necromancer looked less like a threat and more like a bad actor in an amateur video. That is until the undead started to crawl onto the shore and surround their master.

      Can you get me safely to him? Amber asked as the animated skeletons, facing outward, encircled the necromancer. She noted some of their number held weapons in their fleshless hands.

      I will handle the undead. You be ready to deal with the necromancer, replied Chameleon. Remember, by the laws of my colony, I cannot kill or harm a human so the man must be stopped by you. But do not fear, if you fail, I am allowed to rescue you.

      Let's hope it doesn't come to that, replied Amber as she drew the salt-purified, hymn-blessed mirror from the bag slung across her shoulder. Next she pulled the jewel-encrusted dagger and placed it between her teeth. The moment they burst from the water, she grabbed a handful of salt mixed with sage, rosemary, and other smudging herbs and tossed it into the eyes of the necromancer.

      The man unleashed an unearthly howl, which chilled Amber to the bone and sent his minions into a frenzied attack of the dragon. The man was truly evil. The grain of pity she'd had for the necromancer vanished when she saw the soulless being who stared out of his eyes. The creature before demanded the death of the dragon, Amber, and anyone else who dared to cross him.

      Satisfied the undead would deal with the dragon, he raised his hands and turned his full attention to Amber. Heart beating louder than a woodpecker tapping on a tree, she held up the mirror. In fairy tales and fantasy stories alike, a mirror reflected the curses and spells of a sorceress or wizard back upon the spell-caster. Chameleon and she hoped it worked on necromancers too.

      Behind her, Amber heard the crunch of bones as the dragon did her best to hold off the throngs of undead. But she also heard the scrape of blades against scales.

      Are you okay? she asked.

      For now, but you must hurry, came the reply. The undead are many. As soon as I tear them apart, they reassemble and attack again. They will overcome me eventually.

      Frightened for Chameleon, Amber dared a quick peek at the necromancer. Face distorted with rage, the man continued to screech the darkest, most foul curses imaginable. But the mirror sent them back at him as his skin and lips had cracked. His eyes wept blood. His tongue had blackened. Knowing he was weakened by his own curses, she grabbed another handful of the herb-laced salt and tossed it into the necromancer's eyes.

      Wailing like a madman, he grabbed his face.

      With his eyes momentarily covered and his curses silent for a split-second, Amber took the dagger from between her teeth and plunged it into the necromancer's chest about where she thought his heart might be.

      He dropped his hands. Mouth gaping, the man tilted his head to look at her. Whatever he meant to say next stayed muffled in his throat. Amber watched as the gleam behind his eyes dimmed, darkened, and the necromancer crumbled to the ground. She dumped the last of the blessed salt onto the body of the dead necromancer, then from his chest, she withdrew the dragon's dagger.

      From behind her, she heard the bones of the undead clattering to the rock-strewn shore.

      “Chameleon!” she exclaimed when she saw the dragon was barely able to stand.

      Her scales were marred with blood and her muzzle had a gaping wound. Without being told, she knew she couldn't swim back to her kind for help.

      We have rid Loch Raven of the necromancer, thought Amber. But we need help. Chameleon...wait, that's not her real name. Your dragon, my friend, cannot make it back to the colony without...

      Hush, young one, a deep voice spoke in her mind. We will be there soon.

      As they waited for rescue, Amber wrapped her arms around Chameleon's neck and cried, her tears falling on the scales of the dragon. By the time she realized much of the colony stood beside them on the shore of Loch Raven, the dragons had witnessed the bond between them.

      Carry the bones of the humans back to the graveyard beneath the lake where they came from, ordered the head dragon. As for the necromancer, his remains must be burned and scattered below the second dam.

      I will see to it, said a high, nasally voice.

      Child, climb onto my back, said the chief dragon to Amber in his lovely deep voice. I will take both you back to our cave. And weep no more because she will heal in time. After, you both will sail to a new home and new adventures.

      Wait, said Chameleon as she pressed her cheek to Amber's, let me tell you my true name.

      There on the bone-littered shore of Loch Raven, she whispered the most precious gift she could give to a human into Amber's ear.
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      The bottle caught a glint of sunlight and gave off a curious sparkle.

      “We shouldn’t be here, Nikki!” Ronit whispered, but Nikita wouldn’t listen. She continued walking toward the sea even as giant waves crashed before them.

      They were exploring a desolate part of the beach, two twins on an adventure. There was not a soul in sight. All around them, sharp rocks jutted at awkward angles. An inexperienced wanderer was bound to get hurt. But Nikita was not one to shy away from an adventure.

      “We’ll just be a moment, Ronnie. Stop whining!”

      Nikita wanted to feel the thrill of breaking rules and exploring unknown lands. They were on a vacation, after all! Just a few weeks more and life would become a series of classes and exams and studies.

      Carefully, she made her way to the bottle. It bobbed on the water, an incongruous green in an otherwise magnificent blue. Ronit trailed behind cautiously. She had almost caught hold of it, but a receding wave snatched it away. She darted toward the bottle and lost her footing.

      “Careful!” Ronit sprang toward her and caught her mid-fall. “Let’s go back!”

      Nikita ignored him. As she regained her balance, another wave thrust the bottle back at them. She dropped down on all fours, bruising her knees. Stretching herself to the limit, she snatched it before another wave could carry it away.  It looked like a beer bottle, but the water had torn off the label. A small rubber cork had been forced into the opening, to keep water from getting inside.

      Protecting what, exactly?

      Nikita tilted the bottle and a roll of paper slid toward the cork. Ronit looked around uneasily. They were far from all humanity, with no one to help them should danger befall. Unscrewing the cork, Nikita pulled out the note.

      “Meet me at our usual spot near Arvalem Caves,” Ronit read over Nikita’s shoulders. “Four p.m.”

      The note was scrawled in a shabby writing and it was unsigned. Whoever had written it must have been in a hurry.

      “Four p.m. is just an hour away! If we hurry, we can make it!” Nikita pocketed the note, threw the bottle back at the sea.

      “Whoa! We aren’t going anywhere! Mom n’ Dad will be expecting us at the resort by evening.”

      “We’ll be back in plenty of time, Ronnie!” Nikita groaned. “What a wuss!”

      “I’m not!” Ronit replied fiercely. “Besides, the Arvalem caves are miles away. However can we get there?”

      “We’ll think of something. Now, let’s move!”

      They were at Bicholim, a good nine kilometers from the Arvalem caves. Ronit ran behind Nikita unwillingly. A short run later, they emerged near a more open area of the beach. Ronit felt relieved on seeing the general humdrum of people.

      “What’s your plan now, sisso?”

      Nikita scanned the surroundings, biting her lower lip. She started walking back toward the city area, away from the beach. Ronit hurried to catch up with her. Around them, people were enjoying their holidays, drinking lazily, and basking in the pleasant Goan sun.

      They’re the saner ones, Ronit thought bitterly. That’s how you enjoy the vacations: booze and snooze. But here he was, dripping wet, running away from the beach to check out something that was most likely a hoax.

      As they reached a busy intersection, Nikita came to a halt.

      “How much money do we have?”

      Ronit pulled out his wallet, which had been wrapped heavily in two layers of plastic. Using the plastic as gloves, he took out a wad of notes and counted.

      “A couple hundred bucks,” he said. “We have money. But how do we get to the Arvalem caves?”

      Just then, a tourism bus came to a halt at a stop nearby. It was bright pink with the typical words, ‘Go…Goa…Gone!’ painted in block letters.

      “That’s how.”
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        * * *

      

      Arun Desai was a disgruntled young man.

      He hadn’t slept properly for a week and had ingested shamefully copious amounts of caffeine. But he was sure something was off. Poring over the balance sheets day and night, he’d gone to excruciating lengths to find out where the missing money went. Yet, he couldn’t find any significant discrepancy. Whoever was siphoning money had hidden his trail cleverly. There were large dividends under Discretional Funds, a section he couldn’t challenge at his access level. Under that section were myriad subheadings that all seemed valid avenues for investing money.

      Frustrated, he had gone to his superior, Mr. Saxena. He confided his suspicions that someone within the government was siphoning huge amounts of money.

      Expecting praise, Arun had been startled to get a reprimand instead.

      “Why don’t you stick to your part of the job, Arun?” Saxena said icily.

      Now convinced something was definitely fishy, he had gone to his boss’s boss.

      “Do you have proof?” Mr. Rastogi asked him.

      “No, sir, but I —”

      “Then stop wasting my valuable time!”

      What was worse, when his boss had learned Arun had circumvented authority, he’d threatened his job.

      That had been the end of the discussion. Arun loved the idea of honesty and righteousness, but he loved his paycheck just a tad bit more.
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        * * *

      

      Ronit and Nikita got off with other tourists. They disembarked at a bus stop some distance away from the caverns and walked the rest of the way, anticipation forcing them to quicken their pace. To avoid suspicious glances of the others, they trudged along with the tourists and pretended to be interested as a guide rambled on about the caves’ history.

      “… It is believed that the Pandavas had taken shelter here once. Hence, the alternate name, ‘The Pandava caves’…”

      Among a group of attentive people were two children who couldn’t care less about who had visited the caves decades ago. They were more interested in who would be visiting at four p.m., which was drawing closer. They had to find a way to sneak out!

      The Arvalem caves were surrounded by a thick forest, which opened up to the sea at its other end. All through the tour, Ronit kept a sharp lookout for possible hidden places.

      They found the opening purely by accident. In their excitement, they’d forgotten to rinse water and sand from their hair and shoes. Luckily, Ronit spotted a dangling clothesline near the forest. The caretakers of the caves must be living there in huts! They would have a spare towel or two which the twins could use to dry themselves.

      The hut was there, but the twins were dismayed to see it was empty. An eerie sense of abandonment hung around the place.

      Suddenly, Ronit jabbed his sister in the ribs.

      “There!” he shouted.

      Nikita followed his gaze and saw a narrow opening in the shrubbery. They couldn’t believe their eyes; the opening was closing in by itself! The shrubs seemed to multiply a hundred fold, filling up the opening.

      “Quick!” Nikita yelped as they dashed off toward it.

      They had barely jumped in, when the opening closed completely. Ronit looked back and was filled with a sudden sense of dread. It had vanished. The Arvalem caves were not to be seen, so dense was the overgrowth. The trees loomed tall and dark, refusing sunlight to enter the forest. They were now all alone.

      Nikita blinked to adjust to the sudden darkness. “How is this possible?”

      “Ssh!” Ronit put a finger to his lips. Fragments of conversation floated on the air, far off in the forest.

      There were two voices and it seemed they were arguing. Careful not to make too much noise, the twins followed the conversation. Soon, they could see dim outlines of two people.

      “Closer,” Nikita mouthed and tiptoed forward. Ronit laid a hesitant arm on her shoulder but she brushed it away. “Come on!” she whispered, pulling her brother with her.

      They found a tree with a voluptuous girth and decided they couldn’t get any closer. The two figures were in plain sight now, less than a hundred feet away.

      One of them was clad in a dark grey suit. His eyes were hidden by shades, and his hair slicked back from his forehead. The other man shifted his weight slightly and turned. Just for a moment, they caught a full frontal glimpse of him. To call him a man would be a grave mistake. The creature’s skin was covered with glistening dark grey scales from head to toe. Something akin to Indo Western trousers hung loosely on his legs, while the torso was uncovered. At his throat, gills protruded obscenely, giving him a terrifying appearance. He held a pointed spear, which glowed with a yellowish effervescence. He was dripping wet, as if he had just emerged from the sea itself.

      What was this creature?

      The important looking man seemed angry and was pointing a blameful finger at the other.

      “You were supposed to stay at your encampment, Yonus!” he berated. “I asked for Yoran.”

      When the creature spoke, his voice came out strangely in gurgles, as if he held a mouthful of water at his throat.

      “Yoran is dead,” he said. “The Merleons got to him.”

      “My God! You think he talked?”

      “Don’t think so. He was a tough nut to crack. And anyway, Merleon’s don’t deal with torture like we do. They’re soft at heart.”

      The other man brushed a hand through his hair. At length, he asked, “But if he’s dead, how did you know to come here?”

      “A few of our lot wandered to your filthy beaches. They found Yoran’s body, along with your note. They brought back the body before any of your breed could see it, and conveyed your message to me.”

      So that’s how the twins had come to find the note! The creatures must have dropped the bottle in their haste to carry their dead member out of sight.

      A sudden wind made the branches sway. Some pollen grains floated through the air and settled inside Ronit’s nose. He tried his best to stifle a sneeze but couldn’t control it. What came out was a muffled sound, like an unhappy mouse’s squeak.

      The conversation several feet away and the children’s heartbeats stopped in tandem. Nikita covered both their mouths with her hands as they pushed themselves harder against the tree. After what seemed like an eternity, the conversation resumed.

      “What about the fuel?” Gurgley Voice asked.

      “They’ll sanction the amount soon,” Mr. Suave snapped. “It’s not easy funneling money under the noses of your own people, you know!”

      “And it’s not easy warring indefinitely with a powerful tribe either. We’re doing our jobs. You do yours. Call on me once you get the money.”

      With that, the creature thrust his spear into the ground twice. A ripple of energy originated at the spear end, gliding across the ground, flattening the grass blades in its path. A loud rustling behind startled the twins. They retreated into denser shrubbery and watched as Mr. Suave made his way back to where the opening had been. Little by little, the darkness gave way to sunlight as the opening parted once more. The duo didn’t stick around to watch the man step outside the grove. They tailed the creature. Soon they reached scaffolding which opened up to the sea. The creature jumped and with a graceful dive, hit the water. For a few moments, the water radiated an effervescent yellow which followed the creature’s wake. They dropped on their tummies and peered cautiously into the sea.

      “Well, look what we have here!”

      The voice made them freeze. It was Mr. Suave!

      Nikita looked back to find the man with a menacing smile on his face, holding a bundle of creepers and vines. He tied their hands and legs together and left them lying against a boulder. He disappeared into the forest, speaking crisply into his phone.

      At first, the children thought it was rather silly to bind them with something as feeble as vines. But as they tried to untie themselves, they found the vegetation to be unnaturally strong. It would not break.

      They were trapped!
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        * * *

      

      The next hour passed painfully. As if by magic, the creepers began tightening their grasp. Nikita had already lost feeling in her wrists. Ronit kept twisting and turning, trying everything possible to untie himself.

      “Stop moving, you idiot! You’re hurting both of us!”

      “What’s your big idea, Nikki?” he replied hotly.

      Nikita fell silent, scared for once.

      A loud splash in the water below made them turn their heads. Had the creature returned to finish them off? But in the air arose a dolphin, flipping magnanimously in the air. It was too big to be a dolphin, but the twins weren’t close enough to be sure. It fell back into the water. A few seconds later, it leaped into the air once more, closer to the scaffolding this time.

      “I think the man drugged us before leaving!” Ronit exclaimed, blinking rapidly.

      The creature was not a dolphin. It was a woman! She had a tail from the waist down, which culminated into coddle fins. Mid-air, she transformed fully into a human being and landed onto the scaffolding.

      “Are we on the right planet?” Ronit said as Nikita stared at the woman, her mouth hanging open.

      The woman before them was one of exquisite beauty. She had long golden hair, reaching down to her waist. She was adorned in patchy clothes made of what appeared to be jute. Nikita noticed her leggings were purple. On a closer look, Nikita realized it was actually just leaves of the Forest Pansy sewn together. The creature’s eyes were watery and shiny blue. Her newly materialized legs were short and muscular. Perhaps the only flaw in her beauty was the pale green of her skin. She trudged toward them hesitantly.

      “Who are you?” Nikita asked, gathering bravado in her voice.

      “I’m Meristole.” Her voice reminded Nikita of high-pitched notes of an opera singer. The creature untied them, her hands rough against their skins.

      Immediately, the kids scurried backwards in an attempt to get away from the creature.

      “You have nothing to fear from me,” she said. As an after-thought, she added, “You shouldn’t be here!”

      “You’re telling us!” Ronit said, rubbing life back into his wrists.

      “You must be the Merleon.” Nikita ventured.

      “Not the Merleon. A Merleon.”

      “You mean there’re more of you?” Ronit asked.

      The Merleon nodded absent-mindedly. “We have a whole population, hidden away thousands of leagues under the sea.”

      “Well, what’s our plan now?”

      “I don’t know… We need to get out of here, that’s for sure! The man’s going to return any moment –”

      “Oh, you’re not in danger from men,” Meristole interrupted. “Magic has taken care of that. Even these vines that bound you have been fortified magically. The Aquantaur closed off the opening and only magic can open it again.”

      “There must be other ways into the forest.”

      “There were, but the Aquantaurs made sure they became inaccessible by planting poisonous flora around the entrances. A single contact with the deathly plants and no man can last long enough to get here.”

      “That’s deadly!” Ronit said. “But why take so many precautions? What’re they planning?”

      Meristole averted her gaze and looked at the sea.

      “They’re after your tribe!” Nikita realized.

      “Yes.” The Merleon sighed. “For decades, our lots had managed to keep our existence a secret. But by some ungodly treachery, the Aquantaurs exposed us to those humans. They want to reap our rich resources and mine our rocks for their selfish purposes.”

      “Who was the important looking man, Meristole? Do you know him?”

      “He’s from the government. They’re funding an entire secret division to build machines that reach our habitat. They enticed the Aquantaurs by promising a world of wealth. With the Aquantaurs’ powers and the government’s technology, they plan to annihilate my people.”

      Angry tears welled up in Meristole’s eyes as she explained her predicament. Her tribe had put up a fierce fight against the Aquantaurs’ attack. There had been loss of life on both sides of the war. But the Meristoles, being in their natural habitat, had gained the upper edge. Just as they thought they could win, the Aquantaurs had partnered up with the government’s people and then they stood no chance.

      “We shifted camp and now we protect our habitat by enchantments and spells.”

      Before she could go on, a sudden turbulence broke out at the sea far off.

      “They’re coming! We must leave!” Meristole hissed. From the pockets of her bodice, she presented a ball of green leaves, resembling fenugreek. “This will help you survive underwater. Quick, eat this!”

      Nikita gulped it down hurriedly, but Ronit hesitated. Meristole urged him to shove the leaves down his throat. Ronit sighed; at home or caught in between a mysterious adventure, there was no escaping yucky green food.

      “Jump!” There was urgency in the Merleon’s voice, even a slight trace of fear.

      “I’m… I’m not sure, Meristole.” Nikita wavered, looking down tens of feet into the water.

      Suddenly, the twins felt a hard push from behind. Their legs gave out under them as they toppled over the scaffolding. Just for a single moment, the kids felt as if they were flying.

      Then, the world became an unending canvas of blue.
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        * * *

      

      “Saxena, it’s your lucky day.”

      The man in the dark grey suit allowed a broad grin on his face.

      “We’ve gotten the sanctions?”

      “Yes, we have!”

      The team was gathered at an inconspicuous restaurant. There were four them. When Saxena had proposed the crazy idea to his superior, he had been laughed at.

      “So you’re saying mermaids exist? What’s next? Unicorns?”

      Indignant, Saxena had lured the Aquantaurs into the forest and introduced them to his boss. His boss had stared at them as if he’d seen a ghost. The strange tribe confirmed the existence of yet another tribe deep underwater. The Merleons, as they were called, lived hidden under the sea. They had resources and riches that could benefit humanity in more ways than imaginable.

      His boss, along with a high-ranking person from the finance department, and a retired officer from the navy had agreed to join his solo team for Operation Blue Rock.

      Saxena became the mediator; it was he who had found out about the Aquantaurs. Yonus had washed up at the beach, injured after a battle with the Merleons. Saxena had carried him off into a deserted alcove and helped him revive. Yonus had pledged a lifetime of debt to the man for saving his life. The Naval officer took up the development of equipment. Using his deep knowledge of underwater armory, they had subcontracted the development of advanced submarines. Secrecy was ensured through heavy bribes.

      The first trip had been a success, led by the naval officer himself. He had confirmed sightings of the creatures and their underwater towns. Now, they’d gotten funds to build a better submarine with built-in surveillance capacities. They’d reveal their rock solid proof to the world, and the world would make them heroes!

      “It’s cause for a celebration!” Thakur the naval officer said. “Malhotra, you’re paying.”

      Malhotra readily agreed. His had been the most difficult task: manage the accounts and records such that no one would suspect the money laundering. Saxena and his boss, Rastogi, had made life miserable with their unrealistic demands and badgering. Conning is an art and art should never be rushed. But he’d pulled through. He considered his devious ideas of funneling money to be his marvelous brain children.

      Just as the drinks arrived, Saxena narrated the events at the forest.

      “They should be taken care of,” Rastogi barked. “Just like we took care of those idiots living in the huts.”

      “Don’t worry. The Aquantaurs will take care of them.”

      Thakur had smuggled out some of the most modern communication equipment with the help of his connections in the Navy. Saxena had offered it to the savage tribe to facilitate dialogue. He’d ordered Yonus, the tribe leader, to meet them regularly at the forest and learn how to use it. It had taken them a frustratingly long time to master it. Hence the age old way of sending messages in bottles. Thankfully, Yonus now had a basic understanding of the transceivers. Saxena had already left a message, ordering Yonus to take care of the two children.

      “Let us drink,” Thakur said.

      Glory was near.
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        * * *

      

      The funny tasting weed transformed them entirely. Gills protruded at their throats and their arms and legs morphed into webbed structures. A thin veil of fibrous, transparent flesh covered their eyes, allowing them to remain open. Breathing became unnatural and strange, but they adjusted pretty quickly. Their clothes stuck to their body. Meristole transformed back to her mermaid-like form.

      “Why do I keep opening my mouth against my will?” Ronit asked, flustered.

      “How would you breathe otherwise?” Meristole replied. “The water now reaches your gills, which sucking out the necessary oxygen.”

      Another silly thought crossed his mind. How could he speak?

      “Stridulation,” Meristole offered.

      “Huh?”

      “It’s the way some animals talk, dumbo!” Nikita explained. “You communicate by rubbing a few stridulant organs behind your lips.”

      “So you mean whatever I’m saying is coming out as noises and sounds?”

      “Yes! And we can understand you perfectly,” Meristole said.

      “Just because you can talk, doesn’t mean you should,” Nikita added. “Shut up for once!”

      Suddenly, the Merleon pushed them behind an underwater rock. They lay still, confused. Mere feet away, the water began to roar in anger, disturbed by the horde of Aquantaurs swimming toward the scaffolding. The trio counted eight of them, each as powerfully built as the one in the forest had been. Reaching the base of the scaffolding, they raised their spears upward and some mysterious force appeared to propel them out of the water. Once on the scaffolding, they disappeared from view.

      Meristole beckoned them to swim out of hiding. They swam downward for half an hour. The twins took in the breathtaking view wordlessly, trying to reconcile the existence of magical creatures and underwater battles.

      Abruptly, Meristole stopped in her tracks. She pointed to an effervescent tunnel of light a few feet away. The twins stared in awe at the pipe-like water current. It stood out from the surrounding sea by its yellowish glow. They swam toward its opening.

      “This is going to nauseate you a little,” Meristole said.

      “What is?” Ronit asked, gulping sea water by accident. It seemed not to harm him.

      “This,” Meristole said and pushed both of them into the water current.

      Their stomachs lurched as they were propelled forward, helpless against the current. The tunnel angled downward and sucked the three of them in at a dizzying speed. Soon they emerged at the other end of the tunnel. What lay before them was a towering wall of blackened coral rock, stretching upward as far as the eye could see.

      “Welcome to my home.”

      “That’s it?” Ronit asked sceptically. “A big black wall of rock?”

      “Una Occultum!” Meristole uttered and a cave-like opening took shape in the wall.

      She floated beside it waiting for them to enter.  “After you.”

      They swam through the cave, uncertain about what they would see at the other end. The Merleon followed.

      Emerging out, they gasped at what they saw. They were surrounded by fully submerged mountains, which played with shades of blue, red, and green. The Merleon camp had embedded itself in some sort of a valley at the base of these mountains. There were huts made of hard aquatic rocks. At the centre of the valley, there was a miniature volcano, erupting spasmodically with puffs of red smoke that soon dissolved in the water. Scattered around the volcano were shiny blue rocks; the fuel resource Meristole had talked about! They shone brighter than diamonds and were shaped like eggs. Expecting the ocean above their heads, the children were amused to see a whitish sphere of energy separating the civilization.

      Others like Meristole bristled about, dressed in makeshift clothes similar to Meristole’s. Some were men with flowing long hair that trailed behind them in the water. Some were children with skin greener than any grass they had ever seen. There were women like her too, but most of them didn’t have the same athletic build. Beside the Merleons, there were fish of all shapes and sizes, looking at the newcomers with wide eyes.

      Meristole led them inside, recounting the history of her land. Tectonic movement at the centre of the earth had shifted the ocean bed. Their civilization had risen into the sea, along with the Aquantaurs’. They had shifted camp very often, adjusting to the changing seasons. As they talked, they came across a wizened old lady with snow white hair and bright red eyes. Even at her age, she could match Meristole’s charm and grace with ease. Dangling around her neck was an amulet that shone with prismatic brilliance.

      “This is Meraka, our leader,” Meristole said.

      The old Merleon greeted them graciously and offered them what looked like fruit slices.

      “Eat unabashed, my friends. This is plomber, a fruit with healing powers.”

      It tasted heavenly sweet and the children felt their energy levels rise instantly.

      “What are they doing here, Meristole?” the leader asked, not unkindly.

      “They were captured by the cruel humans, Meraka.”

      The old woman seethed as Meristole recounted the events that had transpired.

      “Something must be done about them. Our people are in danger!”
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        * * *

      

      “Dammit, Saxena!” Rastogi bristled. “You had one job! One job!”

      They were at the forest. The team had gathered there only to find the Aquantaurs empty-handed.

      “It’s not my fault they escaped,” Saxena snapped. “Blame them.” He pointed at the group of Aquantaurs.

      “We followed every order. We rushed there as soon as we got your message,” Yonus shot back.

      “Guys! Calm down,” Thakur pleaded. “Fighting amongst ourselves won’t get us anywhere. Besides, what harm can two teenagers cause us?”

      “Children talk,” Rastogi said.

      “Who is going to believe them?” Saxena scoffed. “What’ll they do? Babble to the police about Mermaids?”

      “It’s still too big of a risk. They are a threat to Operation Blue Rock.”

      “What’s your plan, big man?” one of the Aquantaurs asked.

      Rastogi thought for a while.

      “Malhotra! Consolidate our resources. Contact our fuel suppliers and buy as much as our funds will allow. Thakur, prepare for an underwater mission. Yonus here will ready his tribe for war!”

      “Kill off all the Merleons?” Yonus asked, his eyes gleaming.

      “Sir, there must be another way!” Malhotra advised caution.

      “There isn’t,” Rastogi snapped. “At least we can bring back bags full of their rare rocks and vegetation. We’ll attribute it to a trial mission for a new class of submarines. Once the tribe are washed out, there is no need to declare their existence.”

      “What about us?” Yonus asked.

      “We will keep you out of our reports. Once we get our rewards, you will be given a hefty share.”

      Before plans commenced, Rastogi pulled Thakur aside and motioned toward the unsuspecting Aquantaurs.

      “You know what needs to be done?”

      “Perfectly.”
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        * * *

      

      They spent a blissful half hour perusing the Merleon’s camp. There were exotic fruits and flowers everywhere! One flower’s touch could kill you on touch while its immediate neighbour had fragrance that had reparative abilities. Every shape here was somehow different than anything above ground, but it all came together in a beautiful symmetry.

      But in spite of all this, the twins found one artifact that warranted frequent gazes.

      “It’s the source of my power,” Meraka said, twirling the amulet in her hands.

      “Whoa! Can you read minds too?” said Ronit.

      “Yes, but I suspect that has more to do with my age than magic,” Meraka replied, a twinkle in her eyes.

      Meristole chuckled. “You’re just being modest!” Turning to the kids, she said, “Old? Meraka here is stronger than our youngest, toughest warrior in our camp.”

      “You flatter me!” Meraka said, her skin changing its hue. “Also, I’m not the only one who is being modest. I bet you didn’t tell the kids about your lineage.”

      “She didn’t!” Nikita burst out. “Do tell!”

      “Meristole here is not an ordinary Merleon. She’s the only female warrior of this land! For generations, her family has been commanders and counsellors to the tribal chieftains. She learned to wield weapons almost as soon as she could swim.”

      “All in your service, Meraka,” Meristole said, with a slight bow.

      They had just completed an entire round around the camp when the cave opened once more and in came a shark. It had a spear thrust through its belly and came in roaring with pain. Seeing Meraka, he charged at them, and for a sickening moment, the twins thought they were dead meat.

      But mid-lunge, the shark morphed into a Merleon and fell at Meraka’s feet.

      “They’re coming!” he cried. “Tens of them! Armed and ready to fight.”

      “Warriors!” Meraka bellowed in a voice that did not suit her body. “Prepare for war!”

      A Merleon sounded blasts through a conch shell. The sound echoed eerily across the water. Far off in the camp, there was a sudden thundering noise as the Merleon warriors came to the forefront. They were big, strong males, ready for battle. They were armed with battle axes and swords and hammers. Muscles rippled across their body as they got into formation. They wore armour that glistened with the same colour as that of the blue rocks near the volcano.

      Meristole held the wounded Merleon steady and beckoned to the children.

      “This is too dangerous for you. Let’s get to safety!” Holding the injured one between them, they swam to a safe vantage point up a mountain. From there, they peered below.

      Meraka bellowed orders in the manner of a skilled commander. The civilians scurried behind the volcano, far away from the war. The Merleon warriors sprang into explosive action and quickly assembled into battle formation. From around them, filed other warriors, but with what appeared to be shields. Meristole pointed at them.

      “Turtle shells, the hardest to break.”

      The twins stared in awe as the shield bearers formed a protective wall around the battle formation.

      Meraka closed off the opening of the cave by uttering a spell. There was a deafening crash as pieces of rock burst out at the entrance. The Aquantaurs blasted their way into the camp, holding gleaming axes of their own. They wore armour too, but it was feebler than the Merleons’.

      “For our motherland!” Meraka gave a war cry and the battle formations surged ahead. The Aquantaurs met them head-on and a shrill shriek of steel against steel rang out. At the anterior end of their battle formation, was the Aquantaur with the spear, from the forest. He was visibly stronger than the rest of them, towering at a formidable height.

      “Why doesn’t he lead?” Nikita asked, oddly remembering the many games of chess she’d played.

      “Magic,” Meristole replied simply. At their raised eyebrows, she continued, “Magic is a strange power to yield. We have infinite strength for the simpler tasks like closing off the forest opening or morphing to sustain overwater life. But when it comes to battle, uttered spells sap our strength rapidly, forcing us to take brief respites until another spell can be used again.”

      She explained further that some creatures won enchanted artifacts in battle, which could add strength to their existing abilities. Like the amulet. The Merleon and object then became inseparable; without the amulet, Meraka was entirely devoid of magic.

      Below, the battle began gaining intensity. Sure enough, the twins saw the one called Yonus using his spear as a regular weapon, rather than the object of his magic. On either side, warriors fought fearlessly and soon, the water became mucky with spilt blood. The four of them watched from above with held breaths. Meristole helped the injured Merleon on his belly so he could watch with them.

      The hammer bearing Aquantaurs led the battle as they swung ferociously at the defensive wall. The Merleons pushed up against them, trying to put as much distance between them and the civilians as possible. They held up valiantly and stood their ground against the powerful hammer blows. A few Aquantaurs tried to swim over the wall, but they were cut to pieces by ready Merleons. After much warring, the shields finally cracked and the Merleons abandoned them to take up other weapons in hand. Chaos ensued as the ocean shuddered due to swinging weapons.

      Meraka, strengthened by her amulet, blast off spell after spell and sent the enemies into a helpless stupor. As the war dispersed on a wider field, an Aquantaur saw a slight break in the Merleon formation and seized the opportunity. He fought his way directly to Meraka. She saw him too late and only had a chance of uttering a disarming spell. Giving a roar, he leapt at her and clasped her throat in a powerful hold. She gasped for air, clawing at him. She lifted her tail and fell backwards, the water current delaying her fall. She used the change in direction to push up her tail against his torso and swung forward. He let go of her and scrambled backwards, grabbing her amulet.

      She cursed as his grasp tore the amulet from her neck and cracked it into pieces. The Aquantaur smirked and slipped away before she could catch him. Powerless without her source of magic, she hunted for a weapon, but found none. She realized now she had to depend on her wit alone to defend her. Three enemies advanced toward her. She settled into a defensive stance, alert for any swift movement. Suddenly, an Aquantaur wielding a sword lunged at her. She dodged his attack narrowly and pushed her back against him. Bringing down his extended arm over her shoulder, she splintered his elbow joint as he cried out in pain. He clutched at her with his free hand, letting go of his sword. Meraka leapt forward and grabbed it and thrust it backward into his gut.

      With a backward kick, she pushed the warrior away even as another charged at her with axe ready. She leapt to her side and stepped hard on the warrior’s hand as he brought his axe down. She jumped at his moment of confusion and drove her newfound sword through him, which lodged into his body. She struggled to pull it out, but it wouldn’t budge! An Aquantaur charged at her from the side, his hammer raised over his head. Luck smiled down at her as she saw the handle of a knife tucked into the dead Aquantaur’s armour. With a rapid motion, she pulled it out and swung the knife at the charging enemy, slashing it clean across his throat.

      Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw a Merleon fall at his knees, as his assailant bore down on him. She swam toward him in a desperate effort to save her own. But another Aquantaur intercepted and swung his sword across her back, leaving a burning gash. She drifted to the ocean floor, certain of her defeat. A Merleon nearby bashed her attacker’s head in with his hammer before the fatal blow could fall.

      “Protect your leader!” he screamed.

      All around Meraka, Merleons abandoned their fighting and formed a protective circle around her. They fought in that formation for a few moments and held the enemy at bay. A sudden blast of yellow light blinded them as a surging energy threw them backward. The wall had broken. It was Yonus! Now devoid of magical energy for a while, he made for her, intending to finish her off. Meraka struggled to get up as the terrifying sight of his pointed spear grew nearer.

      Up above in the mountains, Meristole sprang into action. She dived toward the base of the mountain and morphed back into her muscular human form mid-dive. She cupped her palms and sent a vicious energy flying at Yonus. It struck him in the side and the spear flew out of his hand. Shaken, he noticed Meristole rush at him in a tackle. He turned and grabbed her waist before she could make contact. He flung her upward and with a neat arc, thrust her back at the ground. Water slowed her fall and she used the opportunity to tighten her legs around his neck in a triangle choke. His face registered violent surprise as he went down with her.

      They wrestled on the ground, wet sand burning against their skin. Meristole tried to press up her legs around his necks and snuff out his breathing. But he swung his arms around her body and hammered at her face with his fists. Pain blinded her eyes as she felt her cheekbones crack. Dizzied, she let go of her hold and scrambled back. Gasping for air, he recovered, but not before Meristole had enough time to get back up on her feet. Her head spinning, she tried to ready herself for his next move. Snarling, he grabbed a sword from a dead warrior lying nearby. With an ugly cry, he swung his sword at her head. She had just enough time to get away.

      Bad move. She was now cornered against a mountain wall!

      “You die today!” Yonus used his free hand to choke her and readied his sword for a final thrust.

      She searched the depths for her soul for energy as life started escaping her. He brought the sword down in a deadly motion, but she feebly managed to push his hand away by inches. She gritted her teeth and grappled with his arm, struggling to sway the sword. He pushed harder and the sword made a deep cut near her ears.

      Gathering the very last dregs of her energy, she gave a painful scream and kneed the Aquantaur below the stomach violently. Flailing wildly, he let go of her and faltered. She dove under his arms and swam toward a more open area. Seeing one of her own weakening nearby, she pushed him out of harm’s way and grabbed his sword.

      She whirled around to see Yonus charging at her. His sword met with her. They pranced around each other as their swords crossed in a volley of blows and blocks. A mighty thrust from him sent her sliding backward, costing her valuable seconds. He thrust his sword at her gut and she awkwardly deflected it by stepping out of his path. Seeing her miss her footing, Yonus brought down his sword in a diagonal swing. She bent at her knees and blocked it by swinging her blade upward. Not expecting a strong retaliation, the Aquantaur was taken aback. She got to her knees and slashed her sword straight across his calf.

      He went down on his knees, one of his legs rendered useless. She finally had an advantage!

      Desperately, he swung his sword upward, hoping to strike her belly. She was able to block it easily and suddenly, she realized her hilt was right across his face! With a burst of energy, she drove her hilt forward, which made damaging contact with his forehead. He fell on his back, groggy beyond measure. Had he been thinking clearly, he’d have used the distance between them to get away. But he brought his pride in the equation and that changed everything. Fury driving him blind, he charged at her thoughtlessly.

      She was ready. She ducked underneath and cut the tendon of his other leg. Yes! Yonus had now completely lost his footwork. Agitated, he attempted an overhead swing. Expecting it, she prepared herself. Just as he was near enough to complete his swing, she thrust his sword through his neck.

      The Aquantaurs’ tribe leader had fallen.

      The remaining Aquantaurs had no incentive to fight anymore; their resolve wavered. Without caring about any of it, Meristole rushed toward Meraka. Her leader’s breaths had become jagged and alarmingly short. Tears trickled down Meristole’s eyes as she prepared for the inevitable.

      Just then, there was a thunderous, whirring noise of a machine. A monstrosity none of them had seen before flew in through the blasted wall. The war seemed to stop all at once. The warriors dropped their weapons and cowered away from the monster. It was a deathly monster, with a body as big as a whale. It had a rigid body and shining skin.

      Up in the mountains, it suddenly dawned on the twins. It was the submarine!

      A man got out of the vehicle, adorned in diving equipment. To the twins’ horror, they saw he held a spear gun.

      Thakur held the survivors at gunpoint, Merleons and Aquantaurs alike. The Aquantaurs simmered with anger, stung by the betrayal.

      “Who wants to die first?” he leered.

      Meristole found the spear lodged into the wet sand nearby. With a jerk, she grabbed it and fired off a blast at the man. The man leapt aside in shock, missing the blast narrowly. It went on to ricochet off the machine he’d arrived in and caused a huge dent, air bubbles escaping.

      His only means of transportation were gone! His hands shaking, he fired a poorly aimed bullet at Meristole. It hit her in the thigh and brought her to the ground.

      Ronit swam out of hiding place.

      “Ronnie, no!” Nikita whispered, but he didn’t listen. The man had his back to them. Ronit swam toward the lodged sword and struggled to pry it out, the webbing of his hands making it difficult.

      Thakur regained his composure. With the barrel of his gun, he tilted Meristole’s chin upward. Her body throbbed with pain. Behind her, Meraka’s moans grew weaker. She closed her eyes and readied herself for death.

      A sudden cry reverberated through the ocean. Meristole started as the man threw his gun away and curled up into a ball. Ronit had shoved the sword into the gunman’s legs! Meristole leapt up and hugged Ronit tightly, giving way to sobs. Ronit called out to his sister who swam down promptly to his side.

      Nikita did what she did best: used her brains. She hurried over to pluck out plombers for the wounded. She returned seconds later with the magical fruit. Meristole immediately took to the task of feeding it to the wounded. She swam up to where their hiding place had been and carried the injured Merleon down.

      The man in the diving suit squirmed uncomfortably.

      “Since you’ve surprised us all with your sword skills, I have an idea for you,” Nikita said.

      Moments later, Ronit was back at the base of the mountain, chopping off some magically fortified creepers with an axe. They tied the man’s hands and feet and left him by his precious submarine. He whimpered in anger, but was helpless due to his wound.

      Soon, the remaining warriors recovered enough to gather the valiant dead among them and arrange a proper farewell. Meraka swam over to the twins and folded her hands in gratitude, her eyes adding drops of salt water to the ocean.

      “You achieved something really rare today,” she said, looking at Ronit.

      “What’s that?” he asked sheepishly.

      She invited them to take in the scene that was unfurling: Merleons and Aquantaurs cooperating each other!

      “Don’t seem much like a wuss now, do I?” Ronit grinned at his sister.
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        * * *

      

      When they finally emerged above ground, the twins were automatically transformed back to their human forms. With the help of Meristole, they flew out on the scaffolding, holding the bound man between them.

      Meristole couldn’t waste much time; she had lots to do! The Merleons had decided to shift their camps deeper underwater and away from the city. That way, when the news spread, no overindulgent explorer could find them again. They had decided to enter into alliance with the Aquantaurs with a peace treaty. After seeing the trickery of the humans, the Merleons hoped the Aquantaurs would come to their senses and realize who the real enemy was.

      Just before she left, Merleon opened up the entry into the forest. She had also handed them another wad of leaves, reddish brown in colour.

      “To force out the truth. Feed this to him before you turn him over to the police. He’ll sing like a bird.” With that she bade them a tearful farewell and dived back underwater.

      Watching her go, Nikita felt a pang in her stomach.

      “Do you realize we’re the only people alive who’ll ever see their species?”

      Merleons and Aquantaurs alike would be lost at sea.

      “Right now, I realize we’re two sixteen year olds holding a dangerous hostage between us. Let’s move!” Ronit replied.

      Darkness had fallen and they had difficulty finding their way out. When they got out at last, the twins found police cars already waiting, in search of them. Feeding the leaves to their captive forcibly, they left the man with the police and rushed to their parents, who were stricken with worry.

      “You have some explaining to do, kids!” their mother said sternly.

      Then she pulled them into a warm embrace as tears rolled down her cheeks.
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        * * *

      

      Justifiably, they decided to cut the vacation short and return to their home in Delhi.

      The next day, the newspaper headlines read:

      ‘Four government officials caught in a scandalous conspiracy.’

      The twins took a week adjusting back to their boring lives. They allowed normalcy to return. They spent the rest of the vacation drinking Cola and tackling their holiday assignments. There were integration sums to be solved and chemical reactions to be learned. Amongst other things, there was also an essay to be written.

      Nikita sat down with a blank piece of paper and her favourite ink pen. She started writing.

      ‘It all began with an almost empty beer bottle…”
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            A Stirring of Sand and Dust
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      “Over one - seashell and under – another.” The little fish wriggled her way beneath a shell buried in the sand. It vibrated with the underground rumbling. There had been a lot of rumbles lately. Mum said the Sea was unhappy. The little fish didn’t know how the water could be sad. She paused, her little fins shimmering, dusting grains of sand from her scales. She nudged the next seashell with her hardened exoskeleton, bored. A flicker of motion caught her attention.

      “Ohhh, a new anemone,” she sang, flitting over the tiny tentacles waving in the ocean current. She dodged between the fronds, letting them tickle her scales, shivering in delight.

      “Snip! Come back here!”

      Snip sighed. Mum always wrecked her fun. She swam toward her mum’s voice, dragging her tail in a swirly pattern on the sea floor. She passed a pair of mermaids gossiping. They thought the sea was angry. Snip wiggled her tail faster.

      “It’s only an anemone,” her tiny voice took on a whiny quality. She knew it annoyed Mum.

      “You should stay where I can see you,” Snip’s mother admonished, “And that’s not an anemone,” her voice dropped to a whisper. “It’s the tips of the ancient Cuttlefish.”

      “Really?” Snip strained to see past her mother’s fins.

      Mer-people gathered around the tentacle tips, soothing them with strokes of their long tails. One mermaid created eddies of sand that swirled around the tentacles. They waved in response, poking at the grains as they swept past the pale eel-like fronds. Snip watched in fascination.

      “What are they doing?”

      “Trying to soothe him. Let’s get going.”

      “But why?”

      “To make sure he doesn’t emerge. Now let’s go.”

      “But I wanna waaatch.” The whine was back. Mum sighed.

      “Just for a moment then, I suppose. It’s not as though you’ll likely see this again for many years…” she trailed off.

      Snip fought for a better position against her mother’s fins. Finally she stared over the top of the rock.

      “Why has it come up now?” Snip knew the giant cephalopod – she was very proud of that word – only rose to the surface of the chasm when great need arose in the ocean. It had been quiet for a long time – always – so boring. The cephalopod hadn’t surfaced since Mum was a tiny fish, too.

      Well, not quite surfaced. His beak had come up. Then the mer-people talked him down – Snip didn’t know how they did that, had they pushed the Cuttlefish back into his hole? That wasn’t very nice of them. She wondered if she would get to see the Cuttlefish. How big would it be? It was rumoured to be able to blend into its surrounds – or rage with bright colours when angered.

      “That would be so cool,” Snip whispered.

      “What?” snapped her mother.

      “Nothing,” Snip sighed. Chances were she’d never get to see the giant Cuttlefish. Life was so boring.

      “C’mon, let’s go home.”

      Snip sighed and followed her mother off the rock. A noise stopped them. Snip risked a glance over her fins. Even the tentacles paused in their playing. The sound echoed around them, deep, haunting tones. Snip knew something was wrong.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s why the Cuttlefish has risen.”

      Snip and her mother started, spinning around in the cold ocean. A white-fronded merman drifted alongside. Snip thought he must be as old as the Cuttlefish. She asked the only question a young fish could at a time like this.

      “Why?”

      The merman smiled, his pruned face stretching into a thousand new wrinkles.

      “Youth must always ask,” he murmured, stroking Snip’s scales. She wriggled, spitting bubbles.

      “Tickles,” she grunted, twitching. The little fish would not be put off. “Why?”

      The merman’s smile faded. “Tis the death knoll of the blue whale.”

      Mum sighed out. Snip wished she understood. She frowned.

      “But, wh-”

      The merman chuckled sadly. “Why, my little friend?” He shook his seaweed hair. “This is the last female blue whale. She is not our oldest whale, but after she is gone, there will be no more blue whale calves.”

      “No more baby whales…ever?”

      “There may be baby whales, but not of her family.”

      Snip was silent. Baby whales were beautiful. They were so much fun to play with. Not that they got many down this far, unless one got lost. Or a dead one settled in the sand. Snip wrinkled her nose. Those were gross. But if this whale was dying then what –

      “Whalers?”

      The merman nodded to Snip’s mother. Snip didn’t know what a Whaler was, but decided it couldn’t be good.  She tugged her Mum’s fin.

      “Can we go see?”

      Mum shushed her as the terrible noise rolled through the ocean again, through Snip. Her exoskeleton vibrated with it. Sand danced across the sea floor. Snip followed the puffs of sand to the edge of the crevasse. Mum and the merman were still talking about the Whalers and hadn’t noticed Snip slipping away.

      Mer-people surrounded the abyss. Snip counted four octopi and a large squid loitering on the seabed. Water drakes and sandworms slithered and circled. Tiny glowing fish scattered around the edges, lighting the deep with a faint a blue glow. Even the Kraken had come. The ground shook again.

      A knot of mer-people argued across the trench from Snip, gesturing with the arms and spears. A pair of mermaids swished their tails in the trench, dangling from the edges. The tiny fish flitted in and out between them, lighting the scales on the mermaids’ tails. They shimmered purples and greens in the glow, ribbons of colour above the deep black of the trench.

      One of the tentacles coiled around Snip and she hurriedly reversed. Snip didn’t want to be lunch, even for an old Cuttlefish. She wondered for a moment if her mother had been right, that she should stay away from the trench and its inhabitant. Then she noticed a pair of sea worms playing in the sand, creating swirling patterns and swam over to join them, forgetting her misgivings and her mother’s advice in an instant.

      Several of the mermen were still arguing. Snip stopped playing with the baby sandworms to listen. She knew she wasn’t supposed to eavesdrop on other fish’ conversations, but she just couldn’t help herself.

      “But I am the strongest,” a large merman proclaimed, brandishing a spear.

      Mermaids fluttered around him, just out of reach, swishing their tails. The other mermen sneered at him.

      “I have the largest army across the seas!”

      “I am king of the Seas.”

      This last claim sent the mermaids into giggles, bubbles puffing from their mouths. The merman shot them a dark glare, and they quieted, still poking each other and whispering behind their hands.

      “Ahem.”

      A quiet cough startled the boasting mermen. They turned as one to the newcomer. Snip couldn’t see from her spot who it was and wasn’t game to swim any closer. They all just looked so big. The mermen separated, bowing to their scales. Their tails curved up, almost touching their foreheads. A circular bow. It must be royalty. Snip gasped and one of the mermaids shushed her. A murmur rolled through the mermaids. Snip caught the whisper as it rippled past her.

      The Emperor.

      The merman who approached had green hair fronds swirling about his thick torso. A string of sharp teeth encircled his chest. Snip cowered back to the sandworms, but they were long gone – maybe back to their parents. Snip missed her Mum, but wanted to watch despite her fear. She sank to the sand, burrowing in.

      The Emperor moved slowly down the row of bowing mermen. He nodded grandly to the mermaids huddled together. They tightened their knot, clutching each other’s hands, still and silent as he passed by them. He swam out over the trench, his hands swaying with the tentacles, touching them. His mouth moved, and Snip realised he was talking to the Cuttlefish. Deep tones matched the rumbles coming from the trench.

      Suddenly in darkness, Snip’s attention broke. Something light fluttered over her head. Snip wiggled about, flattened between the sand and thing above her. She coughed bubbles, wriggling across the sea bed as fast as she could, eyes closed as she burrowed through the sand. Then she was out from whatever had covered her and she breathed in cold, clean seawater. Snip sighed, relieved.

      Hands covered her, sweeping her across the sea, and the tiny fish spouted bubbles again.

      “Ooh, look! It’s a wee fishy.” Purple eyes surrounded by heavy lashes appeared so close to Snip her bubbles popped on the mermaid’s nose. She giggled and Snip vibrated, banging into the fingers that caged her.

      “She’s afraid, you’re scaring her. Put the little thing down.” A distant voice, similar to Snip’s mum.

      The purple fronded mermaid sighed and released the tiny fish. Snip shot away, found a pebble and hid behind it, failing magnificently.

      The Emperor sank into the abyss, conversing with the Cuttlefish. The mermaids moved away, chattering. Deciding the pebble wasn’t really doing its job, Snip floated toward the tentacles, fascinated with the way they drifted in the disturbed water.

      They looked different – longer. Rock crumbled from the edges of the crevasse, trickling into the dark. The shaking became a rumble. The mer-people gathered in a tight cluster. Snip peered further into the crevasse. A pale form flickered in glow.

      Snip thought it was the Cuttlefish, at first. The form drew closer to the surface of the trench, like a mer-person but not. Where a tail should have been were tentacles, curling around stumps that used to be legs. Snip knew they used to be feet, because one this was a man. But no longer.

      Davy Jones was more seafolk now.

      Sometimes Snip saw him as he whisked souls away from the surface. Souls that had perished above the sea or were lost deep in it. Snip shivered. She rarely saw so many sea creatures in such an isolated part of the ocean. She edged around the tentacles for a better view.

      “Go back from whence you came, soul-stealer,” the Emperor growled.

      Davy Jones smiled, rotten teeth splintering in a gummy smile. A stream of bubbles issued from his mouth, obscuring his face. The Emperor growled again. Jones’s grin grew wider.

      “But I live here, remember? You of all…people…should recall. The deepest and darkest hole in the sea, this is where you sent me.”

      His voice was as slimy as seaweed, Snip decided. Eager for more, Snip tuned back to the conversation between the Emperor and the sea monster.

      “You are not welcome here. Or anywhere.” The Emperor added, “Begone!” His voice was deep and the command rocked Snip. Everywhere, conversations ceased, eyes turning to the scene unfolding amidst them.

      But instead of running away, as Snip was sure the Emperor had meant Jones to do, the once-man laughed. The Emperor’s lips curled, his expression souring. Jones swept forward.

      “And I am so bored between souls – it is tiring work, consuming all those sailors.” He patted his belly.

      Snip’s own tummy clenched.

      “You disgust me.”

      Snip nodded, completely agreeing with the majestic merman. Jones circled the Emperor, stopping in front of him. The Emperor flinched as though wishing to move away, but held his ground.

      “You object to my…home? I have such wonderful company.”

      The Emperor snorted. “As though He would speak with the likes of you.”

      “Oh, he doesn’t talk to me, that much is true.” Jones inched forward. “But he listens.”

      At this, the Emperor laughed outright, a bellowing sound that ballooned outward.

      “He listens? To you spouting your sludge and lies?”

      His chest still shaking, the Emperor swam back to the Cuttlefish, its beak beginning to emerge from the crack in the world’s crust. Davy Jones let him go, his head canted to the side.

      Something told Snip he wasn’t finished just yet. The little fish held her breath. When it came, Jones’ voice was soft, a whisper trailing the ocean currents.

      “Tales of the surface.”

      The Emperor halted, spinning around so fast a small maelstrom formed around him. He shot back to Jones, huge hand clutching the monster’s throat.

      “What have you done?” His roar was so loud the sand seemed to tremble on the sea floor.

      Snip slipped her fins closer to her ears. She hated yelling, or being yelled at. Mum was scary enough. But the Emperor was truly terrible in his rage.

      The Cuttlefish strained for release, knocking against the sides of the trench. The edges crumbled, puffs of sand and dust colouring the ocean. Snip sucked grit through her nose and sneezed explosively.

      Then came another sound, and the rumbling stopped.

      The whale’s death song swept through the crowd surrounding the Cuttlefish. A roar boomed, but not from the Emperor or the whale dying somewhere above them in the inky darkness. This noise was new – and came from below. The seabed buckled, a ripple fluctuating outward from the abyss. Sand danced on the seabed. Fingers clutched Snip’s fins, frightening her.

      “Come away, little fish,” the old merman’s kind voice soothed her. “You don’t want to be in the way when He emerges.”

      Snip peered through his fingers, reluctant to be drawn away from the action. She wanted to see. Her Mum grabbed her tail, attempting to tug her from the merman’s grip. The rumbling grew louder and the blue glow fish scattered, leaving Snip in darkness. Stillness surrounded her. Even the merman and her Mum stopped their tug of war over her fins.

      The Emperor had Jones on the seafloor, a spear piercing the monster’s soft flesh. The once-man laughed up at his aggressor, tentacles crawling up his scales, curling around his arms and covering his chest in a silent struggle. Sand rose around them then settled on the sea bed.

      Snip’s eyes re-adjusted slowly. She felt, rather than saw the presence of the Cuttlefish as he emerged: an enormous form dwarfing them all. Snip blinked. She wanted to see more of Him. The ocean swayed with the behemoth, sand sliding across the sea floor over the tiny fish.

      Snip watched in awe as the sea giant emerged fully, white in a sea of darkness. Tentacles first, coiling and undulating as though conducting the sea itself. Where the tentacles thickened and joined in a cone, a beak, sharp and pointed nested in the centre.

      The tip of the soft flesh that was his body stretched down into the dark. Rocks trembled at the edges of the crevasse, widening the space as the great Cuttlefish emerged. As though he had grown larger in his hibernation.

      His tentacles coiled around them, so long Snip couldn’t trace where one began and another ended. The Cuttlefish clenched above her, pulsing the still sea, pushing the crowd back. With a great effort, the giant drew his tentacles in, rocketing to the surface.

      He took them all with him.
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        * * *

      

      Pressure assailed Snip, still clutched in the merman’s grip. Tentacles formed a sealed cage around them. Water rushing past her enclosure. She stared at the sea creatures sucked from the seabed with her. Mer-people held sharpened stone spears and pointed hooks tied to lengths of seaweed. Snip understood – they had prepared for this. Not like her. She shivered a little, staring at his huge beak – full of his first feed.

      The Emperor and Jones battled still. With a crunch Snip would never forget, the Cuttlefish broke their bodies until they disappeared, all but for a small swirl of green against the paleness of the Cuttlefish. Minute to such a huge creature. Snip swallowed a cry, straining upward, away from the beak. Outside the tentacles, the Kraken swam beneath her, trailing the Cuttlefish under its own steam.

      She sucked in water – it was warmer here, as they rose fast from the deep, protected by the Cuttlefish. But it was exciting, and she got to see the Cuttlefish up close! She couldn’t decide if she was excited or afraid. Snip had to tell Mum. She peered around, past the mer-people. She couldn’t spot her Mum anywhere.

      Maybe she’d been left behind? The warm water was suddenly chilly. She pressed into the merman, but he didn’t have the silky smoothness of her mother’s scales. She wiggled in his grasp. Old eyes peered down at her.

      “We’’ll be at the surface soon, little one. Then you will see a Whaler’s end.”

      Snip quailed. She didn’t want to see the Whaler anymore. Dead, sunken whales were enough for her. Snip tried to speak, but the water tasted foul. Filtered light from the surface brightened everything into a brownish haze. A large figure, almost as big as the Cuttlefish sat on the surface. A second joined it. Smaller shadows surrounded them. Snip gazed at the gap between the larger ones. Whalers; they would end up on the surface right between them.

      Snip wondered if they would be prepared, as the mer-people were. Would the whalers also have sharpened spears? Snip didn’t want to be here. She wanted to be home. Snip wished she had never played with the tentacles. A little bubble slipped from her lips, popping as they passed, so fast were they traveling. The boats on the surface grew closer.

      But the Cuttlefish wasn’t slowing. He pulsed again, speeding through the ocean. The world turned red and they broke the surface with a powerful eruption. Snip was flung high above the water. She gasped and choked, drowning in the air.

      A calmness seized her. She flew high above the two boats, chained together. One white, trailing red; the other almost as large. Its sides green and dark as kelp decorated with bright colours in a tall arc. People tiny as ants crawled the chains between the boats, people without tails.

      Mer-people were flung into the air alongside Snip, weapons held ready, snarls on their faces. The surface churned white, tentacles spreading over the boats, clutching and crushing them. The water rose like a peak, the ships on either side still tangled in tentacles, drawn to the pinnacle of the wave.

      The body of the Cuttlefish broke through the chains, splitting the two boats asunder. Its sluiced from the water exposing the paleness of a body never exposed to light. Its whiteness was quickly replaced with bright reds and blues pulsing around it’s body, tip glowing purple. Greens swirled over its tentacles. The magnitude of the Cuttlefish dominated all else, overshadowing the creatures, even the boats. All was insignificant next to Him.

      Fragments flew higher than Snip into the air. Metal twisted, piercing the sides of the Cuttlefish. It slowed him not at all. Mer-people brandished weapons, mouths agape, fighting in the air as though they floated in the ocean. The people without tails struggling and dying. Red flowing to the surface A silent cacophony viewed by a tiny god above.

      Snip tilted downward from the peak of her flight. Red stained the ocean and she understood what a Whaler was. A beautiful blue whale lay on her side harpooned by the largest ship. Sharp wheels churned through her flesh. Snip gasped in anguish. This was why the Cuttlefish had brought death to the surface.

      No matter what Davy Jones or the Emperor had whispered to him, the Cuttlefish had emerged to save the smaller beasts. She knew it. Nothing ancient could let such horror befall its folk, not if there was something that could be done to stop it. She choked again on the air and noise rushed back in, the chaos confusing her.

      Snip struck the surface, hauling in mouthfuls of hazy water tainted with salt and blood. The water churned white and red at the surface where merfolk battled those with legs for the ocean. Snip slipped sideways, pushed as though by a rip in the current. A man flailed his arms and legs, tangled in one of the merman’s hooks. His arm caught Snip and she listed, dazed. A small boat bounced over her head and Snip remembered there was no current; only the fight. The tiny fish didn’t want to be a part of this small war, but was engulfed in it anyway.

      More boats skipped above her with a constant droning. Snip stared, stationary in the sea as tentacles engulfed the smaller of the two ships. Green paint stripped back to silver metal as the hooks of the Kraken took hold. The boat folded like flimsy seaweed, its metal screeching beneath the strain. The Kraken stared at Snip under the surface of the ocean, its beak clicking frantically. Snip shimmied backward as with the greatest effort, the Kraken tore the boat in two, metal pieces dangling from tentacles either side of the small sea god.

      Snip darted off, lest she be the next victim of a tentacled god today. She wished again she were below, pressed against her mother’s scales, fins swishing around her, taking her home to clean water, and smooth rocks to play with.

      Jagged edges slipped past her, heading for the depths of the ocean. Snip watched the sharp metal sink rapidly, knowing it would hit the sea floor with a thud, twisted by the pressure of the ocean as it descended. Snip was glad the Cuttlefish had protected them on the journey to the surface, but worried how she would get home to her Mum. Would she also strike the seabed, twisted like so much metal discarded from the fight above? The surface was exciting – more so thank she has ever wished to experience.

      Snip dodged a spear thrust past her. She turned in time to see it stab a two-legged sailor in the chest. Red accumulated at his wound and drifted to the surface, adding to the haze surrounding the little fish. Snip wondered if she would ever taste clean water again. She blew little bubbles, rusty in the fog.

      They slithered through the thickened water, bursting upon the tips of the Kraken’s tentacles. It didn’t seem to bother him; he continued his rampage, wreaking havoc upon the ships, now wrenching towers from the deck of the larger boat. His eye found Snip and she froze beneath his glare.

      His eye seemed to ponder her as he shredded the second boat – the larger – into pieces. Debris sank past her. Snip felt another gaze on her and she looked up into the enormous face of the blue whale, still attached to the metal wheel ripping at her flesh.

      Red swept across Snip’s gaze. She wasn’t sure if it was from the blood of the last female blue whale or from her anger. She charged forward, fast as she could twitch her fins, tail slapping the water and broke the surface, determined to free the whale from her metal cage before she sank to the sea floor.

      Snip broke the surface, white caps from the battle washing over her. Part of the Whaler still attached to its prey floated on the surface. Next to the whale’s large eye was a station with a red button – same colour as the blood staining the ocean, but separate from it. Snip sped up, shimmying through the waves to the button. She leapt from the water, spearing through the air only to fall short of her mark and slap back into the whitewash.

      Snip spluttered. She wasn’t strong enough or fast enough to jump that far. Heart wrenching for the dying whale, Snip swayed in the waves. She wondered if she could get closer, jump onto the boat from that distance. She backed away from the boat, giving herself a greater chance for speed. She flew through the water, fins working as hard as they could before the tiny deep-sea fish launched from the water, exoskeleton shining in the dim light of a dying day.

      At the top of her arc, Snip knew she wouldn’t make it. As she tilted forward, body heading for the water, Snip sighed, her fins hanging loose beside her body. She closed her eyes, preparing to re-enter the squalling sea, blood and salt mixing. Something grasped her sides and with a jarring thrust, Snip was sailing forward above the surface. She looked back, waving a fin to the merman who had tossed her into the air.

      Gasping air, Snip choked, gagging and drowning. She focused on the red button, aiming for it with all her tiny might. It grew closer and closer until with a thud she slammed face first into the button. An alarm sounded dimly as Snip slid down the side of the metal back to the water. She sucked in tiny gulps of sea water, spluttering on the iron tang so close to the whale.

      As she watched, the whale’s enormous silhouette jolted and slid free of the boat, the Whaler’s prey no longer.

      Snip closed her eyes, tired, floating in the white caps tinged pink. She let herself sink beneath the surface, water cold from her flight above it for the second time. Relics of the wrecks nudged her, but Snip kept her eyes closed, bumping about, sinking deeper. All she wanted to do was go home. Soon the surface was far above her. Snip squinted in the haze, watching it recede like a dream.

      The water cleared. Snip opened her gills and drank.

      Bodies bobbed about her as she plunged deeper, drawing in clean water. Open eyes in still faces stared at her in the silence of the ocean; some with tails and some without. Filtered light shone between the bodies, illumining faces old and new. White hair fronds tangled around her and she bumped against the old merman. She stared at his chest, snuggling, desperate for comfort, any comfort. But he too was still, arms hanging at his sides and she drifted away from his staring eyes.

      The Kraken sliced through the water, carrying its catch, debris from the broken boats torn from the surface along with it. Its eye fixated on Snip as it sank past her on its way to the deep and she wondered if it knew what she had done, freeing the whale. If it cared.

      Above her the surface stilled, light dribbling through in a reddened haze. A moment of pause cleared the roar from Snip’s ears. Then the light darkened, a great figure eclipsing the silhouettes of the remains of the floundering boats. When the surface shattered it took both fins and tails with it, those with legs left floundering at the surface or swirling to the deep without any way to return to the air that was fresher than the polluted seawater.

      Debris broken into thousands of tiny shards was sucked to the depths with the vengeful sea god, returning with his prey. Snip had a moment to notice the Cuttlefish had lost its colour – returning to the pale form she’d seen in the trench – before she was engulfed in a torrent of water. The ancient sea god was returning to the deep.

      Tiny eddies became awash of whitewater dragging Snip along with it. Swept between pale tentacles and scraps of boat, Snip wasn’t as protected in the plunge as they journeyed to the deep as she had been when they rose from the sand. Pressed on all sides, her head splitting, she sucked in bubbles instead of water, spluttering. Planks protruded into her space and she dodged them, coming eye to eye with the dead whale.

      A great welling filled her tiny heart. Snip stopped fighting the downward pressure, her fins sagging beneath the weight of the blue whale’s death, as though she’d aged an eternity. Letting herself be dragged to the seafloor with the behemoth she’d been so desperate to see.

      The trip back seemed much faster to the little fish. Her eyes adjusted quickly – or was it the lights of the ship tangled about the tentacles of the Kraken still working as he plummeted into the seabed? Sand rose around him.

      The darkness of the abyss loomed.

      Gripped with the calmness of her flight above the surface, Snip turned in time to see her mother floating at the edge of the crevasse. Their gazes caught and held for a moment before Snip was swept into the darkness. The Cuttlefish took its destruction to the bottom of the trench, ripping into the stone with its catch, removing their presence from the world.
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        * * *

      

      Snip floated in icy water, darkness blanketing sight and sound. It was quiet here, still and calm. Nothing more. Memories jabbed at the edges of her consciousness but she drifted away, content with the stillness.

      Just peace.

      A noise interrupted her rest. It became a cry that echoed inside her head like an itch she couldn’t reach. Snip twitched, flapping a lazy fin. The cry grew louder. Grumpy, Snip opened her eyes.

      Grains of sand and grit assailed her, still swirling at the edges of the abyss.

      “Snip…Sniiiiip!” A muffled sob accompanied the cry.

      That was annoying. Snip had no more room for anything that hurt her heart. Not after – no, she wouldn’t think about it. The cry came again, a long, strained wail. Is that what I sound like? The tiny fish resolved not to whine any more. She’d tell Mum as soon as she found her…Mum.

      MUM.

      “I’m here!” she cried out, squiggling in the white fronds of the anemone.

      No, not anemone, Cuttlefish. Awareness shot through the little fish, startling her out of her daze. Over the edge of the abyss. Hovering above the blackness, Snip wondered if she had dreamed her adventure. Sand lay still upon the seafloor; rocks were as they had always been.

      “Snip.”

      The hoarse whisper came from behind her. Mum. It was a voice the tiny fish would have known anywhere, strained as it was. Even in a dream. Snip wondered how long she had been screaming. She turned slowly, blinking sand from her eyes. The seabed was littered with wreckage and debris. Dim light shone from beneath a tangled mess of metal sheets and long tentacles, curled with hooks. Green paint still clung to them. The Kraken, as he had settled on the seabed clutching his final kill.

      Snip floated across the trench from her mother.

      She stared for a moment, still wondering what was real. Sucking in a great breath of deep seawater, she flung herself into her mother’s fins. Her scales as silky smooth as she remembered. Fins covered her head, tails swishing together. Snip closed her eyes.

      Snuggled against her Mum’s side, Snip swam slowly back home, remembering every grain of sand, every rock. She avoided looking to the blue whale’s carcass, draped across the sea floor. Nor did she look at the spear heads, scattering the sand, sinking beneath the grains. She ignored the darkness behind them, encroaching. Certain she would never visit the trench again.

      At least until the salty water was no longer tainted with the tang of blood.
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      Waiting rooms must have been designed to make people so crazy that by the time their wait was over, they’d be willing to endure anything just to escape the boredom. At least, that’s the conclusion Sean McMann had come to. He’d spent so much time waiting for boats, trains, and VIPs that he’d become an expert in waiting.

      According to his cell phone, exactly four minutes had passed since he’d last checked it. Not even a new Facebook notification marred its shiny lock-screen.

      He twisted his silver claddagh ring around his third finger, watching the pointy facets of its tiny crown disappear and reappear, then disappear again. Each spin sent strands of Tuatha magic weaving into the atmosphere in wispy shimmers of potentiality.

      The ring was tight. Again.

      It had been resized six times already since he’d first started wearing it as a child. And every time, it slid back onto his finger changed in more ways than size alone. The magic felt more powerful. The invisible chains it forged became more binding. The weight on his hand and his heart multiplied with every microgram of silver.

      Surely it was fitting that it needed a seventh alteration to ease the physical constriction on his muscular, adult-sized hand. Seven being the number of completion.

      “Come again?” His traveling companion Moira Selkirk glanced up from her Kindle’s WaPo app. Her blue-gray eyes, as changeable as the sea, gazed at him with open curiosity.’’

      “T’was nothing.”

      “Since nothing is all we’re doing right now—” She gestured at the giant room that held a thousand of their fellow cruise ship passengers. “You might as well explain yourself. There’s still at least a half hour before embarkation.”

      He shifted in his seat to get a better look at her. “I’m surprised you’re so calm.”

      “Is there any reason I shouldn’t be?” She arched her back and neck, stretching. He heard a light pop and relief flickered across her face. “I know I’m not some seasoned world traveler, used to jet-setting across the Pond whenever I feel like it. Still, from what everyone tells me, a ship like this is more like a floating hotel than anything else.”

      “Aye, that ‘tis.” Not that he’d know anything about jet-setting, actually. He’d never heard of a Selkie who’d been willing to venture into Tuireann’s airy domain. The mere thought of being miles above the sea, with only cold metal under his feet, made him shudder. “A cruise is a bonny way to travel, to be sure.”

      She shrugged and another joint popped. “See? Nothing for me to worry about.” She cracked her wrists as expertly as if she were her own chiropractor and grinned at him. “By the way, I love when your Manx accent comes out like that.”

      He rolled his eyes. His brogue always became most pronounced when he was upset. Guess there isn’t any chance I can disguise my own uneasiness. Might as well make the best of it. “I dinna ‘ear any accent when I spake, ‘owever, Lass, ye’v an adorable Texas drawl. Yer da may be wantin’ a translator when he meets yer.”

      Her gaze fluttered back to the tablet in her lap. If he hadn’t been watching so intently, he might have missed the way her lower lip trembled until she caught it in her teeth, or overlooked the mist-bright shimmer of tears that rimmed her thick dark lashes.

      Way to go, Sean. How many times had he been warned that his quirky sense of humor could backfire on him when he least expected it?

      He flexed his hand, feeling the cool sleek silver band settle into its accustomed place on his ring finger again. He whispered and Tuatha power responded, sending thin questing tendrils toward Moira, for he sought only to reassure.

      The ring blazed into fiery heat, as power surged into it from a new direction—the ocean that lay just beyond the waiting room’s giant double doors. A wave of desire jolted him, as unexpected and unbidden as if he were hitting puberty again.

      Stop! He directed his thoughts past the ring to its maker. She’s not ready. Not yet.

      The ring muttered and subsided into silvery silence as power receded like an ebbing neap tide.

      He shifted in his seat, manspreading a bit while he willed the unwelcome hormonal surge to dwindle, as well. So far he’d resisted the temptation to make his and Moira’s nascent relationship physical. He’d been raised to be a gentleman. And she deserved the opportunity to make a fully-informed choice, not borne of passion or starlight or a single romantic meeting on a South Padre Island beach. And especially not under the influence of her father’s potent Tuatha magic.

      After all, that was the whole purpose of the cruise they were about to embark on. To give her the gift of her full heritage. Starting with the father she had never known.

      “He will love you the moment he claps his eyes on you.” Sean brushed Moira’s knee gently, feeling for her fingers where they clenched her device. “You can be assured of that.”

      She turned away. Her glorious riot of fiery curls cascaded in front of her face but not before Sean saw the telltale tracks of her tears proving they’d broken through her emotional dam.

      “All my life I’ve wondered about him. Who he is. Why he was never around when I needed him.” She swiped the back of her hand across her nose, then turned to face Sean. Her eyes were pure grey now, stormy and cold. “I take it back. I never needed anything from him. I just thought I did.”

      Poor lass. “Every little girl deserves to know her father when she’s growing up.” He kept his voice carefully soft, neutral.

      “Well, if he thinks I’m going to waltz up to him and pretend I have some sort of warm fuzzy feeling for a complete and total stranger who’s never bothered to lift a finger, not even a Christmas present or a birthday card for the past twenty-three years of my life, he’s got another think coming.”

      Sean took a deep breath. She had a point. Her father really could have been much more involved in his daughter’s life when she was growing up. Just because he was estranged from Moira’s rich, selfish, snobby mother didn’t preclude him from making an effort to care for his child.

      Of course, Manannan mac Lir didn’t see himself as abandoning Moira at all. He’d convinced himself he’d provided for her in the best, most definitive way possible.

      He’d pre-arranged her marriage.

      She’d been barely a week old when Manannan had spoken the words and made the pronouncement that sealed her engagement. And as far as he was concerned, that was more than sufficient to prove how much he loved his baby daughter. After all, she was a princess, and that’s what all princesses wanted, right? To grow up and marry a handsome prince?

      Sean’s gaze dropped to his claddagh ring again.

      Sure, ‘twas a grand plan His Highness Manannan mac Lir, immortal King of the Sea, had devised. The only fly in the ointment was that Manannan hadn’t ever considered anything as modern as consent when he highhandedly decreed that his daughter would marry whomever he chose, even if he chose a half-human, half-seal changeling. Besides, how would he realistically have obtained consent from an infant and a seven year old?

      A horn blared from the harbor. Soon it would be time to board, and begin the transatlantic voyage from Galveston, to ports in Miami, Nassau, New York, and Dublin, before eventually landing at Douglas, Isle of Man.

      They’d be shipboard for over two weeks. His heart raced just thinking about that much time with the girl he’d fallen in love with. Hair the color of fire, eyes like the sea, a heritage she’d barely begun to discover.

      But even with that blasted claddagh ring on his finger, and the crystal-clear instructions from the King he’d worshiped and served since childhood, Sean was uncertain.

      He’d fallen for her the moment he saw her. She said she loved him, too.

      But after all this…was he really willing to marry her?
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        * * *

      

      Moira giggled as she attempted for the third time to lift a chow mein noodle to her mouth using the slick round chopsticks the shipboard restaurant provided. “I am so not good at this.” It slid back to the plate and wriggled into the pile of noodles as if it were sentient.

      “A devious plot that’s called part of the dining experience.” Sean posed with his chopsticks in the air like some cigar-smoking film star out of the Golden Age of Hollywood. “Experience the culture, savor the culinary delights, and never realize that you’ve barely eaten a half cup’s worth of nutrition because it’s taken you twice as long as usual to get the kung pao from your plate to your taste buds.”

      “Right.” She chased another noodle around the circumference of the plate. “I suppose they want us to eat very small portions so the supplies last for the duration of the cruise.”

      “They won’t run out.” Sean leaned in, grinning. “In case you were worried.”

      She gave him a faltering smile. “I wasn’t.”

      “You were.” That roguish grin grew, and his eyes danced. “Go on. Admit it.”

      “Well, maybe a little. It’s a long cruise.”

      “Long enough we can try every one of the restaurants. The best part of traveling by ship—the food!”

      “My mother always said the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. Should I worry that you’ll fall madly in love with one of the sous-chefs?”

      He reached out and took her hand in his strong, deft fingers. Warmth flew from her fingertips to steal her breath from her lungs, send her pulse skyrocketing. The chopsticks vibrated in her grasp.

      “I’m already madly in love with you, Moira Lynn Selkirk. No room in my heart for anyone else.”

      She let the chopsticks clatter to the plate. She was hungry for something else. “Want to go walk on the deck in the moonlight?”

      Lighter on his feet than anyone else she’d ever known, Sean was up and next to her, pulling her out of her chair and into his gentle embrace. “And give up the chance to let some Mongolian Barbeque-er steal my affections? I’d like nothing better than to walk with you in the light of the beautiful moon.”

      She closed her eyes and tilted her face for a kiss.

      A tap on the nose, rather than the smooch she was expecting.

      “Hey!”

      Sean still had her firmly with one arm around her waist, but the other pointed at the table next to them. “But there’s no moonlight. Clouds are rolling in and we’re due for a squall by midnight.”

      “You’re kidding, right?

      “Nope.” He reached in his jacket. “Luckily, I scored us tickets for a show that starts soon. Right after … ”

      She took a step back, easing out of his comfortable hold, and narrowed her eyes. “What now?”

      He scooped up the little dish holding their fortune cookies. “Can’t forgo dessert. Especially when our fate and future are contained within these delectable pieces of … ” He stopped, tilted his head like a cocker spaniel. “What are these made out of, anyway? Pastry? Dough?”

      “I’m not really sure.” She fished one out. “Maybe batter, like a crunchy pancake?”

      “Whatever they are, I’m expecting great things from this.” He took the second cookie and set the dish back down. “Ready? On the count of three. One, two—”

      She cracked hers before he finished the count and slid the slender piece of paper out, then let the brown pieces of whatever-it-was fall into her plate on top of the forlorn chow mein.

      “Hey! No fair!” Sean held his cookie, still unbroken, on his open palm.

      “I haven’t looked at it, yet.” She waved it in the air. “You can still go first.”

      With an exaggerated eyeroll, he held his cookie high and ceremoniously broke it in the middle. While the paper fluttered to the table, he shoved first one half, then the other, into his mouth.

      Now it was Moira’s turn to roll her eyes. “I suppose you need me to read mine first, since you’re too polite to talk with your mouth full?”

      Sean nodded vigorously and pointed to suddenly-emerging chipmunk cheeks.

      “Here goes.” She squinted at her fortune. “Five, seven, twenty-five, thirty-five, and forty-nine.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed. Grabbing his napkin, he held it to his mouth and cleared his throat. “Must be predicting how many children and grandchildren you’re going to have.”

      She smirked at him. “You get to change all the dirty diapers.”

      “Never mind.” He waved his finger in a circle. “Come on, turn it over.”

      “Every woman deserves to be treated as if they were the daughter of a King. Few women are.” She dropped it as if it burned her, and rubbed her fingertips on her napkin. “That’s . . . weird.”

      He groped for his water glass. “Cheery.” He gulped the liquid, crunched an ice cube. “Not sure I even want to look at mine, after that.”

      “Don’t be a spoilsport. It’s all random, you know. No one puts any stock in these. They’re just fun little sayings.”

      “Righto.” His gaze flicked down to the fortune, still on the table. A muscle twitched in his cheek.

      “You have to pick it up to read it.”

      He stood up and reached for her hand. “Let’s go watch the show in the lounge. If we’re lucky we can still get a table near the stage.”

      “Okay.” She rose to her feet as gracefully as she could, balancing on her unaccustomed stiletto heels in spite of the barely-perceptible motion of the cruise ship. Casually, she reached down to nab the fortune he’d left behind.

      “Don’t do that.” He scooped it up and shoved it in his pocket with a grimace.

      “You’re no fun!”

      “Fun is overrated. Let’s blow this popsicle stand, Your Highness.”

      He crooked his elbow and escorted her out of the dining room as if she were the fairy-tale princess referred to on the fortune cookie fortune.

      Pity she still felt more like the frog.
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        * * *

      

      The curved halls of the cruise liner disoriented Sean. Which way were the interconnected cabins they shared? Which way was the musical revue show they’d planned to see?

      After opening the fortune cookie and holding the Tuatha-imbued slip of paper, he wasn’t even sure he knew which way was up any more.

      Moira laughed, a warm pleasant sound, snuggling next to him and clasping his arm as if her life depended on it.

      Considering what he’d sensed, dark residue clinging to his fortune, perhaps it did. He’d seen the words. Today is the last day of the first of your life.

      He tried to return her embrace, bask in the heat she radiated, but his arms were stiff and frost edged his veins. She had shown such blithe disregard for her message. How could she not perceive that it referred to her legacy, her inheritance?

      Then again, she seemed immune to the effects—well, most of the effects—of the magic that wove around them, the invisible cords that bound them together. And she’d never once referred to their midnight swim where she’d come into the fullness of her own power and puissance, shifting into her salt-water-enabled mermaid form.

      Had it even happened? Or had it been merely a dream of his, born of exhaustion and desire and one-too-many glasses of ale?

      The last day.

      “Isn’t the lounge this way?” She broke away from his side to peer down a hallway that looked much like a half dozen others. “I see a bunch of people heading there.”

      With his senses heightened, alert, he followed the crowd to the cruise Comedy and Crooners Lounge. Surely with a name that innocuous, he could shake off the heebie-jeebies?

      No such luck. Even crossing the threshold to the Art Deco styled room sent chill bumps creeping along his arms. If he had hackles in his human form he’d have raised them.

      Before he could change his mind about a walk on the deck, Moira led him to a table for two, situated directly in front of the stage. An opalescent vase held a vivid red oleander blossom. She slid gracefully into the nearest chair. Her lips curved into a gentle smile as she reached out to touch a petal. “Galveston is behind us, but a piece of her came aboard.”

      “Don’t touch that!” His tone came out sharper than he’d intended, more like a parent scolding an errant child than a concerned friend.

      She slanted him a look. “I’m not hurting anything. Just admiring it.”

      “It’s oleander. Poisonous.”

      “I wasn’t planning on eating it.” She folded her arms, an aggrieved expression on her face, as he edged gingerly onto the chair across from her.

      He flagged down a waitress, who flashed a practiced smile as she handed him a patent leather folder with a list of drink options.

      He didn’t need to open it. Not with the way this evening was going. “Irish whiskey. Neat.”

      Moira’s jaw was set as she glared at the empty stage.

      He nudged her elbow with the folder.

      “I’ll just have water, thanks.” Moira fussed with her updo, giving a little huff when a slender strand refused to stay tucked into its bobby-pinned position.

      She’s so cute when she does that.

      “My treat.” He took her hand.

      “Just water,” she repeated.

      The waitress nodded and left.

      “I had no idea everything would be a la carte.” She sighed, and some of the tension slid off her shoulders. “Although I don’t expect you to pay for everything. I’ve got plenty of money in savings.”

      He rubbed his forehead. “I suppose I should be grateful you’re not some gold digger out for everything you can get from me.”

      She fiddled with an earring. “That would be my mother, not me. She’s very disappointed I’ve fallen in love with a professional beachcomber.”

      “At least you admit I’m a professional.” His uneasiness started to lift. Maybe he’d seen omens where there was nothing but algorithm-driven drivel, or mantras poorly translated by some poor laborer in an overseas sweat shop.

      The lights flickered twice, the time-honored signal for audience members to take their seats. He adjusted the other chair so he would be next to, rather than across from, the most entrancing woman in the room. This close to her, he could breathe in the floral, fruity scent of her shampoo. Yum.

      He sat again, stretching his arm to encompass her slender shoulders.

      She scooted her seat away, just far enough to make her point.

      Guess I’m not forgiven after all.

      He dropped his arm. “Sorry.”

      A little huff was his only response.

      If the cruise ship catered to canines as well as humans, he’d be bedding down in the doghouse. He glanced at his watch. How long would she give him the silent treatment? Even on a vessel the size of this, it would get really old, really fast.

      As the lights dimmed a final time, he spared a quick glance around the other tables. Common carnations filled their centerpieces. Their table was the only one with the showy, deadly bloom.

      He rubbed his neck. Maybe he did have hackles after all.

      A row of stage lights popped on. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to our show.” A cultured baritone voice boomed through hidden loudspeakers. “Our featured performer is the lovely and talented headliner, our cruise line’s newest star, our very own Reagan O’Malley.”

      Those instincts of Sean’s crystallized.

      Reagan.

      The Morrigan.

      What was she doing here?
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        * * *

      

      Sean willed his racing pulse to stop galloping as spotlights on swivel stands danced through the audience. The rush of adrenaline waned while the stage lights waxed. He closed his eyes and counted to ten, opening again in time to follow the glowing orbs as they found their final focus on the small raised platform, illuminating a middle-aged man with a sleek, throwback pompadour. The emcee’s veneer-enhanced smile glinted, impossibly whiter and brighter than his tuxedo shirt bib. “But first, an up-and-coming comedic star. Give it up for Duncan Delaney!”

      A young man in a suit two sizes too large crossed the stage and took the microphone from Smiley Tux-Guy. His eyes flitted from one audience member to another. His tongue swept across his lips and sweat glistened on his forehead.

      “Poor kid. He looks nervous.” Moira leaned in, her eyes warm and concerned.

      “The lights are probably hot.” Even as he said it, Sean knew that wasn’t the issue.

      A shadow hovered over the comedian’s head, a palpable darkness with a beaked head and outstretched wings.

      Hecklers started jeering even before the young man stammered, “Good evening, I’m Dencan Dulaney. Uh, Duncan. Dunkin Da . . . , Da lay knee.” Stumbling over his own name was only the precursor of a cringeworthy monologue. With each lame joke, the jeers from the audience increased. With each failed wisecrack, the shadow behind him strengthened.

      “Let’s get out of here.” Sean tugged the collar of his shirt.

      She shook her head. “He needs encouragement. That would do the opposite.”

      The guy needed more than that. He needed a new schtick. Or a new career. Or better yet, a new location that wasn’t a cruise boat targeted by the Morrigan.

      Still, there might be a way to help him.

      Sean ran his thumb along the base of his claddagh ring, gathering fine tendrils of power.

      “Stop that. He’s mine.” The sibilant voice was so close to Sean’s ear he flinched.

      He darted a glance toward the sound, although he already knew what he’d see.

      Nothing.

      No one stood near, and no one sat even halfway close enough to have spoken those words to him.

      If he hadn’t seen the sinister slip of paper from the fortune cookie, felt the malevolent power that lay dormant within it, he’d have thought he was imagining things.

      But he wasn’t.

      What could he do? He was barely thirty years old, not an almost-immortal supernatural being. One magic ring does not a magic-wielder make.

      He spread his hands flat on the table, feeling his invisible power threads drop and dissolve as if they floated on his soft sigh of resignation.

      “Clever boy. Much cleverer than your father, may he rest in peace.”

      The kung pao chicken in Sean’s stomach threatened to take wing and fly north. He’d always wondered how his father, endowed with all the magic of royalty, a powerful Selkie in the prime of his strength, had drowned less than a quarter mile from shore.

      Now he knew.

      No wonder his mother, fragile and shrunken in widowhood, had urged him to keep a low profile. To meet Manannan on his tiny island, the one place where his realm jutted into human lands, and to skulk on strands and beaches around the globe on pollution patrol, but never to descend to the glittering underwater cities that were the center of the Kingdom of the Sea.

      Whatever his father had done to draw the wrath of the Morrigan, it had led to the near-destruction of his entire race.

      And now his dream vacation with the most beautiful girl on land and sea was turning into a nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      Moira rose from her chair, glad she’d opted to wear her glittery, strappy, impossibly high heels. They made her feel taller. Tall enough to be practically invincible. She tottered toward the stage, letting her hips sway with every stride. Basking in the glow of Sean’s admiration this past month had awakened in her an awareness of the power of femininity.

      Gathering that power around her like an invisible cloak, she held out her hand for the microphone. The young comedian practically threw it at her, offloading it as if it were radioactive.

      She spun to face the crowd, flicked her contemptuous gaze from one intoxicated guest to the next. “Give the kid a break. You came on this cruise to enjoy yourselves, relax, and have a good time. We all did. So don’t ruin it for the rest of us.”

      The jeering stopped as abruptly as it had started. Rustles and muffled coughs, throats cleared in embarrassment, and apologetic murmurs were the only noises in the room.

      Wow. She was used to fighting for the attention of entire classes full of high school students, but it had never been so easy to take control of a room before. This new adventure Sean had talked her into taking was turning into a real eye-opener.

      Moira proffered the mic to the comedian, giving him her warmest, most encouraging smile. “Back to you, Duncan. I’m sure you’ve got a great evening planned for us.”

      She settled into her seat, basking in the heady glow of personal satisfaction. “There. Now I’ve done my good deed for the day.”

      “Next ye’ll be singing karaoke with the headliner.” Sean scowled at her, his arms folded across his chest.

      “Excuse me?” She stared at him.

      “Everyone was watchin’ ye.”

      “Except you.” She hissed the words under her breath.

      The warmup guy handed off the show to the headliner, a sultry brunette wearing a bodycon dress comprised of strategically placed black feathers.

      Moira glanced at Sean. Even more remote than he’d been at dinner. his gaze was locked on the singer with the odd name.

      Treated like the Daughter of a king? She’d settle for having confidence in the ability to carry a tune without a bucket, like the woman on stage. Maybe then Sean would actually unbend enough to unlock the door that connected their two adjoining cabins.

      She scooted her chair a couple inches further away from him. Plunking her elbow on the table, she leaned her cheek onto her fist. Great evening this is shaping up to be. Wonder if I’ll die of boredom before it’s over?
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        * * *

      

      The stars glimmered, scintillating bright, above the deck. Moonlight turned clouds into opalescent fabric draped across the backdrop of an onyx sky. Seven floors down, the ocean lapped against the giant hull in phosphorescent waves and curled away in a v-shaped wake.

      Moira’s hand nestled in the crook of Sean's elbow, appreciating its steadiness. Up here, the boat’s rocking motion affected her balance more than in the hotel-like interior. “Hard to believe there’s a squall coming. It seems so peaceful.”

      “Like we're alone in the universe.” His voice, pitched low, rumbled in her ear like a bassoon, accompanied by an invisible orchestra composed of ship’s engine-tubas and the soft cymbal sounds of the water all around them.

      Moira tried to capture a lock of hair that kept escaping her casual updo before it fluttered into her mouth. “I've never seen the sky like this. I've always been so close to a city, or at least a major town, that only the brightest stars were visible.”

      “Beauty made invisible.” Sean whistled. “Or at least obscured.”

      “Doesn’t that mean something made it darker? This is more along the lines of washed out. Like a photograph that’s overexposed.” She leaned back, braced against the railing, and craned her neck to get a better look at the sky. “So much beauty above me every night and I never knew it.”

      Sean slid his hand to cup under her chin. “So much beauty in the world.” His lips brushed hers.

      The door from a nearby staircase flew open. A figure darted out.

      “Guess we're not as alone as we thought.” Sean eased away from Moira as the person ran along the deck, navigating the narrow section of passageway between the bridge and the railing, squeezing past deck chairs like a skier threading a slalom course.

      “He looks familiar.” Moira tensed.

      “Isn't that one of the actors from the show?”

      “Duncan! Hey, watch out!”

      Her warning was too late. One of the deck chairs was out of position and caught the young comedian squarely in the knee. He went sprawling with a quiet yelp.

      Sean sprinted toward him, light and sure on his feet in spite of the yaw and pitch of the deck. But inexplicably, he stopped. “Get up, lad. Fight her.”

      Duncan moaned and tugged on one of the plastic deck chairs. It gave him just enough leverage to help him stand. He took a couple tottering steps, edging away from Sean.

      With one hand sliding along the deck railing, the other extended out for balance, Moira rushed to the two men. “Are you okay?”

      “Leave me alone!” The young man grabbed the nearby railing with both hands, his knuckles starkly white in the glow of the deck lamps.

      “Sean, stop him.”

      “Don’t!” The comedian yanked off his formal jacket and kicked off his shoes. One skidded along the deck, like some odd fish trying to flop its way out of the human habitat.

      “What are you doing.? Tell me what’s wrong.” Moira tried to go around Sean, get closer to the desperate guy, but Sean blocked her with a burly arm.

      “Stay away from me!”

      She took a half step back as Sean’s body pressured her for more space. “Let’s go where it’s warm and talk about this.”

      Duncan glowered at them. “Don’t worry about me. I’m nobody.”

      Sean cleared his throat. “Everybody’s somebody.”

      That was the best he could do?”

      Shaking his head, the comedian said, “Not if you’re Pagliacci.”

      Moira gasped. “Wait!”

      Swift as a minnow, Duncan swung his leg over the railing, the satin stripe refracting light as if it were already part of the wavescape. “Tell them I’m sorry. But I’m no good at this. And I don’t want to screw up anyone else’s life.”

      Moira lunged forward as Duncan’s body pitched out into emptiness.

      Sean grabbed her, wrapped his arms around her as she buried her face in his shoulder.

      A wail, thin and reedy, floated on the night air. Like a seagull’s plaintive klee, scarcely human. Chilling.

      Moira shoved her fists against Sean’s chest, feeling the heat radiating off him in the cool night air. “Help him! Go after him!”

      Sean’s jaw was granite, his eyes flint as he stared out over the water. “I can’t.”

      “Well, then, I will.” She fought free of Sean’s protective embrace. Balancing on one stiletto, she fussed at the strap of the other until she could slide her foot out. The second shoe came off more easily.

      Sean said something, but a gust of wind tore his words away. Her bobby pins chose that moment to release and her updo turned into a wild shock, whipping around her face and into her stinging eyes.

      Her legs weren’t long enough to do the horseback-rider swing over the railing. She braced herself like a gymnast mounting the uneven bars and balanced her hips on the edge for a long moment.

      Took a deep breath.

      Here goes.

      She stilled her whirling thoughts, concentrated on a picture of a fairy-tale mermaid in her mind’s eye. Disney’s Ariel, with red hair and green scaled tail. The serene Copenhagen statue. Every daydream of every little girl on every beach in the world.

      “Moira, don’t!” Sean’s anguished voice.

      She raised her arms. Steepled her fingertips into a point. Leaned forward and let the wind and air escort her to the waiting waves and water below.
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        * * *

      

      Sean’s hands fisted as he watched Moira’s body torpedo toward the water. She’d apparently watched enough divers on TV, or her instincts were sound enough, that her form wasn’t bad. But it wasn’t great, either. Her angle was a couple of degrees away from ideal.

      And seventy feet from deck to surface was a long way to fall.

      Breathe, sweetheart. You can do it. Breathe.

      “Two for the price of one.” The Morrigan’s purring voice over his shoulder startled him so much he spun to face her. His clenched fists raised in a defensive posture before he even paused for thought or consideration.

      “Planning to beat me up? A poor, defenseless woman?”

      He took a step back. But he didn’t bring his hands down. She was many things, but defenseless wasn’t one of them.

      A muffled splash. He didn’t dare take his attention from his foe.

      “Ohmygod!” One floor down, a woman screamed. Other passengers must have heard Moira hit the water, too. “Someone fell overboard!”

      The Morrigan placed an elegant, manicured hand on the railing. “You really should blend in. All of the little humans are rushing to see what’s going on. Of course, there isn’t much to see.”

      There wouldn’t be. Moira would transform, of course, but that would happen below the surface. The ship was moving so quickly that its giant bank of lights wouldn’t illuminate the water far enough to shine off her sleek fins or iridescent scales.

      The downside to the cruiseliner’s speed, of course, was that Moira and the hapless young man were already far behind. Whatever a mermaid’s top swimming velocity was, it wouldn’t be nearly fast enough to catch up to the ship again.

      That meant the captain had a decision to make. Turn back and hope for the best? Or keep going? It all depended on whether or not he really believed someone had gone off the deep end, or not.

      Sean turned to the Morrigan. “What do you get out of this, Macha Morrigna?”

      She shrugged a slim shoulder, which glinted pearly white under a filmy shawl. Sequins, meant to sparkle under the brilliant lights onstage, refracted splinters of orange and blue from her feather-covered bodice. “The boy was foolish enough to think he could make lots of money the easy way. It didn’t take much to hook him up with one of the cartels.”

      Sean shuddered. “Drugs? Doesn’t strike me as your cup of tea, Macha. Aren’t you more interested in crooked politics, hack and bash armies, and good old-fashioned pillaging?”

      “Oh, don’t be naive, princeling. The war on drugs is deliciously bloody. And so wonderfully global.” She licked her lips. “I savor every death. Even your little human girlfriend’s.” She turned back to the railing, her dark gaze flicking over the ship’s wake. “I do believe we’re slowing down. Too bad all they’ll find will be two drowned corpses.”

      He grabbed for the support of the cold sleek metal before his knees failed completely. Moira! He leaned over, scanning the whitecapped tips of the tossing waves, stretching his other senses as far as he could, but fear — and the powerful being next to him — limited his strength.

      “You can’t feel them, can you? They’re dying. Poor, pathetic humans.”

      True, he couldn’t reach them. But maybe she was bluffing, too. “Leave them be!”

      “Or what? Don’t tell me you have a death wish, too.” She licked her lips. “You still can join them, princeling. Perhaps you should. Go ahead. Jump. Unless you’d rather go back to your king and tell him how miserably you failed to keep whatever promise you made to him.” She twirled a raven lock of hair between her fingers. “What was it, anyway? Did she trample some sea turtle’s nest, and he sent you to fetch her for judgment? Maybe she drank from a straw at her local Starbucks? Drained oil into a sewer when she thought no one was watching?”

      Clarity came to Sean. Slowly, with dawning incredulity, he turned and looked - really looked — at the ancient witch.

      Her porcelain features blurred. Traces of crowsfeet lurked around her dark eyes and fine silver edged her stylish messy-bun chignon. The immaculate manicure shifted and her fingers warped into arthritic claws, her nails thick and yellowed underneath the layers of glossy polish.

      No wonder she was here, on board this ship in the middle of Manannan’s realm, the ocean.

      She was running out of places on land. Only a century after Gavrilo Princip fired a pistol and started a World War, Europe was practically a borderless, unified continent with a single currency and a stable economy. The last, secretive Asian dictator met with the brash American President—twice. Even the ISIS militants were down to their last hideyhole.

      This practically-immortal creature who thrived on discord and war was losing her battle for the hearts of mankind. And blood-born power, once so abundant she’d been revered as a goddess, was draining from her faster than the world could generate more.

      Sean braced himself on the balls of his feet, reaching through the layers of decking, past the steel and wood spine of the ship. He connected with the pulsing tidal water far beneath, the wellspring of his strength. “You’re not starting a war here, Old Lady Crow. Not here. Not today. Not on my watch.”

      A sneer on her face, her eyes narrowed, she reached out her talon-ended fingers to him. He sidestepped and she overreached herself, catching her balance on the railing just in time.

      Before she could turn, he captured her wrist in his right hand, and tugged it until it was trapped against her back just above her waist.

      She gave a little cry, a mew of displeasure.

      He intercepted her other arm and bent it backward as well.

      Although she tried to lurch forward, to pull away from him, she succeeded only in pulling her torso away from her shoulder joint. A hiss escaped her.

      He was large boned enough, strong enough, that he could span both her wrists in one hand, restraining her as securely as if he had her in handcuffs. His other arm snaked around to her front and cupped her mouth. “Hush, woman. You’ve caused more than enough harm for the day.”

      Two white-uniformed crewmen arrived, as sturdy and broad-shouldered as linebackers.

      “What’s going on, sir?” The older of the two planted his hands on his hips, a stern frown on his face. The younger held a walkie-talkie, whose outdated technology and limited reach worked perfectly for a ship this size in the middle of the sea.

      “Gentlemen, good timing. This woman has been smuggling drugs. I believe you’ll find she planted some for misdirection, and she pushed an unfortunate young man overboard—” he jerked his head toward the stern “—trying to implicate him in her scheme.”

      “Apprehending her now, sir.” Young Crewman barked into the radio while Older Crewman produced a ziptie from a pouch on his belt.

      “You can’t do this!” The Morrigan jutted her chin out.

      “Sure, I can, and I have, milady.” Sean doffed an imaginary cap and bowed. “Ye’ll have plenty o’ time to think of new ways to make mankind miserable. But you’ll be leaving my Moira out of your little traps from now on.”

      “We’ll see about that!” Her obsidian eyes met his as Crewmen 1 and 2 tugged her toward the nearest stairwell.

      Sean took a deep shuddering breath. Whether her threat had any teeth to it, and would come back to bite him later, he had no idea.

      If there was any surveillance tape available, she’d be released in a heartbeat, of course. And those grainy images would undoubtedly show Moira’s involvement—and his own deer-in-the-headlights moment.

      So many possibilities. None favorable.

      Moira was far away. Too far, even with the thread of Tuatha power that wove through their tenuous emotional connection like a shimmering silver cord. And she was farther from him with each passing second.

      The ship had dropped a couple of buoys and a life raft, but then had picked up steam again when no bodies had been seen on the surface waving for help or rescue.

      His heart pounded in helpless anxiety. He couldn’t feel her bright effervescent energy any more.By now, she was out of his reach, even if he took Selkie form and threw himself overboard in pursuit. In short, she was on her own.

      He could only hope he hadn’t lost her for good less than a month after he’d finally found her.

      And God help him, what in the world was he going to tell Manannan?
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        * * *

      

      Moira was prepared for the water to be cold. To be uncomfortable. She wasn’t prepared for the dive into it to be like plowing into a wall of darkness, or to be shoved and pushed as currents eddied around her in sullen, salt-gritty swirls.

      She had expected her mermaid tail to form, her feet to shift into broad flukes and her skin to coalesce into scales like miniature armor. She had not expected her scales to collect and absorb information like an array of radar tracking stations.

      She could sense schools of herring fluttering near the surface where algae and barnacles hung from jetsam, their reflective bodies casting tiny shimmers of moonlight into the murky deeps. Krill and plankton bobbed,quiescent without sunlight to stimulate their phytocells. Somewhat below her, napping in the cool night current, a large sunfish conserved its strength and dreamed of a jellyfish feast, so vivid in her awareness she could taste stinging tentacles on her own lips.

      Behind her, receding at a pace too rapid for her to catch, the cold iron frame of the gigantic ship sent ripples and disturbances through the universe, the grumble of its engines drowning out distant whalesong and dolphinclicks. And to her left, fifteen feet down, something that didn’t belong in her ocean. Something that radiated pain and distress, calling to her in a voiceless plea.

      Duncan!

      She tried to paddle with her arms, but wasn’t strong enough to do more than steer herself in the general direction. And time was short. Muffled bubble sounds and the subtle battering of tiny ripples in the larger current waves informed her burgeoning senses that the young man had lost the breath of air he’d gasped in self-preservation on the way down.

      Desperation and desire triggered her leg muscles. A powerful stroke propelled her forward.

      “Eep!” An air bubble escaped her mouth and headed for the surface. She grabbed her mouth, covered her nose, lips, and chin with her fingers while terror rose in her gut.

      I still don’t know how to breathe!

      Her one and only experience in the ocean had been the night she’d met Sean. He’d guessed at her heritage, told her she was part sea-creature, and they’d cavorted in the shallows surrounded by moonlight and the magic of first love. She knew she had flukes. But did she have gills?

      Her mother would say she was crazy. Jumping off a perfectly good boat, with a perfectly good almost-fiancé next to her, to save a kid who didn’t even want to be saved.

      Yet here she was.

      The cruiseliner’s turbines, at full power, had taken the ship at least a half mile.

      The groggy sunfish stirred, its fishy mind telling her it wanted to investigate the interlopers in its watery world.

      And…The kid was drowning.

      Help me. What do I do? She reached out along the fraying rope in her mind anchoring her to Sean, something she hadn’t even acknowledged but had taken for granted for weeks.

      “Breathe.” His worried voice, comforting and strong, resonated in her head.

      She gasped.

      Joy! Her empty lungs accepted the water as it cascaded into them, and found lifegiving oxygen within it.

      Another deep breath of rich, beautiful, smelly salt water, and she was ready. Flexing her knees for power and using her tapered fingers as keel and rudder, she launched herself like a guided missile toward the floundering young man.

      When she got near, he clawed frantically. His eyes pearled white and wide in the gloom. His legs churned the water into froth.

      She stopped, just beyond his frenzied reach, and bobbed in the lifting current. He didn’t have long arms or weapons, but he could seriously hurt her if he didn’t stop panicking.

      The sunfish circled behind him, its bulk a glistening shimmer in the darker shadows. It turned to face her and poked its snub nose between young Duncan’s flailing arm and his ribcage. The kid released the last of his air in an anguished scream, but his frantic movements stopped.

      Now Moira could act. Keeping the sunfish between them, she grabbed his wrist in both hands, leaned in, and locked her mouth on his in a semblance of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. She breathed oxygen into him, over and over again, until his frightened squirming subsided and he stopped fighting the water surrounding him.

      That was close.

      He was stabilized. Time to head for the surface. With any luck, they’d be able to find something — maybe even a lifeboat — to cling to while they waited for rescue.

      Sean knew they were overboard. Surely he’d have a search party, the Coast Guard, someone, looking for them, Wouldn’t he?

      She pointed up, and Duncan nodded vigorously. She swam behind him and enveloped his chest with her arms, securing him.

      The sunfish faced them both, and — bowed. There was no other name for it.

      She smiled. “Thank you.” Not exactly words, not exactly thoughts, but somehow she was sure the creature understood her.

      If only Sean were this easy to read!

      Her heart skipped a beat. At least she’d be back with him soon. She hoped. And then he’d better answer some questions . . . .

      Before she could pump her flukes to ascend, a vortex swirled around her. At first she thought it was her imagination, but as the sensation intensified over a matter of milliseconds, she realized it was not anything she’d concocted. It was real.

      She lost her grasp around Duncan’s chest. A strong upwelling current lifted him in giant spirals, surface-bound, while a countercurrent pulled her inexorably in the other direction.

      Down.

      Down and away.

      Into the midnight blue waters where sunlight never penetrated. Away from the light and warmth of the surface. Down into the unknown and unknowable. Away from the man she’d started to love and plan a future with.

      She closed her eyes as the vastness of the sea swallowed her.

      “Hello, daughter.” A deep voice spoke in a sonar-enhanced tone. “Welcome to my world.”
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      “Daddy? Is there really a monster that lives at the bottom of the lake?” A tiny quavering voice spoke.

      A deep chuckle was the reply and the handsome man reached down to fluff the little girl’s blonde curls. Her bright blue eyes looked up at him with concern. She kept glancing at the lake in front of them.

      “I mean it, Daddy. I’ve heard some of the stories. There is a monster that lives in the middle of this lake.” There was a six-year-old’s concern in her voice. She clutched at his hand as they both looked out over the rising sun coming up over the mountains and the glassy sheen of the lake.

      McKinnely looked down at his daughter, giving her a bright smile before scooping her up into his arms making her giggle. She snuggled close into him, wrapping her small arms around his neck.

      “I would never let anything happen to you, Rue. We take care of the lake and it will take care of you. Remember that,” he spoke in all seriousness.

      She smiled, clinging to his neck and planting a kiss to his cheek.

      “I love the lake, Daddy. I feel like I’m home when we come here. I will always try to keep it safe,” she declared.

      “I know, my lovely little Rue. That is why you will be the owner and the guardian of this lake someday,” McKinnely spoke softly, kissed her forehead, hugging her closer to him.

      He would have to start teaching her all about what it meant to be the guardian. Everything in the lake, everyone he amended to himself. There was so much more that needed to be protected. McKinnely wondered how much time he actually had to do his job. Things had been restless in lately. He knew within every fiber of his being something was going to happen.

      She giggled in his arms and he looked at her. “The pixies keep telling me. They seem to like me and I like them too,” Rue smiled giggling up at her father, her eyes bright.

      McKinnely looked down at his daughter with surprise. “You’ve been talking to the pixies?”

      Rue squirmed and he put her down. “Of course I talk to them, Daddy. I’m going swimming now.”

      McKinnely watched in wonderment as his daughter fiercely walked into the water and dove. A pixie lighted on his shoulder.

      “She will be a great guardian, Kin,” the four-inch pixie warrior spoke, his wings sparkling in the morning light.

      McKinnely nodded. “I know. When did your family start talking to her?” He glanced at the small man with red gold hair and startling purple eyes, dressed in the latest Ken doll sumMer clothing line with a sword at his side.

      The pixie flew around to look at McKinnely straight on. “Ryn was watching her make a faerie garden and just had to get in on the action. Sorry, I know that’s not what you wanted,” the pixie spoke, his wings turning a slight blue color with worry.

      McKinnely smiled. “It’s fine, Zax. She needs to learn sometime. I just thought I would be the one introducing her to it all.” He shook his head in wonder, looking out to watch Rue dive under the water again.

      The pixie’s wings turned back to gold. “Ya, well, kids will do what they want and change the heck out of your plans,” Zax laughed, looking out to Rue. “Look at Ryn right now, following her. Ryn loves your little girl. My girl will guard yours with her life. Just like I do for you.”

      McKinnely smiled. “And I would do the same for you, Zax. I appreciate everything you do. Have you heard anything lately?”

      Zax’s attitude changed in an instant, his lips set in a grim line as he sat on Kin’s shoulder again.

      “No, but something is off.”

      “I know. I feel it. I haven’t been able to get ahold of Krill yet.”

      “Damn scum sucker always takes his time.”

      Kin chuckled. “True. But time moves differently in the water. I just wish he would hurry the hell up.”

      “Ryn, don’t get your wings soaked! You’ll have to swim back and the sun fish will try to eat you,” Zax shouted.

      A zip of pink skimmed over the water. “I’m fine, Dad. Besides, it’s fun trying to outswim the sunfish,” a high-pitch reply came back.

      Rue’s head came up out of the water. “Come in, Daddy. It’s so warm and there are so many fish!”

      McKinnely chuckled. “Coming, my little petite poisson.”

      Ruelle was extra special. McKinnely had fallen for one of the Merfolk of the lake. Ruelle’s mother had chosen to leave to be with him. It had been true love, but Daryah had started to die only a few days after Ruelle was born. There was no explanation for it. It was like all of Daryah’s life force had been given to their daughter. Daryah had nothing left and quietly slipped away. McKinnely had brought his wife back to the lake, wrapped reverently in silk. With Rue in her bassinet crying on the shore, McKinnely had carried Daryah into the water. With his heart breaking, he had given her back to the waters she came from.

      Assan, the ruler of the lake and waters, thereby had taken Daryah from him. He had stood in front of McKinnely with a sad smile.

      “I shall take her home to receive the burial of our people,” he spoke softly. “She loved you with all she had, Kin. She wanted you and Ruelle. You’ll bring her back to know her family?”

      McKinnely had smiled back. Daryah had always called him Kin and it had stuck.

      “Thank you, Assan, and of course I’ll be bringing our daughter back. It’s part of her more than me. She’ll have a deeper connection to you all.”

      Assan nodded. “She will always have a home here. It will be interesting to see if she can be in the water with us. Only time will tell.”
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        * * *

      

      He watched from just below the surface at the reef. He was fascinated with the little human who was diving and swimming in his father’s lake. He was told the little girl would be the new guardian.

      “You will have to watch over her when she’s here, Orin,” his father had told him.

      He sat on a rock at the reef and watched her, absently petting the eels that swirled around him. He swished his tail, iridescent green scales sparkling in the sun. His handsome young face and  black hair bobbing with the small waves on the lake.

      Orin had been swimming around the reef with his friends when he saw the new little guardian on the shore. The others had teased him about being so entranced by the little land dweller.

      “She’s the new guardian. We have a responsibility to watch out for her,” Orin had frowned at them, trying to sound and look more adult than he was.

      He was the son of the ruler of these waters, but sometimes he hated the responsibility of it all. He was like any other kid that just wanted to have fun. Was that really too much to ask?

      “Your dad is ruler, not you. Come on, Orin, let’s go scare the girls,” his friend Rush spoke in a whining voice.

      Orin shook his head. “How am I ever going to learn anything or show Dad I’m ready for more responsibility if I don’t stay and watch?”

      Rush gave him a look of disgust, shaking his head. “You’re only eleven turns, Orin. We’re supposed to be pulling pranks and chasing girls.”

      “Rush,” Orin made an aggravated sound. “I gotta do this. My Dad would pluck my scales if I don’t listen to him.”

      “I guess. Just seems unfair that you have to do it. I just wanna go have some fun.”

      “Ya,” Orin sighed. “But I gotta. I’ll catch up with you all later. Tell Swish to stay away from fishing lines, would ya? Hooks in the scales are horrible to get out.”

      “Ain’t that the truth. That boy is as dumb as a leech sometimes,” Rush muttered and chuckled.

      Orin laughed. “Go on. I’m sure I won’t be too long.”

      Rush nodded. “Fine. See ya soon then.”

      Orin took a spot on the reef and had listened to the conversation of the current guardian Kin and the pixie. There was something going on with the lake. He didn’t know what it was either. He was too young to sit in on all the briefings his father was having, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew something wasn’t right. He had heard all of the whispers about a sea witch in the area, but there hadn’t been one in the area since the times of Candra. There had been a great battle and the water had turned red with blood of the Merfolk, but Candra had literally turned the tides. She had been that strong even though turning the tides was something only royals or even gods of the sea could do. She had beat back the sea witch and now they were at peace.

      The lake had been quiet and serene for many years after. The unease was something that seemed to be coming in from the deep vents that linked up to the Atlantic. Not all Merfolk liked saltwater and enjoyed the fresh waters at Tunk. His family ruled the surrounding area for millennia or more with the help of McKinnely’s family. They helped keep the lake clean and safe from the outside world.

      Orin’s father had said the reason it was McKinnely’s family was because of Candra. She had been an elder of the Merfolk, a very respected oracle. Humans barely listened to each other. What were the chances they would listen to Merfolk who came out of the water? They would destroy them all because they weren’t like them. Humans always destroyed that which they did not understand.

      All creatures of the waters needed protecting, from humans and themselves. If something wasn’t done, everything they enjoyed as Merfolk would cease to exist. She had foreseen the need of making a guardian for them. Someone to watch over and protect the waters of the surrounding area. She had climbed from the waters of Tunk Lake, becoming human so she could do something about it.  She had mated and married a magic user. Together they had become the guardians and protectors of the lake and local waters. She and her family on the land left it to each generation to do so.

      But the newest guardian would be different because one of her parents had been a Mermaid and not just a descendant of Candra. She would be the best guardian and protector the lake and sea had seen since Candra herself. Or so Orin’s father had told him, so he watched over Ruelle whenever she was at the lake. Just like the little pixie did. Everyone loved her and would fight to see she was well looked after.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It had been close to a year since McKinnely really felt the unease in the water. There had been deaths, but they had been shrugged off as normal. The fishing grounds had changed slightly, but that wasn’t anything new either. McKinnely smiled at the now seven-year-old Rue sitting with her life jacket on in the boat. They were going across the lake in the speedboat and not the sedate canoe or kayak. There was a meeting with the Merfolk so time was of the essence.

      “Go faster, Daddy!” she laughed, clapping her hands.

      He glanced at her again. “Alright, my petite,” he smiled and revved the boat a little faster.

      It was like a storm instantly appeared, the sky becoming dark as night with lightning streaking across. The wind picked up with great force and the waves started to crash up and over the sides of the boat. McKinnely instantly started to slow the boat motor, not liking what was going on. Rue started to whimper curling into a ball on the floor.

      “Daddy? What’s going on?”

      “It’s ok, Ruelle. We’ll go back to shore,” he spoke assuringly.

      Kin turned away and grimaced because he really wasn’t sure they would make it back to shore. They were too far away and they were in the deepest section on the lake which led out to the Atlantic. He could hold his breath longer than most to be able to go diving and swimming with the Merfolk, but not in this section of the lake. He could only hope Assan and the other Merfolk would show up soon to help get them to shore safely.

      Being on a lake between two mountains made the cracks of thunder even louder than normal because the sound reverberated and echoed. The lightning was a rich purple. It could only mean magic was on the air and someone was behind the storm.

      Rue began crying with fright.

      “It’s going to be ok, baby. Daddy will get us safely to shore,” he called out over his shoulder. He had always been able to have some sort of sway over the waters because of his heritage, but not today. He had never seen or come against anything like this before.

      “Something isn’t right with the water. Something is mad,” Rue yelled over the thunder. “Why is it so mad, Daddy?”

      His eyes went wide. She could tell what was in the water? “What is mad, baby?”

      She shook her head at him, tears streaming down her face. “I don’t know. I can just tell that it’s really mad and angry. It wants the lake. It can’t have the lake. It will kill everything if it gets it.”

      Kin jerked in surprise again. His daughter really was more in tune with the lake than anyone realized. He could feel an evil presence, but not what it was. That she could have more insight to it all shook him to the core.

      “Nothing will destroy the lake,” Kin answered, but even his voice wasn’t convincing. He really wasn’t sure he could get the boat to shore.

      He saw the shimMer of scales in the waters. It gave him a glimMer of hope, but then a larger wave came out of nowhere, swamping the motor and the boat came to a stop.

      Kin rushed to Rue, scooping her up in his arms and holding her tight. She clung to him, trying to muffle her sobs against his neck. He shifted, trying to stand on the deck, but was having difficulty with the rush of the waves. He couldn’t even tell where they were on the lake anymore.

      Hands touched the side of the boat and someone rose up over it. Kin gasped at the sight of one of the warrior Merfolk.

      “We need to get you out of here. Something evil is coming.”

      “Can you get us to shore, Levi?” Kin yelled to be heard over the storm’s noise and Rue’s crying.

      “We shall try,” was the reply from the handsome Merwarrior.

      Then it hit. A wave crashed over them. What looked like a black arm cracked down on top of the boat. Rue screamed and so did Kin, wide-eyed and looking to Levi for help. The boat split in half and they were thrown into the lake. They were separated when it happened. Rue was screaming for her father, choking as she tried to stay above the water with her life preserver on.

      Kin was screaming for Rue, trying to swim in her direction before the next wave hit. He didn’t make it. Another wave crashed over them. Rue bobbed and gasped for air. When she caught her breath, she screamed even louder when she saw something dark rising out of the water to grab her father.

      “Daddy!”

      “Ruelle!” he screamed back, trying to fight whatever had him.

      Rue felt arms come around her and she screamed, wrestling against them.

      “It’s just me. Orin,” his voice rose above her screams and she stopped struggling.

      She turned to look at him with fright. “Someone has to help him!”

      They both turned to look at the monster that held McKinnely in its grasp. It looked like a leviathan. There had never been one in this lake or the waters nearby. How had it gotten in? The vents that linked to the Atlantic were supposed to be well guarded.

      “My father and guards will help him,” Orin tried to sooth the tearful little girl. “I have to get you to shore.” He started to swim as she screamed, squirming in his grasp.

      “No! We have to help my Daddy!”

      Another wave crashed over them and the yelling stopped. Ruelle watched in horror as her father used his magic to fight the beast holding him. He turned toward her as if he knew she was watching. Sadness and despair on his face.

      “I am so sorry, Ruelle. I love you, my petite poisson. Always remember that,” he yelled over the roar of the beast and the storm.

      “Love you, Daddy, please!” She screamed back reaching for him, pleading for him to come get her and keep her safe.

      She saw him nod to the Merfolk helping him fight the beast and her little heart broke. She knew what was going to happen. She knew. Her father gathered all his magic to him and let it out to the beast. There was a boom and a blast of light.

      She couldn’t see anything as another wave crashed over them. As the wave passed, she saw the beast was bleeding and sinking into the water. But she couldn’t see her father. The beast must still be holding him. She couldn’t see him anywhere.

      In that moment, the little girl broke. Her magic burst from her in a rush of anguish.

      “DADDY!” she screamed and the power that was held within her small frame whipped out.

      Everything stopped and went still. The magic came out of her in waves. Anyone watching would have seen it like a massive ripple affect like when tossing stones into still water. The storm cleared when the magic rolled over it. The sun peeked from behind clouds while the waves of the water slowed to gentle laps against the shore.

      Ruelle was still bobbing in her life jacket. She was gasping for breath, slapping at the water with tears streaming down her face.

      “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy,” she called out like a mantra.

      Orin was in shock beside the young guardian, not daring to touch her. Other Merfolk popped out of the water looking bewildered, turning toward them. Ruelle kept up her litany, eyes searching for her father, expecting to see him break through the water and come get her. The beast should have let go so her father would come for her and they would go to shore and be safe.

      Orin watched his father swim toward them. Assan looked battle worn, a gash upon his brow that was bleeding slowly, staining his blond hair crimson.

      “Ruelle,” Assan spoke, reaching toward her.

      She swatted at him and scowled. “Where’s my Daddy? I want my Daddy and I want him now! Get me my Daddy!”

      Assan jerked in shock, but quickly recovered. This time she let him take her hands and haul her to him.

      “Where is my Daddy? Why isn’t he with you? Where is he?” Ruelle demanded, trying to look around Assan.

      “My sweet girl,” Assan started to speak softly as they floated in the water.

      “I’m not yours! Where is my Daddy? He said we would be safe. He said we would get to shore safe and you would help us! Why didn’t you help him? Where is my Daddy?” Her chin came up in defiance, but wobbled, tears streaming down her face again.

      Assan held her close, not knowing what to say to the small guardian. “I am so sorry, Ruelle. So sorry.” He felt as though he had failed her and lost a son as surely as she had just lost her father.

      “No, no, no, no,” her low litany started. “I want my Daddy…”

      Assan held the sobbing child with Orin looking on helplessly.

      “There is no sign on the monster anywhere. It has fallen into the deep. Nor is there any sign of Kin,” Levi came up out of the water beside the king.

      Ruelle sobbed even louder, beginning to hyperventilate. She kept whispering for her father.

      “What will happen now, father?” Orin spoke softly, tears shimMering in his eyes as he looked at his father holding the last guardian of the lake. He was trying to stay strong and not cry.

      “Ruelle will be the next guardian,” Assan spoke softly, his hand rubbing up and down her hair, shushing her as he did.

      “But she can’t live in the lake. She isn’t Mer,” Orin’s eyes were wide.

      “Where is Kin? Where is Kin?” a shrill voice spoke. “Is he safe? Rue?”

      All of the Merfolk turned as the pixies from the shore came out to them. Zax was the one yelling, sword held in his hand.

      “She is here. Safe,” Assan replied solemnly, regret filling his voice. Ruelle still clung to him, sobbing softly.

      Zax and Ryn flew close to them.

      “Where is Kin? We saw the monster and the ripple of magic, but then nothing. What’s going on?” Zax demanded, zipping close and back in agitation.

      “We were attacked. We have lost Kin,” Assan spoke softly.

      Zax stopped right in front of him, barely moving. A look of confusion and disbelief clear on the pixie’s face.

      “What do you mean lost him? How can you lose him?”

      Assan sighed, closing his eyes before looking again at Zax.

      “The leviathan took him when it attacked the boat. When the magic crashed, there has been no sign of either of them.”

      Rue gasped and pulled back to look at Assan with eyes wide in horror.

      “I killed him? I killed my Daddy? I killed him? I was trying to save him,” she screamed. She had been trying to save him. To kill the monster so he could come and keep her safe. Not kill him. What had she done?

      Assan stared at her in shock and he could feel her small form building up with energy again. She was the strongest guardian he had ever come across before in his lifetime or ones before her. He set free his own magic, placing his palm on her forehead.

      “Sleep, little one,” Assan breathed his own magic over her. For a moment he had fear her magic would fight against his and it wouldn’t work. But Ruelle had expended so much energy and couldn’t keep the fight up any longer.

      She succumbed to the spell and fell asleep in his arms. Ryn stood on her shoulder, tears streaming down her small face too, patting Rue’s face.

      Assan called upon Krill to help him take care of the new young guardian. Krill was the chosen Mer that would change back and forth to human to go on land when needed to help guardians and take care of any affairs of the Mer. Krill even had a cabin on land not far from the one owned by the Candra family. But they were both going to take her to see her aunt. Only high magic Merfolk could change forms and go to land whenever they wanted.

      It was decided they would get ahold of McKinnely’s sister, Marilee, to take care of Ruelle. Being her father’s sister it was deemed proper to do so.

      The official story of McKinnely’s death was written up as accidental. That a storm had come up and taken the boat, McKinnely with it, Ruelle barely surviving the ordeal.

      Marilee had grudgingly answered Krill’s call to take custody. Ruelle had still been under Assan’s sleep spell when she was placed in her aunt’s car. Marilee hadn’t even wanted to touch her niece. She hated everything that had to do with guardians and the things that went with it. But Marilee was all about having access to the power and wealth of being Ruelle’s guardian until she was eighteen. That would be when Ruelle would be of legal age to have access to everything. Until that time, Marilee would have access to an extremely generous stipend to take care of Rue. Plus if she could provide proof that certain things were indeed in Ruelle’s benefit to a lawyer, she could get even more money. She was a busy acting director of medicine at Bangor Medical so she knew how to tell a story just right to make things shed a good light in her favor. She planned to send her niece to a boarding school across the country or maybe even overseas just so she wouldn’t have her under foot and keep everything for herself. What did a seven-year-old really need anyway?

      “Put her in the car,” she said to Assan dismissively standing by the expensive crossover vehicle. “Why is she still asleep? Shouldn’t she be awake?” she frowned.

      “She was overwrought and needed to sleep. She’ll wake up soon,” Assan answered, his voice rough. He was already rethinking allowing this woman to take the girl.

      Marilee sniffed. “It was stupid of my brother to take her out on the lake when there was a storm coming in.”

      Krill was about to argue with her, to correct her misconception about her brother, but Assan shook his head at him. Krill frowned, growling slightly before moving back to stand beside the king.

      “It was a tragedy that affects us all. Kin will be sorely missed.”

      “McKinnely. I always hated that nickname. It was horrid.”

      The Mermen both gaped at her.

      “You’ll take good care of her? Bring her back when she’s ready?” Assan asked.

      Marilee’s eyes went a little wide at the question.

      “She will be taken care of. It will be her decision if she wishes to come back,” Marilee stated. She got into her vehicle without another word or backward glance.

      “Did we do the right thing?” Krill asked watching the vehicle drive out of sight.

      “I hope so, Krill. I really hope so. Only time will tell.”

      They both turned away and went back to the water, wondering if the evil was more widespread than originally thought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It had been eleven years since she had been back. She was eighteen and graduated early from university with a start on a law degree. She had to keep herself busy or her mind would jump back to the day in the lake. The day her life was changed forevermore.

      Her therapist had encouraged her to come back to see where it all started and make peace. To know her father’s death had been an accident and she could never have anything to do with it.

      Her aunt had set her up with a therapist and then sent her away. She had gone to a posh boarding school overseas. To fit in, she had to learn to adapt extremely quick. There had been no real time to grieve the death of her father, for which she had always resented her aunt for.

      It wasn’t until her eighteenth birthday that she had realized how much her aunt hadn’t wanted her. The lawyer for the Candra estate had finally gotten ahold of her. There wasn’t any bypassing things anymore and her aunt didn’t have a say. The lawyer, Cassie Boudreau, was from a firm that had worked with her family for as long as she could remember. She really liked Cassie and was a serious lady who didn’t like her aunt as much as she did.

      “Let me be blunt with you, kid. Your aunt has managed to squeeze every penny she could from the Candra trust. Being who she is, she was always able to convince the judge it was going to be used in your best interests. We tried on multiple occasions to overturn these requests, but the judge always sided with her.”

      “Judge Whitman. Family friend, or should I say possible Friend With Benefits to my aunt,” Rue interrupted and shuddered when she said it. The image made her wish there was such a thing as brain bleach.

      Cassie raised a brow at her, but nodded. “You’re absolutely right. I questioned a few times when I was in court if that was the case. If I had proof, I could get those requests overturned and your aunt would have to pay it all back with interest.”

      Rue chuckled. “Ya, I like you indeed, Cassie. Can I call you Cassie?”

      “Of course.”

      “Are you sure about getting things overturned?”

      “With proof, absolutely. They would both be in serious trouble,” Cassie paused and took a sip of her coffee. “Something else I wanted to pass by you. Your aunt has been courting this big company with promises that she’ll be able to sell them land around Tunk Lake. She told them she’ll be able to get your acceptance and signature to sign off on it.” Cassie raised a brow to her. “Any truth to that?”

      Rue sat back stunned. She had no idea her aunt was trying to sell off the land that had been in their family for generations. It just wasn’t done. Yes, her father might have been killed there, but she loved the lake. She wasn’t about to give it up. She still had fear of the water, but she wanted to go back. Her aunt had forbade her from going while growing up, but Ruelle was now in charge and her aunt Marilee couldn’t do anything about it.

      “No truth at all. That land and lake has been in my family for generations. As far as I’m aware, there is no way for her to sell the land. The original Candra matriarch made sure of that. I remember Dad telling me that much. Your firm has all of that documentation for the family, don’t you?” Her eyebrow raised in query, taking a long cool drink of her iced coffee.

      “That we do. The practice my friends and I took over was with the original firm that worked with your family. Peterson and Boudreau were part of the starter company that worked with Candra to set up the trust with your family. So to answer your question, yes, we do have all of the documentation. I just wanted to see if it was true you really wanted to be done with the Candra family legacy and all,” Cassie stated, staring hard at Rue. “Because if you really did want to give it all up, the lands would be given back to the state as protected lands and no one would be allowed to set foot on them again.”

      “I vaguely remember that clause. I was a child when my father started to tell me all about this,” Rue ventured. “But the fact still remains I would never give it up, no matter what my aunt may be saying to anyone. I don’t care if she thinks she can bribe or change something to make it work in her favor. I will not give up the Candra family legacy.”

      Cassie smiled at her. “Glad to hear it. I have papers here for you to sign saying you are willing to take over the guardianship of the lake and lands around it.” She reached into her briefcase, hauling out a folder with documents in them and placing them on the table.

      “Show me where to sign,” Rue leaned forward having taken a pen from her own messenger bag to sign with.

      Cassie chuckled. “I could have slipped a paper in here stating you’re going to pay me a million in fees. Don’t you want to look the papers over first?”

      Rue chuckled at the woman. “I’ll read them, but I really do want to go see what is left of the lake house.”

      Cassie smirked at her and gave her a conspiratory nod. “How right you are.”

      She signed in all the spots Cassie pointed out to her. They even made plans to have coffee again and discuss the possibility of proving her aunt’s mismanagement of funds and a judge allowing it to happen.

      Now here she was on the beach, looking out over the lake she had been away from. Her therapist said all of her memories of pixies and Merfolk were her seven-year-old way of dealing with the death of her father. She couldn’t prove otherwise so she had let her mind believe it to be true.

      The lake had changed so much in eleven years. The water had receded a good six feet from where she remembered it to be. There was slime on the rocks and the water looked muddier. She peered off the dock to where she always remembered thesunfish to be. There were a few, but not the schools of them she remembered as a child. Stepping back to the sand on the beach beside the dock, it made her so sad to see things like this.

      Even the house had been a surprise. It was in disrepair. Probably needing several thousands of dollars to bring it back up to where it had been. She’d have to make a list and see about getting started on that. She planned to stay out here and not with her aunt. Not that Marilee would really notice.

      She closed her eyes with a sigh. When she opened them, there was a flash of pink light to her right. She blinked because she could have sworn there was wings.

      “Just a dragonfly,” she muttered to herself with a chuckle.

      “Like hell I’m a dragonfly,” came a sharp feminine voice.

      Ruelle gasped, stepping back too quick, tripping and falling to her butt in the sand. The pink light zipped close and landed on her knee. There stood a gorgeous little pixie in a silk sumMer dress.

      “Have you truly forgotten us, Ruelle? Did we mean so little to you?” The pixie asked, her hands on her hips as she stared down at Ruelle.

      Ruelle didn’t dare move. It couldn’t be real. It just couldn’t be.

      “Ryn?” Ruelle sputtered.

      “So you do remember me?” Ryn flew close to her face and Rue’s eyes nearly crossed.

      “Not as well as I should. I am sorry.”

      “Your aunt’s fault. She took you from us. I tried to follow, but she had you on a plane to a boarding school so fast that I couldn’t go with you,” Ryn stomped her foot frowning as she landed back on Rue’s knee.

      “Ya, she got rid of me pretty damn quick. But since I’m eighteen, she can’t anymore. I’ve got control of the trust now,” Rue smiled at Ryn. “You’ll have to catch me up on everything that is going on.”

      “There is so much. But Orin would be the one to talk to about the water and what’s gone on since you left,” Ryn smirked and zipped away.

      Rue shook her head as she stood, brushing sand off herself.

      “This is going to take some getting used to,” she muttered. “Might as well dive right in.”

      She stripped off her shirt and jean shorts to reveal a tankini suit underneath.

      She looked out over the water in the afternoon light and wondered if she could bring herself to get in. She had been scared of the water right after the accident, but had forced herself to get into pools and swim. She didn’t like to do open waters much, preferring to lounge on the shore or only go to her knees instead. But she refused to let her fears overcome her today. This would be the day she would overcome it all.

      Sucking in a deep breath, she waded in. Slow steps.

      “That’s my girl,” Ryn zipped up to her and Rue nearly fell back into the water in frigh, which only had the little pixie bursting into laughter. “Jumpy much?”

      Rue blew the bangs out of her face and forced herself to take shallow breaths to get her heart to slow.

      “Considering I haven’t seen you in eleven years, nor have I been in open water for just as long. Yes, I’m jumpy,” Rue snapped, letting her anger get her deeper into the water.

      “Really? Why? Nothing is going to hurt you. You have the power to keep harm at bay,” Ryn said nonchalantly.

      Rue stopped mid stride, turning to look at the pixie with fire in her eyes as she spoke. “Not harm me? Really? Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m pretty sure something came out of this lake eleven years ago to attack us and it killed my father.”

      Ryn bowed her head. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”

      Rue nodded.  She was to her waist now and could feel her heart beating faster. Refusing to have a panic attack, she kept going.

      “You’re back!” A deep voice exclaimed and Rue screamed, stumbling and falling into the water, only to come up sputtering.

      She felt arms help her stand and she shrieked again, shoving away. There hadn’t been anyone in the water when she got in. There was no one around the lake at all.

      “Ruelle, it’s me. Orin,” the deep voice sounded almost sad as the hand tried to catch her again.

      “Stop touching me!” she shouted, shoving her wet hair out of her face. This was not how her experience back into the lake was supposed to be.

      “Sorry.”

      Rue could hear Ryn snickering. What did she expect? She had gotten into the lake and this was a normal thing here. She had forgotten all about the young Merman that had saved her when the boat had gone down. Well, not really. She had dreamt of him for the past eleven years, but couldn’t remember why. How could she have forgotten?

      She was stunned while looking over Orin. He was tall, broad, and handsome. This man could have given the actor who played Aquaman a run for his money. Ruelle was stunned as she stared at him. Orin quirked a smile at her.

      “Hi, Ruelle,” he spoke softly. “So glad to have you home.”

      “Is it really home?” she said more to herself than to him.

      He picked up her hand from the water and held it in his own. She felt small in comparison.

      “It is if you want it to be,” he answered. “We need you here, Ruelle of the Candra descendants. We need you to help us save the lake before we are overrun and everything dies.”

      She gripped his hand tight, shock clear on her face.

      “Nice way to break things to her, champ. Just drop it all. Dumbass. Scare her away again, why don’t you?” Ryn griped fluttering between the two of them.
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        * * *

      

      Ruelle spent the afternoon in the water talking with Orin and agreed to meet with his father Assan at dusk. Ryn had left her and Orin to talk hours ago. But as she walked up the path to the house, she saw lights fluttering everywhere. She could only grin, shaking her head thinking that once again her world was being turned upside down.

      The pixies of the area had started to fix everything they could. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere and the windows were spotless in the two story beach house.

      “Where were you all when I needed help keeping my dorm room clean all these years?” Rue chuckled.

      “Stuck here without you,” Ryn said matter of factly. “Besides, you can clean your own damn messes.”

      Rue laughed. “Of course.” She looked at the grocery bag on the counter, trying to decide what she was going to have for supper. Quickly changing, she took her veggie sushi to the deck, settling into the patio chair.

      She could see the mountain range across the lake. Listening to the sound of wind through the trees and the fluttering of pixie wings, she finally felt at ease for the first time in ages. Ryn was standing on the table beside her munching on a grain of rice when Assan and Orin walked up from the beach. Her breath caught looking at them. Gorgeous as the gods had to be, she almost choked on her ice tea.

      Ryn snickered. “Grew up pretty handsome, didn’t he?”

      Rue nodded and waved at them while trying to get her heart rate back to normal.

      “May we join you, Ruelle?” Assan asked politely as they approached.

      Ruelle smiled brightly. “Of course.” She gestured to the other chairs.

      Clad in jeans with flipflops and simple tshirts, it made her wonder where they had come from because the clothes would have been soaked if they had climbed out of the water.

      Assan saw her questioning gaze and chuckled. A rich deep sound that made her blush.

      “Krill still has his cottage down the way. We came in there and walked over. Do you remember Krill?” Assan asked.

      Ruelle paused before reaching for the pitcher of iced tea she had brought out.

      “Barely. I am so sorry, but it has been too long. I was sent away and sent to therapy where they told me I was making it all up. But it was real wasn’t it? A leviathan came out of the lake and took my father?” She spoke in a rush, fearing if she didn’t get it all out that she wouldn’t at all.

      “Straight to the point, just like your father,” Assan smiled at her, reaching for her hand to hold it.

      “I wouldn't know. It’s not as though my aunt told me anything. I’ve been in England these past years.”

      Assan frowned. “Didn’t she look after you? Marilee said she would care for you.”

      Rue scoffed. “If packing up my few things, setting me on a plane, and sending me to boarding school where I didn’t know a soul was taking care of me. Then yes.”

      Assan and Orin both looked stunned. “We did not mean for that to happen, Ruelle. I am sorry.”

      Tears pricked in her eyes as she took her hand back, shrugging at him. “It’s done. It happened. Can’t be changed.”

      “But to have been all alone…” Assan started, but she waved him off and picked up a glass to pour ice tea for them.

      “All over now. Can’t be changed. I’m here now.” She made it sound final. She wasn’t going to go into detail about how she had been a traumatized little girl, just losing her father and all she knew. She had reinvented herself and refused to rehash it all. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      They gradually discussed what was going on. Why the waters were down so much. Why the lake wasn’t as clear anymore. How the fishing grounds around the coast were depleting and becoming unsafe.

      “It’s a sea witch. That was what had sent the leviathan to the lake so long ago. She decided to attack, hoping to get rid of me and the guardian all in one fell swoop so she could take control of the waters here,” Assan explained.

      “But why? What is so appealing about this lake and surrounding waters?” Rue asked.

      “What wouldn't she want?” Orin asked, shaking his head.

      Rue and Assan frowned at him.

      “The feeding grounds are so much better here. Being near the Bay of Fundy and the Grand Banks, which are all extremely sought after for fishing, there is access to fish, lobster, and crab. This coastline from Maine to Nova Scotia are the prime ports for such things. It has always been the guardians’ duty to help keep the balance. The Merfolk and other population of species are taken care of, but there have been more disruptions in the water. More boat accidents, more darkness flowing in since you left. After the leviathan,” Assan paused as he watched Rue tighten her grip on her glass. “We didn’t know who had caused it at first, but we figured it out. We couldn’t find her though. She had gone back to the deeps to lick her wounds. You dealt her a great blow with your magic that day.” Assan smiled at her.

      Rue shook her head. “Like I knew what I was doing that day. I just wanted my father to come take me to shore and keep me safe. I lost him instead.”

      Both men sighed heavily. “Yes, we all did. Your father was a great guardian of this area and will never be forgotten. But we unfortunately have to ask you for your help again as the new guardian.”

      “How can you ask me...” Rue sat up tall in her chair, slamming the glass onto the table.

      Ryn had to quickly move out of the way so ice tea didn’t splash her wings. She had remained quiet this entire time, listening to Rue and the water folk talk.

      This time it was Assan who stopped her with a hand and she clamped her jaw tight.

      “You have the power to help us fight against her. She has vowed to come back and take it all. We have been fighting her off these past years, but she grows stronger with each passing day. I don’t know if we will be able to stop her next time she strikes,” Assan explained.

      “A sea witch? Like Ursula from the Little Mermaid sea witch?” Rue had a look of dismay on her face.

      Orin chuckled and Assan grinned. “This isn’t a Disney movie. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Rue scowled at him. “Well, considering I still thought anything to do with this lake was a delusion until about six hours ago, it really isn’t that farfetched! And haven’t I given enough to this lake?”

      Rue started shaking her head, biting her bottom lip. She finally lifted her head to look at them at after a few minutes of silence, knowing her father would want her to help them. It was what he would have done. It was what he had done. Laying down his life to help keep the waters safe. Now it was her turn to do the same.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      Assan beamed at her.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few weeks, Ruelle worked in the water with the Merfolk, getting used to things again. Learning how to use her magic as a guardian. Being a fast learner, she soaked up any book they placed in her hands. She went through them very quickly. Having a photographic memory had its advantages. She was brought to tears when she came to a well-worn leather journal she recognized. It had been her father’s.

      In the back of the journal was a note about her and tears started sliding down her face as she read.

      

      
        
        “My Dearest Ruelle, my petite poisson. You are loved. Never doubt that. Your mother was a Mermaid from this very lake and she wanted you more than life itself. I don’t know why exactly I’m leaving this note, but I know I have to. Things on the waters have been such that I begin to worry if even my own power will be able to help keep these waters safe. I have great hopes of teaching you everything it is to be a guardian here on our lake. You will be the strongest of us, I know it. Read this journal, learn. Suck it in like a little sponge that I know you can be when it comes to learning things. I love you, never forget that.

        It may be nothing and I’m actually not sure why I’m even writing it down...just in case I guess. Your Aunt Marilee, as you know she has never enjoyed the lake and has always been distant from us all. She has always been angry for not being the guardian and being able to carry the Candra name. Fate just did not cast it’s grace on her and she has been angry about it ever since it was declared I would be the one to take on that role. As a child she always said she would find some way, whatever that may be, to get her hands on everything. She was a kid so the family never took it seriously. But in recent years, she has been making more trips further down the coast when she has always hated going near the water. It makes no sense. I’m rambling, sorry, love. Just my thoughts running into overdrive, but I felt the need to let you be aware. Be cautious of your aunt. She may be up to something. I just don’t know what it might be.

        Enough of this. Hopefully this is something you will never have to read and I can talk to you about it when you’re older. So again, my little one, I love you to infinity and beyond. Till the skies fall and the waters run dry.

        You have my eternal love, Dad”

      

      

      Ruelle softly shut the book, tears streaming down her face. She looked up to see Orin looking at her with pity in his eyes, making her angry. She wiped at her face.

      “I wish I had this eleven years ago. It would have meant so much. I wouldn’t have felt so alone. Maybe I wouldn’t have forgotten everything I need to know now. Maybe...” she sucked in a breath, trying not to sob in front of Orin. Having this journal that was her father’s meant so much to her. The little seven-year-old girl inside her cried silently, but also rejoiced in knowing her parents loved her so much.

      “You still have time. You don’t have to do this if you’re not ready,” Orin spoke softly, reaching out to squeeze her hand.

      “Nice of you to say, but even I can feel there isn’t much time left.”

      “I really am sorry this has happened and you’ve had to come back to handle it all.”

      “I was always coming home to be here, Orin. It would have happened sooner or later,” she smiled sadly at him. “How long do you think we have before the sea witch is back?”

      He looked away. “I don’t think it will be long now. The waters keep feeling darker.”

      “That was my thought too. Any ‘positive’ vibes I tried to add didn’t have much effect. It was like clearing a small area for a short period. I’m not sure I’m going to be ready for this,” Ruelle said.

      “We’ll figure it all out together. I promise you won’t be alone anymore,” Orin stated, sitting down beside her and wrapping an arm around her shoulders. She felt safe for the first time in eleven years.
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        * * *

      

      Ruelle had been home less than a month, still not completely comfortable with everything yet, but Orin and the pixies were helping her along. Her Aunt Marilee had arrived at the beach house unexpectedly and Ruelle had met her at the bottom of the deck steps.

      “What are you doing here, Marilee?” she demanded.

      “Is that any way to address your aunt?” Marilee sniffed as she shut the door of her latest expensive crossover Jaguar.

      Rue shrugged. “I rarely see you. Seems fitting.”

      “Insolent child. After I took you in,” Marilee growled.

      “Really? You took me in. You had me in your house for what? Three days with a nanny and I never saw you. Then you shipped me off to a boarding school in England. It was all for show and looked good on paper for you. So don’t feel superior. You have never really cared for my well-being,” Ruelle snapped at her, anger racing through her.

      Marilee’s face flushed red with anger and without warning, she slapped Rue across the face. Rue stepped back in shock as she heard the pixies screech in shock and dismay. Then saw Ryn zip quickly away.

      “You will not speak to me like that. You are still a child! I demand your respect!” Marilee yelled at her.

      “Get respect when it’s earned and not before. Scaring people doesn’t work. It’s not respect. That’s just terror and being a bully.”

      Marilee’s eyes scrunched up in anger again. It looked like she was about to let lose another crack to Rue’s cheek.

      “I wouldn’t do that again, Dr. Stanford. It would not be in your best interest,” ae male voice came from behind her.

      Marilee whipped around to see Orin standing there with Ryn sitting on his shoulder.

      “Like I care about anything you have to say,” Marilee answered and spun back to face Rue.

      “Well, you should care. We protect our own here,” Orin quipped, walking by her to stand beside Ruelle.

      It was then that Rue noticed the sky was starting to darken with a storm coming in. One that didn’t feel right. It made her uneasy and she shifted a little toward Orin without touching him.

      “She’s my family so you stay out of this, you fish,” Marilee spit at him. “I’m here to talk some sense into her. I have a huge deal that can make us lots of money. It would be great for the state as well, bringing in lots of tourists. She just has to sign the papers I brought with me.” She grabbed a briefcase from the vehicle through the open window.

      “Absolutely not. You know it can't be sold anyway. It goes to the state as protected land if I want to give it up,” Ruelle scoffed at her, crossing her arms while scowling at the woman.

      “I’ve spoken to a judge on your behalf and he agrees there may be some loopholes. We really have a good chance of making this work. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” Marilee sounded like someone talking to a toddler.

      “Judge Whitman no doubt,” Rue spoke and Marilee’s eyes widened. “Not going to happen, Marilee. Take your papers, get in your car, and please leave.”

      Marilee actually flushed, stomping her foot. “I am not leaving here until I have your signature on this document!”

      Ruelle and Orin both laughed. “Then you will have a long wait.”

      Thunder rumbled in the sky as lightning arced across it. All of them paused and looked overhead.

      “The witch has started the attack,” Orin whispered.

      Marilee looked horrified and started to babble. “She said I could have time. I told her I would get her the lands. She said I could finally have what should have been mine!”

      Ruelle’s face went pale in shock before anger coursed through her body. She was standing in front of Marilee and shaking her by the shoulders before she even realized she had moved.

      “This has all been your fault? You made a deal with the sea witch?” Ruelle screamed over the thunder.

      Marilee paused in her panic to really take notice of her niece before sneering. “Of course I did. When I finally made the decision to get what I wanted, I found the sea witch and we made a deal. She was more than happy to help me lay claim to the Candra legacy. This all should have been mine from the start. Now it will be mine. I’m a patient woman. I could wait for it all to fall into place.”

      “You killed your own brother for this?” Tears were coursing down Rue’s face as she looked into the dark eyes she didn’t recognize as family anymore.

      “It was supposed to be mine! I was the oldest! Just because McKinnely had some damn birthmark didn’t mean he should have gotten it all. I always vowed I would make it mine,” Marilee screeched back at her. “Why didn’t you just die that day too? It would have made things so much easier.”

      Ruelle dropped her hands from her aunt in shock as Orin pulling her back into his arms.

      “We have to go to the water, Rue. We have to fight,” he whispered in her ear.

      Marilee gave an evil laugh. “Yes, go fight the witch. She will destroy you all and I’ll still get everything. It’s a win-win for me!”

      “Marileeeeee,” a musical voice spoke over the wind.

      Marilee gulped and tried to hide her terror at the voice.

      “I'm guessing your mistress is a cruel one. You haven't been able to get her what she wants,” Ryn fluttered in front of the woman. “Stupid human!”

      Then Ruelle and Orin watched as Ryn made a signal and a slew of pixies rushed forward and pixed the woman. Pixing someone with dust from their wings was ten times worse than chicken pox or poison ivy. Twenty or more of them had surrounded Marilee. Her aunt was screaming and trying to bat at them while they laughed, yelling out insults.

      While she was preoccupied, Ruelle and Orin both ran for the water and dove in.

      The leviathan was back and panic almost overcame Ruelle as her memories flooded back.

      “We’re all together. We can do this with your help,” Orin yelled to her, catching her face in his hands. “We can do this. Let’s end this once and for all.”

      Rue looking imploringly into his face. “He’s not ever coming back, is he?”

      Orin wiped the tears. “No, love, but we can do this for him. That is what he would have wanted.”

      Then he kissed her, shocking her from her morose thoughts. She clung to him and kissed him back before pushing away.

      “Let’s end this. For my father!”

      Together they swam toward the deepest part of the lake. The other Merfolk were already there trying to take out the leviathan while Assan was standing facing off with a beautiful, but deadly looking siren. Magic rapidly arced between them until the sea witch turned in her direction, quickly diving below the water to come up beside her.

      “So, you are the new guardian? You look so much like your mother, young one. So much like the original Candra,” she crooned.

      It made Ruelle shiver, but she refused to back down. “I am Ruelle.”

      The witch cocked her head to the side. “I am Thana, which means death. Isn’t that fitting?” she chirped, clearly pleased. Throwing an arm out, she ran fingers through the blood being spilled in the water. Bringing the hand to her mouth and sucking on her fingers, she closed her eyes in pleasure. “Such a sweet wine to my senses. This will all be mine. I will drink your blood and own all the power that Candra sought to deny me.”

      Ruelle could feel power brewing within her alongside anger and disgust. Then she was shoved by Orin just as a swat from the leviathan came crashing by them.

      Thana screeched when Rue gasped as she broke the surface again. That was when she realized there was more than one leviathan. One was coming at them from behind and one was still in front of Thana. It was when she noted the one from behind carried her Aunt Marilee in its tight coils and she was screaming.

      Thana could only laugh. “What shall you do, little guardian? Shall we bargain now? I have your family. I will kill her.”

      “Thana! You promised me!” Marilee screamed, but it was cut short as the leviathan squeezed her harder.

      “Greedy land dweller. Always thinking you can make bargains when in reality I just used you to get to the new guardian. I was never going to give you anything. I really can’t believe how stupid you are,” Thana continued to laugh.

      “You killed my father!” Rue screamed.

      Thana stopped to look back at the young guardian. “That I did. Well, my leviathan did. Or was it your spell? We shall never know,” Thana continued to chuckle at the horror on Ruelle’s face. “It doesn’t matter what you do. This will all be mine.”

      “It will never be yours. I won’t allow it,” Ruelle yelled back.

      She saw Orin and his father taking down the other leviathan.

      “Then your aunt shall perish. Are you willing to let her die like you did your father?”

      Rue was torn. Could she willingly let her aunt die? Her aunt was the reason this was all happening. She was the reason her father was dead and no longer with her. Her aunt was the reason she had grown up all alone. No, she didn’t deserve to die, but she knew in her core that no matter what she did, Thana was going to kill her anyway. How did she play this through?

      She inwardly smiled as the Merfolk took out the other leviathan, its screams echoing between the mountains like thunder. The Merfolk went on to attack the other leviathan holding her aunt.

      “It ends now, Thana.”

      “That it does.” Thana shoved a ripple of power at Rue.

      It was like a burn that hit her across her collarbone, splitting it open and beginning to bleed. She screamed. She looked over upon hearing Orin yell at his father and making a dive to push him out of the way. She watched with horror as the leviathan struck out and Orin disappeared under the water. It was like seeing her father die all over again. Everything she loved slipped away from her.

      “NOOOOO!” she screamed as she had that day all so long ago. Everything within her burst out. She was not going to lose someone else.

      Ruelle couldn’t stop the power emanating from her. It started to disintegrate the leviathan as it wailed in defeat. Thana was immobilized with some form of black tar leaking from her.

      “You can’t. You shouldn’t,” Thana gurgled, fear finally showing in her eyes.

      “I am Ruelle and I am guardian of these waters! You will cease to be a threat here.” It didn’t feel like her voice, but that of someone older, wiser, and more powerful.

      “Candra...Mercy…” Thana choked reaching out a hand.

      “There can be no mercy for the likes of you, Thana. There never could be. You have broken our sacred laws and this is the justice you shall receive,” the voice continued.

      One last brush of power fell from her and Thana melted away into the waves.

      When Thana vanished, the storm overhead dispersed as Ruelle felt the power leave her. She fell sideways into the water with a gasp. Coming out of nowhere, Orin appeared, gathering her in his arms.

      “Ruelle? Rue...please,” he said as he caressed her cheek.

      Her eyes fluttered open. “Orin? Orin, you’re alive?”

      He smiled to her. “Oh yes, to be by your side for as long as you’ll have me.”

      Ruelle smiled up at him, reaching up to cup his cheek. “I’d like that.”

      She turned her head as Assan swam close.

      “It seems my people once again owe you so much. You have saved us, Ruelle!” He spoke with deep solemnness.

      All of the Merfolk present rose tall out of the water and gave her deep bows.
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        * * *

      

      The clarity of the lake improved as it rose to the original waterline. The amount of boat accidents came to a bare minimum. The fish in the seas and lakes increased and all because the sea witch was gone. Her aunt was dead too. Yet another boating accident upon the stormy lake.

      Ruelle stood at the edge of the lake. The sunfish were back in schools and trying to nip at her toes as she wiggled them in the water, making her smile. The pixies were trying to catch a few for dinner which had her laughing at their antics.

      “Are you happy, Ruelle?” a deep voice spoke next to her.

      She grinned, turning to face Orin, wrapping her arms around his neck as he pulled her in for a hug.

      “The lake and ocean waters are safe now. Everything in the area is benefitting from the sea witch being destroyed. How can I not be happy?”

      “Even if your aunt is gone?”

      She frowned. “I know I should feel sad, but I can’t. I never really knew her. I’m happy this is all over. I’m happy to be here with you!” She stood on tiptoe to kiss him.

      “You’ll stay here?”

      “I’ll finish my degree. Cassie has already said I could work in her firm. So yes, I’ll be staying. That is if you really want me to.” She ducked her head.

      He tipped her chin back up and their eyes met. “Always and forever, Ruelle. Always and forever.”
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      On a bright, new dawn, under a clear sky of azure, the king mourned. Usually, he was kind to his guards. Today, however, he had taken his frustration and anger out on them, sending them scurrying about the citadel, looking for this and that. And it seemed from whatever was going on inside the chambers, there was no chance of his mood brightening soon.

      How could it though when all of his hopes were dashed? That early morning, when the sun had just risen to give his lands its golden shine, he had found out that his wife was in no position to bear a child. A mix of sadness, pity, frustration, anger, and a multitude of other feelings had caught him off-guard and, for the first time, he was seen weeping, shedding tears that not even his man-servants had seen before.

      The queen, Merinmeda, lie on the bed, teary eyed as she stared at her husband. A well of disappointment shone in her eyes because there seemed to be no hope that a child would ever be conceived in her womb. She could not give him what he so desired. She knew how much the king wanted an heir—someone who could take the reins of his kingdom when he became old or died. But now, there would be none.

      When the court-healer had announced her ill-fate, the king hadn’t blamed her. He had understood and held her hands. Most of all, he had cried, but at other times, he had gone into moments of anger, barking at his guards whenever an order needed to be dispelled.

      All the while, he kept whispering about how the saffron-clad old man had failed him in his blessings. Half a year ago, an ascetic had come to visit the king. The royal couple had served him well and on account of their good deeds, the sage had told them that they would soon be greeting their son. And now, it had been declared that the queen could never bear a child. All that saint’s blessings had been but a farce, the king muttered, only serving to revive his once dashed hopes.

      They had tried conceiving, but every time, the queen had had a miscarriage. It was as though her womb itself was cursed. They had lost all hope and were about to leave all attempts to bear a child when the ascetic had arrived and blessed them.

      Even now, when the sun was two hours high in the sky, the king blamed the ascetic for his problems.

      “Guards!” he bellowed. His booming voice, full of anger, roared into the room, making the others fret and take a step backward. Even the queen shook from his sudden outburst. Her lips had moved to speak, but stopped at his red glaring eyes.

      Two guards hurried into the room, their looks a mix of worry and fear. “Yes, Milord!” they spoke in unison, bowing their heads as was the custom when in the presence of a king or anyone of stature greater than them.

      The king didn’t throw a glance at them; his eyes were fixated on his wife. “Ask the Finders to bring me that accursed sage, but alive. Bring him in chains if he resists, but return him to this city. I will not have that ascetic strut about the lands, giving false blessings. I will not have any more hopes dashed.”

      His orders made the guards quiver, but they bobbed their heads and left.

      A sigh escaped his mouth, knowing now that he would have to wait. He intended to punish the man who claimed to be a god, and he intended to make an example out of him. No more would any ascetic bless any mortal and give hopes of something that may never come to pass.

      The queen ‘s lips twitched and she shook her head. He saw it through the corner of his eyes and gave a weak smile. “Don’t worry, my dear! Everything will be fine.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” his wife spoke after much exertion. Her voice was still low and weak. “These ascetics have the powers of granting both blessings and curses. Do this, my husband, and you shall earn his curse as well. Stop this madness, I beseech you.”

      “Then curse he will, my queen. But, as you have seen, his blessings have come to naught. Who is to say that his curses shall bear any fruit? Any faith in those saffron-clad madmen is misguided and folly. And for his intent to hurt us this way shall earn him not any of my goodwill. In fact, my dear queen, he shall pay gravely for what he has done to us.”

      “But...but...”

      He raised his hands. “We shall speak of it no more. Rest now, my queen. There’s no reason you should exert your energy on such a trivial matter as this. You are weak as it is. Conserve your strength for what is to come.” He moved toward the chair upon which he had sat through the entire night.

      “Of what is to come?” muttered the queen. “A deadly curse and many other things beside.”
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        * * *

      

      What used to be a quiet space now sported a lot of people thronging to the arena. Many of them spoke in whispers, not all in favor of the king’s decision. Yet they could fight it not. The Greentrees were never fond of those who argued against their decisions. They chose to keep quiet despite all of their misgivings. Even though their minds were in dissent, they understood why their king was committing such a cruel act that could very well earn him a sage’s curse. The king had been looking to beget an heir for years and had not been successful. The disappointment at the futility of the sage’s blessing would have been monumental and their king’s mind had finally grown insane in the desperation of his desires. Yet it was no good call on his part, definitely unwise. It wasn’t right to insult the god-men who traveled about, granting peace to those who deserved it. Many, if not all, of their blessings had indeed come to fruition.

      The crowd quietened as the king stood on the podium, his eyes white with fury. That erect posture of their lord made them shiver as to what kind of punishment he was going to dole out to the god-man. They shuddered at its mere thought.

      The king could see the morose faces of his subjects, but to him, it seemed as if they were sad at their queen’s inability to conceive one they would be happy to proclaim as their king in the future. He had no idea that they were not just sad but also afraid, just like his wife. If he wasn’t so blind with the thought of retribution, he would have seen through their demeanor as he usually did. But, now, his only thought was to punish the ascetic who had dared raise his hopes.

      A bugle sounded loud and clear, its sound reverberating through the walls of the castle. With the bugle came a group of riders on their white horses, bearing in thick iron chains the same ascetic who they had let in a few months ago with a respect accorded to him. The skin on the sage was bloodied at places; his plight evoked sympathy in most who stood there with their heads bowed down.

      The headsman came out of the castle. However, he bore a strong rope instead of the axe, one of its ends tightened to form a noose. A collective gasp of sighs echoed through the arena. At least, their kind had some courtesy not to take off the head of those who were revered next to the gods. Nonetheless, their sadness knew no bounds. They knew what the punishment was—death by hanging. They prayed for the god-man to be saved; to give their king some sense.

      Whispers ran among the crowd. The king, however, did not listen. His eyes were fixated on the injured ascetic, who stared back at him with disdain and tried to shake the chains off him. “O Great King, who was once pious and holy, now you have stumbled into folly by bringing me thus in chains,” the ascetic shouted for all to hear. “You have proved that you have lost all allegiance to the gods. Faithless have you become and you show disrespect to the boon I gave you. A son you shall meet, brave and magnificent, handsome, and powerful—that I promised you. Know this, O Fallen King, that I spoke with the word of gods and those words aren’t to be lightly taken or thrown aside for the winds to devour.”

      “What boon, Sage?” boomed the king’s voice. “That boon hasn’t yet come to fruition. It has given me nothing but a conflict of mind. The peace I sought has not been granted me. Even now, my wife sleeps weak on her bed, having miscarried another child. The healer tells me she shall not be able to bear another one, so tell me, Sage, how else is your boon going to work its wonder? All you did was give me hope, false as a cheater’s truth, when I had accepted the fact that perhaps I would never have an heir. When you blessed me, my hopes rose, but tonight they were vanquished, leaving me to languish in the halls of darkness, and even now, my mind duels the shadows that come along with it.”

      The king paused for a moment. “If you had not come and spoke in the voice of gods, as you say, none of this would have happened.”

      The ascetic laughed. “Patience does not become you, it seems to me. The boons we sages give are to deserving people. I only made the error of seeing you as one of those. So wrong was I and my judgment. But, you, my Lord, should learn the value of patience and that good things come to those who wait. But, from the look on your face, none of my wisdom shall truly enlighten your mind. You are bent on punishing me and setting an example before everyone so that people like me are not to be trusted and that we walk across leagues of lands, bandying our false propaganda for false hopes. You have muddied your own kingdom by your actions and you will muddy it still. Yet I will not question your decree now that you have set foot on the path that you deem your duty. I will not be the one to set you free of that path. That, I believe, is someone else’s duty. I will submit to the death you have veritably decreed me to have, but know this, O King, that by bringing me here thus chained will only invite the wrath of Gods. Things shall not look favorable on you or your subjects who have gathered here thus, afraid of speaking against your folly. The kingdom shall be put to the test and people shall question your judgments. The only person who will stand with you will be the heir who I blessed you with, but know this, that heir shall never be king.”

      The king shuddered at the words, but regained his stern composure. “Your boons have never come to pass; your words bear no meaning. Too much value has been given them already. No more, Sage. I do sentence you to your death. May your soul finally find its peace, even though you have failed to deliver mine.”

      He nodded to the headsman who moved toward the sage with the rope swinging in his hands. At that moment, the god-man saw death on the threads that made the rope, and knowing that he would meet his maker soon, closed his eyes, awaiting the time he would finally be with the gods.
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        * * *

      

      When the banter of words went on between the ascetic and the king in the great open space, none of the guards—even those who patrolled the walls—saw a tall young man emerge from the water of the river that flowed nearby. His dark hair flowed to his shoulders. The upper portion of his body was bare except for a necklace of large, beady pearls, and from waist to toe, he wore a white dhoti.

      With his light blue eyes, he saw afar and discerned the tension rising in the courtyards. His face wore a stern expressionless look. Determined that the king not commit the folly, he raised his left hand, which held a great, white bow of yew. He pulled the bowstring with the other hand up to his ears and moved his lips as if in incantation. Sparks of orange and yellow formed a sharp-tipped arrow that automatically attached itself to the string where he had his fingers. Pulling the string further for a moment more, he let the arrow fly loose, leaving behind nothing but a golden trail of dust.
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        * * *

      

      The headsman would have succeeded in binding the god-man to the altar had not a golden arrow come from above the walls and cut his rope into half before piercing the ground right in front of the king. Everyone turned their stares at the arrow and wondered who the archer was and whether he was in a right mind to challenge their king’s order. The king was especially curious to see who had dared to question his authority to save the ascetic. He searched the crowd, but could discern none with a bow in hand. He then turned at the ascetic, whose eyes stared at the feathers of the arrow. A smile, however weak, had made the ascetic’s lips curl.

      That smile made his blood boil.

      “Who is it that dares defy my orders!” he shouted.

      Silence permeated the crowd.

      “Come forth, come into the open. There’s no courage or glory in fighting from the shadows.”

      “Whether one fights from the shadows or in the light, courage is the same. It takes courage to kill or to maim or to fight. And I do not seek glory. I come only to request you not kill the god-man, which will put a sin of killing him upon your head.”

      The king looked hither and thither to surmise the direction of the voice. A moment later, he found a tall, young man walking with long strides toward the courtyard, a bow in his hands.

      “But the courage is greater, young man,” said the king, “when you fight in the open. Do you have that courage to fight me in the open?”

      “I come not here to fight, but to appeal to your senses that you let the sage go free into this world. You have already earned his blessing and then his curse. Why do you want to take upon the sin of killing him as well? Let him be, my Lord, and I shall lay myself at your feet and accept whatever punishment you grant me. Only, let this man go free.”

      The king laughed. “You truly do not know what you speak of, young man. This god-man, as you say, has spread falsehood in my kingdom and I shall not allow lies to spread amongst my people.”

      The young man bellowed with a laughter of his own. “Then what about that lie you tell yourself? Would you punish yourself?”

      “How dare you accuse me, the king, of being a liar?” said the king, fury gleaming on his face. “How dare you! For this, I will have your head also.”

      “My head is at your disposal, my Lord, but the condition I laid in the beginning still stands. Let the sage go free.”

      “You must be a madman then as well, just as this sage,” he roared, pointing at the bound ascetic. “You lay your head in favor of him, but refused to fight me on some humble principal. You refused a challenge, young man. Seeing that you have a bow in your hand and this display of archery, I assume you are of the warrior class. Have your teachers taught you to offer your head on platter?” he mocked.

      “No, my King, my teachers have taught me how to fight for the right purpose. I shall raise my weapons in a just fight. I only offered my head to free this god-man. If by my sacrifice his death is averted then I shall have done a good deed. Also, do know that it requires a special kind of courage to do just this. But you, my King, it seems, understand only the ways of the weapon. Too eager to clutch them; too arrogant to show the world your proficiency over them. But I am not you, my King. Hence, I beseech you again that you let the sage go free and in doing so, absolve yourself of the sin of even commanding such a death.”

      Murmurs ran among the crowd.

      “So you challenge me and stay your humble self at the same time.” He laughed. “Well, then, young man, I will do you one good. Defeat me in battle and you shall leave this city with not only your head but this wretched ascetic as well. Lose and you shall forfeit both your lives.”

      “I came not here to make a gamble or fight a duel, my King, but to see your sensibilities change. Although, it does now look like a bleak prospect. You want a duel and if it is indeed the king’s desire, then I shall not be called rude in declining to fulfill it. After all, how dare anyone challenge the king’s orders?”

      Raising his bow high, the young man lifted his bow and sang, “I accept your challenge, my Lord.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s your name?” the king asked him.

      Being a man of duty, he couldn’t help but answer anything thrown at him, whether it was a question or a weapon. “My name is Airasanda, O King,” he answered.

      “And what about your last name, Airasanda? How do you identify yourself?”

      He laughed. “My King, I identify myself by my bow and my deeds. Names have no significance until validated by deeds.” Saying, he raised his bow and held it tight, facing the king.

      Seeing him, the king retaliated by adapting a similar posture. “Very well, then!” remarked the king. “May the best warrior win!” He then let loose a silver-tipped arrow toward his challenger.

      Airasanda saw the arrow whoosh toward him and stood without a counter of his own. He thrust his bow aside and swerved to the right before catching the shaft of the arrow swiftly with his right hand. Swinging the arrow with one of his hands, he notched it to his bow and let it fly at the king, whose name he had held in honor once upon a time. The arrow fell to the ground, piercing the earth. A moment later, the king fired again, another arrow coming at him with a speed faster than the one before.

      He quickly conjured an arrow on his bow and let it counter the king’s. When they collided, they both vanished.

      Airasanda smiled.

      Raising his bow, he pulled another arrow out of his quiver and let it loose. The arrow flew high into the sky and just as it looked as though it would fall down to the ground soon, it changed shape into a mighty eagle. The eagle swooped down on the king with an intent to clutch him with its claws and throw him to the earth. But the king, Lord of Galacor, turned out to be smarter when he let loose his arrows, which turned into a multitude of venomous snakes that attacked the eagle from many directions. The eagle, knowing it was defeated, retreated into the sky before it vanished into a puff of black smoke.

      A blue funnel appeared on Airasanda’s bow as he pulled its string backward. From the point where his fingers touched the string, a line of black arrows leaped out toward his opponent, who countered it by conjuring a golden shield of his own. The arrows fell onto the shield and vanished, often with a loud bang. One, however, managed to penetrate the shield and cut the string of the king’s bow. With the focus disturbed, the shield vanished and black arrows flew at their intended victim.

      The king, however, managed to escape every arrow that was thrown at him until another bow appeared in his hands. He drew and countered Airasanda’s arrows with his own. Flashes of light blinded both the warriors as the arrows met and clashed against each other.

      Airasanda removed his hands from his eyes and stared at the king. He had always known the Lord of Galacor to be a formidable warrior, but he hadn’t known him to be a bow-master as well. Though Airasanda had learned from the best, it seemed that his play wasn’t enough to win him the duel. And he had to win if he wanted to keep the sage alive. He knew the ascetic was watching him from somewhere atop the great walls upon whose parapet the townsfolk had gathered to watch.

      When the king pulled the string of his bow back, a grunt escaped Airasanda’s mouth as he saw a thick strand of black smoke form. The king released whatever he had conjured. The black smoke soon turned into a huge dragon of similar color. The fire-breathing monster roared and stared at him with crimson eyes.

      Airasanda held his bow facing upward to the sky and knelt down on his left knee. Muttering an incantation, he pulled the bowstring downward until it reached the level of his rotund hips. A thin golden line appeared, which he let loose high into the sky. The line formed a wave in the wind, like a slithering snake. The snake opened its jaws wide open. With every movement, it increased in size until it was the same as the dragon. Its golden skin shimmered in the sunlight, blinding everyone in the vicinity except Airasanda, who stood below with his hands on his hips.

      The dragon roared and let out of a puff of orange fire.

      His weapon, though, conjured a watery shield that soon embraced the fire before vaporizing into steam. The snake hissed in return and spit out a green smoke that was nothing but venom. The dragon flew above the poison, which fell to the ground behind the king, killing every plant and shrub that grew there.

      While the dragon and the snake fought their battle in the sky, Airasanda threw a volley of arrows at the king, who retaliated with his own. Each arrow met its counterpart, resulting in a loud blast that sent tremors throughout the palace. Even the queen, who slept in the room, weak from her ordeals, woke in wonder of what had transpired. Her servants whispered of the curse that had struck Galacor. They told her rumors of how a warrior had challenged their king and was winning every battle.

      Outside, in the stretch of the field beside the river, the king and the young warrior fought, letting loose arrow after arrow. None won over the other and the duel continued on for hours without a result in sight. Even the people who looked on breathed sighs of impatience. They had never thought that a warrior would exist who could give their king a run for their kingdom’s gold. Many of them had sat where they were, watching the battle unfold through the little slits in the stone.

      The dragon and the snake battled above, the latter seemed as though it would soon bite the dragon into its death. A venom cloud covered it from head to tail and the dragon’s fire could not make a single dent in it. Whenever the fire would strike, the venom would boil and rise, its thin tendrils trying to get through the scales on the dragon’s skin.

      Airasanda had let loose another volley of arrows when a terrible roar rent the air above. The dragon fell, breathing enormous amounts of fire. He quickly conjured a shield around him. The fire swept around him, but he emerged unscathed. The dragon hit the ground and vanished into a huge puff of black smoke.

      The ordeal had thrown the king backward onto the ground and the venomous snake slithered to its enemy. Its fangs had protruded out to strike the fallen lord with its potent poison. It was near to killing him when a shield of water separated him from the snake. Even Airasanda looked in surprise at the sudden intervention. He had no idea who had the power to conjure a shield that was strong enough to hold off his snake.

      He breathed deep and muttered an incantation. The snake retreated into the sky and disappeared, leaving nothing but green trails in the sky. The water shield vanished too, allowing the king to slowly stand up. The great ruler looked tired. So was Airasanda.

      In that adrenaline of battle, he had forgotten what he was fighting for. If that shield had not appeared in time, his snake would have killed the king and he would have been the one to take on the sin of killing another man. He heaved a sigh of relief that someone’s intervention had protected him from such an act. All he had wanted was for the Galacorean ruler to see sense and forbid the killing of a respected sage. His eyes sought the one who had the power to cast such a shield. None appeared.

      Just when he turned to look at the king, he saw a figure appear out of thin air to his right. He smiled as he ran toward her. “Mother!” he cried. “I’m so glad you came!”
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        * * *

      

      The young man had called her “Mother?” His surprised eyes looked at the gracious womanly figure in front of him. He knew her, but if this young man had called her mother, that could only mean…?

      “It’s true, O King Adanas, that this young man is indeed your son,” the woman said.

      “Oh my dear Marina, if what you speak of is true then you have indeed given me a great gift. Thank you, my dearest. You do not know how much I owe you.”

      Marina smiled. “What the Greentrees owe me cannot be counted, my Lord. You owe me your life for I saved you today. You owe me for bringing up your son. But you need not be filled with gratitude. I did what I deemed was my duty. And given that this man here is the product of our love, how could I not? If he had killed you today, he would have committed patricide, so in a way I have saved him too. What is it with you Greentrees and the debts you owe?” She laughed, which still bore the musical touch that had fallen in love with.

      “But you have done me a disservice, my Lord. I groomed him to be a prince and a king, but you have now rendered all of my efforts futile. You have incurred the sage’s curse out of your own frustration and chose the path that would have led you to commit the greatest sin of killing the whisperers of the gods.”

      “That sage, my lady Marina, raised my hopes by blessing me with a son, but then my queen never bore a child. If his blessings did not come to fruition, his curse won’t. So Airasanda has nothing to fear. He will be prince and when time is right, he will also be king.”

      “No, My Lord. I intended for the queen to adopt Airasanda as her own son. The sage’s blessing turned out to be a boon. Your son would have been protected from being declared an illegitimate son by virtue of that blessing alone. You see, you do not clearly remember the blessing the sage gave you. He blessed you that you would be meeting your son soon, not that your queen would be able to conceive one. So, my Lord, the sage’s blessing has come true, and so too will the curse that you have incurred with your actions. Now, because of the sage’s curse, he will not be a prince. And if he cannot be one, how can he be a king?”

      The king fell to the ground on his knees and started to weep. “All has gone to doom’s end. The Greentree family has no heir. All because of me.”

      Marina sighed. “What’s done is done. But, perhaps, you can acquire the sage’s forgiveness now that you are illuminated of the truth. Maybe there is some way that you could make sure that our son is accorded the title he was born to have. I cannot have my promises broken because of your actions, my Lord. I will not have it so.”

      He nodded. “Yes, yes, I will not have my legacy lost again.” He got up and started to walk toward the gates of his citadel, but when he saw his wife standing with the support of her crutch, eyeing him with an anger he had never before seen in her, he stopped short.

      “Who are these people?” Merinmeda demanded. “Tell me now.”
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        * * *

      

      Some twenty-five years ago…

      Rumors ran aplenty in Galacor, but the tale of a skirmish between mermaids and daemons seemed outlandish. The great King Adanas refused to place faith in such tales, many of which were just an exaggeration of something simple that had occurred. How people loved to embellish tales! That much was known to him. He himself used to do it when he was a child. That was the age when he told stories to just about anyone who would listen—stories of dragons and basilisks, of mountain adventures and fights with mammoth lions. He used to write too, but with royal duties, his passion for stories had lessened, along with his tolerance for tall tales.

      So when a soldier who patrolled the borders of Galacor brought reports of a skirmish between mermaids and daemons, he merely laughed. He told the soldier that he was like him a few years ago, but mermaids were all stuff of legend and myth; they never existed. But when the soldier, who had apparently thought ten steps ahead, threw a glistening scale of mermaid skin onto the sparkling white marble of the courtroom, his laughter shut down. The king looked with great curiosity on that entrancing piece of shimmering light.

      He rose from the throne and walked down the steps to pick up the shining scale. He held it in his hands. Though it seemed hard, it somehow also felt really soft to the touch. When his fingertip made contact, the light dimmed, albeit slowly. The skin revealed itself to be light blue in color on both sides.

      “Where did you find it?” he asked the soldier, who was now convinced that his king would go down the right path.

      “On the northern borders, Milord, near a small town called Makaranya.”

      “Makaranya?” he remarked, trying to place where the town was.

      The soldier, seeing the king’s confusion, said, “It is near the Armandorean border, Milord, a few ways south of Port’s Mouth, on the banks of the River Zaila.”

      He hummed. “And what did you see?”

      “Milord, usually those places are quiet and not a pin drops there without its sound being heard. The people there are mutes, you see, cursed by god-men. And anything they do is also kind of quiet. Six days ago, I was at the outpost on the border when I received news that a couple of those mutes had caught a woman who had a fish-like tail. I laughed, as even I thought it to be the stuff of legend, but when I reached there, lo and behold, it was a mermaid!”

      He laughed at the soldier’s style of narration. It was rather dramatic. He quickly quieted down, though, allowing him to continue without interruption.

      “The mermaid was finicky and shook in the nets, trying to rip it apart. I knew it would be free by the time I called in some reinforcements, so I decided to question her myself. Or should I say, it? So I did. She begged me to free her and warned us of fire coming and that only water could stop the onslaught of The Fallen.”

      “The Fallen?” he asked. “What have those wretched vermin of The Shadow have to do with this?”

      “I did not believe in the tales she wrought, but a day later, we were attacked, my Lord, by weird flying creatures who breathed fire down our necks. We let the mermaid free after that. And half a day later, she returned with a full force of mermaids, with a sapphire-adorned diadem on her head. She proclaimed to be a queen among mermaids and had gathered reinforcements to battle the ones who had dared attack her out of nowhere. A huge battle was fought, Milord, over river and land. Mermaids fought with what they called elemental magic and daemons flew above, fighting with fire. We helped as we could, Milord, but with magic of that kind, we were left vulnerable. We managed to fend the minions of The Fallen off, but casualties were many among our folk and The Mer. They had injured people too.”

      “But the daemons were eliminated?” he asked.

      The soldier shook his head. “No, Milord, though it has not come to battle yet, we could still see those creatures up in the sky. They are hanging back for now, but who knows for how long?”

      He paced from left to right at the soldier’s news and furrowed his brows in thought. “What I do not understand is the coming of The Fallen and its creatures to our very borders. I was under the impression that my ancestors had dealt with The Brothers Dark a long time ago. If they have come back, we have to know why.”

      The soldier shuddered. “There has not been such a sign of evil, Milord. Tales tell us of many signs that manifest when their aura is near at hand. Nay, I believe that these are just threats from the minions who serve their shadow-masters. The Fallen are behind this, though what they are attempting is beyond any reason I can see. Perhaps you will, Milord, wise that your lordship.”

      “Very well. You’ve done good in bringing me this information. I think I should pay these mermaids a visit.”

      “Thank you, Milord.” The soldier left the courtroom.

      The king, however, looked once more at the scale and decided that he would visit the mermaids and learn why The Fallen had decided to resurface after three thousand years.
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        * * *

      

      The town of Makaranya was indeed a small town. It was situated on the banks of the River Zaila on the borders of the Rushwood forests. Except for his patrol soldiers and tax collectors, few visited, as the town belonged to the mutes and not much trade occurred there. His accountants never made mention of the town, and neither did any of his courtiers.

      He stepped onto the ground, away from the chariot. Men and women alike stared at him with an indifference that surprised him. They had never seen their king before, so despite his royal attire, it seemed no one recognized him. But it mattered not. He had not come here to add to their knowledge that he was their king and ruler. He had come to discuss with the mermaids a thread of an important subject matter that he had long thought buried.

      Messengers had told him of a mermaid encampment on the other side of the nearly charred town. It could be accessed only by going through the towns and rumor had it that it was under some protective enchantment that forbade those of evil intentions from spying their camp.

      He walked the empty streets, if they could be called one, alone with no guards at his side. He had forbidden any kind of soldiers from accompanying him on the quest. Frankly speaking, he didn’t need them. He was capable of destroying armies, being a formidable bow-master who had learned from the best of the race that called itself The Hashims. He had a deep understanding of bow-magic and had learned to defend against anything The Fallen could throw at him. However, the arrival of those evil daemons spelled the inevitable onslaught of chaos, and chaos would inevitably lead to doom. But why they had chosen to return was not becoming any clearer. Perhaps the mermaids had some answers.

      The road through the town was perhaps a league at best. He covered it in no time, a fast walker that he was. The charred buildings gave way to a cluster of trees amidst which were many trodden forest paths. Roots protruded out of the ground, all thick and brown. He made his way around them, silent and wary. The forest got thicker as he went in deeper, but he kept to the side of the river, whose gushing sound he heard to his left.

      As though on instinct, he made an impulsive halt. Rummaging through his leather pockets, he brought out the scale and looked at it. The blue in it had faded to a distinct gray, the scale refusing to shine. As he curiously went over it, the scale showed signs of cracking and then it shattered into a hundred small pieces. He let them fall to the earth, his intrigue peaked. What had just happened?

      Just then, a woman dressed in a blue gown peeked at him from one of the trees a few ways yonder. He stared at her face, which he found beautiful beyond measure, and called out to her. “Come out here, my lady. I mean no harm.”

      The woman hesitated for a moment but then stepped forward and stared at him just as intently, perhaps because she had never seen a human dressed in such attire. He was wearing a white dhoti that covered the lower parts of his body and a yellow cloth that covered half of the upper portion. A necklace of pearls went around his neck. On his head was a crown with a crimson red gem that shone bright with the light of the sun.

      She bowed her head. At least she was well versed with the land’s customs.

      “What are you doing in the forest, my lady?” he asked, smitten. “It is unsafe with all those daemons around and, even without, wild animals stray in these lands.”

      “You are roaming alone in the forests too, my Lord,” she replied, a smile curling her purple lips, her hands going through her long, curly, black hair. “And without a weapon too.”

      “I can summon any weapon at will, my lady. Fear you not.”

      She laughed. It had such a musical touch that entranced him. “Who said I am afraid?”

      Giggling, she went ahead, her hands touching the barks of each tree that came on her way.

      Intrigued and enamored at the same time, he followed her as she led him deep into the forest, away from the river. He knew he was going away from his ultimate destination, but the woman! She was so beautiful he began to lose track of his objective.

      “Who are you?” he asked, catching up to her.

      “Name is Marina, my Lord. And who might you be?”

      “King Adanas of Galacor!” he answered, proudly.

      Her eyes bulged wide open as though in surprise. “And what might a king be doing in such a remote place as this?”

      “I came here to seek mermaids and learn of the battle that happened here a few days ago.”

      “Mermaids?” she laughed. “Those be but stories, my Lord. They aren’t real.”

      “They are, my lady. I had a scale, but it shattered and broke into pieces.”

      “Ah!” she grunted. “So went the only proof you had of mermaid existence. But, if the mermaids are here, as you say...” she looked skeptical, “...where are they? If there were merfolk around, I would know.”

      “Hidden by spells, no doubt,” he replied with a sigh.

      “Spells of magic and creatures of legend...l never thought I would meet a king who was also a good storyteller.”

      “Believe me, Marina, I tell no tales. My soldier witnessed them and told me the truth only a day ago.”

      She gazed at him, thoughtful. “I see. Very well then, let’s go look for them. I would so love to see mermaids. Stories speak of them as brave folk with spears and tridents for weapons. They also tell of the different kinds of magic they practice and how they helped drive The Fallen from their strongholds in the open seas. But seeing them here, so inland, even in the stories, it is unheard of. Quite frankly, my Lord, I put little faith in the existence of merfolk, and what little I have, it is because it seems I have to trust you since you are the king of this land.”

      He smiled. The fact that she trusted him only because he was the king told him many things about her. But what she was doing in such a remote corner of his kingdom, he had little idea. Every time he moved to ask her that question, she took hurried steps or diverted the topic back to the legends of mermaids.

      If she were here a few days ago, she would have seen the battle and the mermaids. The fact that she refused to believe in their existence told him that she had come to these forests only recently.

      They traveled toward the river. She spoke of hearing uncanny voices near the rapids of Tolingua. Perhaps those voices belonged to the merfolk, she surmised. He could not refute. She could be right. Perhaps their spells weren’t so infallible after all.

      When they reached the rapids an hour later, the roar of the waterfall was overwhelming. He stepped closer to the ledge, intent on looking over, but the view was all but forgotten when he saw the bodies of the merfolk lying around. Not one mermaid was breathing. Everyone, it seemed, was dead.

      A tear streamed out of the corner of her eyes just before she ran to the dead corpses littering the banks of the river. Strewn across rocks, their blue blood trickled down the holes in the gray rocks. She bent beside one, trying to check her pulse. She shook her head at him and he understood. The merfolk had been attacked and none of them had survived. Now he would never know why The Fallen had arisen. No one would be able to tell him.

      A lowly grunt escaped his parched mouth and he sat down on a sturdy rock, its exterior rough. His brows furrowed in thought. Had The Fallen attacked the merfolk and broken through their enchantments? Had the battle been so brutal that none survived? Surely, some must have escaped. All they had to do was jump into the water and swim away. As far as his knowledge went, the minions of The Brothers Dark detested water and anything that had to do with it, although it was rumored that they had grown to tolerate the presence of the elemental. But they never stepped foot in it. Perhaps that was why the mermaids had succeeded in driving away The Fallen the first time around, because they fought from the water.

      “Marina, we must leave! Those who did this...they might still be around.”

      She shook her head. “Perhaps, but I sense no darkness around.”

      “You are a woman, these are magical folk. They stood no chance with all their magic at their side. You…”

      She smiled. “Don’t take me for a damsel who would sooner want a warrior to rescue her, my Lord. I can fight well enough on my own.” She held her palms to the side and a blue fire breathed out of her skin. A moment later, she clenched her fists and the fires extinguished.

      He stared at her with wide, open eyes. “How...who are you, really?” he asked, surprised that she could do magic. He had heard of witches, enchanters, and mages who practiced various forms of magic. He wondered what she was.

      She laughed. “I am not a witch or an enchanter or a mage, my Lord. I am a simple woman who has learned how to manipulate the energies present in nature. By the blessings of the Gods, I can conjure almost about everything.”

      He moved to speak, but stopped himself. “But, still, we must leave this place. It isn’t safe here.”

      He led her down the way they had come, albeit keeping to the side of the bank, toward the town of Makaranya.
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        * * *

      

      Every day that followed, King Adanas and Marina scoured the area for any signs of their enemy, the latter often harnessing her abilities to sense dark auras. He wanted to know where and who she had learned it from. Whoever her teacher was, he must have been a very good one.

      She was almost a ranger, this one. Her feet made less sound than his silent trackers and that was saying something. Even her words came to him as a whisper wafting in the cool breeze that blew throughout the day, no matter the season. It was as if this place belonged to a different world. He couldn’t understand why the seasons didn’t affect this region. He knew well that it was the time of summer, but it felt like winter.

      Marina watched him from a tree a few ways yonder and with a wrinkle of her brows, asked what he was feeling. He wondered whether he should be asking her about his doubts, but thought better of it. Just because she was a practitioner of magic didn’t mean that she had access to a well of knowledge. He shrugged and carried on.

      Despite her oddities, he had become fond of her in his own way. He knew he shouldn’t be feeling that way about any other woman because he was married. His wife was back at Maishire, safe in the citadel of the Greentrees, but she had yet to give him an heir. He worried about his kingdom’s future. Most of his siblings and their children had been killed in faraway wars and he was the only surviving heir. Who would rule Galacor after him?

      It was a thought that haunted him and one that continued to resurface as he and Mariana searched on, ever deeper into the forest.
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        * * *

      

      On the night of the seventh day, a loud scream woke him up. Adanas stepped out of the tent to see a daemon holding Marina by her neck. Its fangs had pierced her throat. Her face had gone pale, ashen, and deathly, just as the corpses had been near the rapids. He held his left hand upward and conjured a huge bow made of a strange kind of wood.

      The daemon turned toward the flash of light that surrounded him for a moment. It removed its fangs from Marina’s neck and let her body fall limp on the ground.

      He hoped she was not dead. When he looked another time, her eyes still blinked, so he heaved a deep sigh of relief.

      The daemon advanced toward him, step by narrow step. He aimed his bow and pulled the string. A silver arrow appeared. Screaming loud, he fired, the arrow transforming into a fiery beast that resembled a helkenbeist, a wicked creature of flame and shadow that hunted for The Brothers Dark. The helkenbeist attacked the daemon with its teeth, dripping wet saliva. Where the drop of saliva touched the ground, it burned to a black crisp.

      The daemon’s eyes glowed red and with one wave of its hand, smacked his beast aside. A yelp to the left caught his attention. The helkenbeist had vanished into a crimson patch on the ground. He conjured another arrow and let it loose. This time, it took the shape of a dog-like creature with three monstrous heads. Its body was full of swirling darkness.

      But the daemon did not stop. It conjured a stream of scarlet light, which blasted the dog into smithereens.

      He saw it advance toward him, intent on his death, but he wasn’t going to let it get what it wanted. He pulled the string of his bow again. Beads of green appeared in the air-filled space between the string and the wood. A twang of his bow sent those beads flying toward the daemon, blasting poison at its face. The hellish creature bellowed loud, sending tremors through the land. The earth below shook and clouds ate the stars above.

      None of his weapons, however, had any potent effect on the shadowy creature. It lifted its huge dark wings and hoisted itself into the air, letting out a huge roar as it did.

      Adanas, however, did not lose heart. He stared at Marina for a moment as she lay as still as the water in a pond, her skin all pale and bloodless, and then he looked at the daemon. He let loose another arrow into the sky. The sharp tip changed its form to a curved fang. A blue light illuminated it, its rays charging at the daemon. The arrow pierced its shoulder. It let out a howl and grasped the arrow with its sharp claws and pulled it out. The daemon broke it into two pieces and charged at him. Adanas quickly conjured a shield of water, which made the daemon wince in pain and back away.

      Weariness filled his body and a black dread crept up on him. He staggered and rested himself against the bark of a tree. Breathing deep, he held his bow as high as he could and fired arrow after arrow, aware that they would not make a dent in the daemon’s armor. His sight went to where Marina lie, but to his surprise, she wasn’t there. Where had she vanished to? Did the daemon do something to her while he had lost his focus?

      The evil monster loomed in front of him and grasped his neck by its claws. He struggled for air, his windpipe crushed under the grasp. He tried to speak an incantation, but no voice, save for a painful groan, escaped him. The daemon lifted him off his feet and was about to sink its fangs into him when a ball of water hit it squarely on its face. It bawled and leapt off him and turned in the direction of the ball.

      After landing on the ground with a thud, Adanas turned to see who had saved him. It was Marina. She looked different.

      It seemed that while the daemon had been concentrating on him, she had crawled her way into the river, and somehow, she had gotten stronger. She no longer looked pale and on the cusp of death. But it wasn’t her healed body or her return that held him in surprise. It was where her legs should have been. She had a fish tail instead. Marina was a mermaid.

      It now became clear to him her innate powers. Water really did grant powers to mermaids and now she fought the daemon with a wrath that could make a man melt in his spot. Her spear belched forth lights of golden hue toward the monster of darkness, who was blinded by the sudden onset of light. She kept the daemon in check, rooted to its spot, conjuring shield after shield, light after light.

      At first, he wondered what she was trying to do, but after one look at the daemon, he understood. She was trying to melt the creature’s armor. And she was succeeding. The hellish armor was being liquefied. The creature’s dark skin became visible to him. Seeing his chance, he summoned one of his special arrows, which had golden tips. With an incantation, he bound water to the arrow, whose shaft turned a shade of blue once he had completed the spell. With careful aim, he let it loose.

      The arrow flew with the wind and pierced right into the daemon’s bare skin. Dark, gooey blood spurted out of the wound and the daemon collapsed to the ground, making a ruckus that sounded more like a wail. He conjured another arrow, whose shaft was as fluid as the river, and let it fly straight into the daemon’s head. The arrow protruded out on the other side and the life-force of the daemon left it to journey into the void.

      He breathed deep and sighed even as Marina stepped onto the land, her fish-like tail changing into beautiful, slender human legs. “You...you’re a…”

      “Mermaid...yes…” she said, a smile on her face.

      “H...how...you were…”

      “Dead?” she suggested.

      He nodded.

      “Well, I was...nearly...” She smiled, albeit a weak one. “After the wonderful night we had together, I couldn’t sleep and I went out for a stroll. They came out of nowhere—six of them. I managed to kill five, though I was gravely injured. Somehow, I made my way to the tent and was going to warn you, but the sixth one, who I had thought ran away, attacked me, and then stabbed me with its fangs. It began to drink what blood I had left in my body.”

      Seeing the confused expressions on his face, she added, “Yes, daemons love to gorge on mermaid blood. They find it...well, delicious. They have drunk of us as though we were fruits and our blood the juice within. This happened for centuries until we finally entered into war with them. We allied ourselves with your ancestors and finally, with our combined powers, we drove away The Fallen from these lands.

      “As for why they like our blood, I cannot tell you. Perhaps mermaid blood gives them access to our power, which the gods granted to us in the dawn of time. Yes, we mermaids are ancient creatures, older than men and daemons. Well, the daemons I faced tonight did seem more powerful than before. Add to that, I fought on land, where I am at my weakest. I would have died tonight if it hadn’t been for your timely distraction. That monstrous creature was this close to filling its belly with the entirety of the life-force that runs through my veins.”

      She breathed deep. “Even though my healing powers are greater than humans, only water can speed our recovery. To save you, I had to make sure I reached the river. So, I crawled with whatever strength I had left. I was very weak and wondered whether you would be all right. Fortunately for me, you held off quite well against the daemon. But I also saw that you weren’t able to get through its armor. You see, drinking mermaid blood gives them that outer layer of protection. This is what I found out today, to my deepest horror. I reached the river and swam into it. I knew I would have to reveal the truth of me being a mermaid to you in order to help you, but I cared not about the truth or the hiding of it. And then you know the rest.”

      He sighed as he took in her words. “But why didn’t you reveal yourself sooner?” he asked.

      She smiled. “I hid my truth from you for a purpose, my Lord. You see, a few years ago, a god-man cursed our kind, leaving us barren. After having begged him for some kind of absolution, he spoke of a way we could avert the curse. You see, the reason he cursed us was because we had accidentally killed an innocent child who he had intended to bless us. The child was meant to play a role in the grand scheme of the gods, but when we killed him, we interfered with that plan. As punishment, we could no longer bear children, but the man-god offered a solution. If one of our kind fell in love with a king who had no heirs, the curse could be broken. The female would just have to conceive…”

      She paused for a moment, as if to let that sink in. “Some fifteen days ago, however, we received news from the sirens up north that The Fallen were gathering and would soon attack the northern borders of Galacor. We knew The Brothers Dark held a special enmity with your family so we came to honor our allegiance, but the daemons ambushed us. And then you came. I, being a queen among mermaids, can read minds as well. I knew you had fallen in love with me and you had no heir, so I purposely led us astray so that we could spend the night together, to ensure that you would have an heir, my Lord; someone who will take Galacor to even greater heights.”

      When the king only stared back at her with stunned disbelief, she continued. “I felt the seed take fruition during the battle, when I lain on the ground, pale and bloodless. Some magic was protecting that soul, which the sage had prophesied would be reborn as our first child.”

      He did not know what to reply to such a grand declaration. He felt happy, but also guilt for betraying his wife.

      Marina smiled. “I know what you’re thinking, my Lord. You feel guilty and like a cheat. I completely understand, but I also get why you did it. Your wife has not been able to bear you an heir. It is like her womb itself is cursed. I gather she is pregnant even now, my King. Who knows? She might even give you an heir this time, though the chances are less, because if it were more, our curse wouldn’t have abated.”

      She sighed. “In any case, my Lord, I will need to return to my home now. My role in this tale has come to an end and so has my journey. This has indeed been a companionship worth treasuring and I know that the parting will be tougher for you than me. I am going to take this baby with me and no, I won’t be coming to Maishire. It will only cause you pain and trouble, my Lord. But this I promise. Twenty-five years hence, when this son of yours becomes old enough, I shall send you to him and you shall proclaim him as your heir with your wife’s permission.”

      He could not say a word. He felt distraught at her leaving. Tears welled in his eyes, but he never let them free. “I...will...miss you...Marina,” he finally said.

      “I would feel the same, my Adanas. But this is for the best, I assure you. A mermaid and a human have no future together and our places are different. We cannot abandon our duties. You are a king and I am a queen.” Smiling, she turned and walked toward the river with brisk but graceful steps. Without once glancing back, she dived into the gushing river and vanished from his sight. Even as his back hit the bark of the tree behind him, the sun rose from the eastern horizon, showering the lands with the first rays of dawn.
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        * * *

      

      Upon hearing the conclusion of the story of how they met, Queen Merinmeda turned toward her husband and said, “You dared to seek pleasure outside of our union, husband! All because I could not bear you a child? That’s perhaps the only way I have dissatisfied you. But you betrayed my trust and love for you, my King. Did you not at all feel guilty while falling for the sexual schemes of this seducer?”

      Adanas bowed his head. He had no words.

      “You erred on that occasion and planted a seed in the mermaid’s belly. However, for what purpose?” Merinmeda accused. “Even though she bore you a son, you went ahead and ridiculed a god-man. You earned his curse and this young man here,” she said, pointing at the young warrior who had shown his true mettle in the duel, “cannot be proclaimed heir, much, no doubt, as this mermaid had planned for him. So, in a way, you have betrayed all the commitment we have shown you. Your fallacies have led us to this predicament, my Lord. If only you had come to me, husband, and told me about her, I would have gladly given you my blessing for I know well, being a queen and your wife, that the Greentree family needs a successor. Unfortunately, none of us here can provide you with one, all because you chose to execute the ascetic who had granted you a boon and you lost patience waiting for the fruits to take root.”

      The king moved to speak, but the queen raised her hand. “But, still, the dilemma could be saved, my King, if only you beg the god-man’s forgiveness. I am sure he will modify his curse so that it becomes a boon. The Greentree blood cannot just wither away into oblivion. Do this, my King, and earn yourself the good grace of the gods.”

      Turning to the mermaid, she said, “I do not appreciate you coming between my husband and me, and know this, I don’t want to see your face in Galacor again. Not while I live. You represent my husband’s unfaithful nature, but I will not blame your son for the moments of promiscuity between you and my husband, however brief they were. So, I beseech you, Mermaid, return to your holdings in the sea and begone from here.”

      Marina gave the queen a thoughtful look and smiled. “As you say, my queen. Regardless of this animosity between us, you shall remain in my mind and heart as family. But I shall go now. My task has been accomplished and my purpose fulfilled. I saved my son from patricide and that was what I came here to do. It was sad that you had to find out this way.” The mermaid bowed her head and vanished into a puddle of water that then retreated back into the river.

      Airasanda stepped forward and bowed to the queen as his mother had done. “I thank you, Queen Merinmeda, for the kindness you have shown me.” Turning to his father, he said, “I hope I have done you proud, father, but it irks me to say that you have not done me the same. But, like the queen says, I do hope that you apologize to the god-man and find some way to alleviate the curse. The Greentree family tree is essential for the times ahead and we cannot have someone outside the bloodline taking hold of the throne of Galacor.”

      King Adanas sighed. “If by apologizing to the god-man this doom can be rectified, then I will do what’s required.”

      He then stared at Airasanda and Merinmeda. A moment later, he walked away, toward the palace walls, leaving his son and wife smiling.
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        * * *

      

      “Greentree men! So easy to manipulate!” the queen said, moments after the king had left. Turning to Airasanda, she said, “You took your sweet time in coming, especially after the fire-message I sent your mother.”

      “I was...held up, stepmother,” he replied. “Daemons held me and I had to fight with them.”

      “Daemons?” she asked, brows creased. “In Galacor? Again?”

      “Again, stepmother?”

      “Yes, again. The last time the daemons were seen in Galacor was twenty-five years ago. Who do you think had one of the fortresses that belonged to The Fallen ransacked for all its gold and laid clues pointing toward this family? In revenge, they had risen after three thousand years and made plans to attack the city of the mutes in order to convert them to their cause. But the Mutes, being mutes, knew of their trickery, and sent word to the Sirens in the far North for help. Since the Sirens wouldn’t come so far south, what with their distaste toward warmer climates, they sent word to the mermaids, who longed for revenge. I knew they had been trying to break the curse given them by the same god-man who gave your father this curse. So I made a deal with Marina, their queen, that I would make sure their curse was broken and in return the mermaids would give me their firstborn. I knew about the innocent soul whose childish body had died due to the mermaid feasts and knew the loophole suggested by the sage. I accepted that I could not give him a child and he longed for one.”

      She paused to breathe. “So, I arranged for the patrol-guard to be at the exact place where the battle between the mermaids and the daemons would take place. Curious, as I know my husband to be, he did exactly what I thought he would—go there himself. Marina and he met and you were born. Marina made him a promise that when you would be able, she would return you to Galacor to your rightful place. I would proclaim you as one of my own and the people would accept you as the future king of Galacor. Also, you were born of mermaid and human, and hence stronger than either of them. You would be unbeatable, Son. And with the teaching you have had, I do not doubt it. You bested my husband, who is the strongest warrior there is, and this tale of the duel will spread.”

      She heaved a deep sigh. “What I did not expect in this tale of ours was your father resorting to foolishness. That was something I hadn’t foreseen. I was weak from my latest miscarriage and could not stop him. Hence, I sent a quick fire-message to Marina, asking her to send you here as quickly as she could.”

      “So it was your plan all along?” he asked. “Why then did you berate my father and mother so in public?”

      “Dramatic tension, Airasanda. You see, to control the flow of the events, which are as fluid and unpredictable, you need to act according to the situation. Do you think people would have accepted either of us if I had not done so? Now, people will perceive me as one with a big, kind heart. I accepted you even though you remind me of my husband’s betrayal. And my humiliating your mother, calling her a seducer and other names, was all part of uplifting my public image. I already have their sympathy because of my latest miscarriage. Even with all this, I do not think the people will accept you as the future king now that people know you have a mother who had a sexual fling with my husband. The initial plan was to not have her come here at all. She would not have come today too if you hadn’t gone overboard in the duel. Someone had to stop you from committing patricide. Such an act blackens one’s soul and we cannot have a pure soul such as yours be darkened because of any wrongdoing on your part. So she had to come and save you. Even I came outside, despite being weak and unable to walk properly, to stop you from committing such a horrific crime.”

      “So now what?” he asked. “If your plan was to crown me as the future scion of The Greentree family, your plan has failed. The god-man has cursed us.”

      “Haven’t you been listening to me, Airasanda?” she spoke in an admonishing tone. “I always get what I want. You will be king.”

      “But, stepmother, the sage specifically has cursed my father that his heir shall never be king.”

      “True. You will not be succeeding my husband on the throne. Someone else will. That’s the loophole.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “Must I spell everything out to you, Airasanda?” she asked. Grunting, she continued, “The sage said that you as an heir cannot be crowned king. But he didn’t say anything about how you could not be a king. You see, if a king marries another who already has a daughter, then that other woman can be a queen and the daughter a princess. If you marry the princess, you will be a prince, and eventually, when that princess becomes queen, you will automatically become the king, will you not?” She smiled.

      “But you would have your husband marry another time?” he asked. “Wouldn’t it be polygamy and isn’t such an institution banned in Galacor?”

      “Not if I annul my marriage with him first, stepson.”

      “And why would you do all this, my queen?” he inquired, wondering why she was sacrificing so much for the good of the Greentree family.

      “For love, of course, though I must say it wasn’t part of anything I had planned. I have dedicated myself to The Greentree family for years, tolerating my husband’s abusive father, my husband’s foolish initiatives. Do you know what it took me to turn my husband’s head into the right direction? You have no idea; perhaps never will. But if the second marriage makes my efforts not go in vain…” She stopped and looked as if in grave thought.

      Airasanda couldn’t help but admire the strength the queen had in herself. She was willing to sacrifice everything in hope that he would be called king and that his children would empower the family she had dedicated her life to. “Where would you go?” he asked. “After the...”

      “Annulment? Speak freely, stepson. I will return to the south and seek out The Hashims beyond The South Ranges. I fear the coming of a dark age and daemons have been lingering on the borders of Galacor for a long time. Waiting. The Cursed Lands are starting to become whole again, those deserts showing signs of evil returning. At least my informants say so. And this is why the line of The Greentrees must remain pure and unblemished. That is why I have put many things in motion the past thirty years. Even the ransack of the castles that belonged to The Fallen was to drive them away from Galacor and send them a clear message. Galacor will not stand unavenged against The Brothers Dark. Their pure selves will revolt against the onset of The Shadow. And you will carry on with this legacy, Airasanda, for on your shoulders the burden falls.”

      The young warrior could not help but sigh as he began to realize the responsibility placed on him by both his stepmother and mother.

      “Just promise me one thing, Airasanda,” the queen added, almost as an afterthought. “You must marry into the lineage. You must marry the other woman’s daughter when the opportunity presents itself.”

      “The other woman? Daughter? Who are you talking about? And how do we know whom the king will marry?” he asked.

      The queen laughed. “I know exactly who to marry the king off to. You must find the Lady Sienne of Krakohall. It isn’t far from here and she has a daughter named Priscilla. You must make sure that your father marries Sienne, and you, the daughter Priscilla. Win her hand if you must.”

      Airasanda bowed to his stepmother and nodded. “As you wish, my queen, so it shall be done.”
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        * * *

      

      Just as the queen had said, she annulled her marriage with the king of Galacor the very next day, after the latter had been granted mercy by the sage. Three days later, the queen left the citadel in a royal carriage with a departure that did not agree with the King Adanas. He turned morose and sad, and with guilt overtaking his conscience, he shut himself within the doors of his chambers, never once coming out, not even to eat and drink. Nothing anyone would say would bring him out, not even into the courtroom where justice needed to be given and laws upheld. Councilors, ministers, and Airasanda—every one of them tried to get him interested in the outside world, but failed in their attempts.

      A month after the departure of the queen, the king finally came out and rode in his chariot, accompanied by only a handful of guards toward Krakohall. Airasanda watched him leave, standing on the open balcony that overlooked the stretch of the river and beyond. He smiled. He had known of the king’s plans. His servants had planted thoughts about the beauty of Krakohall as soon as the king had expressed his wishes to go outside. Ten days past, so Airasanda also visited the Lady Sienne and asked her to become the queen of Galacor and also expressed his desire to marry Priscilla a year after. Both had agreed because it seemed that the former Queen Merinmeda had paid them a visit and explained to them every detail they needed to hear.

      When the king returned from Krakohall a day later, he told everyone that he wanted to wed the Lady Sienne. Though some of the councilors expressed their displeasure at the union, the majority of them agreed. If another marriage was the way the king would come out of his depression and rule the kingdom, so be it, they told themselves. And Airasanda encouraged that notion. In those few days, they had come to rely on him, though they still thought of him as the king’s bastard son and spoke behind his back. If not for the fact that their common goal was the prosperity of Galacor and the sovereignty of The Greentree dynasty, they would have hardly given him any thought.

      Ten days later, Lady Sienne and her daughter entered the city with their entourage. The city had been well-prepared. Fireworks burst in the sky—something that could be seen across leagues. Even Queen Merinmeda, who was now at the foothills of the South Ranges, saw the merriment hanging over Maishire, a place she had given her life to. Smiling then, she vanished into the mysterious caverns of the mountains, which were rumor to lead toward the lands of The Hashims. Merinmeda spoke into the very air that surrounded her. “You were always my first love, O husband, no matter how you treated me. I didn’t tell you this before. I loved you from the moment I set my eyes on you and gave all of myself to you. For what I couldn’t give, I apologize.”

      Sages and ascetics came and blessed the king. Huge feasts were prepared and every folk who flocked to the city was fed and dressed. Such was the grandiose of the celebration.

      Lady Sienne, however, laid the condition that she would marry the king only if her daughter was married to Airasanda. After much thought, King Adanas agreed to the union and blessed his son. Even as he did so, calling them to the topmost room in the spire of the castle, he thought he saw Marina staring at him from the river below, her fins splashing its cold and clean water. It was just for a moment, though. She disappeared as quickly as she had come. It seemed that Marina was never interested in setting foot on the land of Galacor ever again, just as she had promised Merinmeda.

      A year later, King Adanas’s wife gave birth to Christahel Greentree and Prince Airasanda’s wife gave birth to a beautiful baby girl named as Felicia. Joyous became the mood of the city and people celebrated and danced on the streets. However, that joy was short-lived. Adanas and Sienne were found dead ten days after. They had been poisoned.

      Though Airasanda had ordered an investigation into their deaths, no clue as to who had administered the poison could be found. Five days later, a mermaid named Selena came to the court and told Airasanda that the deaths had been caused by The Fallen, who had sent in one of their most vicious assassins named Kelemoth, who she said was a Mute.

      Airasanda investigated the Mute himself, even going as far as the village of Makaranya. He found it deserted and noticed that the ape-like colony had migrated after the daemons had attacked it. He wondered why the Mutes had decided to form an allegiance with the daemons after their village had been destroyed by the same people. Even as he lay pondering over their disappearance, Kelemoth wandered far away from the borders of Galacor and came to a sandy beach just a few leagues away from the Armandorean capital of Port’s Mouth.

      The Mute waited for about an hour, ignoring the long, curious looks the people around gave him. He wanted to drive them away. He moved to do so, but stopped as they got scared on their own. He followed their wide, bulging eyes and saw a mammoth dark cloud of smoke approach from the direction of the sea. The winds blew it faster toward them. It blew over them even as they retreated deeper into the lands beyond the shoreline. But he stood steadfast, not once wavering from the passing clouds, or shivering from the gathering cold.

      A stream of water made its way toward him. Bubbles rose in them, popping open with a sound. He smiled and placed the pouch of poison in it. The water swallowed it and retreated into the sea. The smoke cloud disappeared and just when he was about to leave, he felt a stinging pain in his stomach. In front of him was a large daemon with its wings like a bat. Its crimson eyes stared at him, making him quake under his glance; its pincers were ready to strike him. He looked down and saw a blade rammed into his abdomen, the skin around the stab wound wet with his blood. His life-force gurgled out of his mouth, finally open, which he had never thought could happen in his lifetime. He fell to the ground, his body vaporizing into ashes.

      “Is it done?” a voice called out, musical as ever.

      The daemon snarled and turned to face a beautiful mermaid walking toward it. It was Marina.

      “Done!” it said in its usual brusque voice.

      “Good, then my job for the moment is done too.”

      “So, Airasanda is not the innocent soul?” the daemon asked.

      She laughed. “Think you that I would give such an innocent soul to those Greentrees? I needed my curse broken, hence I agreed with Merinmeda’s plans. And I also need my revenge against those of my kind who saw fit to exile me because I stole the Amulet of Mazielle and used it to divide the Rock of Truth. I was exiled because a Greentree interfered in mermaid business and so have I now with theirs. And as for that innocent soul, it is pretty much in the body of my other child, who now lays chained in the caverns of the Icy Mountains, right in the captivity of The Brothers Dark.” She guffawed again like a lunatic would. “You can do with him whatever you want. You can tell your master that. That innocent soul could turn the tides of battle in your favor if only you find ways to turn him to your purpose. In return, the daemons shall keep away from the mermaids. You have drunk enough of our blood already. The massacre twenty-five years ago ensured that you got the powers you have always desired in order to be equal to those that call themselves The Hashims.”

      “And what about Airasanda?” it asked, pulling the blade from the sand where the Mute’s body had lain moments ago.

      “Airasanda will do as he is bidden. He doesn’t know everything yet. He plays his part beautifully and now that he is wed and has begotten a child, the lineage of The Greentree family continues. But tainted as we both wanted. The son that was born to me of your seed, daemon, is both daemon and mermaid rather than human and mermaid as they now believe. That kind of blood will always answer to The Shadow. And the kid, she is a tri-brid—human, daemon, and mermaid. She will have powers that could very well change the future of the world. How is yet to be seen.”

      She paused to take in the joy she hadn’t felt for a hundred years. “We have succeeded in our quest, daemon!”

      The daemon roared and stood tall in front of her. Content with what had passed, it turned toward Marina and said, “You are a vicious mermaid, Marina. Your plans have come to fruition and my masters reward alliances and cooperation. But you are also full of trickery and deceit. You have betrayed your own family and kindred; who is to say you won’t betray us when you find the chance? I cannot have you wandering about, plotting everyone’s downfall.” It opened its mouth and revealed its pointed fangs. “Remember these fangs? They had almost killed you years ago when you seduced that king. And now they thirst for your blood once more. Last time, they didn’t kill you, but this time, they have only one purpose when they pierce your filthy mermaid skin: your death.” It snarled and leaped toward Marina.

      She staggered and stumbled onto the sand-filled ground. Raising her arms, she conjured a shield of shimmering water. The moment the fangs touched the shield, they began to burn and char. The daemon bellowed loud; it sounded full of pain.

      The shield disappeared and she stood up, hoisting herself from the earth. “You forget one thing, daemon. I am always a few steps ahead in the game than anyone else. Do you think I came unprepared for an eventuality as this? The last time, I had to be convincing. Hence, I let you sip my blood, though instead of sipping, you gulped it down as if I was a delicacy you didn’t want to let go. I almost died that night, but thank you for not killing me then. Thank you for having the wisdom to recognize my importance. Also, I must also commend you on the control you got at the last moment. If I had died then, I doubt your masters would be happy considering I carried the innocent soul in my womb. Not to mention, your son, daemon.” She smiled and let a blast of blue energy that struck the daemon in its chest, making it groan in pain. “Also, you forget that you also came close to dying at the hands of Adanas. I saved you then, daemon, by protecting you. I transported you by manipulating the flow of time itself. Do you know much power that required? I was only able to do it because I had a part of the Rock of Truth in my pockets. And now that the job is done, I am to be killed? Shame, daemon, that you turned out like….me! I thought you people were better. Very well, since I have done most of the job for you, in my eyes, you are the one who is expendable. So, when all of this is done, I shall drink to your death.”

      She raised her hands and a sparkling blue sword appeared in them. She jumped into the air and stabbed the daemon’s heart as she fell down. The monster roared and tried to push her away, but she never let go. She pushed deeper until the daemon’s strength gave way and it went limp from head to toe. Smiling maliciously, she leapt off the daemon’s corpse and vanished into a puddle of water as she was wont to do.

      The wind that blew from the sea breathed a white mist around the body and when it cleared, there were no signs of the battle. The entirety of the beach went silent except for the knights of Armandor, who came racing down the coconut groves that stretched beyond the shoreline for miles to the beach, wanting to investigate the ruckus. They found nothing but empty beaches and glorious, white sand that looked new and untouched.

      Faraway, from the surface of the blue ocean, Marina looked at them and said, “Now it is their turn to be afraid.” She vanished into the depths of the ocean even as seagulls flew in the sky above, circling the beach and the knights on it.
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        ROWEN

      

      

      Rowen moved quickly from the captain’s quarters, his eyes on the horizon and the storm fast approaching them. At each wave that rocked his ship, he shifted his weight and walked with a rollicking gait. He shivered once and frowned at the oppressive air and darkness that pressed on them from all sides. Lightning struck nearby and the water grew choppier as he fisted his hands at the loud clap of thunder. The wind tugged at the leather throng holding his jet-black hair back and he cursed under his breath. It had been clear sailing all day, but now this.

      A large shudder shook his ship’s timbers and Rowen barely caught himself from falling to his arse. He turned his head to stare at the portside of his vessel. The only warning of something coming from the depths was his first mate’s loud curse and bellow.

      Rowen stared as the creature rose from the deep. The blue of its eyes making his own green orbs sting, the monstrous horns and spikes laid across it. It was ten times the size of their small ship and truly a monster of the deep. The salty brine stung his face as the wind whipped it around the area, the creature’s putrid breath, a mix of rotten decaying meat, and the sea made his nostrils flare. He listened to the sound of his mates, screaming in fear and anger.

      He grasped the nearest thing to him, his fingers slick with water and cold as ice from the cool wind air. It had been a regular mission, but now it was suicide and he wasn’t sure if they would make it out alive. Rowen stared at the small harpoon in his hand and growled low in his throat. He hefted it, weighing it in his hand and then stared the creature down, his gaze following as it bobbed and weaved, grabbing his men in its jaws and pulling them into the salty sea.

      The sailor shifted and gave a second of calculations, factoring in the wind and the rain. Rowen cursed one more time and hefted his weapon at one of the creatures’ eyes, knowing it would only make the beast angry. He was not about to go to Davy Jones without a fight. In the end, his body would feed the fish anyway and the circle of life would keep on going.

      Rowen gave a cruel smile as the harpoon struck its mark, his aim true and the creature screamed as it’s one eye no longer worked. It thrashed and Rowen rushed to the side, picking up a sword that had fallen and stood next to his men. Blood colored the wooden pieces of the ship crimson and his men were at the ready. Rowen stood firm as the creature thrashed and jutted its head at his men while they parried and blocked each swing with their swords, clanging and causing their arms to ache.

      Rowen panted softly as he hefted his sword again and finally with one swift blow, he was thrown overboard. He fought to hold tight to his sword, but the creature thrashed and frothed in the water with its tail and legs. Finally, one blow knocked Rowen at the side of his head and with quick precision, the edges of his eyes went black and he sank into darkness.

      

      
        
        ATTINA

      

      

      Attina chased after the large creature, her heart pounding in her chest. Her sole focus was saving the sailors in the ship above her. She screamed as she heard the muted cries of the men above and launched herself to the surface. Rain pattered against her head and sounds that had been subdued under the sea now were booming to her sensitive ears. She stared up at the sky as brilliant flash of lightning blazed across the inky darkness. She cried out again as she heard the humans calling out guttural war cries and she rushed forward, anxious to help where she could.

      King Kairius had gone completely crazy at the loss of his eldest son to a sailor’s hand. Vowing to kill all and any humans that rode his waters, she made it her personal mission to warn and save as many as she could, much to the irritation of all those in her former home. There had been enough war and death to last her a thousand lifetimes.

      Attina froze and watched as the men stabbed and jabbed at the creature. One lone man loosed his harpoon and when he was knocked from the ship’s deck, Attina launched into motion. She swam as fast as she could and threw her arms around his middle.

      She swam and dragged him through the currents with her, panting softly as she tried to get him to the nearest cove. Attina had retained her people’s ability to travel on land with legs. Most of her people had lost the ability after the war seasons ago, but she had not. Attina was certain it was due in part to the fact she was trying to save her people and the humans at the same time. Even if it was only one human or one merperson at a time. The great mother saw fit to allow her to keep her gifts if she continued to save those she could.

      As they made it to the cove and the sandy beaches, she pushed and tugged at the large sailor until finally his body left the water and she was on top of him looking down. Attina sucked in a breath and stared at him. Long black hair flowed around his head and his eyes lay closed, long black lashes curled at his cheekbones, prominent and rugged he gave the appearance of a well-worked man. Attina rested her head at his shoulder as she fought to catch her breath. She was a fast swimmer, but a man twice her size had almost sent her down to the deep. She would have been fine, but it would have been his death. She sighed and shifted her memory of what she was there to do, putting swiftness in her movements.

      Attina exhaled quickly and bent her head to his chest, hearing the gurgling of his lungs and the beating of his heart. She pushed the rest of him out of the water and with a small kiss to his forehead, threw herself back into the ocean and swam towards the fast sinking ship. Perhaps she could save more of them? Or even gather him weapons or food. Anything to give him a fighting chance at life away from the ocean and the creatures in it because she knew Kairius would never stop. No sailor was safe, at least not until the king was dead or his reach no longer spanned so far.

      

      
        
        ROWEN

      

      

      Rowen woke as a large blue fin slid into the water and long brown hair followed. He stared after it, trying to focus and unsure how he had made it to dry land. Last thing he remembered was the creature snatched him from his ship.  He blinked once and turned his head back to the sky. Rowen had heard of the merpeople in the deep, even fought and killed one or two, but he also knew they were blood thirsty and ready to kill. This one being so close made him nervous, if that was what it was? In his current state, his mind could not be trusted. Whatever he had seen, he was lucky it was high tailing back to its home. Though if his hunch were correct, this one had saved him. What did it want in return? He heard a guttural cry and the current situation pushed at his mind.

      He sat up gasping and stared in horror as his ship sank and his men screamed their dying words. He stood, but the pain in his head caused him to slide back to the ground with a groan. He fisted his large hand in his hair and pulled at it, furiously wanting to follow his men into the deep depth, but knew that would be a moot point, especially if he wished to avenge them.

      Rowen watched as his man-o-war sank while the storm raging around him began to break and the creature that had attacked them slid back into its watery home. Rowen took a deep breath and fell back to the sand. He would think and explore later, but right now the thumping in his head called to him as did blessed sleep. He would mourn in the morning and avenge them if he could or perhaps walk into the water to join his men.
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        * * *

      

      His skin felt alive with tingles and the hair on the back of his neck rose. He kept his breathing even as a conscious thought filtered through his mind that he was being watched. He stayed still, refusing to open his eyes in case it was a predator. If it began to poke at him, he would rise. His survival instincts warred with his self-preservation. Finally, he cracked an eye open and met aquamarine eyes set in a pale blue face, long brown hair falling around the siren’s shoulders.

      His lips parted as he stared at the otherworldly beauty. He raised a brow as she quickly backtracked, eyes wide with fear as he sat up slowly. He groaned as he clutched his head and the dull ache there. He met her eyes once more and his gaze traveled down her well-built torso wearing a scaled swim top and her body slimmed into a pale blue tail, but the bottom was looking a little pink. He wondered at it, but before he could speak or even find something to defend himself, she opened her mouth and the voice that came from deep inside caused his chest to ache. Her words swirled around him like magic and Windsong, memories of childhood and his mother pushed at the edges. He shook his head like a dog, forcing himself to focus on her words rather than the melody with which they were given.

      “I’m sorry, are you hurt? I tried to save more of your men, but I was too late.”  She made a soft noise in her throat and pulled at her hair.

      Rowen frowned and stared at her because he had never seen a mermaid act this way. The few he had seen were brutal and deadly, killing countless men. He had returned the favor and used his favorite cutlass on many of them.

      He snorted. “I don't believe ye, sea witch. Ye be a daughter o' Calypso 'n therefore chaos. Ye wouldna care fer me scallywags. Yer kind scuttle me kind.”

      The merwoman looked up and blushed, her cheeks growing a brighter blue as her bright eyes quickly filling with tears. The bottom of her tail grew pinker and he raised a brow.

      “My kind do kill your kind, and so does your kind return the favor, but I did not want this. I do not want men and women of both kinds to die. It is not right. I may be a daughter of Calypso, as you call her, but I am not of the chaos.”

      He shifted and leaned back on his hand, warring between finding something to bash her head in or listen because he saw no ill intent in her eyes. Only quiet grief. Suddenly she shifted and his muscles tightened, but she simply pulled a pile of seaweed from beside her. He stared at it strangely until he watched as she opened it like a rucksack and began to pull items from it.

      She set them in front of him: flint, tinder, weapons, fishing line, and most things he could use to survive. She pushed it shyly toward him and looked at him behind her lashes.

      “I saved what I could. I am afraid the angler beast ate your men though. I tried to save a young one, but he was far too injured. Those that I couldn’t save, I pulled them over that way.” She lifted her chin and pointed to the right. “I thought you may want to bury them or…or I can make wraps for them and allow them to go below the ocean.”

      Rowen stared at her and tilted his head. “Wha’s yer name, sea witch?”

      She lifted her chin higher and he saw the proud tilt to her head along with the flash of anger in her eyes, but she nibbled at her lip, holding back what she originally wanted to say.

      “My name is Attina, and I am not a sea witch. I am a mermaid. What is your name, pirate?”

      Rowen chuckled and shook his head. “I prefer sailor. Pirate be wha' th' lawmen call those o' us they canât catch. I only loot from those who deserve it. But me name be Rowen.”

      The mermaid tilted her head and nodded. “Well met, Rowen. Do you need anything else from me?”

      Rowen frowned and tried to find anything to blame the siren for, but all he saw was an eagerness to help and a gentle soul. He growled low before he spoke.

      

      
        
        ATTINA

      

      

      Attina waited with bated breath as the sailor studied her and chewed on her words. She itched to return to the water since her tail was starting to thrum and soon it would hurt as it split. She did not wish the human to see her turn to one of his kind, but she was also loathed to leave him all alone in the middle of nowhere on an abandoned island.

      “Do ye make it a habit t' save sailors 'n leave them t' thar own devices? Most o' yer kind scuttle mine. Wha' makes ye so different? Why should I trust ye will nah return 'n murder me in me sleep?”

      Attina gasped and glared at the large sailor. She curled her hands to her waist and squeezed tightly, trying to keep calm.

      “I would never kill someone I first saved. I only would ever harm anyone in self-defense. I have done you a favor and this is how you behave?”

      The sailor gave her a droll look and shifted his weight. “That was one o' yer kind’s creatures, wasn't it? So do ye blame me fer thinkin' th' worst, sea witch?”

      Attina was rankled. She snorted once and with a quick flick of her tail and body, she pushed herself back into the water.

      “I was here to save you, pirate, not kill you. If I had wanted to kill you, I would have done it. That is not one of my creature’s. My king’s, yes, but not mine. I mean you no ill will. I even brought you things to survive. Now it is up to you.”

      Attina slammed beneath the water’s surface, not even waiting for him to answer. She swam away with swift strokes of her fins as anger and something else raced around in her head. She hated to leave the man, but he was so surly and rude. She had saved him and this was how he behaved?

      She began to slow as doubt began to creep into her mind. He has every right to be angry, doesn’t he? After all, my people have been killing his and vice versa. How can I expect him to trust me so easily when if it were me, I would not trust him?

      She sighed and swayed side to side in the sea. She looked around for a place to settle in for the night. There were not many things beneath the waves that could harm a mermaid, especially when near a village. But for a lone mermaid, there were many things, especially an enemy of the king. She was definitely an enemy now because she had saved too many humans. Attina pushed through a pile of seaweed into a cave. She looked around and with a sigh, laid her head upon the nearest pile and curled her arms around her body. Her tired mind circled back to the pirate and she realized she was lonely.

      

      
        
        ROWEN

      

      

      For three sunrises and sunsets the sailor had sat on the beach and stared at the cove where his men lay. He had chanced upon them one time, seeing the siren had indeed kept his men’s bodies safe. He sighed and ran his hands through his long black hair. He had waited for the mermaid to return to help him with cloths for his men since sand did not make a good burial plot, but she had never returned. It was his own fault. He had chased her away. And though he would never admit it, he missed her bright gaze and the way she snapped at him when he took his bad mood out on her.

      It was not often Rowen found himself with thoughts on another person, especially not a woman, but this one who wasn’t even human had sparked a curious thought deep in his head and warmed his heart. The fire she showed gave him a smile.

      He looked one last time over the water before rising and making his way to the cover. Rowen stared at the seaweed that had washed up on shore and began gathering it. As the sun grew higher in the sky, sweat poured from his forehead.

      He swore softly when his stomach growled and with a soft noise of disgust, he stood and headed further inland where he hoped some game would be present or fruit. Rowen walked further into the cool shade of nearby trees, but a sinkhole trap abruptly opened up and Rowen fell to the bottom, yelling as he hit the hard ground. He lay on his back and stared up at the blue sky while he took stock of all his limbs, moving each one to make sure of its mobility. Rowen stood and scrambled up one side of the pit, only to fall further down in. He tried to run and jump, and he missed the top by mere inches, but he continued trying.

      Finally, he sat down and buried his head in his hands, exhaustion setting in heavily. He would never make it out of this one. All his men were dead and the mermaid couldn’t come on land. He closed his eyes and settled in. He would wait for death, whether by starvation or dehydration, he wasn’t certain. Slowly he drifted off to sleep.

      Rowen was woken as stars winked up above and he stared up at the pretty face that looked down at him. He blinked, trying to place it because she looked familiar, but he just shook his head and growled out.

      “Ain't anythin' but a mirage. Leave me.”

      A soft chuckle reached his ears and he opened his eyes again and stared at the woman above him.

      “Give up so easily, pirate?”

      Her words settled around him and his mouth opened of its own accord as the melody of her words swirled around him and eased his aching heart.

      “Sea witch?”

      Confusion colored his words and he stood. The siren smiled and nodded. He studied her in the waning moonlight. Her eyes looked different and the color of her skin was not as dark as it had been. Before he could ask anything more, she disappeared, and he cried out. He reached up to dig at the sides of the pit, but he slid back down. With a soft thud, rope landed beside him and he tucked it around his waist. Using the sides as leverage, he lost his step a few times as the sand gave away, but sooner than expected he was on flat ground again and he lay there, his cheek pressed into the sand.

      He looked up and studied the woman that had rescued him as she lay panting near a tree, the rope wrapped around it and her own waist. He stood and walked over, looking at her while she gazed up at him with her sea-colored eyes. His eyes traveled across her face and waist, but what sat below it caused him to stare agape. Where a blue fin had been before was now full of creamy white legs and hips. Rowen licked his lips once and then spoke through parched mouth.

      “Sea witch, ye 'ave some explainin' t' do. Make it fast afore I lose me mercy 'n forget ye saved me 'n murder ye fer lyin'.”

      

      
        
        ATTINA

      

      

      Attina balked at his words and pushed herself to her feet, swaying once on the legs beneath her, still not used to them. She frowned and pointed at him.

      “You would kill me when I saved you for a second time? I did not lie to you. I have been up front with you since I met you and pulled your sorry hide from the ocean. I am swiftly regretting my own mercy.”

      She swayed again on noodle-like legs and with a cry, she fell into his large chest. Expecting him to let her go, she was surprised when his hands found her waist and he anchored her against him. When she glanced up, she was surprised to see everything but anger there. A small smile even danced around his lips, but he quickly cleared his throat and backed up, pushing her to steady on her own feet.

      “Explain, siren.”

      Attina frowned and crossed her arms quickly. “My legs were a gift. A gift I did not squander or use for ill will as my kind did. And I am not a siren! I do not use my female wiles or my singing voice to lure the hearty to their deaths. I am not like that. If I were, why would I have saved you?”

      Attina growled at the pirate’s face as he studied her. She huffed and started walking back toward the water.

      “I shouldn’t have come out again. I should have left you in that hole to rot.”

      She was thrown off balance as a strong hand grasped her arm in an iron-like grip and pulled her back toward him again. For the third time in as many days, she was pressed against him and looking up into his brown eyes.

      Rowen growled at her. “Wha' sort o' gift, sea witch? 'n why was it given?”

      Attina swallowed thickly and pulled from his grasp, rubbing her hands across her arms while she spoke.

      “Merpeople were given a gift because we were the great goddess Calypso’s favorites and we were good and kind. She gave us the ability to walk on land and swim in water if we were worthy of it. Most of my kind have lost it since they have murdered humans, another of the god’s favorites. I have not harmed any unless they were intent upon harming me first and I never ever killed if I could help it. I was able to keep my gift, unlike the others.”

      Deep shame slid throughout Attina as she thought of her people and what they had given up. All for a personal vendetta from a king. She stared up at the pirate and was thrown from her thoughts from the deep growl in his stomach. She stared at him fearfully and spoke.

      “What are you changing? Are you turning into a monster?”

      As he laughed, the hair on the back of her neck to rose and she couldn’t hide the smile that lit up her face at the hearty sound.

      “I be starvin', sea witch. Me stomach growled. That be all.”

      Attina wrinkled her nose. “Didn’t you get food? I gave you the tools to do so?”

      “Yer stomach doesn't growl when ye're starvin'? I didn' 'ave much time t' hunt fer grub. I was restin' me wounds 'n then today, I was tryin' t' send me scallywags below t' Davy Jones.”

      Attina blushed and shook her head. “When I am hungry, one of my sea friends brings me food. I have never been…er…starving. And I can help you with your men. I made some seaweed cloths to bind them. I thought it would be better to send them to the deep than to bury them.”

      

      
        
        ROWEN

      

      

      Rowen stared at the curious creature in front of him. Deep down he knew most of his men and he would have murdered the sea witch in front of him. However, she had saved his life twice now, and he would be lying if he said he wasn’t curious about her. A little petite siren that could grow legs and get insulted just like a red-blooded human woman.

      He watched as she looked around in curiosity. “What do priates and humans eat? I eat fish, clams, mussels, and seaweed salad is good, but…”

      Rowen held up a hand hiding the smile on his face. “I saw some coconuts afore ye liberated me.”

      Leaving her to watch, he slid into the nearby forest, giving the pit of hell a wide berth before he slowly climbed the tree to gather the milk fruit above him. As he tossed it down and followed behind it, he found Attina staring down at it strangely, questions clearly written on her face.

      Grasping the hatchet, she had given him, he slowly opened it and handed her half.

      “Drink first 'n eat th' flesh next.”

      The mermaid took a small gulp of the coconut and Rowen chuckled at her look of wonder and delight. Grasping it, she pushed the supple flesh of the coconut into her mouth and he laughed at the slivers of white that covered her cheeks. He was shoved back into reality as he saw her shiver.

      “Ye aren't use t' th' weather, are ye?”

      She shook her head. “The water is not cold to me, but this air is with human legs. I need to return soon. If I am not careful, I will stay this way.”

      A deep-seated curiosity stuck in his craw. “Would ye ever give up yer fins, sea witch?”

      Attina gasped and looked at him before she frowned in thought, the middle of her forehead creasing. “Maybe, I suppose...but nothing less than love. I haven’t spent much time with humans. You being the only one. I do not know if one could keep my interest. You seem so fragile.”

      Rowen threw back his head and laughed. “Do I seem fragile t' ye, wee one?”

      Attina gave a small snort of laughter. “Well, not you, but others I have met. You humans can’t hold your breath and creatures of the deep scare you.”

      Rowen shifted closer and touched her arm. “I don’t scare easy, mermaid.”

      Attina gave a nod and shivered again. “I’m getting colder.”

      Rowen nodded and motioned for her to follow him back to the beach. She held tight to the back of his shirt, finding her way slowly in the dark behind him. Rowen bit back another smile and as she slid into the water and disappeared beneath the surface, he couldn’t squash the small pain in his chest.

      Early sunrise had him rising to the sea witch as she slid from the ocean and settled behind a nearby rock with a strange bundle of cloth in her hand. Rowen watched as her face grew pained and she sighed softly, gritting her teeth. A strange popping sound had him looking around before Attina shifted and stood with a bundle of clothes in her arms.

      “What is the plan today, Rowen?”

      Rowen smiled and tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “Today we start buildin' a ship, wee maid. Aft we give me scallywags thar last rites.”
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        * * *

      

      For days, Rowen and Attina had worked beside one another to build a small vessel from branches and driftwood using the vines and any supplies Attina was able to scrounge from nearby wrecks. Finally, the small ship was ready, and Rowen stood staring up at it as the sun began to rise. Though he was anxious to return to the sea and back to his actual home, a small sadness lay heavy on him as he realized today would be his last with the little mermaid he had grown fond of.

      She was quick to laugh and give her aid where it was needed. Rowen counted her a friend. She had been there when the grief had overtaken him for the loss of his men and again when a deep-seated anger at the sea and the merpeople below it had sent him into a rage.

      She had persevered his needling and his grumpy moods with her own fiery attitude. Rowen sighed and was thrown from his thoughts as she materialized beside him. He hadn’t even heard the popping of her joints as her fin separated and legs had grown. He smiled down at her and noticed her own teary eyes.

      “Wha' ails ye, Attina?”

      The mermaid gave a watery smile and touched his cheek. “You’re leaving me today. I could follow you, but your ship would quickly outpace me.”

      Rowen stared at the vessel and then her as his heart tightened at the aquamarine eyes. Taking a deep breath, he spoke.

      “Well, wee mermaid, ye can become human. I would loot ye wit' me, but th' riddle be sweet one. Would ye give up yer fin fer a pirate that doesn't deserve it?”

      Rowen kicked at the sand, but he was knocked backward onto the ground as she flung herself at him and squeezed tight.

      “Look at that, I tamed a siren.”

      Attina growled and poked him in the chest. “I am not a siren! Let’s go.”

      As they pushed to the vessel Rowen gave one last look to the beach he had spent so much time on. With a mermaid on his arm, he smiled and turned the ship toward home.
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      Olivia’s dark-green eyes remained fixed on the glass wall-clock. It gleamed silver with moonlight streaming through a nearby window. It was quarter to 2AM and she couldn’t sleep. The silence of the night filled her with a strange dread. The moon’s stillness evoked in her a restlessness, a hunger, a passion. She turned on her side and buried her head in bed.

      She soon gave up.

      Olivia lifted her husband’s hand off of her before she slipped out of the sheets and tiptoed to the door. After exiting, she lightly closed it and went to the kitchen to grab a whiskey before walking to the basement. She turned on the lights from a switchboard near the dark basement door and descended down the creaky stairs, praying the sound reverberating in the air wouldn’t reach Dan.

      The basement stored dozens of things from so many ages. Her eyes fell on one of her strangest wedding gifts: a bronze sculpture of a gigantic nest containing three red eggs. Her grandmother had shipped it all the way from America, insisting she install the piece of art in the very center of her art gallery.

      “Then just see how the place will fill with people. The eggs have power! They’ll help you create masterpieces,” she had said.

      Olivia had gladly accepted the gift, but her career never reached the point where she could open and maintain an art gallery. It was too expensive. Many years ago, she used to have a private gallery at home. But after the disastrous event that broke her first marriage, the word ‘gallery’ would forever carry an evil shadow in her mind.

      Dan and Olivia both worked, but they mostly lived on his salary. Olivia did assist on bringing in some money through her passion for arts. However, being a struggling artist, she couldn’t promise a steady income. It was low and infrequent. And soon, null.

      Slowly after marriage, she simply lost the passion. She would still sketch sometimes, but not in hopes of furthering her career. She used it to relieve herself of complex emotions. The elusive flame of dreams inside her heart had gone cold because of reasons she couldn’t fully comprehend. Maybe it was because of the increased responsibilities and stress of marriage. Maybe it was because she could no longer see Roger. But the spark had faded before it ever got a chance to turn into a storm, and Olivia, knowing this, had put all her painting stuff in a bag and dumped it down here.

      Today was the day to finally bring it out of the shadows.

      After taking a healthy dose of alcohol, Olivia went further inside. She passed Dan’s old golf set, a wooden cabinet in perfect condition, an ancient mirror from the age when Greek gods walked the Earth, and other numerous things. Hiding behind a stack of old furniture was the abandoned bag looking swollen and angry in the dusty corner. As she dragged it out, a puff of dust blasted in her face and sent her into a fit of coughs. Covering her mouth, she opened the bag and poured its contents onto the floor. She rearranged a few boxes on the floor to clear the area. She then sat there cross-legged, and, one-by-one, examined every materialistic element that used to help her bring out her demons hidden in the deep realms of spirituality.

      She felt every size of paintbrush, every vial of paint, her palette, the canvas, her drawing book. Every touch opened a new door in her mind from which would come pouring out countless pleasant memories.

      With the bottle right in front of her, she couldn’t help but indulge and things turned magical. A mere glance at her drawing book reminded Olivia the story behind every masterpiece. She flipped the pages, enjoying the walk down memory lane.

      She was about to leave when a breeze came from the bronze statute and fluttered the loose pages of her book. While collecting them, Olivia wondered about the cause of the wind. She was in a closed basement and something of that strength to originate down here was highly unlikely.

      Shrugging, she got up to get the last painting featuring a big blob of black ink with some limited highlighting. Every painting had a story behind it, but no matter how hard she tried, she failed to recollect the blob’s story.

      As soon as she touched the rough surface of the yellowed paper, it slipped out of her hand as another playful wind caught hold of it. She ran after it as it shot up in the air and changed directions a couple of times before falling onto the largest egg of the bronze sculpture.

      “Damn it, where is the wind coming from?” Olivia complained as she went to the sculpture.

      She finally caught the elusive painting and shoved it in her drawing book, which she put back in the bag. She didn’t keep it in the dusty corner because she knew she wanted to paint tomorrow. She smiled, staring at the corner of the canvas that jutted out of the bag and began toward the stairs.

      Olivia paused dead in her path when a creak creak creak reached her ears. No, it wasn’t the sound the ancient stairs made. It was louder, more brittle, and it came from a different direction. Olivia followed its voice and stopped before the bronze statute.

      The largest bronze egg of the Sea Goddess was hatching.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia stared at the paints. She dipped her brush in the vial of black paint and brought it toward the canvas. The telephone rang, distracting her from the blob she was about to paint. Sighing, she dropped the brush in the palette and sprinted to the living room to answer the call.

      “Roger?” She knitted her brow. She hesitated, but the ringing of the phone poked at her heart. “Okay, it’s just a call.” She calmed her breath and picked up the receiver.

      “Thank God you answered. For a moment I thought you’d never--”

      “I don’t have all day.”

      “Yes, yes, of course. I’m just happy to hear your voice after so many months. Listen, are you free next week?”

      “No.”

      “There’s something very important I need to tell you. It’s urgent. And I was thinking if we could...you know...it’s been a while and I--”

      Olivia gave a long breath. “Look, Roger, I’ll be very clear. What we had was special. And I really did like you. But we weren’t right for each other. You are a practical guy and this insane art world is what I live in. Put pineapple in pizza and it simply doesn’t work.”

      “Please, we have to meet--”

      “Okay, I was trying to be nice. But after what you did that night, how dare you call me?”

      Roger sighed. “It wasn’t me.”

      “Oh, it was you. You might be drunk, but it most certainly was you.” Olivia’s grip on the phone tightened as she fought back her angry tears.

      “Why can’t you trust me?”

      Olivia almost laughed at the stupid question.

      “Look, I know I’ve let you down because of my drinking problems countless times. And I don’t get the point of art, but I’m not a monster, Olivia. I’d have never done--”

      “I cannot live with a drunkard anymore. I’ve moved on and you should too.”

      “Please, I’m a changed man. I’ve been sober the last six months. I go to gym, do yoga, follow a healthy diet. Hell, I even meditate sometimes. I promise you, I’ll respect you and your dreams. Nothing bad will happen again.” Desperation coloured Roger’s voice. “Please, can we give this...can we give this one more try?”

      A tear filled Olivia’s eye. Yes, he’d done a terrible mistake, but he had been drunk. Yes, they were like pineapple pizza, but Olivia had eventually developed a taste for it. A flavour that was now missing from her life, turning her very existence bland.

      “I’m married.”

      “I know. Still...”

      “We had our chance, Roger.”

      “We grew up together, Olivia. There’s no one in this world that knows you better than me. Please, you know we’re meant to be together.”

      Olivia sniffled. “Goodbye, Roger.”

      “No, wait. This wasn’t why I called you. I need to tell you something, Olivia. I was hoping we could meet, because this is bizarro stuff. But if you don’t want to see me, I guess we can do this on phone.” Roger paused. “Remember back when we were kids, we’d seen that thing in the sea...”

      Olivia had stopped listening. She couldn’t let her heart dangle between two men. It simply wasn’t possible.

      She hung up and went to the kitchen. She poured herself a glass of juice, put some ice, and gulped half of it in one go. She returned to the basement. Sipping the remaining juice, she glanced at the sculpture as she passed by it. She loomed over the largest egg, which she had examined first thing in the morning. It’s red surface remained strong and metallic. Despite the cracking sound last night, there were no inconsistencies anywhere.

      “Must’ve been the whiskey,” Olivia assured herself when she could find no explanation about the strange happenings of the night, which concluded with her husband finding her passed out in the basement. And after that had come the disastrous headache, followed by a terrible hangover which had lasted for hours.

      No, she wasn’t a teenager anymore. She had to be careful about her drinking problems.

      She slid her thumb along the glass and murmured, “Juice, it’s going to be just you and me from now.”

      She got back to her painting. In one clean stroke, she made an outline of the blob. She filled it with stark black. Then she dipped another brush in white and smeared it on the palette. She mixed the black to form different shades of grey. With surgical precision, Olivia placed dots of same and varying shades on the canvas. As minutes turned into hours, the two-dimensional blob developed solid attributes. And as Olivia continued working, it seemed as though it were growing a life of its own.

      The doorbell rang and Olivia checked her wristwatch. It was 8PM! Shocked about the surprising passage of time, she took a moment to gather herself before sprinting upstairs to welcome Dan.

      “Honey, you okay?” Dan remarked, seeing his breathless wife.

      “Yeah, why?” Olivia said, wiping the newly formed sweat beads off her forehead.

      “You look exhausted.”

      “Maybe just lack of sleep,” she shrugged.

      “You should get enough rest, honey.”

      “I’m an artist, can’t help it. You should probably talk to the coffee maker. It loves feeding me,” Olivia chuckled. She waited for Dan to join in. He was a simple man. He laughed at the simplest humour. But this time he didn’t even smile. “Did something happen at the office?”

      Dan nodded. He loosened his tie and crashed on the couch. “It was fine until evening, when my boss shot himself.”

      “Oh my God!” Olivia felt her legs go weak. She started shivering. “Suicide? But Scot was doing so well.”

      Dan shrugged. “We all have problems. Some hide them better than others.” He scratched his chin. “But yeah, while it wasn’t always visible, we all knew something was off with Scot lately. He was a hoot, cracking the whole place up every morning. We assumed it was just stress. Then he began sweating. The man sweated like a pig, Olivia. It was as if his cabin had a hidden sauna. Everyday Scot would get thinner and thinner, as though he was melting. And now...” Dan wrapped his hands around his head. “I can’t believe it.”

      Olivia rubbed her husband’s back before she took him to bed.
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        * * *

      

      Scot’s death didn’t mean more to Olivia than a distant relative’s. The atmosphere at house remained tense for a couple of days, but soon things went back to normal. She retreated to the reclusive life an artist often switched to before surprising the world with a fine piece of art. Olivia knew she was on to something. She knew the world would embrace her masterpiece, the critiques would shower her with praises, and art galleries would beg for her attention.

      She was painting the blob and she knew masses would kill for an opportunity to lay their eyes on this masterpiece.

      “I told you to stop drinking and now your mind is full of shit. Where’s your humility, Olivia?” she chided herself. “Maybe it’s the sculpture. Are your eggs working their spells, grandma?” she laughed. Then she sipped some more whiskey and enjoyed the tempting glimpses of dreams. “But the world doesn’t work that way,” Olivia sighed. “So many upcoming talented painters go unnoticed.”

      Olivia observed her painting and analyzed its every aspect meticulously. She tore down the canvas and tossed it on the floor, which was full of similar discarded paintings. “I won’t be another name on that list. I’ll do whatever it takes. I’ll paint the blob until I perfect it. I’ll stop only when I create something that looks real.”

      Wiping sweat off her brow, she prepared herself for yet another attempt. She’d almost touched her brush when the doorbell rang. Olivia checked her clock to see 6PM. She rose and carefully made her way through the maze of painting materials scattered around her. When the bell rang again, she quickened her pace.

      “You’re early.”

      “Nope, I’m late,” Dan said digging into his pockets. He produced two tickets. “The movie starts in like twenty minutes. Quick, wear something fancy. Afterwards, we’re going for dinner.”

      “Wow, what’s the occasion?”

      “Make a guess,” Dan smiled.

      Awkward pause. “Oh no, I’m so sorry I forgot about the anniversary--”

      Dan burst out laughing. “It’s two months from now, Olivia.”

      “Oh.” she said, now blushing. “Well, what is it?”

      Dan produced an envelope from his office bag. He bowed as he handed it over to her. She tore it and flipped the letter inside open. “Holy fuck, you got promoted!”

      “I still can’t believe it. And guess what? There’s a pay raise.”

      “That’s awesome!” Olivia’s face was glowing. Her lips curled into a timeless smile. Marks of aging left her skin and the light of youth shone in her eyes. Youth and dreams and joy. “Your company is appreciating your efforts. My passion for arts has returned. This is like a perfect life, Dan.”

      “I know!” Dan said, embracing her in a tight hug before planting a deep, long kiss on her cherry lips. “Now quick, woman. We’ve got just fifteen minutes.”

      Olivia glanced at the basement door. She could sense the pull of her canvas. The desire to complete the unfinished painting possessed her. She wanted to paint so bad, to create something real out of ordinary paints, something alive that she stepped toward the basement door. A scolding sparked in her mind. What was wrong with her? She hadn’t gone on a date night with her husband in months. And she wanted to sacrifice all that for the blob?

      “Hey, anything wrong?”

      “No, no, just trying to digest the news. You could’ve at least messaged me about tonight’s plans, Dan. How the hell am I supposed to get ready this soon?”

      “Surprise is all the fun, babe. Now, please, get ready. We’re getting late.”

      Olivia went to her bedroom. She pulled out a red gown from the closet. After wearing it, she applied bright red lipstick and dabbed her cheeks with some makeup. Keeping an eye on her wristwatch, she debated if she should do her hair. Dan called for her and Olivia made her decision. She let her hair run free.

      “Whoa, you look gorgeous!” Dan said, stealing a quick kiss before leading her to the car. Soon, they were at the theater.

      Halfway into the movie, Olivia’s fingers started twitching. Her makeup began coming off her face as sweat continued oozing out of every pore on her body. She felt as though she was tied to a rock in the middle of the sea and every wave that hit her was made from her own bodily fluids.

      “Okay. You’ve been acting weird since yesterday. What’s the matter?”

      People sitting on either side turned their faces from the boring chick flick to Dan and Olivia.

      “Don’t talk so loudly. People are getting disturbed,” Olivia whispered.

      “Tell me. Something is definitely bothering you? Wait, you’re not ill or something, right?”

      Olivia shook her head. “No, it’s just too hot in here.”

      “The AC is working perfectly, honey.” Dan touched her forehead. “God, you’re burning up.”

      “I said I’m--” Olivia stopped.

      The screen went dark. The confused crowd began complaining. After half a minute, light buzzed onto the wide screen, but this time, it didn’t play the movie. Instead, an image appeared.

      To many it meant nothing. Their confusion was evident from their blank faces. But the massive black creature floating in the ocean strangely looked very similar to the blob. Olivia squinted her eyes to study its features. The blaring of horns, however, made her shut her eyes and ears. And despite that, she could hear the recording that played over and over again.

      It said, “Seamouth is coming.”
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        * * *

      

      All her life, Olivia believed bizarre things happened only in the movie world. But ever since the Seamouth crisis began, she wondered if the walls between the worlds of reality and fiction had collapsed.

      When the word Seamouth first flashed on the wide screen, Olivia could bet this was some prank. Then as masked men wielding silver blades stormed into the theater, she couldn’t help but scream. No, this was definitely something more sinister than a prank.

      By the time she realized Dan and she had to escape from...from whatever this was, the theater was thrown into utter chaos. Half of the crowd was rendered motionless from watching the masked men carve the blob on people’s foreheads with silver blades. The other half ran in every direction frantically for an opportunity to hide.

      When a group of masked men neared her row, Olivia and Dan jumped like cats off their seats and began toward the exit. With everyone struggling to escape, she felt like a powerless fish caught in a strong current. She lost Dan in the crowd. A large woman accidentally drove her elbow into her stomach, knocking air out of her lungs. Olivia staggered back, coughing.

      A man grabbed her hair from behind. Another masked figure forced her head to remain steady. Two more men came to hold her hands and legs. She jerked and slipped out. A dozen hands came to pin her down. She bit the sweaty arm nearest to her and released only when blood filled her mouth. The man she had hurt didn’t even flinch.

      Tears began trickling down her cheeks. “Dan! Danny!” She shrieked, but her husband was nowhere to be seen. “Please.”

      One of the men brought his silver blade to her forehead. As soon as the cold metal touched her skin, Olivia clenched her eyes shut. She had braced herself, but the pain was otherworldly. As the metal bit into her flesh, Olivia felt her sanity slipping. She howled, she cried, she shrieked, she thrashed.

      “LET ME GO!”

      “Olivia!” Dan jumped on the men.

      He knocked one out in a single punch and kicked another masked man. But he grabbed his leg and others pinned him down. One man drove the silver blade right through his heart.

      Something died in Olivia’s heart. Her revolting hands and legs stopped moving.

      “You’re blessed. Stop resisting for our Lord only wishes to gift you. Wear this gift with pride,” a masked man said.

      Others chanted “Seamouth” again and again and again.

      The blade glinted before it lowered onto her forehead. Olivia saw it, but no longer cared.

      A few minutes later, a crimson tattoo adorned Olivia’s forehead. Carved into her skin was an outline of the blob. It fed on the blood, which oozed out and trickled down the wound, painting her entire face with red.

      “Now you’re one of us.” The men released her. “Soon you shall see Seamouth.”
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        * * *

      

      The golden beams of dawn invaded the dark realm of night. Sun emerged from the horizon to battle against this new darkness that had seeped into the very core of Olivia’s heart. And while it succeeded in lighting the world, its rays could never touch this crushing emotion inside.

      Fear.

      The first time she experienced this blood-curdling fear was when she was a child. A simple child unaware of the dangers of the sea and tides. One day, she walked into the mouth of this indifferent monster just before a high tide. And it got her. The water was cold, but colder were the merciless teeth sinking into her consciousness and freezing every thought, replacing it by raw fear, the kind that killed one’s sanity.

      The second time was now.

      When the masked men had left her, she had passed out. She woke up hours later. The moment she gained consciousness, she launched herself toward the exit. Once out in the open world, she realized she wasn’t the only victim.

      Streets were filled with the masked men dragging people out of the shops and restaurants. As some made the same horrendous art on their foreheads, the other masked men vandalized the property. They spray-painted the ominous figure on doors, windows, walls, and vehicles. Those who tried to escape were either shot dead or burned alive.

      Olivia looked around while tears streamed down her cheeks as the images of gore and horror haunted her sight and mind. She screamed, she begged for help, but no voice would come out of her shuddering mouth. Tears blurred the world outside as started running.

      Her neighbourhood was quiet with no masked men around. Maybe they had spared them for now. Or maybe their job here was already done and all they had left behind was this evil silence. Olivia had no intention to verify. She sprinted to her door, grabbed her keys from her purse, and with trembling hands twisted it inside the lock until the lock clicked. She went inside and slammed the door shut. Convinced the horrors couldn’t break into her home, she sighed with relief.

      And just then a sharp sound of metal clashing against metal came from the basement. Her sense of security broke apart. The hair on Olivia’s neck stood. She cautiously walked to the basement door and locked it from outside.

      “W..who’s...there?” she stuttered while fishing out her phone from her purse to call 911.

      The sound stopped, followed by the creaking of stairs and the banging on the door.

      “Olivia?”

      Olivia dropped her phone. It’s impossible, she thought. But if there’s anything in the world she could never forget, it was this voice. She unlocked the door and waited, holding her breath, praying.

      The door swung open. Standing in front of her was a tall, broad-shouldered man with messy red hair and a long face. Olivia jumped on him, burying her head in his chest. It seemed the warm feeling of safety returned to the house. She fought back the tears, but couldn’t help it. The memory of Dan’s death had been playing in her mind, an endless movie. She pressed into Roger’s chest and cried her heart out.

      Roger hugged her back. “Shh,” he whispered. “Everything will be alright.”

      Olivia moved her head toward his chin. Roger lowered his. As soon as their lips met, she remembered the look on Dan’s lifeless face and pulled away.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t.” She wiped her cheeks. She had what she needed: a distraction that would hopefully save her from thinking and rethinking the ugliest night of her life. “What are you doing here? I told you I didn’t want to see you.”

      “I know,” Roger said. He sounded casual, but Olivia could see the muscles on his face twitching, upset that they were so close in getting what they yearned for and couldn’t. “I’m not here to try to get you back either. I came to warn you, but I guess I’m late,” he said pointing at the carving on her forehead.  “You’ve seen Him, haven’t you?”

      “Who?”

      Roger shook his head. “I won’t take His name. Names have power and He’s already powerful, very powerful. Can’t you sense it? The energy swirling around in this house?” He took her hand. “Come.”

      Olivia followed him. She stepped onto the first step of the staircase and glanced around. “What the fuck?”

      Everything in the basement—the boxes, the objects, the shelves and what they contained—was unmade and thrown to the sides of the walls. The bronze sculpture stood at the center. The red eggs gave off an unnatural glow. Green water gushed out from beneath the nest and spilled onto the floor. Arranged in a spiral around the gleaming sculpture were the dozens of paintings of the blob. The nearest ones had disappeared below the thick murky liquid. The farther ones had just been touched and turned soggy. As the dark waters continued erupting from the invisible hole beneath the sculpture, the floor soon submerged.

      “Don’t look at me. It’s what you did that day in the sea. I’d fucking warned you, but you didn’t listen.”

      Olivia stared at him blankly. “What?”

      “Back when we were kids, Olivia. The thing on the rock, remember?” Roger grabbed a hammer from the toolbox kept at the entrance of the basement and walked into the murky water.

      Olivia climbed down the stairs. The bottom two steps were now hidden beneath the rapidly growing waters. She stopped on the last dry step, watching the water level rise, trying to remember. Roger reached the bronze sculpture. He raised the hammer behind his head and swung it down onto the largest egg. A heavy clank filled the air.

      “Stop it, that’s my grandma’s gift!” Olivia shouted.

      “I don’t know how your grandma got her hands on this, but trust me, it’s not something you want to keep in the house. The eggs have power.”

      “Yeah, I don’t believe in that kind of crap, but she said the eggs will help me further my painting career. It gives off good vibes.”

      Roger glanced around the basement. “All I can see are dozens of paintings of Sea--” he stopped. “You-know-who. I bet these vibes made you paint Him over and over again. This isn’t the kind of power you want in your life, Olivia. It’s dark. It’s evil. Look what it reduced your art to?” Roger made a face as though a heap of garbage surrounded him.

      “Another insulting comment on my art. You haven’t changed a bit, have you?” Olivia said, forcing her tears back. “After destroying all my paintings that night, you still crave to humiliate me. The Blob is a masterpiece.”

      Roger laughed bitterly. “He is punishing you, Olivia, and you don’t even know. After all this time, you still believe it was me?” Roger struck the bronze again. “It wasn’t me!” He said, pulling the hammer back and striking again.

      Olivia couldn’t help but cry. The memory of the nightmare returned to her fast like the rising water.

      After another ugly fight with her ex-husband, she had gone out with a couple of friends, and Roger, like usual, spent the day drinking. When she had returned, she had found Roger passed out in her private art gallery. All her paintings were removed from the walls and kept in a heap. Every painting was drenched through with water. The paper soggy, the paints messy, her life’s work ruined in one single night.

      And today, when she had finally given a second shot to her dreams, Roger had to come to destroy her new work too.

      “It was you. You did it that night and you’re doing it now.”

      Roger struck the sculpture and panting, turned to Olivia. “For years, I believed this lie. I even tried to hurt myself. I was about to slit my hands, Olivia. And that’s when I saw Him. I’m still not sure why He bothered. These creatures obey the old laws even Gods cannot break. Maybe for what we did in the past, He believed He owed me this much,” Roger gulped. “I saw Him, Olivia. He showed me what happened that night and this knowledge saved me.”

      “Who?” Olivia cried, not sure whether to listen to his story, call a plumber to fix the disaster, or salvage whatever was left of her paintings. She looked below, but all she saw was the dark, murky waters.

      “Yes, that night I did drink a lot. But I was passed out. I couldn’t move a finger. It was He who came that night and destroyed your paintings. He was angry you would draw so many things, but not Him.” He paused. “Maybe that’s why he made you paint so many this time.” Roger stared straight into Olivia’s eyes. “Look at me. I might have been a douche, but do you think I’m so evil that I would ruin your career? It wasn’t me, Olivia,” Roger said putting his hand in the water. He fished out one of the paintings that was surprisingly intact. In fact, the Blob looked more real than ever. “HE!”

      Olivia gave him another blank stare, wondering if he had gone mad or something. She glanced below when the cold, dark water finally did kiss her feet. Something snapped in her mind and her jaw hung open.

      She remembered.

      Roger and Olivia would often go to the beach after school. One day they decided to swim farther than ever and stumbled upon a large rock in the middle of the sea. On it, shining in the sun, sat a large red egg.

      Olivia climbed up the rock and watched it eagerly. A crack spread across its surface. “Oh my God, Roger. Look, it’s hatching!”

      Roger pulled himself up and sat cross-legged before the egg. “Whoa, I’m seeing something like this for the first time. Didn’t know eggs could be this large. Any idea what animal this is?”

      Olivia shrugged. “I bet it’s a fish.”

      “Nah, never heard of fish eggs that hatch outside water. It must be a bird.”

      “No, come here.” Olivia dragged Roger to where she was standing. “From this angle, you can clearly see its wet and slimy skin.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Roger neared the egg and squinted his eyes to observe closely. He flinched when an eagle screeched in the sky.

      The egg hatched almost suddenly. Smaller cracks spread from the larger one and the shell splintered into a hundred small rectangles that disintegrated further and vanished into thin air.

      “Whoa, did you see that?”

      “Okay, I’m not sure if that’s how it works.” Roger scratched his head. “When my chicks hatch, the egg shells always remain. Strange.”

      “Dude, I meant the animal.”

      It emerged from another inner layer and expanded into a basketball-sized slimy black ball. It had no fins or gills or even eyes. All it had was a large gaping mouth with cute tiny pearl-like teeth.

      “What kind of an animal is that?”

      “Yeah, it’s so plain. It looks like a blob. If we’re keeping it, I’m naming it Blob.”

      Roger nervously touched it. “Yuck, its really sticky.” He moved his finger to its mouth, trying to examine the pearly teeth. It bit him. “Oww!” He put his finger in his mouth to suck blood oozing out of the narrow cut on his fingertip. “We can’t keep him.”

      “Because it bit you?” Olivia laughed. “That more than works with me. Yep, I think I’m going to keep it.”

      “That and because it’s clearly not formed properly. There must be a problem with it. That’s why its mother left it alone on this rock.”

      The eagle descended and sat near them. Tilting its neck, it gaped at Blob. Roger looked at the eagle.

      “Maybe we should leave it alone too.”

      “We can’t. The eagle will get it. Look at the way it’s staring at Blob.”

      The eagle flapped its wings and began edging toward the animal.

      “No, we need to do something. Quick, help me put Blob in water. The eagle can’t get it there.”

      “Let’s get out of here. I don’t want any eagle biting my nose off.”

      Olivia kept a wary eye on the eagle which was dangerously close, and scooped up Blob in her hands. The eagle flapped its wings and landed directly beside her. She froze.

      “Roger, do something!”

      “Just put the animal back. The eagle won’t harm us because it wants the animal, not us.”

      “What’s wrong with you? It’s as if you don’t want to save Blob.”

      Roger gave Blob a hard stare. “Just look at it, Olivia. It’s so cold and dark. And those sharp teeth. It’s not an animal. It’s a monster.”

      “How dare you call my cute little Blob a monster! Now come on, help me save him.”

      The eagle brought its beak near Blob.

      “So it’s a him now? You can’t treat it like your pet dog, Olivia.”

      “I told you I’m keeping him. He’s my pet. I treat my pets like they are humans. Me, Dog, and Blob are going to have so much fun this summer.”

      Eagle touched Blob and the animal trembled.

      “He’s scared. Come on, do something fast.”

      “It cannot be a pet. It’s a hideous monster.”

      At that moment, Olivia felt so angry that she grabbed the eagle and smacked it hard against the rock. A jet of blood coloured her face red and a slimy string of muscle sprang from Blob’s mouth, which greedily licked her cheeks. Olivia giggled as Blob’s tongue tickled her.

      “Blob is my pet. It’s not it. It’s him.”

      It’s him. It’s him. It’s him… her child-like voice echoed in her mind.

      The memory faded and in front of her stood the grown up version of Roger.

      “It’s Him, Olivia. It wasn’t me who ruined your paintings. It’s Him!”

      “Blob...is...a...monster?” Olivia fell to her knees. Roger helped her up and took her to the stairs so they could sit on the dry steps.

      “No, Blob was your pet. At first, I feared the animal, but eventually I got over it. That summer I remember we spent most of the time just playing with Blob.” Roger smiled. The smile vanished. “But one day, Dog wouldn’t stop barking at him and Blob swallowed the poor animal. You were so angry you decided you never wanted to see his face again. Blob felt bad. He wouldn’t leave your side, maybe trying to show how sorry he was. But you tossed him in the ocean and threw stones at him to force him away. That’s when his feelings turned into anger and he became--”

      Olivia closed her eyes and swallowed. “Seamouth.”

      “He vanished into the depths of the oceans and stayed there, eating, growing, evolving. And now He has returned. He’s so powerful, people are losing their brains because of the vibes He emits. He has created an army for Himself. It isn’t just here in the US. I watched the news. The masked men are everywhere, and everyday more and more people are getting converted. Those who are sane are trying to bring everything in control. The only way to do that is by killing the monster. The missiles worldwide are ready, but how can they attack when He cannot be seen anywhere? There have been sightings, but no one knows for sure where the monster lives. Some say He’s like God, nowhere and everywhere.”

      Olivia buried her head in her laps, crying. The images of people being shot and burned and marked flashed in her mind.

      “Oh God, what have I done? Had I let that eagle have Blob...the world wouldn’t be...” Olivia swallowed. Her throat went dry. “Are we all going to die, Roger?” Her face screwed up as more tears streamed down her cheeks. “Are we all going to die because of me?”

      “Whatever happens, don’t blame yourself. We were kids, Olivia. What did we know?” He stood up. “Anyway, this is no time to sit and cry. We must fight.”

      “Fight with what? We’re powerless, Roger. If what you said is true, in a matter of hours, Seamouth will dominate most of the world. Seamouth would use the masked men to neutralize all missile missions or anything being built to stop Him. What can we humans do against a god-like being?”

      Roger went to the sculpture, dragging his hammer through the water. “No one knows His intentions, but it seems like He’s converting our world into His habitat. He is using anything that’s linked with him, like this bronze sculpture, to make ithappen.” He struck the sculpture. “I don’t know how to kill Him, but if we find such sources and destroy them, we can buy some time,” he said, striking another blow.

      “Time for what?”

      Roger took a moment to breathe. “It’s just hope, Olivia. I can’t say for sure, but I know there are people out there like us—those who are not yet converted—working on something. Mankind has done incredible things throughout history.” He turned to look at her. Roger’s lips curled into a hopeful smile. “It may appear so, but our future is not bleak.”

      Olivia began sweating profusely. Her husband’s dead face appeared in her mind, agitating every muscle of her body. She cleared the sweat from her eyes and glared at the statute. A wave of hatred so intense it could blow up a planet passed through her, energizing every cell of her being. She went to Roger.

      “Give me the hammer.”

      “Now that’s like my girl.”

      Olivia turned to the sculpture and pulled the hammer behind her head. Instead of the eggs, she saw Blob glistening with Dog’s blood. She saw its pearly teeth devour Dan’s flesh. Yelling in pure vengeance, she struck the hammer down using all her strength.

      But instead of hearing the clank of metal against metal, Olivia heard a splash. A jet of blood shot to her face, which immediately dripped into the water as her flesh began melting.

      Olivia glanced down, dazed. Roger lay motionless in the dark, murky waters with a crushed skull and brain matter splattered around. The remains of what had been his head slowly vanished below the rapidly rising waters.

      “NO!” Olivia screamed. She looked at the sculpture, confused. She knew she had aimed all her hatred on the largest egg. In the reflection, she saw herself staring back at her, but the mark on her forehead looked different.

      Olivia touched it as her finger slipped into a vacuum. Pearl-like teeth severed it from the hand and the void swallowed it.

      Olivia collapsed, exhausted. At first, she found numbing comfort in the touch of the cold waters. But soon the water felt more slime than liquid. As her consciousness faded, Olivia opened her eyes one final time.

      The paintings looked more than real. They were alive.
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      The messenger swam deeper and deeper, pushing his weary muscles to go faster. They were gone. All of them. Dead. Not gone, he chided himself. They were still fighting when you left. But their defenses were waning. His commanding officer knew it, hence the reason the messenger was slicing through the water, his strokes strong and sure, but losing power, just as the army he had left behind was losing manpower. His limbs burned from the effort to maintain his speed, his head felt disconnected. Gasping, he spurred himself onward, pushing past the exhaustion that was threatening to overwhelm him. The fate of their kingdom depended on his getting to the king, of alerting him to the danger that was even now endeavoring to destroy them.
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        * * *

      

      Mariana had just finished changing out of her ceremonial raiment into the sleek garb better suited for the watery world outside the castle when the commotion began. Curious, she gestured for the lady-in-waiting to pause in her ministrations and listened, wondering what could cause such a stir. Usually a silent blanket hung over the palace, smothering the desire to speak above a whisper.

      It wasn’t true, of course. No one walking the halls spoke in whispers or scurried about on soft feet. But those in the women’s quarters were bred to adopt an elegant silence. People who broke the tranquil calm were frowned upon. Naturally, no one would dare to chastise the Princess Mariana, except her mother.

      Mariana, while feeling an occasional chaff from the restrictions placed upon her due to her heritage, had learned patience early in life. She endured her morning lessons and duties and adopted the mannerisms expected of the youngest of the royal family. But the afternoons were hers to spend how she pleased. Mostly, she was quick to escape her magnificent confines and enjoy the nearby undersea landscape. A guard always accompanied her for protection, but he never strangled her by hovering too close or by placing too many restrictions upon her movement, so she didn’t mind his presence.

      She signaled for the waiting woman to continue with her hair. Mariana itched to discover the cause of the commotion, but she knew the older woman would never allow her into the halls with her hair half done. The long dark mane, which hung to her waist, was soon plaited away from Mariana’s face and left to hang free down her back. When finished, the older woman uttered a small protest as the princess sprang to her feet and rushed from the room.

      She controlled her speed to a demure but confident stride when she heard the telltale murmurs of others nearing. She caught the words “Land Walkers” before she turned the corner and came upon the two ladies whispering to each other. The moment they caught sight of her, they fell silent and dipped into unsynchronized bows.

      Mariana nodded her head and gave a perfunctory smile to acknowledge them as she approached.

      “Are you going out for a swim, Your Highness?” one of the ladies asked, after taking note of Mariana’s outfit.

      “I usually do,” she hedged, keeping her calm smile in place.

      “But today…” the second lady began in surprise before being shushed by her companion.

      Mariana studied the two. They were similar in appearance. The second looked to be barely older than a child. And the way the older girl took charge of her…sister, Mariana thought.

      “Yes?” She looked from one to the other, encouraging a response they knew they were required to give.

      But the elder of the two shrugged delicately as she forced a careless laugh.

      “Oh, it’s nothing, Your Highness,” she said. “I believe I heard rumor of a shark being seen in the area. That’s all. My sister worries for your safety.”

      Lying to my face, Mariana thought, a sliver of dislike worming its way through her. But she didn’t voice her thoughts. Instead, with her smile still in place, she said, “That should please my guard. He never has anything to do. I fear he believes his duty to be wasted on me. Princess Protection. Not the most interesting of guard details, I’m sure.”

      The ladies murmured inarticulately and bowed again as Mariana inclined her head in farewell and left.
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        * * *

      

      The nearer she got to the council chamber, the more people she encountered. Being one of the royal family, people noticed her and bowed to show their respect. Or, at least, that’s what usually happened. That day, however, everyone was too caught up in the news.

      “War,” caught her ear, making her pause in her search for her brother. Mariana looked over at the speaker; an older gentleman, the scales around his jaw dull with age. She waited, hoping to catch more, but he and his audience merely shook their heads in grave silence.

      She moved on slowly, averting her eyes from the people around her as she pretended not to notice them. Eavesdropping wasn’t a pastime she indulged in, as it wasn’t polite. Mariana had no qualms that day and strained her ears to hear as much as she could without appearing to.

      “Land Walkers,” drifted to her.

      Her attention was piqued. That was the second reference she had heard to their surface world cousins—those who lived beyond the water’s edge. Land Walkers? Are the Land Walkers at war? But what does that have to do with us?

      Land Walkers lived out of the water. They built their homes, cultivated their food, existed…all on dry land. Mariana’s people, while they could leave the water for a time, preferred to live within it. The hot sun dried the scales that peppered their bodies and made them itch uncontrollably.

      When she was a small child, Mariana’s teachers had explained that their two kinds were originally as one. They had all lived above the water in those days. But it was a time of hardship and sorrow. War was prevalent, and people were desperate for a solution. Some believed there was no hope and wanted only to escape and be left in peace. But where could they go? No matter where they turned, they saw greed and hate and death. Until one day, a young priest was praying to the gods to guide them to safety. Their prayers had gone unanswered up until that point, but they hadn’t lost faith, and the gods rewarded that devotion. A mysterious scroll was bestowed upon the young man. It contained a spell that would change them so they could live within the boundless ocean, free from the wars and the hate that seemed to encompass life on land.

      They turned their backs on the surface world, completed the spell, and departed into the mysterious depths of sea. Their bodies changed upon contact with the salty water. They didn’t turn into fish, nor did they have anything like tails, fins, or gills. Their lungs changed to breathe the water. Webbing appeared between their fingers and toes, and their nails became strong and sharp as claws. Scales grew over their skin in places, but not everywhere. Like hair on a body, some people had more scales, while some had fewer. Even the colors differed to show a person’s uniqueness.

      Those they had left behind became known as the Land Walkers, while they took the name of Sea Dwellers. Eventually, the Land Walkers became aware of their sister species. Relations were not amicable, but the Land Walkers had no way to breach far within the ocean. Unlike the Sea Dwellers, they couldn’t breathe water.

      The Sea Dwellers had found their safe haven at last. Time passed and the two peoples learned to live apart, each ignoring the other.

      But the snippets coming to Mariana’s ears made her question that safety.

      “Land Walkers…found a way…coming here…”

      How?

      That was the question everyone was asking. Confusion reigned outside the doors to the council chamber. The hall was abuzz with whispered rumors, questions, and theories.

      If the Land Walkers couldn’t breathe underwater, how could they possibly be a threat?

      The doors to the council chamber opened. Silence descended upon the hall as everyone’s attention focused on those within. The king stood still in the doorway for a moment, his eyes scanning the crowd.

      “No doubt rumors have been circulating,” he said in a strong voice that resonated throughout the room. “I am under no illusion that news of our recent messenger has travelled throughout the palace and adjoining city. News of this sort, of war, spreads like algae through our waters. I cannot allay your fears or quash the stories. The Land Walkers are coming. They have discovered the means to travel through the water and have attacked our outermost defenses.”

      A dull roar rose up in the hall as people began speaking at the same time. Mariana could feel the mounting panic pressing in on all sides. The king held up his hand for silence.

      “A thousand turns back, our people strove to avoid this,” he said. “We have lived in peace all this time thanks to the gods, but now we must prepare for war. However, living in tranquil solitude has not dulled our senses or caused us to forget the past. Far from it. We have spent the time learning of our environment and recording its history. There is a protector we can call upon to defend us. We are sending a party to seek out its resting place. Once awakened, it will engage our enemies and keep us safe. I will not allow my people to be endangered by the greedy Land Walkers. We will push them back to their shores and ensure they never enter the water without fear again. Spread the news and trust that your king will do everything he can to protect you and keep you safe.”

      When he was done speaking, the king returned to the council chamber, though the door remained open. Almost as one, people began hurrying about, eager to begin the spread of the king’s news.

      Mariana’s brain was in a whirl. War. With the Land Walkers. The thought frightened her, as it should. But what concerned her more was her father’s assurance that they had a protector to defend them. What could possibly be strong enough to drive the Land Walkers out of our water?

      She pushed her way through the throng of people. The crowd seemed denser than it had been before the king had made his speech. Or perhaps it was only because they were walking about now and constantly blocking her path. Eventually, she made it to the doors of the chamber where her father and his advisors still stood, speaking together. She waited outside as he gave directions to one of the men. The man nodded several times, bowed, and hurried out on his errand. When the king followed, Mariana stepped forward.

      “Father!” she called out to him.

      The king paused and grasped her arms, kissing her forehead.

      “I am sorry, Mariana,” he said, a sad frown marring his smooth features. “You heard my announcement before?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Father, but I—”

      He interrupted her. “Then you know how pressed for time we are. I must ensure our people’s survival against this threat from our former brothers.” He suddenly noticed what she was wearing and squeezed her arms. “Promise me you will stay inside the palace until this over. Don’t wander the sea beds as is your wont to do. No exploring. Promise me.”

      “I promise, Father.”

      He bowed his head in acknowledgement and sighed as he murmured, “There is relief in that, at least.”

      “But, Father…”

      He shook his head. “No, now is not the time. I must hurry, Mariana. We must wake the creature before the Land Walkers have a chance to spy our home. Stay here, with your mother and brother.”

      “But where…?”

      He smiled sadly, touching her cheek with his thumb as he cupped the side of her face.

      “It is my duty to protect our people,” he said. “I will lead the party to wake our defender and return when the danger is fully past. In my absence, your brother will protect you and the rest of our city.”

      He leaned in to plant a light kiss on her forehead before striding off.

      At a loss, Mariana looked around and found said brother standing a few paces away. Though young, the serious expression he was wearing aged him. Mariana went to stand beside him, giving the room a quick look to ascertain no one was near enough to eavesdrop.

      “Dom,” she murmured.

      He lifted his eyes from the table to meet hers, though she could see he was distracted. And why wouldn’t he be? she asked herself. He is the Crown Prince. If something should happen to father during this crisis, the burden will be placed on him. Our people will look to my brother for guidance.

      The idea seemed absurd to her. Her brother? He might have been a man by law and by ability, but he was still so young. Twenty turns was hardly enough time to have mastered everything one needed to know to be a king.

      Mariana had meant to ask her brother about the protector their father had spoken of, but seeing his face so worn with stress made her place a hand upon his arm. Instead, she said, “Father will be all right.”

      Dom nodded and squeezed her hand reassuringly. Her words meant little to either of them. Stifling a sigh, she reverted back to her original inquiry.

      “Dom, who is this “protector” Father spoke of?”

      He opened his mouth to answer her, then looked around, as if noticing their surroundings for the first time. Shaking his head, he whispered, “Not here.” He gestured for her to follow him before he left the room and navigated a path away from the courtiers, who were still abuzz with making plans and discussing the news. Some, Mariana noticed with burgeoning disgust, sounded excited by this new prospect of war.

      We may not have experienced it in the gods only knows how many turns, but surely they’ve read about it as I have. Only death and sorrow spring from war. How can they be anything but fearful and worried?

      Her face showed none of her thoughts or feelings as she passed by, following her brother away from the clamor. When they got to the family’s private library, he stopped and ushered her inside, checking to make sure they were alone before closing the door.

      “Why the secrecy, Dom?” Mariana asked, her voice instinctively low. “Is this “protector” not a blessing? Father said it would save us.”

      Dom slumped into a chair, looking torn and spent.

      “It may,” he conceded. “Or it may not. Father’s advisors would have us believe it will.”

      “But you have doubts.”

      He nodded, murmuring, “Yes.”

      “What is it? What makes you doubt?”

      Dom drew a shaky breath, trying to decide how to phrase his thoughts. “It is an ancient creature that lives in the depths of our ocean. We know nothing about it except what our legends say, and that is pitifully little. They call it the Leviathan. It is a gigantic creature whose appetite and ferocity are unparalleled.”

      “Why have we never heard of it or seen it before?” Mariana asked, not entirely believing her brother’s tale. She had never known him to exaggerate, but the idea of a creature such as the one he was describing…it was preposterous.

      “The majority of our people are not taught of its existence because it has been dormant for so long,” Dom explained. “But it is mentioned in our most ancient histories, histories that only the scholars would think to peruse. And this creature…well…mention of it is so brief and scarce that it was never deemed important for our current world. The last time it was awake, it ravaged the lands and the seas. If the gods had not lulled it sleep, I fear it would have continued on until every living thing had died.”

      “That was not considered important history?” Mariana repeated, shocked.

      Dom shrugged helplessly. “As I said, the gods subdued it. It has been asleep for almost a thousand years. The scholars felt it was more a part of the sea bed than a living creature.”

      Mariana didn’t like it, but she understood his point. A new thought occurred to her.

      “If this Leviathan is real, it must not be as uncontrollable as you think,” she argued. “Father would not set something so dangerous upon the world. If what you say is true, it could very well turn on us. But Father called it our “protector.” If that is the case, it would not destroy us.”

      Dom ran a hand through his long, dark hair.

      “That’s what the scholars would have us believe,” he admitted. “They say there is a way to control the beast, but what if they’re wrong? Mariana, it could kill us all. We don’t know enough to take this chance, to place our faith in what could be a monster.”

      Dom’s stare was earnest as he held his sister’s gaze. His sincerity wormed its way into her heart and placed a kernel of fear there. Mariana pursed her lips. For the first time in her seventeen turns, she doubted her father.

      “Maybe they won’t be able to wake the beast,” Mariana suggested. “Our people have lived here for a thousand turns, and it has been asleep for almost all of that time. Think of it, Dom. The gods put it to sleep. It has been in a slumber so deep that everyday occurrences wouldn’t wake it. What could we do that would disturb it?”

      “There is a spell,” Dom murmured.

      “Then there is also one to put it back under,” Mariana insisted, refusing to abandon her positivity. “Does this spell that wakes it also control it?”

      Dom shrugged. “Supposedly, but who really knows.”

      “How far away does the Leviathan sleep?” Mariana asked. “Father was preparing to depart this day. How long will it take him to reach its lair and wake it?”

      “He’ll be there before the sun sets,” Dom answered in a monotone voice, his focus back on his inner thoughts.

      A cold entered Mariana’s mind, causing the scales on her exposed shoulders to glimmer.

      “So soon,” she murmured. She contemplated the idea for a long moment before shaking herself out of her reverie and placing a slim hand on Dom’s. The light touch brought him back to awareness, and he looked up, focusing on her once again. “I will pray to the gods. Everything will work out, Dom. You’ll see. The gods will make it right.”

      He gripped her fingers to accept her reassurance and tried to smile, but it was a shaky attempt. Mariana’s own smile was forced as well. She stood and hurried from the library. Her afternoon water explorations had been canceled, so normally she would have gone back to her room to change into something more appropriate for her royal position, but it hardly seemed important at the moment. Mariana’s bare feet slapped against the smooth, pearlescent floor as she hastened through the halls to the private temple within the palace.

      When she reached the holy sanctuary, she was greeted by the sight of many others already deep in prayer. How long they had been there and how long they would remain, Mariana didn’t know or care. Silence reigned in the shrine. As a rule, no one spoke, their prayers whispered in their minds. The gods would hear their thoughts, no one else needed to. At the entrance, she touched her fingers to her forehead as she bowed to show due reverence, then took an empty spot in front of the gods’ effigy. Closing her eyes and stilling her body, she upturned her face and began her silent prayer.
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        * * *

      

      Words drifted across the still waters. There was no current. Nothing moved except what the strangers brought with them. The sounds were like a distant memory, but different somehow. Muted. As if through water. Of course through water. It lived in water. But it hadn’t heard those sounds in water before.

      Consciousness wafted in and out as if on its own tide. It clung to peaceful sleep at first, refusing the pull that tried to induce it out. But with each tidal bulge, awareness grew stronger. It opened its eyes, spying the small humanoid figures that floated in front of it. It sniffed the water to see what they were. Their scent reminded it of something that existed outside of its salty home. In a place that had no water, that was hot and dry and miserably bright.

      Memory clawed to the surface as a pain ripped through its belly. It had tasted them before, had pulled their slippery yet impenetrable hide across their hot sands. Their voices had called out in feeble cries as they scampered to and fro, unable to escape it. That had been before its long hibernation. Before the call of the gods had lulled it to sleep.

      It opened its eyes wider and stretched its long, undulating body, moving its neck side to side as it inhaled the cold, salty water. It gazed down at the insignificant creatures that called to it. Their voices were nothing like the gods’. It opened its mouth wide as it lunged toward them.

      After a thousand turns, the Leviathan was awake. And it was ravenous.
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        * * *

      

      Clawed arms pulled the creature from the cave it had hibernated in. Several men gasped and jerked back. The king himself stiffened, fighting back the urge to flee from the gigantic monster that surfaced before them. Razor-sharp teeth that were about the length of a grown man’s body filled the Leviathan’s mouth. As it moved, clouds of churned-up silt billowed out into the water.

      Taking a shaky breath, the king continued the chant after his initial pause at seeing the gigantic beast come awake. When it lurched toward them, mouth gaping wide, the king braced himself but continued reading the scroll the spell was recorded on. The men behind him screamed and cowered down, squeezing their eyes shut so they wouldn’t bear witness to their rapidly nearing demise.

      The moments ticked past, but they remained uneaten. One after another, they cautiously opened their eyes to see what had happened. The Leviathan loomed over them, twisting its head back and forth as if trying to clear its mind. Its snarl thundered through the murky water in a deafening rumble. One of the king’s arms was outstretched as he shouted out the remainder of the chant, his voice strong and commanding. When he had finished, silence washed over the party, and they waited for the churned-up mud to settle once more.

      The Leviathan’s head stopped its shaking, its four eyes staring at the king, as if it waited.

      After another moment, the King of the Sea Dwellers shouted out in a clear voice, “To the Land Walkers. Destroy our enemies! You will obey me!”

      The Leviathan’s lips quivered away from its long teeth as a growl emanated from deep within its body. The men gathered behind the king felt fear squeeze their hearts. They doubted the strength of the spell and were convinced the creature would attack them if only to punish them for their presumption at thinking they could control such a being. But it didn’t. Snarling once more, it bunched its massive arms and launched itself away from the sandy bottom. Silt and mud engulfed them, obscuring their view. Choking on the debris that had suddenly filled the area, they hurried to swim away to clearer waters.
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        * * *

      

      Fury. Loathing. Hunger.

      These things filled Mariana’s mind as she slept. It overpowered her senses, sweeping her up in the tidal wave of its primitive consciousness. Her thoughts were swamped by the ferocity of…of…She couldn’t put a name to it. Couldn’t think of anything. She was drowning in the feelings. Her belly twisted painfully from the hunger gnawing at her. A violent rage drove her onward. If she could not eat the morsels that had disturbed her, she would seek out these others and feast upon them instead. For the time being. Then, when she was strong enough, she would break free of the bonds placed upon her. She would turn on the man who dared make demands of her.

      The ocean would be hers. As it was always meant to be.

      Her tentacles undulated through the waters, the strong muscles propelling her in powerful bursts to her targets. A gleam of light reflected off something smooth and grey. She sniffed the water but couldn’t identify the scent. What was it? She pondered that question for less than a second before deciding it didn’t matter. Baring her sharp teeth, she sped toward it, using the long talons on her webbed hands to slice the strange creature open. An easy enough task, but the outlandish mass secreted a kind of black blood that stank in her nostrils. She recoiled in disgust. As she watched, small figures scattered into the water as they fell from the grey animal. Instead of swimming or fighting back, the beast slowly began to sink. Amidst the stench of the ink-like liquid, Mariana detected a familiar scent. It was similar to the ones who had woken her. The enemies spoken of.

      What kind of beast would carry creatures uneaten in its belly? An aberration! There was a muffled boom. Mariana turned her head in time to see something shoot out from another of the sleek creatures. It struck her impenetrable hide and exploded. The impact felt like nothing more than an annoyance.

      Mariana roared in revulsion. A creature of the sea attacking her, its queen? To save the insignificant lives of those who don’t belong in her waters? She struck out, using the barbs that were hidden at the ends of her long tentacles to rip the offending beast apart. Rather than ingest the inky blood that was pouring into the briny water, she let the small creatures from within it sink and drown. She would tolerate the beating of the hot sun in order to feast upon the Land Walkers that lived beyond the ocean’s edge.

      Then she would return and rid her marine world of their sea-cousins.
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        * * *

      

      Mariana screamed as she shot up in bed, sweat covering her trembling body. She stared around the room, taking in her surroundings in wild bursts, then she looked down at her own body. Her slender, webbed hands, the gleaming claws that were similar, yet so unlike the creature from her dream.

      A dream, she thought. It was a dream.

      But had it been a dream? It had felt so real. The anger, the hate. Her belly still burned with hunger. What were those things the Land Walkers had been in? Those things that had spewed inky liquid when killed?

      Mariana breathed deeply, forcing her heart to slow. Getting out of bed, she hurriedly donned a robe. It wasn’t like the sleek, body-hugging outfit she had worn earlier. This one was loose and wasn’t meant for exploration, but she didn’t intend to wander far. She was sweaty and needed to clear her mind. A swim always helped calm her down.

      Everyone was still asleep as she moved silently through the twisting, pearlescent halls. The moment she had slipped down the stairs and into the water, she felt her heart rate slow. Her unbound hair undulated behind her as she dove under the surface and passed through the palace walls to the sea gardens. A floating calm descended upon her as she inhaled the cool, saline water.

      Remembering her promise not to wander the lands, she confined herself to those gardens around the palace. Certainly those would be safe enough. And, if they weren’t, then the Land Walkers were too close for anywhere to be safe.

      Surrounded by algae and anemones with the occasional young stingray gliding gracefully along the sandy bed, Mariana’s mind wandered back to her father. The king had been in her dream. She had had a brief glimpse of him with his arm outstretched, commanding her to destroy their enemies. Had it really been only a dream? Why had she imagined herself to be the Leviathan? There was nothing else she could have been. Her father had gone to wake the creature in order for it to save them, and that’s exactly what she had been doing.

      Then what were those things the Land Walkers had been in? The ones with the black blood? It couldn’t have been an animal. An animal would have eaten them, but they were alive.

      No, she corrected herself as she glided along. They had been drowning. They were dead.

      Mariana frowned. They were dead. It felt true. Not just something that had happened in a dream. She felt it had actually taken place. Those Land Walkers had been coming to kill them, but now they were the dead ones.

      Because of the Leviathan.

      But if the dream had been true, if she had somehow been connected to the beast, then it was also true that it would be coming for them next. It considered them intruders in its home, its dominion.

      Mariana gasped, her heart racing once more. It didn’t matter to her that her conclusion didn’t make sense. She knew it to be true. Felt it in her soul.

      No longer comfortably gliding along now, she was sprinting, slicing through the dark water to get back inside the palace. She needed to find her brother and warn him what was to come. With their father gone, he held temporary power and could make decisions. They needed to prepare, to find a way to stop the Leviathan before it grew too strong to control.
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        * * *

      

      “Mariana,” Dom said gently after she had woken him and explained. “It was just a dream.”

      “No, Dom, it wasn’t,” she insisted. Upon seeing his look of patience and disbelief, she stumbled on. “I don’t know why or how I saw what happened. I just know it’s true! Perhaps it is from the gods.”

      “The gods?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yes!” Mariana said, latching onto the idea. “Is it so crazy? We prayed to the gods before to help us, and they sent us here where we have lived in safety for a thousand years. Maybe they sent me the dream to warn us of danger. To warn us when the Leviathan is done killing the Land Walkers, it will come back…for us! You said yourself you didn’t trust it. What if it’s a monster we can’t control? Well, it is!”

      Dom shook his head. “You dreamt this because of what I said. It’s your fears manifesting. The worries I planted in your mind. I’m still anxious over this plan of action, Mariana. That hasn’t changed. But I do not believe your dream was truth. You were not the Leviathan. It was a conjuring of your sleeping mind to release the fears from your system. Be at peace, little sister. Go back to sleep and try to forget your worries.”

      “How can I when our lives are in danger and you won’t believe me?” Mariana burst out in frustration.

      Before her brother could reply, she hurried from the room, still dripping water from her earlier swim.

      The swim that should have relaxed me but gave me clarity instead, she thought.

      Instead of heading back to her room as her brother had suggested, Mariana made her way back to the palace’s holy sanctuary. This time, the good-sized room was empty of inhabitants.

      Everyone is asleep, she thought as she knelt in front of the statue dedicated to the gods. Everyone but me. Dom wants me to have faith in our father, but how can I when I know he has made a mistake?

      Mariana stared at the carved stone faces of the gods. Silent and unmoving, hard and vacant. Stone was in front of her, but she knew they existed. They had saved the Sea Dwellers once before. In her heart, Mariana was certain they were trying to save them again.

      But knowing the Leviathan would eventually kill them wasn’t enough. It was a good warning, but they needed more. They needed a way to control it, destroy it, or put it back where it came from before they all died.

      She closed her eyes and prayed.
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        * * *

      

      Mariana was standing, one of a small circle of people. Male and female, young and old. Their hands were linked, their faces raised, eyes closed as they concentrated.

      She was anxious. What if her plan didn’t work? What if they weren’t strong enough?

      Mariana bit her lip and shook her head once.

      No. She needed to have faith that the gods were with them. They wouldn’t desert them, not now.

      Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes to better focus her thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      Mariana’s eyes fluttered open. The dark temple was bright, the braziers lit with warm yellow fire. Groggy, she pushed herself up into a sitting position and craned her head this way and that to stretch out her stiff neck. She had fallen asleep whilst praying in the temple.

      Frowning, Mariana considered that. Had she fallen asleep? She hadn’t felt drowsy. One moment, she had been praying and the next…she was waking up on the floor.

      A priest knelt down next to her, placing an inquiring hand on her arm as he searched her face. He said nothing, as was the custom in the holy place. Instead, when he saw she was merely groggy instead of ill, he gestured to the door and helped her to her feet.

      When they had left the sanctity of the shrine, he said in a hushed voice, “Your devotion does you credit, young princess. It is morning. What brought you back to our doors? Did you wake in the night?”

      “High Priest, I had a dream last night, but it wasn’t a dream,” Mariana confided in tones as soft as his. “I believe the gods are trying to warn us of danger.”

      The priest frowned. “What danger, child?”

      Relief swept through her when she saw he believed her. She poured forth her story of the Leviathan and what she saw and felt through its senses and mind. “I told my brother last night, but he didn’t believe me. So I came here because I know a warning is not enough. We need to know what to do, how to protect ourselves from the danger we have unleashed. As I was praying last night, I had another dream.”

      As she said it, she knew it was true. She hadn’t merely fallen asleep from exhaustion. The gods had sent her another dream. Joy buzzed through her, causing the scales along her arms to tingle and glow. They were not lost. The gods would save them!

      “Tell me what you saw,” the priest said.
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        * * *

      

      “The gods have spoken to us, but no one is heeding their words,” the high priest told the council.

      “The fanciful dreams of a child,” one man said before realizing that child was a princess and present at their meeting.

      Mariana arched an eyebrow and raised her chin, putting on her best royal airs. The advisor backtracked hastily.

      “No offense meant, Your Highness.”

      “None taken,” she replied, her tone as cold as the deep ocean bed.

      “Surely you can see where we’re coming from,” he persevered, looking to the priest before transferring his gaze back to her. “You are a child still, Princess, and you had a dream…”

      “Two dreams,” Mariana interrupted. “And both felt real, as real as I’m standing here speaking with you. In the first dream, I was the Leviathan. I wasn’t merely swimming along with it, watching the scene unfold. I felt the power it possessed, I possessed. My thoughts were its thoughts. My emotions, its emotions. I could smell the ink coming from the grey creatures that held the Land Walkers. It is weak from its long hibernation, but when it has dealt with the Land Walkers and filled its belly, it will come back and extinguish us in turn. We cannot control it as we had hoped.”

      The council members remained doubtful of the truth she spoke. Their silence revealed that much. Frustration welled up in Mariana. How to make them believe her? What could she say or do? She looked to her older brother. Dom fidgeted uncomfortably and refused to meet her eyes. Even he didn’t believe her.

      They’re right. I’m just a child, but the priest will know. He has so much experience making people listen.

      Helplessly, she turned to him, but he looked as frustrated as she felt.

      Suddenly, a knock sounded on the library door. It was opened and a messenger rushed in, bowing once to the assembled company before handing a waterproof missive to one of the council members who, in turn, handed it to the prince to peruse. Dom did, his complexion visibly paling as his eyes scanned the page. When he was done, he looked up, his mouth hanging open ever-so-slightly as he met his sister’s eyes.

      “Tell me again what you saw in your dream when you were the Leviathan?” he asked.

      Mariana frowned, curious what was written in the letter, and worried it was bad news. Wetting her lips, she gave a short recap of the beings the beast had ripped apart.

      “Though it recognized the Land Walkers by their scent as they drowned, it didn’t know what the grey…things…were. The scent was wholly foreign. Its blood did not smell as blood should…more like the ink from an octopus. But even then, they were not octopi. Their blood was not ink. I do not believe they were living creatures. Perhaps they were something the Land Walkers made.” Mariana shook her head. “I can only speculate.”

      Dom passed the parchment to the council member closest to him. Taking it, the man slowly read it aloud to the small company.

      “Our efforts have met with success. The Leviathan has demolished our enemy forces.”

      There was a rush of glad murmurings from all the council members, except the one reading the missive. He was frowning as he continued, his words coming slower the farther along he went.

      “The enemy traveled in enclosed ships of some sort. The grey walls were stronger than the wood of their past seafaring vessels. We could not penetrate them.”

      A hush descended on the room. He paused as he glanced up at Mariana before continuing on.

      “However, when the Leviathan came, it sliced through their hulls as if they were made of moss. We watched as the Land Walkers floated out from their broken vessels, some thrashing for their lives as they sank and drowned.

      “The battle in our waters has been won. The Leviathan has moved onward to attack our barbarous cousins on dry land. We exult in our victory. Let the joyous news be spread throughout the kingdom.

      “Glory be to our protector. The Leviathan.”

      Silence filled the library as they stared at Mariana. Some part of her was relieved that there was proof now of her dreams being real. Most of what she felt, though, was shock. So much death. A snippet of the dream played out in her mind. She could see the Land Walkers as they drowned. Their limbs thrashing ineptly through the water, running out of air, their movements slowing until they became limp and sank out of sight into the depths.

      Glory be to our protector. The Leviathan.

      She shuddered, thinking of those words.

      Dom was the first to break the thick silence. “Mariana,” he murmured, his voice rough and forced, as if it took an effort to speak. “What was your second dream?”

      She stared at him blankly, momentarily unable to grasp her thoughts. She shook her head to clear it and swallowed before speaking.

      “Um…I saw…” Frowning, she blinked her eyes furiously, trying to bring herself back to the present. “I saw myself and a small group of others. Men and women, young and old. We stood in a circle, our hands clasped. We were concentrating on…something. I don’t know what. But whatever it was, it would stop the Leviathan.”

      “Was there nothing more?” a council member asked, his voice tight as he held in his emotions.

      Mariana wordlessly shook her head, disappointed and guilty that she could not help more.

      Dom thought for a long moment before jotting down a quick note. He held it out to the closest council member and said, “Give this to the head of our scholars. They’re the ones who discovered the existence of the Leviathan. Have them search for more information on it. I want every single one of them perusing the ancient texts—master and novice alike. We need all of the information there is on this creature, and we need it as soon as possible.”

      Dom turned to the priest then. “High Priest, you believe Mariana’s dreams came from the gods?”

      The old man nodded solemnly. “I would swear to it.”

      The prince returned the nod, saying, “Would you please hunt through the recorded knowledge the temple has? Perhaps there is a mention of this in the past at some point.” Dom noticed the doubtful look on the priest’s face and spoke a little firmer. “Please, High Priest! I fear we do not have much time. It may be the smallest hint that is hidden away where we do not think to search. We cannot afford to overlook even the most insignificant detail.”

      The priest sighed and nodded. “The temple will assist in any way we can. Even the lowest acolyte will exhaust his waking hours in the pursuit of this knowledge.”

      “Thank you, High Priest,” Dom replied, then he turned to Mariana. “Sister, go. Help him.”

      Assigned their jobs, they departed the library, the council member hurrying to the scholars in their own temple of hidden knowledge, while Mariana and the priest made their way back to the sanctuary of the gods. When they arrived outside the doors, the priest stopped her.

      “Your Highness,” he said, facing her. “I believe you would be best suited to staying here, in prayer.” Mariana made to protest, but he interrupted her with a shake of his head. “No, the gods have spoken to you. No one else. Pray to them now. Open your mind and let their message seep into your soul. I have little hope of finding anything that will help us in our current crisis, though I will, of course, expend my energy searching. I hold more faith in the gods’ ability to communicate with you. For whatever reason, they have chosen you. If we find a way to control the Leviathan, we will find it through you.”

      Mariana nodded silently. She passed through the doors of the sanctuary, her heart filled with worry and fear. What if the gods told her nothing? What if the scholars and the temple could find naught to help them against the Leviathan? With these anxieties twisting her mind and belly into knots, she knelt in front of the familiar effigy, turned her face up, and closed her eyes to pray.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She was once more standing in the temple with a small circle of people, their hands linked, their faces cast up as if in prayer. Mariana joined them as they closed their eyes. She concentrated on creating a dream.

      It had to be a glorious dream, more tempting and seductive than anything she had envisaged before. But no matter how hard she focused, her will was not enough. She needed the others. They needed each other. As a whole, they would concentrate on this most wondrous of dreams, and with their minds combined, they would send the creature back to the depths of its hibernation.

      It would sleep, and they would be safe once more.

      Mariana felt a shift and opened her eyes. She was alone. The cold stone effigy was in front of her, a single roll of parchment resting on the floor at its base. Stooping down, she picked it up and unfurled it.

      It was written in a language she couldn’t understand, but her instincts told her what it was.

      A spell to contain the Leviathan.
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        * * *

      

      Mariana woke with a start, lying on the cold stone in front of the effigy. She sat up quickly, excited anticipation spiking through her as she looked up in wonder at the statue depicting their gods.

      They spoke to me. To me!

      She sent up a thrilled but silent prayer of thanks before a detail of her dream caught her attention. Mariana looked at the base of the statue. Confusion dampened her excitement when she saw nothing except stone floor. In her dream, there had been a scroll. Where was it now? Did the dream mean the High Priest would find it among the temple’s stores of holy wisdom? Or…

      Mariana reached out a tentative hand and brushed the floor with her fingertips. A thrum pulsated under her skin. Covering her mouth as she gasped, she jumped to her feet and ran from the room to fetch the High Priest.

      Her excitement as she relayed her newest dream to him almost made her unintelligible, but he listened intently, asking questions when he couldn’t follow her. His own enthusiasm mirrored hers as she told him about the scroll. When she was done, she went on to describe what she felt when she touched the floor in front of the statue of the gods.

      “It’s there,” she said. “I know it is. I don’t know how it’s possible, but I felt it. The scroll we need is hidden at the base of the statue.”

      The priest gripped her arms, beaming with pride and pleasure.

      “You have done well, Your Highness. Exceptionally well.” He gestured to a nearby acolyte. “You there, fetch a stone cutter. Tell him it is a matter of pressing urgency. We must have those stones up!”
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        * * *

      

      There was a whirl of activity over the next hour as the stones were lifted and the scroll uncovered. People were hard-pressed to keep their tongues silent while in the sanctuary. The sharp raps of the stonecutters at work jarred their ears, and more than one person looked around warily, waiting to be struck down for blasphemy.

      Back in the library, no one spoke as the High Priest deciphered the writing.

      “It is a spell,” he finally confirmed. “One that will subdue the beast and ensure our safety from it.”

      There was a rush of air as everyone breathed again. Some of them went as far as to chuckle and clap each other on the back or shake each other’s hand. Mariana settled for a sigh of relief.

      The priest held up a hand for silence. He waited a moment longer until all was quiet again.

      “When successfully completed, this spell will endow someone with a special gift—a power that will control the Leviathan.”

      “We will be able to use the Leviathan to defend us again should the need arise!” one of the council members said exuberantly. “The Land Walkers will avoid our seas after this, knowing we have such a powerful defense.”

      The priest shook his head. “Mariana, tell him how it will control the Leviathan.”

      Mariana’s gaze swept the entire group as she spoke. “The power is to entice the beast to sleep. To send him back into that deep hibernation from whence we woke him.”

      The man who would use the beast as a weapon made a disgruntled noise in his throat as he frowned.

      “You would prefer to let the Leviathan roam free? Independent and hungry for Sea Dwellers?” Dom asked.

      He stared at the council member, eyebrows raised, until the man retreated by lowering his gaze to the table and giving a single shake of his head. Dom waited a second longer before transferring his attention back to the priest and nodding for the man to continue.

      Instead, the holy man looked to Mariana again.

      “How many were there in your dream?” he asked.

      Surprised, Mariana frowned in thought as she tried to remember how many had been in the dream circle.

      “Eight,” she said slowly. Then, with more confidence, “There were eight, not including myself.”

      “Nine total?” the priest concluded.

      “The number of high families in the kingdom,” Dom said.

      “With Mariana at its head,” the priest added.

      Everyone started in surprise, Mariana included. Denials and arguments about her being “just a child” and “part of the royal family” were brought up by nearly everyone.

      “If we are to ask our people to make a sacrifice,” the high priest spoke above the commotion, “shouldn’t the royal family be prepared to do the same?” The room quieted down. “This is no true sacrifice, for none will die or suffer. Mariana, you saw yourself in that circle. You knew what you had to do.”

      She nodded, eyes cast down to the table as she realized the truth of the priest’s words.

      “The gods chose you. You must be brave. As a member of the royal family, you must lead this group.”

      “We will ask each family for a volunteer,” Dom pronounced. “Young and old, male and female. Yes, Mariana?”

      She nodded again.

      “We will rely on the gods to choose a willing participant. I will draft up a communication to each house, explaining the situation and what we ask of them. One from each family. No more, no less.”

      “Pray we get no fewer,” the priest murmured. “If there were nine in Mariana’s dream, then it is nine we need to succeed.”
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        * * *

      

      Mariana looked at the assembled company of eight before her. It had taken the families a day to provide a member to their circle. Not all had been compliant. One young man, who was around Mariana’s age and had been the eldest of his siblings, had stolen away during the night to seek the temple’s protection. He sat with them now. His parents had been irate when they visited earlier that morning, demanding the temple return their son. But, as he had volunteered of his own free will, and there were none others the family was willing to provide in his place, he remained, and they had left.

      They had been assured he would not be required to die in this service, nor would he suffer. But he was forever separated from his family. They had to look to the next in line of their children to carry on their name. The parents were not pleased with this turn of events.

      Mariana could not blame them for wanting the heir to their house back. Had the gods chosen Dom instead of her, she was sure an uproar would have been made. As it was, her mother was less than complacent with her only daughter’s fate. Mariana had tried to console her by telling her they would be saving their kingdom. And it wasn’t as if she would be leaving. She would still be able to see her mother.

      Other families complained as well. The same arguments were used. The circle wouldn’t die. They wouldn’t suffer.

      They were only going to be parted from their families.

      This had been agreed upon late the night before. The participants needed to focus. They couldn’t be distracted by life’s other concerns. Some volunteers had already moved past them. There was an old man who had deliberately stepped down from his post as leader of his household. He had had his time and wanted to make way for his son. An old woman was a widow. Her husband gone, her children grown. She had been relegated to merely being an extra body in her daughter-in-law’s home. Best she not add to the mouths to feed when she could do good elsewhere.

      The other five were of various age—two young men who were second-borne, one woman who was quickly moving past her prime but had yet to marry, and two children. A boy and a girl. The boy must have been about ten turns old, while the girl was the youngest at five. Her serious demeanor when she explained to Mariana that the gods had told her to come was at odds with such a young, innocent face.

      She must be strong inside, Mariana thought. Why else would the gods choose someone so young?

      Her mother had not been happy either. She had wept for her daughter, her baby. But the father had been firm. He believed in what they were doing and, if his little girl was brave enough to be a part of it, then he would forever be proud.

      Their circle was complete. Nine bodies in total. All that was needed now was the spell. They gathered in the temple where Mariana’s dream had taken place. Not the palace temple where she prayed. This was a temple within the city. It was a large, smooth structure that rose like a tall spire pointing toward the surface of the water. Its pearlescent surface glimmered in the bit of sunlight that penetrated their deep waters.

      Mariana waited. The others waited. The High Priest had positioned them in a circle, standing with their hands linked as they had in Mariana’s dream. He fussed over details that probably didn’t need fussing over. But if something went wrong, they were lost. Everything had to be perfect.

      The High Priest’s voice broke the silence as he began to chant, one arm held up and toward their circle. The words were foreign to her ears, but her soul embraced the import. When she tried to concentrate on it, the meaning fled her. So she cleared her mind, closed her eyes, and raised her face up, as if in prayer.

      Light grew behind her eyelids. She felt a breeze kick up around them. It grew stronger, until it was a gale that tossed their wet hair and robes about. The howling that it made caused the priest to raise his voice to be heard over its roar.

      Though Mariana kept her eyes closed, she became vaguely aware that she was able to see the others in the circle. They stood like her, eyes closed and faces raised. Long hair whipped about, their robes billowing out around them. The longer the priest chanted, the more she could feel the others. Not just the physical hands she held of the two next to her, but the emotions and thoughts of all in the circle. She was connected to these people.

      They were her new brothers and sisters.

      Gradually, the clamor died down, and they opened their eyes. Looks of wonder and marvel were reflected on everyone’s faces. Mariana knew she wasn’t the only one who now felt connected to the others. They all felt it.

      Smiles dawned on their faces. Some hesitant; some shy; some assured.

      The youngest girl was as confident as a grown man who had just returned from battle. She turned to Mariana and said, “When do we weave the dream to stop the monster?”

      And Mariana knew. She hadn’t known before the spell, but after it, their duty…her duty…was clear. She could feel the Leviathan. Its weakness had passed. The Land Walkers, while not decimated, no longer interested it.

      It was returning for the Sea Dwellers.

      “Now,” she said.

      Their hands still linked, they closed their eyes and lifted up their faces as they had in her dream. No words were spoken. None were needed. They were joined in a way that no one else could be. They shared their thoughts and knew each other’s feelings.

      A dream, Mariana thought to them, remembering what the gods had showed her. It must be the most wondrous dream we have ever imagined. We must tempt the beast, entice it to come home and back to its briny bed deep in the midnight waters. What calls to us? What makes us want to forget everything?

      Images from the eight people around her filled her head. Happy memories, engrossing fantasies, sweet thoughts, simplicity…Mariana saw all this and more as her brothers and sisters imagined their favorite dreams and wishes. She added her own to the growing pool. Exploring the undersea land, finding what hidden treasures lurked beyond the next bend.

      She felt their thoughts mesh together and expand. The Dream they wove was thick and called out to the Leviathan like a siren to a sailor. They felt the shift in the creature’s thoughts. The desire to obliterate their people dimmed. It hesitated as new thoughts and images filled its mind. To explore the vast ocean, to drift languorously on its invisible currents, to find the love of another like it, to bask in the warmth of sulfuric craters…

      The circle felt the creature glide onto a different path, one that led away from their city. They pushed the Dream they were weaving, feeling it stretch farther and farther out to sea where it led to the beast’s lair. It settled back down where it had lain dormant for a thousand turns and drifted off to the sweet attraction of the Dream that encircled its mind.

      They pushed a little further, feeling their Dream entwine itself into the creature’s thoughts. Soon, the sound of its mind ceased. They could still feel its presence in the ocean, but it didn’t trouble them.

      Mariana opened her eyes and saw the others do the same. Some of them exchanged proud though wonderous looks with each other. Mariana directed her gaze to the High Priest.

      “It is done,” she said. “The Leviathan is asleep and will remain that way for as long as we can continue to create Dreams for it.”

      The High Priest nodded his head, sighing in relief and weariness. He gestured to a nearby acolyte who was standing with his mouth hanging open, his eyes wide as clam shells.

      “Go to the palace,” the priest instructed. “Tell them the task is done. We are safe. Our Dreamers have lulled the Leviathan back into hibernation.”

      The boy nodded and ran from the room.

      The youngest girl among them shook her head. “We are not only Dreamers,” she said.

      “We make the Dreams,” the old man pointed out.

      “Like weaving a basket or plaiting hair,” the old woman interjected.

      “We’re Dream Weavers!” the little girl said with a laugh that sounded like tinkling crystals to Mariana’s ears.

      The former princess and new Dream Weaver smiled. After the past several days, it felt good to smile again, to know they were safe.
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      “You’re no match for Douglas Darktide of Calyx,” exclaimed a young boy.

      “I am Kaci Scarletwound, and I’ll defeat you,” a girl of equivalent age called back in response.

      Two pieces of driftwood made a clack as the two children engaged each other in a play-fight. Their feet sunk into the sands of the beach with every step. The sun was high in the sky, the atmosphere warm with a cool breeze flowing in from the sea behind them. They grunted and shouted with every swipe of their makeshift weapons. They were equally skilled and easily kept up with each other’s movements. The seriousness began to fade as the fight devolved into a cacophony of laughter and light-hearted insults. The pair eventually settled and sat upon some nearby rocks made smooth from years of waves washing over them. Between conversation and jokes, they shared a glass bottle of juice.

      “Kaci,” the boy beckoned for the girl’s attention after a brief moment of silence with his brown eyes locked onto the horizon.

      “Yeah, Doug?”

      “What if we were actual pirates?”

      Kaci giggled. “Actual pirates?” she inquired while brushing her red hair away from her face to look at him.

      “Yeah, like real pirates, out on the high seas of Redeirya,” Douglas turned his head to see her expression before she let loose a chuckle.

      “Uhm,” Kaci grinned. “That would be so cool,” she blurted out.

      Douglas smiled, glad for her shared excitement.

      “We could get off this island and see the world and stuff,” Kaci commented before taking another sip of the juice bottle. “And the treasure,” she added. “We could be super rich.”

      “Everyone would know our names,” Douglas pushed himself up from the rock to stand, gazing out across the sea before him. “Kinda like how everyone knows your dad, but it would be people all over the sea.”

      “We could be feared, not like fisherman. We could be way more cool than my dad,” Kaci snickered.

      “Yeah,” Douglas’ voice trailed off as he continued to watch the incoming gentle waves, pausing for a while before speaking again. “Let’s go to the library tomorrow, I’ve read some books there about pirates.”
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        * * *

      

      The following day, the two children met back up and began musing their dreams of sailing out to sea while making their way toward the local library. Douglas pulled open the front doors and Kaci followed him in.

      The librarian glanced up from her writings and greeted them, her eyes settling on them for a short moment before uttering, “behave.”

      The children hushed their voices and agreed before disappearing into the many shelves.

      “Okay,” Douglas started in a whisper. “The pirate books are over here in the back. Don’t let Miss Cynthia know that’s what we’re doing.”

      “Why?”

      “‘Cause, uh,” he paused. “I may have checked them out for too long maybe once or twice?”

      Kaci snickered at him and watched as he pulled down several books about their desired subject.

      “This is it.”

      Douglas carefully placed the modest stack of books on a nearby table and pushed them forward, retrieving the book on top and opening the cover. Kaci leaned closer to him to get a better look.

      “There’s a part in here about…” he trailed off while flipping through the pages, his eyes scanning the many words and detailed hand-drawn images. “Here it is.”

      The book laid open on a page about pirates in the Redeirya Sea. Eagerly, the children began to read its contents to themselves. Douglas grunted in excitement of finding the exact words he had been seeking.

      “Right here, apparently there’s Pirate Lords out there.”

      “Ohh.”

      “Way out in the Redeirya Sea there’s apparently islands that have been claimed by different Pirate Lords as their own personal capitals. How cool is that?”

      “We could have our own island,” Kaci grinned, trying to keep her voice down despite her excitement.

      “Yeah, and,” Douglas pushed the book off to the side, retrieving another from the stack. “I think...this book has some bit about treasure and stuff.”

      Kaci bit her lip, eager to see what the next book had to say about her specific interests. The children continued to read through the books, absorbing as much information as possible until they ultimately decided to just take them on their way out. Slipping past the librarian, they snuck away without checking the books out.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, so, first thing we need is a boat,” Douglas stated with one of the books in his lap, thumbing through the pages while nestled amidst the roots of a large tree.

      “My dad has boats,” Kaci responded, swinging her legs beneath her while perched upon a low tree branch.

      “Right, perfect.”

      “I know his schedule and all so we can probably borrow it without his knowing. How long are we going to be gone, do you think?”

      “Well, I know there’s a rumor that there’s some sort of shipwreck not too far from here. We might be able to go check it out while our parents are asleep.”

      “Ooh,” Kaci smirked. “We’re gonna sneak out in the night.”

      Douglas agreed before diving back into his reading. After a few minutes, he looked up from the book and stared out across the sea.

      “I think,” Douglas hesitated as a thought occurred to him. “We should probably get a crew together, y’know? If we wanna be real pirates, we should have a crew.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good point. Who do we know, though? It’s pretty much just us and the adults. The other kids are weird or boring.”

      “What about Michael?” Douglas turned to look at Kaci.

      “Do you really think he’s gonna go for this?” Kaci replied with a raised brow.

      “I mean, more than likely. We can ask him.”

      “Hm,” Kaci thought for a moment. “What if we run into trouble?”

      “Yeah, we’ll need real weapons—not sticks.”

      Kaci pondered to herself for a moment before speaking up again. “Well,” she started. “Michael’s mom is a blacksmith.”

      Douglas cooed at the idea. “Even better. If he joins us, then no worries there. We have a ship, a small crew, weapons,” he smiled wide. “We can totally do this.”

      “If Michael joins,” Kaci reminded him.

      “He’s like a brother to me, I’m sure he’ll join us.”

      The pair quietly continued about their business for a while before Kaci broke the silence again. “Hey, do you know anything about Thiovlo?”

      “Thiovlo? That village north of Calyx?” Douglas raised a brow at her. “What about it?”

      “Well, I went up there a while ago and I saw one of them turn into a dragon.”

      Douglas blinked his eyes at her statement, his mouth slightly agape.

      “A dragon?” he inquired.

      “Yeah, it was really crazy, but she totally turned into a dragon. She disappeared into the sea and I didn’t see her again after that, but,” Kaci paused, thinking for a brief few seconds. “I wonder if she would help us out, too.”

      “Do you know her name?”

      “No, I don’t know who she is, but she’s easy to pick out from a crowd.”

      “Yes,” Douglas blurted out. “Let’s do it!”

      ***

      Later that evening, the two children snuck off over the bridge toward Thiovlo. The village sat upon a steep cliff that overlooked the ocean with rolling hills framing the northeastern edge of the settlement, speckled with wildflowers of every color. Fireflies danced around the fields, accenting the gentle glow from the rising moon.

      “How are we going to find her at night?” Douglas spoke up along their trip. “She might be inside already.”

      “Well, she and a few others seem to be more active in the evening hours. I’m not sure if they’re like, their own clan or something, but we have a chance.”

      Douglas and Kaci ventured into the village, keeping close to the sides of buildings and out of the view of the fanciful streetlights as they proceeded. Upon nearing an ornate building ahead of them, Kaci ducked behind some crates and gestured for Douglas to follow.

      “There she is,” Kaci whispered while motioning toward a woman in the distance with dark blue hair who was dressed in an elaborate gold and tangerine top, a wine-colored flowing skirt wrapped in gold silks, dripping in maroon and pink beads.

      “Whoa, she’s really pretty.”

      “Yeah, that’s the dragon-lady,” Kaci declared. “And that’s the bathhouse.”

      “Bathhouse?” Douglas stared at her inquisitively.

      “Yeah, we don’t have any in Calyx, but this one has a hot spring inside. It’s really fancy and people come here to relax. It’s kind of like a spa.”

      “I’ve never been to a spa before.”

      “Of course you haven’t—you’re always playing in the dirt,” Kaci chuckled at him.

      “So are you,” Douglas retorted. “Besides, I thought you hated that stuff.”

      “I do, but I still know what it is.”

      “I know what a spa is,” Douglas trailed off, grumbling to himself.

      “Anyway, you stay here. I’m gonna sneak in.”

      Douglas agreed and Kaci slipped away into the darkness between the buildings, approaching the bathhouse before disappearing around the back. Glancing over her shoulders, she pulled a nearby barrel over to the spot directly below a window high up on the wall. Climbing on top of it, she peered inside. The flooring was made of a lovely, rose-tinted wood and the walls were finely-crafted masonry of multi-colored stone. The woman could be seen entering through a door as steam escaped into the main room. Kaci looked over the edges of the window for a way to open it. Upon finding the locking mechanism, she reached into her back pocket to retrieve a tool which she then used to slide open the window. Successfully creating a way inside, she pulled herself up onto the windowsill and carefully dropped down into the building. Cautiously, she approached the door and snuck inside.

      Directly in front of Kaci was a barrier made of wood to block view of the bathing area upon entering. Moving closer and peering around the barrier, she could now see the establishment’s attraction. Within the structure was a luxurious hot spring lined by smooth, dark rocks, with flooring made of the same stone but carved flat, and a vast stained-glass window along the ceiling high above the water. Off to the side, Kaci saw her target disrobing and carefully placing her articles of clothing onto hangers in the corner. She removed rings from her fingers one by one and placed them into a box beside her hanging clothes, then retrieved a towel from a neat stack in a cubby before she made her way toward the water’s edge. Careful not to be seen, Kaci kept watch on the woman’s actions, waiting for her opportunity to sneak in further. Once she seemed sufficiently distracted, Kaci tiptoed toward the location of the woman’s garments and quietly removed a tangerine-colored silk shawl that draped from pink-gemmed shoulder pads dyed a shade of wine. On her way back to the door, the woman turned around and noticed her presence.

      “Hey,” the woman called out, obviously annoyed. “What are you doing with that?”

      Kaci jumped, glancing over her shoulder before darting toward the door.

      “Thief,” the woman shouted. “Get back here!”

      Douglas sat behind the crate, sighing boredly until he heard a commotion over by the bathhouse. Kaci jumped over the crate, holding the faciful garment tightly in her hands.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” the woman furiously inquired. She was hurriedly dressed, her skin and hair still dripping with water from the spring, while holding up her skirt that faded into the same wine-color that matched the shoulder pads of her shawl.

      “Uh, dang, I didn’t really think this through,” Kaci mumbled beneath her breath.

      “What is happening?” Douglas confusedly asked her. “Did you...did you steal that?”

      “Give that back immediately,” the blue-haired woman demanded.

      “Uhm,” Kaci tried to think of something to say. “I’ll give this back if you help us.”

      “What?”

      “Y-You heard me,” Kaci stammered.

      “Help you with what?” the woman’s curiosity got the best of her despite the situation.

      Kaci glanced around before shoving the shawl into Douglas’ hands. “Put this on,” she commanded.

      “What? Why me?” Douglas confusedly asked her.

      “It’s way too bright and gaudy for me,” Kaci retorted.

      “Uhm, you know I can still hear you, right?” the woman called out. “And give me that back already,” she shouted. “What the hell do you need help with?”

      “How do we know you won’t just take it back and leave?” Kaci replied.

      “You literally stole from me and are holding my garments hostage. I’m pretty sure I have every right to not be dealing with you brats right now or ever.”

      “I mean, true, but,” Douglas chimed in. “It would be pretty cool if you could help us.”

      “Why me? Why is this happening to me?” the woman grumbled to herself before speaking up again. “Answer me. What do you need help with?”

      Kaci and Douglas met each other’s gaze for a brief moment before Kaci spoke again.

      “Come with us,” Kaci called out to her before grabbing Douglas’ hand and venturing back toward the bridge, away from the village.

      ***

      “Okay, look,” Kaci began. “I know you can turn into a dragon.”

      “Okay, and?” the woman replied with a raised brow.

      “And...uh,” Kaci struggled for words. The conversation was not going even remotely as it did in her head. “Well, we think you can help us. We’re-” Kaci began but Douglas interrupted her.

      “We’re going on an adventure and we want you to go with us,” he blurted out. The woman stared at them for a moment before sighing, her arms crossed, and now holding her forehead in one of her hands.

      “This is absolutely ridiculous. I just want my shawl back so I can go home.”

      “Please? It will only be one evening, then you can go home and we’ll leave you alone,” Douglas gazed up at her with the most innocent, pleading face. The woman grimaced down at him and grunted briefly in annoyance.

      “Fine. One evening. But before we do anything, who the hell are you kids, anyway?”

      Kaci and Douglas proceeded to introduce themselves and soon after found out the strange woman’s name was Cordelia. The two children briefly described where they were from but left the specifics unknown. Cordelia remained unamused and described very little about herself, but agreed nonetheless to the children’s half-baked plan of adventure later that week. Still fussing about her shawl, Kaci and Douglas refused to relinquish the garment until after their short journey was completed.
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        * * *

      

      The day following the recruitment of the woman, Kaci and Douglas made their way to Michael’s house. The pair’s plan was finally coming to fruition and they did not hesitate to blurt it out to their friend upon his opening the door to his home. Standing in awe for a brief moment, Michael confirmed it was not a joke before laughing at them anyway. Irritated by this, Kaci gave him a piece of her mind and Michael regained his composure before agreeing to their plan for the sake of, “seeing how well this plays out.”

      The small group of three children proceeded to acquire some easily concealable weapons. Michael’s mother was a well-respected blacksmith and shop-owner in Calyx and thus stock was easily available to him. Despite being predominantly bookish, Michael had learned proper combat skills from his mother early in his life from her previous profession as a Techknight of Vekshur. Immediately upon acquiring the blades, he gave his friends a short lesson on safety and technique so that no one would unintentionally injure themselves.

      Kaci split from the group to find out the specifics of her father’s schedule to verify the availability of a small boat. Shortly after her departure, Douglas left for the library to acquire a map of the general area that the shipwreck is rumored to be around. Meanwhile in Thiovlo, Cordelia anxiously awaited the children’s return and argued with herself about traveling down to Calyx to find them before she was summoned for the adventure. Concerned they may have lied to her about returning her shawl, she gathered up a small bag with some general supplies and hurriedly traversed the flowering fields and large bridge that connected Thiovlo to Calyx.

      Cordelia cautiously navigated the streets of Calyx, examining the well-maintained yet modest architecture style of the city. The structures were relatively simple in design compared to those of Thiovlo and with a much smaller palette of colors—predominantly earth tones and blues like that of the ocean surrounding it. Similar to the bathhouse that Cordelia had attempted to enjoy just the other night, most of Thiovlo was very ornate in contrast to Calyx’s near simplicity. Much like the difference in designs between the two cities, the common fashion was also very distinguishable. Cordelia lowered her head as she averted her gaze from curious passersby—their attention drawn not by the worth of her garments, but by the sheer brilliance of the small gems that adorned the edges of her clothing. Sheepishly she thanked every compliment she received, ultimately searching as quickly as possible without seeming overly suspicious. Most people would find the overall friendliness of Calyx to be inviting but Cordelia found it horrifying to draw so much attention. Back in Thiovlo, to be dressed so lavishly is commonplace and dressing simply is what would raise questions there.

      “Douglas,” Cordelia stated firmly upon witnessing the child walking away from the local library.

      Nearly jumping from his shoes, Douglas whipped around to meet her narrowed eyes. “Yes?” he stammered in response.

      “Where is my shawl and when are we leaving?” Cordelia demanded an answer in a low voice so as to not attract too much attention.

      Douglas gulped hard and glanced over his shoulders. “Follow me,” he beckoned for her to walk with him as he returned to meet with the rest of the party.

      With a rolled up map beneath his arm, Douglas returned to the group with Cordelia close behind him. He greeted them and Cordelia reluctantly went through introductions with the child she had not yet met. Douglas spread the map on a nearby flat rock and the group began to organize their plan of action for the upcoming night’s activities.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had long set and the air was brisk with the seabreeze that wafted over the isle. Three children piled into a small wooden boat with Cordelia seated at the bow. She suspiciously eyed them briefly, hoping her shawl was in one of their backpacks. The rope that tethered the boat to the dock fell into the deck of the vessel with a faint, rumbling thud and the small hands of Kaci and Douglas pushed the boat away to begin their travels. It was a peaceful, quiet night and they watched as the lights in the city went out one by one. The gentle waves brushed against the sides of the humble watercraft with only the moonlight to guide them until they were far enough away from the city to turn on a lantern.

      The party made their way north, passing below the cliffs that Thiovlo was perched high upon, keeping relatively close to the shore so as to not get lost in the night. Rounding the corner of the highest cliff, the dimly lit outline of the hills beyond Thiovlo came into view, illuminated only by the flickers of fireflies and glistening rocks reflecting light from the moon above. For a short moment, Cordelia admired the coast’s beauty before the worry of her missing shawl returned to mind. She crossed her arms and held her barren shoulders tightly.

      Tall rocky cliffs broke away from the coastline and arched over to a small, fractured island directly north. The crew aimed the bow toward it and they slowly drifted closer, eventually finding a clearing they could dock at. With their meager supplies in hand, Cordelia and the children ventured onto the island, searching the beach for remnants of the rumored shipwreck. After a bit of walking, they finally stumbled upon some obvious pieces of an old ship protruding from the sand and nearby water. Excitement took over and Douglas quietly cheered with the confirmation that the rumor of the shipwreck was true.

      “This is it, guys,” Douglas stated, promptly examining the remains.

      Kaci followed the debris along the shoreline until the beach turned to jagged rocks. Peering around a towering bit of stone, a moderately-sized cave entrance could be seen despite the darkness.

      “Hey,” Kaci beckoned for their attention. “There’s a cave over here. Let’s check it out.”

      Cordelia gulped and clenched her teeth for a moment. “Are you sure this is such a good idea?”

      “You can turn into a dragon, right? What’s the worst that could happen?” Douglas responded to her.

      Cordelia sighed and looked away, unable to form a response given her knowledge. Again, she was reminded of her bare shoulders but could not bring herself to be honest about the true importance of the garment. I have a bad feeling about this. Nevertheless, the party proceeded toward the cave, carefully climbing over the rocks, and stepping into the shallow water that fed into the entrance.

      The splashing of footsteps echoed off the rocky walls of the cave with the lantern casting ominous shadows off its rough texture. Bits of the broken ship lined the walls, the pieces getting smaller the deeper they ventured in.

      “That’s weird. How did all these pieces get all the way in here?” Michael spoke up after a bit of walking.

      “Maybe the waves pushed them in during high tide,” Kaci responded.

      “I bet if we’re going to find anything, it’ll be in here,” Douglas chimed in, raising the lantern up a bit.

      Several minutes later, a faint, fluttering groan could be heard.

      Kaci stopped walking and grabbed the back of Douglas’ shirt. “Did you hear that?”

      “Did I hear-” Douglas stopped mid sentence as the peculiar groan could be heard again.

      Cordelia’s heart jumped into her throat and she quickly urged the children for her shawl.

      “Not now, Cordelia,” Douglas replied.

      “No,” Cordelia was visibly panicked. “If you want me to protect us, I need that shawl now.”

      “What?” Douglas’ brows furrowed. “Why do you need it?”

      Cordelia whipped her head around as there was a gentle splash in the water nearby. Soon, the weathered face of an almost ethereal woman could be seen in the soft glow of the lantern. She was dressed in drenched, tattered garments that draped from her thin frame. Her nails were long and sharp, her eyes an unsettling darkness that consumed what would normally be white. She slowly sauntered toward the group, her body leaning into each stride as if it were a slow dance. The light from the lantern reflected in her wide, glossy black eyes.

      “Now!” Cordelia screamed.

      Douglas hastily rifled through his bag for Cordelia’s tangerine and maroon shawl, tossing it to her before backing up with the other two children. Cordelia caught the shawl and immediately slipped it on over her head, sliding her arms into place before raising her hands up to the bright gems upon the ornate shoulder pads. Pressing her thumbs into the gems, she channeled her magic into them and a bright flash filled the tunnel. The children shielded their eyes at the burst of light before peering over their hands. Before them stood a light pink dragon with maroon stripes and lemon-colored horns. Pale, rosy fins lined its back. The dragon was lithe with long limbs, deep blue claws at the tips of every digit, with a strip of matching hair that trailed from its chest to the tip of its tail, the underside adorned with long, yellow spikes at the very end. All in all, the dragon’s coloration was reminiscent of the coral reefs scattered across the Redeirya Sea.

      “C-Cordelia?” Douglas stammered.

      “Get out of here,” the dragon turned to them and demanded, her deep blue eyes with golden pupils pierced through them. Hesitantly, the children began running for the entrance of the cave.

      The sea witch contorted her body and spread her fingers as if mustering some sort of magic in the tips of her nails. Cordelia quickly looked back to the entity before whipping her entire body around, slamming her tail into the sea witch and thrusting her into the cave wall. Bits of gravel fell from the ceiling by the sheer force of impact and Cordelia snarled, baring a mouth full of short but sharp teeth. The sea witch raised herself from the ground in an unnatural way, her spine snapping her body back up into a standing posture, tilting her head at Cordelia with lifeless eyes as if curious and unaffected by the injuries she had just endured. Cordelia stood her ground, digging her claws into the stone below before lunging for her. The sea witch shifted away from the tackle and started to chant in an eerie tone, conjuring some sort of black fog between her hands. Cordelia reached and took several swipes at her but when she thought she would connect, her claws slipped through her form like a shadow. Stomping her draconic feet, her tail whipped around wildly before her horns began to glow. Breathing in, Cordelia soon let loose a burst of magic energy from her dagger-filled maw. Neither fire nor water, this dragon’s breath was pure radiant energy. The dense cloud permeated the immediate area, appearing as particles of frost in a cold mist, glistening as if shining seawater on a warm day. The sea witch screamed in horror, her dark magic dissipating in the wave of the opposing force. Her cries fading into a low, raspy howl, the sea witch took off down the tunnel with Cordelia following close behind.

      Douglas made it to the front of the cave first, gasping for air with his heart pounding in his chest. “Oh my god, what was that,” Douglas uttered beneath his breath.

      “Some sort of sea monster,” Kaci responded, collecting herself. “I think my dad mentioned something like this before.”

      Douglas bit his lip. “What if Cordelia needs help?”

      “We have daggers. Cordelia is literally a dragon,” Michael commented. “The hell are we going to do to help?”

      “I don’t know, but we should support her,” Douglas commented before running back toward the cave.

      Kaci reached toward him but missed his arm. “Douglas, don’t!”

      “Ah, dang it,” Michael groaned, looking to Kaci.

      “We have to either help him or stop him,” Kaci stated, meeting his gaze. Michael nodded and the pair hurried after him.

      Douglas’ feet splashed in the ankle-deep water in his stride, he took rapid breaths while holding out the lantern to guide his path. Deep in the chasm he could hear the pounding of claws on stone and sloshing seawater up ahead. He rounded a corner in the path and finally came into view of a wide clearing with an open space in the ceiling that allowed the subtle moonlight to enter the cave. In the very center of the chamber where the moonlight reached in, there was a small mound of dirt and gravel surrounded by the shallow waters. Cordelia could be seen off to the side still in dragon-form, the faint light reflecting off her blue and yellow eyes as she gazed toward the nature-made spotlight. The splashing of feet in water could be heard and soon the sea witch shambled out of the darkness and onto the dry dirt mound, clutching her stomach. Cordelia’s body glowed brightly as it did before, this time the silhouette of her shape condensed back down to that of a human’s. She casually walked forward to approach the sea witch as if the threat of violence had subsided.

      “C-...Cor-...delia,” the sea witch croaked, her eyes finally clear—no longer the shiny black pits they were before.

      “You can rest now, Maria,” Cordelia responded to her.

      The sea witch gasped for air as she began to fall to her knees in the dirt. Cordelia stood before her, the edges of her many brightly-colored silks soaked in saltwater. She gazed down at the sea witch as her body began to decay in front of her as if decades were passing within seconds. When all that was left was an old skeleton, Cordelia knelt down to place her hands along the sides of its head, but it crumbled to dust in her hands to collapse the remaining bones. There was nothing left of the sea witch’s body but dust settled atop water in a secluded cave. A single tear fell from Cordelia’s bright gold eyes.

      “It’s not fair what happened to her,” Cordelia spoke, startling Douglas as he was unaware she had already known he was nearby. The other two children finally caught up and stood beside him to see what was happening. “She was cursed.”

      “Cursed? Where is she?” Kaci asked her, glancing around hesitantly.

      “She’s at peace now,” Cordelia looked up toward the gap in the ceiling, the moon visible high above. “Her name was Maria and we grew up together. I had no idea she would be here of all places,” she sighed. “She was so close, yet so far away. I could have helped her sooner. Maybe it wouldn’t have come to this.”

      There was an awkward silence for a while until Cordelia stood up and snapped her fingers. Tiny dazzling orbs began to float around her shoulders before shooting out across the room. In the reflection of the mysterious light, sparkles of gold could be seen in various corners of the room. The children’s eyes widened in witness of the meager—but much desired—wealth.

      “It’s not much, but it seems in her crazed state, Maria had been collecting some shiny things,” Cordelia stated, gesturing across the room.

      The children set out to collect as much gold as they could find and carry while Cordelia walked off to the opposite side where one lone glittering orb seemed to beckon for her attention by blinking. Crouching down, the light followed her lead and illuminated some sort of black and green object beneath the water’s surface. Cordelia retrieved the item and channeled her magic into it causing it to glow white until the dark crust cracked and fell from the piece. It was an old silver bracelet engraved in an ancient language with several blue and green gems adorning it. Cordelia’s eyes teared up again and she held it close to her chest, remembering that this once belonged to her dear friend Maria.
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        * * *

      

      The children waddled down the beach with heavy bags full of gold coins, miscellaneous trinkets, and gems that they managed to scavenge from the cave. The moon was reaching for the horizon and the group knew it was about time to head back. Cordelia had no interest in the treasure that could have been collected. She simply continued to grasp the silver bangle tightly, silently, immersed in her own memories of who she once knew. She sat at the bow of the humble boat just as she did before, her silks flowing in the evening breeze. Cordelia felt a deep sorrow—and yet, she felt relieved. Maria is finally going home.

      The trip back to Calyx was exciting in the fact that they found what they were looking for, but anxiety-inducing for how late it had gotten. The children collectively hoped no one had noticed their absence and made plans to store the spoils of their adventure somewhere that their parents would not find it. The boat gently nudged the dock and Kaci hopped out onto it to begin tying up the boat as it was before. Douglas assisted her while Michael retrieved the bags. Kaci knew her father would be awake soon so she bid the three farewell and hurried home. Michael thanked Cordelia for her assistance and started off into town with two of the three backpacks. Douglas beamed up at Cordelia, standing in silence for a brief moment before Cordelia finally spoke up.

      “What?” She grimaced down at him.

      “You are super cool and amazing,” he responded with the widest grin. Cordelia looked him up with furrowed brows before tilting her head away.

      “Okay,” she replied simply, dismissing his praise.

      “And, uhm,” Douglas hesitated. “I’m really sorry about the...shawl thing.”

      “It’s,” Cordelia paused. “It’s not okay,” she scowled and fell silent for a brief moment. “But it turned out okay,” her expression softened and she gave him a weak smile. The pair smiled at each other before Cordelia got serious again. “Seriously, though, if you kids had left my shawl here when we went out, we could have all died.”

      “W-What?” Douglas stammered.

      Cordelia motioned toward the gems on the shoulderpads of her silk shawl. “My people can’t transform without magical assistance. We’ve had this issue for decades. So, don’t ever take my stuff again,” she viciously scolded him.

      Douglas was visibly flustered. “Aw, man, I feel even worse now,” he whined.

      “Good,” Cordelia huffed. “Regardless, we made it back, and I guess,” she trailed off for a few seconds. “You kids aren’t so bad afterall.”

      Douglas’ face lit back up at her words. He went in to hug her and she promptly blocked his head with the palm of her hand, quickly stepping back. Upon realizing his friendly advance was unwelcome, he gave her a puzzled expression while she shook off the glove that touched him.

      “No, no, no. I don’t like being touched, either. Look, I don’t even like kids, so the fact I’m admitting you three aren’t so bad, is like, a huge compliment from me,” Cordelia explained.

      “Oh,” Douglas stared at her. “Sorry.”

      “I know. I’m weird,” Cordelia exhaled heavily and looked away.

      “That’s okay. You’re still the coolest dragon-lady I know. In fact, the only dragon-lady I know, but still super cool,” Douglas smiled.

      A faint smile finally tugged at the corners of Cordelia’s lips once more. “Thanks.”

      Douglas nodded to her and turned around to catch up with Michael. Michael waved to her from atop the stairs of the dock and Cordelia returned the gesture. It was time for her to go home. It had been an incredibly busy night.
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      To find the S.S. Sylvia Earle lingering above the Mariana Trench was certainly no shock, but Dr. Prof. Lowensohn had repeatedly, and with great irritation, noted to herself that the secrecy with which the small research vessel had elected to bring her onboard seemed somewhat unusual. Dr. Simon Akimitsu — the author of a half dozen books, a professor out of NYU, and, well-acknowledged world class genius since his teen years — had called her up at the crack of the California dawn.

      “How would you like to win a Nobel Prize?” his unfamiliar voice inquired, clearing the still half-asleep fog from her brain.

      Two days later, here she was, sitting in a helicopter on the deck of a ship she was not allowed to board without signing a non-disclosure agreement. “It’s only a formality,” a lawyer sent by Dr. Akimitsu urged as she hesitated, twirling the pen slightly between her slender fingers. “Every scientist on the planet would be thrilled to be part of this project. You’re very lucky you were chosen.”

      “Lucky? I doubt that,” she sighed, affixing her name finally. “I specialize in deep sea cephalopods and we’re perched above the deepest point of the entire ocean. It isn’t exactly rocket science to figure out why Dr. Akimitsu called me.” She looked up from the paperwork hopefully. “A specimen floated to the surface, yes? I’m guessing it was a particularly large one. It’s going to be autopsied and so a team of experts was assembled, right?”

      The lawyer took the paperwork away from her, gave her signature a brief once over, and then allowed the corners of his mouth to curve upwards. “It’s not a cephalopod, professor. It’s something….” His eyes trailed off for a moment.  “Something else.”

      As he opened the helicopter door, her eyebrows knit slightly at his still-enduring crypticness and broadening grin. Then she swallowed and jumped down onto the ship, pulling a purse and suitcase along with her.

      Moving away as the propellers started up, she observed a fit man in his early thirties wearing jeans and a t-shirt rapidly strolling towards her with a smile. Through the dark brown hair that whipped around her face as the machine ascended, she instantly recognized and put her hand out to greet the fellow scientist that had brought her here.

      “Professor Lowensohn,” he began as soon as the whirly bird’s squawking no longer overpowered their hearing, “you made it! We are so pleased to have you join us.”

      “I appreciate the invitation.”

      “Do you prefer to be addressed as doctor?”

      “Just call me Laura, please,” she replied, smoothing her now-crazy coiffure down with one hand as he firmly shook her other.

      “Laura,” he grinned, “I’ve been following your work for quite a while. You really make the animals you write about so...easy to relate to, like dogs or cats. I used to love to eat calamari, but after reading your articles, no more.”

      “How lovely.”

      “And I read your book too,” he beamed. “Absolutely loved it.”

      “Ah, well, me too--your books, I mean.”

      Mutual academic respects formally paid, he reached over to relieve her of her luggage. “Come on. I’ll show you to your cabin.”

      “Thanks,” she nodded. “I’ve never worked on the Sylvia Earle before. I’ve heard it’s a lot like the Keldysh.”

      “It is, just on a smaller scale--about a third smaller, both in terms of crew size and in terms of general space. And the Earle hasn’t showed up in any James Cameron movies, not yet anyway. But don’t let that cloud your judgment. We’ve made several dives into the Trench from the Earle’s submersibles.”

      “Is there a dive being planned for Challenger Deep?” Laura queried.

      His elation faded slightly. Challenger Deep, at seven miles down, was the deepest part of the Mariana Trench; the deepest part of the entire ocean. To make the trek was potentially one’s death, but it was nonetheless the end goal of marine explorers throughout the world. “No, nothing quite that impressive yet for us, sadly,” he sighed. “But give us time. The sea is the last earthly frontier. It’s only a matter of time before its conquest is complete...and commonplace.”

      “Mmmm,” she nodded, looking him over for a moment. Given his resume, he didn’t at all resemble what she had expected. He had such a causal, approachable vibe. If his photograph wasn’t on the back of his books, she would’ve walked right by him, figuring him for one of the crew members.

      “Did you have an okay flight?”

      “It was fine,” she shrugged. “Certainly not how I was expecting to spend my weekend.”

      “Yeah,” he nodded. “Well, believe me, you might want to spend a lot more than just a weekend here. When you see what we have—”

      “What exactly do you have? I just assumed I was brought here because of a giant squid, but I’ve been informed to the contrary.”

      “I know. I know,” he nodded, beginning to descend a staircase inside the ship.  “That phone call from out of nowhere must’ve left you thinking we have nothing short of a kraken here to show you. If it’s any consolation, I doubt strongly that you will be too terribly disappointed. The animals we have aren’t cephalopods, granted, but they do share certain physical traits with them—”

      “And that’s why you called me?”

      He stopped, paused, and then looked back at her with an almost boyish exhilaration. “You are familiar with the discovery of the coelacanth?”

      “Of course. It was thought to be extinct since the Cretaceous period and then, lo and behold, it was discovered still alive and well in 1938.”

      “Well, last week, we uncovered a new species.”

      “Another previously-believed-extinct fish?”

      “Yes...and no. We’re not exactly sure what to classify it as yet.”

      “But it’s from the Trench?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was it found on the surface or via submersibles?”

      “Submersibles.”

      “How far down was it?”

      The slightest hint of a shadow fell on his face now. “Unfortunately, that’s classified information.”

      “Classified?”

      “I’m sorry, but there are certain aspects about how it was found that I really am not at liberty to discuss. It’s one of those situations where you’ll just have to evaluate the animal from your own observation.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I’m here to give an expert opinion as a marine biologist. How can I do that without knowing the depth the specimen was filmed at?”

      “Well, that’s the thing,” he replied. “It wasn’t filmed. In fact, the submersible didn’t even know what they had until they were topside again. They knew something had latched onto them, but it was out of the line of their camera lenses to see exactly what. But it wasn’t heavy enough to pull them down, so they just proceeded with their ascent as usual. They thought whatever it was would let go...but that didn’t happen.”

      “So you’re telling me you have the cadaver?”

      “No,” he shook his head. He waited, hesitant to deliver the next few words simply because she might laugh at him. “See...it’s not a cadaver.”

      It took her a moment to take his meaning, but then she slumped away from him against the corridor wall. “Deep sea life cannot surface and survive, doctor,” she scoffed. “They are specifically adapted to thousands of pounds of pressure. If they try to leave that environment, the lack of pressure on them causes havoc on their systems and they literally explode.”

      “I know. There’s no explanation for it...and yet...here we both are,” he shrugged. “We’ve had the animals for almost three weeks now.”

      “Three weeks!”

      “We’ve built tanks for them, trying to keep them at least at a temperature copacetic to their evolutionary needs. They can’t possibly make it for much longer though and we need your feedback for as long as they manage to hold on.”

      “They? Exactly how many of them are there?”

      “Two—both female...at least, we think.”

      As a nervous tick, Laura rubbed at the back of her neck. “Forgive me, Dr. Akimitsu. I know you wouldn’t have flown me out here unless you were sure of what you were saying...but what you’re saying is simply not physically possible. I’m a bit...flabbergasted.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, well, everyone here is. That’s why we all keep comparing them to the coelacanth. In the face of the inexplicable, we’re trying to humbly remind ourselves that we know far less about the ocean and its creatures, particularly those from the deep sea, than we would like to admit. It flies in the face of logic...but who are we to say what this animal can do? The Mariana Trench is such a harsh environment—not just the pressure, but the terrible cold…. Just to survive there, it has adapted to incredible conditions.”

      Laura bit her lip, still disbelieving. “But,” she argued, “is it not possible that...that the submersible made a mistake? Perhaps these are not deep sea creatures at all, but hitched a ride, as it were, much closer to the surface?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I’m sorry, but that too is classified. Look,” he assured her, “believe me, when you see them for yourself, you won’t even care how deep they were living at. That’s going to be the least shocking fact going through your head.”

      Laura folded her arms over her chest, somewhat disturbed by this entire thing and wondering in the back of her head if the other scientists had set her up for a candid camera prank.

      “There’s a lot of people you could’ve called,” she at last put forward, forcing herself to move on. “So why me? I’ve never been involved in studying the Trench before. If it’s not a cephalopod that you’ve got, I just...I don’t see why you involved me.”

      “The ladies, as we’ve termed them on board, have features from several different animals. I called in a few experts to look them over and observe their behavior.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “They latched onto the submersible in unison….”

      “And they didn’t let go even after it was being pulled out of the water,” he nodded. “I was there. I saw. And it was almost like, however briefly, if they actually wanted to surface.”

      “Briefly?”

      “There was a scuffle, of course, when we had to subdue them.”

      “How big of a scuffle?”

      His eyes trailed off for a moment and then he beckoned her after him. “Come on. Once you get settled, I’ll show you around and introduce you to the other people.”

      “After throwing all this at me?” She guffawed, following him deeper inside the ship. “You’ve got to be kidding. At this point, I’m fine with just catapulting the suitcase in my room and going right to the, eh hem, ladies.”

      “I figured as much.”

      Laura’s assigned space was cramped and, just at a glance, she knew the thin mattress on the metal bunk bed was going to leave her back sore. But by the time they arrived there, her heartbeat had quickened with such anticipation that she didn’t even care.

      As they continued towards the creatures’ makeshift housing, stories of heightened marine intelligence danced through her mind. Why had these animals attached themselves to the submersible? Was it the innocent curiosity, rather than stereotypical malice, so often found in Great White sharks when their jaws clamped down? Or had they been trying to defend their territory against what they had perceived as a dangerous predator? Either way, the fact they weren’t rogue, but were working together, was impressive. Perhaps these animals would be on par with dolphins, which were known for rescuing other animals from threats, or maybe even with octopuses, whose nine brains enabled them to solve mazes and even sabotage the aquariums which humans confined them in. Laura shuddered at that last thought. She did indeed hope these animals would be smart—but only to a point.

      As they stopped in front of the door to the lab, Dr. Akimitsu turned to her, his face once again full of excitement. “You must realize before you go in...there’s going to be extensive research here. Definitely a book.”

      “Written by you?”

      “Written by everyone that’s seen these creatures so far. Mine will be a solo venture, though some of the other guys are planning on co-writing. Sincerely, I don’t mind if you want to join them or, like me, branch off on your own. Just remember we’re here to help each other, but not compete. We’re a team.”

      “I understand.”

      “You see, these animals...well...it’s not just about discovering a new species. Our hope, our beliefs, is that, in them, there lies the potential for human medical progress.”

      “Progress in what way?”

      “At this point, the potential seems unlimited. The ladies have already demonstrated regenerative properties...and not like a lizard either, whose second tail grows back less than perfect.  When these animals lose something, it returns so rapidly and flawlessly...you’d never know it was gone at all.”

      She nodded, frowning.

      Their eyes locked for a moment and then, slowly, he turned the doorknob.

      The lab was almost pitch black. “Pardon the darkness,” he informed her as he stepped inside. After donning some himself, he handed her some night vision headgear. “Coming from the Trench, the ladies aren’t built for enduring our light bulbs. We brought in black lights, but even that was too much for them. They quickly became aggressive.”

      “Aggressive how?”

      “Are you having trouble turning those on?” He inquired evasively. “Here, let me help you.”

      He flipped a switch on her gear and she blinked at the green tint that appeared before her eyes. As she adjusted to the change, the room seemed to glow like a film noir kingdom of Oz. Glancing around, she soon saw the lighting trick was not the only unorthodox brightness present.

      Two large, bolted shut aquariums gleamed from across the room. Inside each was a pod-like lump, several feet across. Laura’s lips parted in amazement. Deep sea creatures were prone to gigantism, but she had not anticipated the animals would be quite so large.

      “Their skin is bioluminescent,” she observed softly, marveled by their ethereal beauty.

      “Their glow is generally much stronger than this,” he acknowledged beside her. “The more frequently one comes into the lab, the more intensely they shine. It’s as if they are getting to know us. But, with newcomers, they’re shy.”

      “What color are they?”

      “Step closer and find out.”

      She approached the glass, gazing intently at one of the zoological treasures inside. Despite its position, she soon realized it was not truly round. Instead, like a stingray, it had broad flaps of flesh coming from two directions cocooned around its body protectively. From beneath this emerged the thick hint of what promised to be an expansive, eel-like tail.

      “It rather resembles a mammoth-sized Atlantic wolffish,” she remarked. “From the bottom, at least.”

      Ever so slightly, the cocoon parted. A pitch-black membrane inside, certainly part of an eye, peered out at Laura cautiously. The creature’s gaze moving over her sent a flutter through Laura’s stomach—and not one she found entirely pleasant either. Within mere seconds, the milky-looking skin before her began to alter. The center of the flaps darkened—first appearing as two thick stripes. And then the stripes appeared as...arms?

      “What the….” she gasped.

      “You’re used to seeing octopuses change their skin tone and texture to mimic their surroundings,” Simon grinned. “This takes that to the next level though.”

      Gawking, Laura watched the coloration of the flesh on the flaps continue its transformation, imitating not only her human form, but the clothes that covered it.

      “Jesus,” she gasped. “The rest of the skin is thick, but it’s so translucent that it almost looks like—”

      “Like there’s a real human being in there,” he finished for her. “Exactly.”

      Laura stepped even closer toward the glass; closer toward that fleck of eye…. Suddenly, like an explosion, the two flaps flung apart and the face inside pressed against its flat, clear enclosure. All around its distinctly un-fishlike, quite round head, a mass of hair floated, resembling not only Laura’s color, but also the craziness which the helicopter’s takeoff had condemned her to.

      “Oh my God,” she breathed, staring into the creature’s unbelievably huge visage. “Her face….”

      “Everyone around here says she looks like Sailor Moon,” Simon noted. Pert, perfectly-formed lips inside the water suddenly let out a snarl, revealing rows of teeth, as sharp and horrendous as a humpback anglerfish. “With a few notable differences,” he admitted, shrugging.

      “Does she always look so...humanoid?”

      “Eerie, isn’t it?” he breathed in admiration. “Anime fans worldwide are going to have a field day when we publicize this. Ladies and gentleman, boys and girls, we’ve found ourselves a real-life mermaid.”

      The creature tilted its head to the side and then, apparently giving its next move some thought, deliberately hawked a phlegm glob against the glass in Simon’s direction. The spittle, a dark blue sludge, retained its form for some time before finally dissipating near its creator’s face.

      “They have copper-based blood, don’t they? That’s why she spits blue?” Laura observed. “Just like an octopus.”

      “Copper-based, yes, but their blood is more like horseshoe crabs. As I said before, there was quite a fight when we initially had to subdue them on the deck, with blood shed on both sides. We analyzed theirs under a microscope and found it to have Limulus Amebocyte Lysate.”

      “LAL?”

      “Yes.”

      Laura scratched her head as she mulled this over. Stabbing another uncomfortable feeling into the pit of Laura’s stomach, the creature moved the pointed edge of one flap toward its own head, copying her motion. It was then that she saw it possessed not only four fingers, but a thumb, and in the center of its palm lay a large sucker. She shuddered to guess how strong it might be.

      “Horseshoe crab blood detects bacteria and endotoxin.”

      “Correct.”

      “And it sells to medical labs for $60,000 per gallon,” she stated nervously.

      “Yes, but horseshoe crabs are comparatively quite small. Our girls are, at their full length, nearly five feet long.” He gave a self-satisfied sigh. “All other factors aside, their blood alone make the ladies here worth several hundred thousand dollars a piece.”

      Laura blinked, looking away from the creature and over to him. “You’re hoping to harvest from their blood?”

      “Well...eventually, yes.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” she scoffed. “The only two of these animals ever found and you’re already planning on playing subaquatic Farmer John!”

      “If it’s possible, why not?”

      “Because,” she fumed, “it’s not possible. You have two animals—only two—and you already acknowledged they can’t survive for much longer. Farming would necessitate several hundred healthy adults. God only knows why they aren’t already dead, but they certainly can’t breed at this pressure level.”

      “Don’t underestimate them, Professor.  They’ve got quite a few tricks up their sleeves.”

      “It’s a question of basic physics, Dr. Akimitsu—not ‘tricks.’”

      “Simon, please,” he interjected.

      “Fine,” she huffed. “Simon, you know as well as I do that obtaining a mass of animals from the Mariana Trench is not possible. It’s deeper than the height of Mt. Everest, for Pete’s sake. If these two hadn’t deliberately latched onto the submersible, you would never have found them at all. So there’s LAL in their blood. Hurray! But it’s not marketable and, frankly, I’m more than a little shocked to hear a man with your credentials talking of a find like this in terms of a business venture.”

      “I’m not interested in scientific and medical advancement, Laura—not money.”

      “Yeah,” Laura grunted, “well, if your idea could work, I’m sure Big Pharma would love to hear that.”

      “Pardon my language, Laura, but Big Pharma is LAL’s bitch. Without a steady supply of LAL, Big Pharma can’t release new medicines, medical equipment—Hell, even injectable water, without LAL testing, is worthless.  But...what happens when horseshoe crabs are brought into a lab for bleeding?”

      “A lot of them die outright.”

      “Roughly 30% don’t survive of the approximately 400,000 that we annually harvest. Those that do make it, after we take 30% of their blood, are quickly returned to the ocean. A significant amount of the initial survivors have been weakened too severely to make it in the wild for more than two weeks or so. In short, this is a population of animals that we humans desperately need...and yet we’re killing them off.

      “We humans—and certainly Big greedy Pharma too—have to acknowledge a very unpleasant fact: if we don’t stop harvesting LAL in the manner we have been, both species could be in very big trouble. After all, when the horseshoe crab has been finally used up by us, what will we do?” Simon approached the glass, peering into the huge eyes before him. “What will we do?” he repeated, settling his hands on his hips and shaking his head.

      It was a grim concept. Laura shifted uncomfortably, staring again at the creature. “I don’t know,” she murmured. “But I do know we have a better chance of a Siberian unicorn charging at us than magical mermaid blood becoming a regularly-available natural resource.”

      Simon chuckled. “The Siberian unicorn is extinct, Laura. I’m just trying to ensure that the horseshoe crab doesn’t follow in its footprints.”

      “Well, be that as it may, you can’t breed two female specimens.”

      He was quiet for a moment. “We already have.”

      “What?”

      “Come,” he urged, motioning her with his hand as he began to move toward the lab door. “I’ll show you the nursery.”

      As Laura followed him, she turned back. Unmistakably the creature inside the aquarium was snarling….

      Exiting the lab, she pulled the night vision off, shook her head, and squeezed at the space between her eyes. “You’re cloning animals you know next to nothing about—animals whose genus you’re not even sure of yet! The sheer irresponsibility of it! I can’t believe—”

      “We didn’t have to clone them,” he shrugged.

      “So...one was...or is...pregnant?”

      He hesitated and then moved across the hallway. He opened the door to another black room. With a frustrated, anxious sigh, Laura trailed after him, reattaching her headgear. Once inside this second laboratory, she found Simon standing beside a portly, bearded fellow holding a clipboard.

      “Laura, this is Tom—or, as we tend to call him—our Nanny,” Simon put forward as the two of them shook hands. “He specializes in entomology and—”

      “Entomology? Then what is he doing here?”

      “Tom and I go way back. He was on board when the ladies first arrived. He’s been part of the team ever since.  Now he watches over the babies.”

      “B-babies?” she stammered, feeling her knees buckle slightly.

      “Didn’t Simon tell you?” Tom inquired, placing a hand on her back and gently pushing her toward over a half dozen tanks, all much smaller than those occupied by their adult counterparts. Inside each, she saw more of those dimly-lit bioluminescent balls—eight in total. “Betty and Bea have several traits more typically seen by entomologists than marine biologists.  That’s why Simon needs me to stay on board.”

      “Betty and Bea?”

      “You already met Betty,” Simon clarified. “Bea tends to be more solitary; doesn’t open her gliders up much to say hello.”

      “I don’t understand,” Laura fumed, starting to resent how they weren’t just giving her straight answers from the get-go. “How the Hell did you get these things to spawn?”

      “Very conveniently for us, they’re asexual,” Tom replied. “The ultimate aquatic amazons. No men required.”

      “Like cockroaches?”

      Tom put his hand over his chest. “Exactly! Ah, I see a woman after my own heart—one that knows her bugs.”

      Laura frowned at the three-inch long ‘children.’  “How old are they?”

      “Almost two weeks.”

      She grit her teeth, increasingly frustrated by the impossibility of all this. “Logically, at this vulnerable stage, they should have even less of a shot at surviving on the surface than their mothers.”

      “Yeah, well, they’re quite frisky—playful even, I’d say,” Tom sighed. He tapped at the glass of one tank, prompting the youngster inside to swim up and attach on the other side. He tapped again and it swam in a circle, almost seeming to cartwheel.

      “But how do you know the specimen weren’t already pregnant when they were captured?” Laura persisted.

      “Because asexuality isn’t the only thing they share with the insect world. Truth be told, they’re a great deal like Glyptapanteles wasps,” Tom sighed.

      “What?”

      “They practice traumatic insemination,” Simon informed her, shifting uncomfortably at the particularly unpleasant thought. “That majestic coiffure coming out of their heads wasn’t hair, Laura. Those were stingers—thousands of them. Their stingers can stun, can catch prey, and, like the Glyptapanteles, can inject multiple young into the body of a host. This brood in front of you is Betty’s—genetically identical to her in every way, regardless of whose flesh it eventually came out of.”

      Clamping a hand over her mouth, Laura threw up in the back of her throat. She took a moment, swallowed down the awful acid taste, and then forced herself to regain her composure.

      “And what...or who...exactly did these creatures inseminate?”

      Simon swallowed, and then pulled his wallet out of his back pocket. “When the submersible tried to return to us, Yoshi went crazy. He ran up, right as the ladies disengaged from the machine.” His tone lowered as he handed her a small picture of a red Irish setter. “He grabbed hold of the back of Bea’s throat, shaking her back and forth. Betty crawled forward, wrapped her stingers around Yoshi and….” He was quiet for a few moments. “We didn’t even realize for the first few days what had really happened.”

      “Simon didn’t,” Tom interjected. “He didn’t want to.”

      “Yoshi kept whining so pitifully, but we couldn’t figure out the specific damage. There were lumps in his abdomen, but...I hoped they were only an allergic reaction to the stingers.”

      “And yet it was this: babies!” Tom announced gleefully. “Talk about hitting a jackpot!”

      “We did an ultrasound on Yoshi’s wound,” Simon muttered. “We saw the spawn inside.”

      “And growing bigger by munching away on Yoshi’s insides,” Tom finished for him. “It was a nasty way to go, let me tell you.”

      “I had that dog for twelve years,” Simon murmured. “I am hoping that something good can come out of him dying that terrible way.”

      “Given the rate at which these things grow, pal, that’s a guarantee. Give it a month or two and I bet you anything that these little buggers in there will be aching to inseminate whatever poor bastard crosses their path too.”

      Laura staggered back a few steps, sinking into a chair.

      It was possible, she acknowledged suddenly. Saving the endangered horseshoe crabs by farming these creatures instead… Yes, it just might work. Given that from embryo to juvenile, they seemed to grow at a comparable rate to horseflies, Hell, it might not even be that hard to have a sizeable population ready for bleeding before the biomedical facilities begging for LAL could blink. But the risks involved… Good Lord, the risks…

      Slowly, Simon sat on the edge of the desk beside her. “If we do this right, bacterial testing will become more affordable. Consequently, the price of medicine and vaccines will decrease—perhaps dramatically.”

      “That’s a little optimistic, don’t you think?”

      “This work might save thousands of lives, Laura.”

      She bit her lip. She wanted to argue, but he wasn’t wrong.

      “We need level-headed, committed people on board for this. It’ll be high-stress work with long hours, but...I wasn’t kidding when I said this could win a Nobel. How many chances do you think you’ll have in this life to secure your name in history?”

      “Oh, give me a break!” she snapped. “You’re going to have to do a lot better than appealing to my intellectual vanity in order to get me to work with these damn things.”

      Simon let out a long breath, giving her a few moments to think things through.

      Pressing her palms into her knees, Laura leaned forward, awash with moral discomfort. Studying animals was an experience as capable of creating shame as satisfaction.

      “I once worked in this lab with several octopuses. One of them was named Hector,” Laura murmured. “Everybody working there thought his cage was secured, but...but somehow Hector managed to get out. When you work with cephalopods, you know there’s always that risk. They’re so clever; masters of escape...

      “Anyway, when we realized he was missing, we searched and searched. A half an hour went by and all the people working there knew that, any minute, Hector was going to die because there’s only so long he could be outside of water… And then, lo and behold, there his miserable corpse was—looking so limp and dry. Just one glance at him and we all knew he was gone.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, well, a few glances later and we realized that Hector just had a dark sense of humor. He latched his suckers onto one of my colleagues’ ankles, yanked him off his feet, and bit two of his fingers off before the poor bastard even knew what hit him.” Laura took a deep breath. “You know, I truly do love cephalopods, but I never, even for an instant, forget how dangerous they are.”

      She rose to her feet, removing her headgear and setting it on a desk before leaving the room. How she longed for some fresh air! As she made her way back onto the ship’s deck, she heard Simon’s footsteps rapidly approaching behind her.

      “Hey!” he called. “I know the ladies are dangerous! They killed my dog, remember?”

      She moved quickly up against the railing, leaning on it and staring down at the ocean. “Yoshi died from being stabbed with an ovipositor. An ovipositor, for God’s sake! That’s like being bayoneted to death by a damn turkey baster. How do you know the same thing might not happen to any one of the scientists you’ve got to work on this project? I don’t know about you, but I don’t particularly fancy the concept of a batch of aquatic parasites being implanted in my soft tissue.”

      “Look, we take every precaution—”

      “Oh, yeah? Then who or what is going to be the host to the next generation? Another dog?”

      He leaned against the rail beside her, folding his hands together. “The Glyptapanteles wasp doesn’t go around, tossing its fluids into any old critter. No, they have a particular host, a caterpillar, which they seek out. No doubt, down there,” he pointed toward the Trench. “Betty and Bea have some animal, likely a large one, which...accommodates their needs. My hope was you might be able to figure out what it is.”

      “Crazy as all this is so far, it might as well be a dunkleosteus.”

      “Hey,” he laughed uneasily. “Who knows? Maybe these are how megaladon really disappeared.”

      “I can’t make educated guesses about their typical host without knowing the depth they were found at, Simon. You know that.”

      “Just do your best, Laura. That’s all I’m asking for.”

      “I suppose I’ll just toss them in with a baby whale or a shark and see what happens,” she snorted.

      “Well, that brings up another point. It would be good for us to know who their natural predators are.”

      “Isn’t that obvious?” Laura scoffed. “They were just fine until we came along, weren’t they? And now, they’re being readied for mass production and then a lengthy mass slaughter. In five years, if you have your way, we’ll be seeing mermaid products for sale in Wal-Mart. The kiddos will have stuffed toys that look like them, all sparkly and cute, while the adults will be ripping their veins open like a gang of Bela freaking Lugosis.”

      “From your publications,” he replied after a quiet pause, “I imagined you might have some ethical misgivings. That’s okay. I don’t want anyone on my team who doesn’t.

      “It’s a bad situation, Laura. You know how many kids out there in third world countries die because their parents can’t afford medicine? How many of them are destroyed because the one vaccine which could’ve saved their life...just wasn’t available? Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want to be responsible for any cruelty to animals, but this is a war for life and I’ve chosen which side I’m on: the human side; those kids’ sides. You’ll have to make a choice too, Laura. Whoever you decide to fight for, I won’t hold it against you. I just hope, if it’s not us, that you’ll give it a few days before you make your mind up.”

      She stared down into the waves lapping against the ship’s grey metal siding. “You were on board when they first appeared….”

      “Yes.”

      “What was the submersible doing in the Mariana Trench anyway?”

      He visibly swallowed. “That’s classified.”

      “Classified?” She spat, a mental note springing to the back of her mind that she hadn’t heard of any dives into the Trench being recently performed by the Sylvia Earle at all. “Who the Hell was funding the expedition? And, if I take this job, who is my employer going to be? Is the name on my checks going to be classified too?”

      “Payment is processed through me.”

      “But you aren’t the real boss.”

      “No,” Simon admitted.

      “No way I’m agreeing to those terms,” she fumed. “No sane person would!”

      Simon’s dark eyes steeled. Throwing down the gauntlet, he responded sharply, “If you walk away from this, you will regret it for the rest of your life, Laura—not because of the Nobel; not even because of the medical advancements that will be made. You’ll regret it because you’re in love with the ocean’s evolution. Anyone that has read your work or has seen you lecture knows that, more than most, sea life feeds your soul in a way that nothing else ever will. If you abandon these creatures, leave them at the mercy of another, perhaps less qualified researchers, you’re going to be the scientific equivalent of the old drunk at the bar, moaning to everyone who passes by about the girl who got away.”

      Elbows perched on the railing, Laura interlocked her fingers in front of her face. “The research done on Hector...I wasn’t in charge of it. The ones who were weren’t of the opinion that octopuses are capable of feeling pain. They were doing...things...to the animals. In retrospect, I can’t believe I was ever involved in something so vile. I was actually trying to argue for an anesthesiologist to be brought in on the experiment when Hector escaped. The guy whose fingers were bitten off wasn’t a bad person, but I can’t say that I blamed Hector even remotely for doing that to him. And, if he’d bitten my fingers off too, I wouldn’t blame him for that either…

      “It’s an awful feeling, knowing you were party to something immoral. I don’t want to get caught up in something again, no matter how good your intentions, or mine either, might be. Do you understand that?”

      “Of course.”

      She knit her eyebrows. “When I first got here, you said they have regenerative powers.”

      Simon nodded grimly. “You’ll want to watch the footage. You won’t believe it otherwise.”

      A half hour later, Laura sat alone on her tiny cabin’s uncomfortable lower bunk, playing back a video. Queasy, she listened to Tom narrate. Tom...now he sounded like a proper 19th century scientist. In his bubbly, almost perky voice, no remorse about his actions, no compassion for the plight of a fellow living being—just brutally cold, hardened curiosity.

      “The first animal, Betty, initially refused a number of provided food sources. When we moved from canned goods to live bait, she seemed to force herself to adapt. Her companion, Bea, however, remains stubborn. While we may only speculate at this time how often and how much they must eat in order to survive in the wild, our observations do indicate a high calorie, fatty diet is necessary. As she will not accept being fed by us, Bea has found another route to temporarily sustain herself. Obviously, it cannot be expected to last for long…”

      The camera panned down to the lower part of Bea’s tank, angling itself so that, just barely, it managed to see through a chink in the bottom of her gliders. Inside, the murky stump of one hand was, even with a night vision lens, clearly and pathetically visible. Her puckered lips uncouthly chomped, each time exhibiting those far too long, sharp, slender teeth. Between each tooth was an expansive gap--a mouth perfectly designed for deep penetration of flesh. Laura squinted, not sure at first of what she was seeing, but then she understood all too well that one of Bea’s own fingers was being very lightly chewed before it and the rest of the hand with it was swallowed altogether.

      “The rate at which these animals repair those parts of themselves that have been injured or severed entirely,” Tom’s voice continued, “far surpasses any other species currently known to mankind. In one week alone, this is the second time we have managed to catch Bea practicing autophagy regarding one of her hands. She has also eaten the end of her tail, though there is certainly no indication of any tissue damage there now. The flesh has completely regenerated.”

      “She’s stressed, you jackass,” Laura muttered. “She’s not eating herself to feed her hunger. It’s a psychological reaction to her new environment…”

      The footage stopped, starting again on another day.

      “Earlier this morning, Bea was sucking rather aggressively on the stingers from her head, rather like a child with trichotillomania,” Tom went on. “Betty has similarly been observed with her stingers placed inside her own mouth, though in the latter’s case, this was a direct reaction to pantomiming Dr. Akimitsu brushing his teeth before her tank. Betty, in particular, seems to respond to his gestures and behavior, almost as if she can sense a pecking order between those working here…” Tom chuckled. “The crew’s been joking that she’s trying to get in good with the boss.”

      Once again, the footage fast-forwarded to a future date.

      “Bea continues to remain withdrawn, enshrined almost entirely within her gliders, whenever she detects a human presence. She has taken to no longer sucking on her stingers, but biting several dozen of them at a time off with a ferocity which makes one wonder whether self-mutilation poses a greater threat to this animal than any other factor. One must also question whether this aberrant behavior is entirely natural or the direct result of her inability to repair the noted genetic damage.

      “Betty, on the other hand, shows visible signs of thriving. Dr. Akimitsu remains skeptical that an animal that evolved at, at least 500 of bars of pressure, could endure. It is my own theory that Betty and Bea, in fact, live at a much higher level than where they were found. I propose that, like the sperm whale, they are capable of temporary excursions to a deep sea environment to which they are not in fact native.”

      As Tom continued theorizing, Laura frowned. Noted genetic damage?

      “The testing we did was very extensive,” Simon assured her that evening in the mess hall. A dozen other scientists, most of whom Laura knew by their previous work, sat with them at a long, white table. “I assure you, there is no genetic damage.”

      “There was—” Tom began.

      “Your results were wrong,” Simon cut him off. “If they weren’t, the data would have been the same the second time we checked. The very standard of scientific results is reliable repetition.”

      “You know how these animals repair themselves—”

      “Sure, but there’s a limit,” Simon fumed, twirling a fork around a pile of spaghetti with far too much marinara sauce. He swallowed a mouthful, sighed in frustration, and then looked to Laura. “After this, how about I show you more of the ship?” he inquired, trying to steer her away from a topic which so clearly had him riled. “There’s this favor I was hoping you’d do for me.”

      Laura frowned, unwilling to let this drop so easily. “Exactly what results did you get, Tom?”

      “Heightened radiation levels—” he started.

      “I’m telling you: the Geiger counter must’ve been broken!” Simon argued, dropping his loaded fork back onto his plate with a loud clank.

      “And I’m telling you,” Tom threw back at him with equal verbal force, “that Betty and Bea, fresh out of the Trench, had radiation in them several times what was normal or acceptable. But, now that they’re in clean tanks, they fixed themselves.”

      Laura cocked her head to the side, watching as the two men continued to bicker about it for the next few minutes. Heidi, a freckled environmentalist that specialized in jellyfish, nudged Laura’s side, rolling her eyes.

      “It’s all Fukushima’s fault if you ask me,” she murmured quietly. “Ever since the reactor melted down, it’s the ocean that’s been paying the price of human negligence. Damn, but we sure are good at screwing things up! I swear, one of these days, we’ll cause a second Permian Extinction. My only hope is that, when we flush the rest of the ecosystem down the toilet, we go right along with them.”

      “Let’s just bring back the rule of the dinosaur, eh, hippie?” Tom laughed, alerting her that her whisperings weren’t actually so whispered.

      “Well,” Heidi snorted ruefully, “if I have to choose between them and you, I certainly know where I stand.”

      “Tom and Heidi,” Simon clarified, “are so committed to this project that they have chosen to overlook the fact that they can’t stand each other. A most generous sacrifice.”

      “Have you decided whether or not you’re going to stay with us?” Heidi inquired, ignoring the comment.

      “I think...I might….” Laura now picked at her food, lowering her gaze evasively.

      “What made you change your mind?” asked Simon.

      “Bea’s autophagy,” Laura responded carefully, “could be a response to being encaged, but it could also be in reaction to the people she’s worked with thus-far.”

      “Meaning?” Tom raised an eyebrow with instant ire.

      Meaning that you’re a jackass who freaks her out!  “Meaning,” she began as diplomatically as possible, “that you need new people on board or she might inadvertently kill herself.”

      “In other words, she just doesn’t like Tom and Simon?” Heidi laughed. “They’re the main two that go inside the lab.”

      “The current theory is they increase the level of their brightness based on their familiarity with whomever they see. Thus far, this has been considered them losing their shyness. But they come from a world where a display of light can also be a demonstration of aggression. Maybe they were trying to tell you to go away…”

      “But you think you can do better?” Tom sniffed.

      “I’m not trying to step on anyone’s toes here,” she murmured gently, “but I have training that you don’t.”

      “Training?” He scoffed. “No one’s been trained to work with these animals. We’re all just fumbling around in the dark—literally!”

      “This is not a job for an entomologist,” Laura insisted. She wished she didn’t have to be so brutally honest about this, but there really was no other way. “Until we really know what we’re dealing with here, the only people interacting with these creatures should have a solid background in deep sea marine life.”

      “So you’re saying I’m not qualified,” he huffed.

      “Well…”

      “I’ve been here, from day one, taking care of these animals with Simon before any of the rest of you got here. I know them better than you probably ever will!”

      “That’s great,” she shot back, “but I’m not saying this to insult you. Your work is with insects. I don’t know how exactly you came to be involved, but I sincerely doubt it was on purpose. My best guess, after watching the tapes you shot, is you were just in the right place at the right time. Well? Can you tell me that I’m wrong?”

      He reddened in response, but said nothing.

      “Look, kudos for everything you’ve done,” Laura replied, cooling slightly. “I mean that sincerely. But if I found a new kind of fruit fly, I wouldn’t think that made me competent to be in charge of the research being done on it. That’d be every bit as much your niche as this is mine.”

      “Amen,” Heidi agreed resolutely. “Your cockroach and wasp tidbits, fascinating as they may be, Tom, don’t hold water here—pardon the pun. You should’ve left gracefully a long time ago. It saves the people who should be here the inconvenience of having to kick you out.”

      “Hey,” Simon put his hand up diplomatically. “Let’s calm down here.”

      “I am being calm,” Laura informed him smoothly. “The animals in those tanks are dangerous. I don’t get the impression that you all have any clue just how much, despite what happened to Yoshi. Now I’m willing to work with them, but I sure as Hell won’t do it unless I know I have a team behind me that has the same experience and background that I do.” She looked into Simon’s eyes directly. “If you half-ass this, somebody on your team’s going to wind up dead. That’s not going to be me.”

      “I’m not being taken off of this team!” Tom shouted at her, surprising all of them with the loudness of his outburst. “And I swear to God, NDA or no NDA, if anyone tries to remove me from the nursery, I’ll take everything  I know to the press.” He scowled coldly at Simon. “You understand me? Everything! We’ll just see what happens then to all of your precious careers.” He slammed his open palm down on the table, making several dishes clang. A monstrously tense pause passed at the pace of a snail. Finally, Tom rose to his feet, looked down at Laura, and hissed, “You’re not a scientist. You’re a bleeding heart hack! Even so, I had every intention to be nice to you, but now...stay out of my way, lady.”

      He stormed out of the room, with Simon’s eyes trailing after him apprehensively.

      “Gah,” Heidi snorted to Laura. “In case you were curious exactly why I don’t like him, there it is. He’s always been too big for his damn britches and he’s always, always flown off the handle at the drop of a hat.” She huffed in irritation and then began munching at some of the food off of his abandoned plate. “Simon, you know that Laura’s right. She and I are the only ones here that should be conducting any of the experiments—”

      “Experiments?” Laura gawked. “I thought the goal at this point was just to keep the animals alive.”

      Simon frowned at Heidi, but said nothing. Frustrated, Laura wiped at the corners of her mouth and, hoping she would avoid Tom, also stormed away from the meal.

      At first, she walked in the direction of her cabin. But then, almost as if they had a will of their own, she found her feet moving toward the lab. God, these people didn’t know what they were doing! There Betty and Bea were, alone and unmonitored!

      “For a bunch of geniuses, this whole thing has been pretty slipshod,” she fumed, shaking her head back and forth.

      She strapped on some night vision and approached one of the tanks. Instinct screamed at her not to be alone with them, but she brushed it aside, reminding herself that both Tom and Simon had interacted with them solo at length without any problems.

      In the corner of her frigid tank, Betty shone with whitish-blue brightness. Observing Laura’s approach, her lips peeled back to shriek with such ferocity that not even the water managed to muffle the sound. She threw herself against the thick plating, pressing her broad, flat features and giant eyes into the glass. That gaze, so frightened, so sad, so full of understanding about the grimness of its future, pulled at Laura’s heart which was, just as Tom stated, bleeding indeed.

      “Please,” the creature’s eyes begged, as if a look was capable of speaking. “Please…”

      Its pupils moved from Laura toward Bea, prompting Laura to do the same. Then she let out a long, sympathetic sigh, shaking her head back and forth at the sight of the deceased creature floating listlessly, surrounded by chunks of its own retched up flesh, at the top of its cage. Before its death, it had indulged in one final mass self-consumption—swallowing its own hands, tail, and a quarter of the stingers on its head.

      “Well, PETA would certainly have a field day with this,” Laura muttered minutes later, after bringing the others back to peer at the grotesque display. “She looks like she got stuck in a goddamn blender!”

      “Agreed,” Heidi sighed. “She’s none too pretty now. Still, I’m sure millionaire nerds and museums all over the world would pay top dollar for what’s left of her, eh, Lowensohn?”

      Laura folded her arms over her chest, not deigning to respond.

      “So who’s going to fish her out of there? Are we going to draw straws or what?” Heidi inquired, raising her eyebrows. She approached her boss, snapping her fingers in front of his transfixed and crestfallen face. “Simon, snap out of it… We should get her on a slab as soon as possible. Get her photographed, get her autopsied, and shove whatever is left over into the freezer.”

      “Autopsy her here?” Laura queried a little incredulously. “Don’t you have someplace else set up for this? A proper lab on the mainland rather than something makeshift?”

      “This is extremely time sensitive, Laura. We can’t wait. Heidi, go get Tom. He’s the one that wrestled her in there. He should be the one to get her out. The rest of us will start scrubbing up. We’re getting this done now—tonight.”

      As the rest of them exited the room, Simon took one last look at Bea. “I guess today is your lucky day, Laura,” he remarked bitterly.

      “Oh? How’s that?”

      “There’s more people, more scientists, coming in tomorrow morning, but they’re going to miss seeing this. You arrived just in time to witness this; to take charge.”

      “Take charge?”

      “Well, no one else here has as much experience with marine autopsies. You should certainly be the one to do it.”

      Laura leaned against a desk, stared at the hovering corpse, and bit her knuckles just at the thought of opening it up.

      “Bea didn’t die of complications from the pressure change,” he remarked, audibly stunned. “She should have...but that’s just not what happened.”

      “I don’t think she ate herself to soothe the stress of being here,” Laura noted softly. “I think that she consciously, very deliberately killed herself just in order to get away from people.”

      “Animals kill themselves sometimes,” Simon shook his head, “but it’s not a conscious decision, Laura. They don’t have the mental capacity to understand their self-destructive behavior can have such serious consequences.”

      Laura only huffed in response, exiting the room on brisk heels so as to catch up to the rest of the team.

      A half hour later, Tom was dumping Bea’s remains out of a net and onto a cold, metal slab in a room filled with overbearing, bright lights.

      “You know, guys,” Tom put forward, “it’d probably be better to just make some general observations; not actually open it up.”

      “Spoken like a true novice,” Heidi snorted. “If you don’t want to be here, Tom, I’m sure no one here would miss you.”

      As they began to argue, Laura ignored them, noting to herself how the overhead lights would’ve caused terrible pain to the animal while still alive. And yet now, here it was, up close and under the neon—unmoving; uncaring. No longer did that smooth, translucent skin illuminate its surroundings. No more did those gargantuan eyes assess the behavior of perhaps the only beings that it had ever encountered which could successfully hunt it. It was just cold meat now, possessed of as much ceremony and dignity as a tin of sardines.

      But dead or not, Bea still made the scalpel clutched inside the palm of Laura’s plastic-gloved hand tremble in a way that no other animal before ever had. Biting her lip anxiously underneath the surgical mask she wore, Laura realized she had never been so upset at the thought of moving forward before—not even when she’d seen Hector chew her colleague’s fingers off. Around the dissection table, her colleagues looked to her, waiting; expecting. Slowly, she made an incision in the abdominal region.

      She had only half-considered the concept of a corpse “fighting back;” was not prepared for it when it actually happened. An opening, located at the lower portion of the creature’s abdomen, like a knee-jerk reaction to the cutting, suddenly sprayed Laura’s gloves, mask, and gown.

      “Damn it!” she cursed.

      “What is that?” Simon gasped as Tom burst out laughing.

      “It’s an ink jet. Yet another cephalopod trait,” she fumed. “They spray as a means of self-defense against predators.”

      “It crapped ink on her,” Tom snickered.

      “A lot of people like to put octopus ink on their food,” Laura grumbled, looking down at the mess. “I doubt as many of them would do so if they realized what it is and where it comes from regarding the animal’s anatomy.”

      She began removing her surgical get-up.

      “What are you doing?” Simon asked.

      “This stuff could be very potent. I’ve got to get rid of it. Just let me put on a new smock and it’ll be fine.”

      But it wasn’t fine. As she donned the fresh medical garments, her previously-frazzled nerves were banging their heads against a wall, yelling at her to run; get away from this entire thing.

      She resumed her task of opening the creature’s stomach. But at the sight of its moonlight blue fluid so close to her fingers, Laura suddenly retched slightly in the back of her throat.

      “I can’t do this,” she choked suddenly, bristling with humiliation at the sight of her intensely shaking hands.

      “What?” Simon inquired, certain he had misheard her.

      She passed the scalpel to Heidi, so quickly that it almost jabbed her. “I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I just...I can’t.”

      “I catch it live, but you can’t even cut it up dead,” Tom chuckled. “But, yeah, you’re more qualified than me to work with these specimens, lady. Sure.”

      Laura’s cheeks flamed, but she said nothing. Heidi took the scalpel and patted her on the back for a second.

      “No worries,” she assured her. “I mean, hey, you may have done this sort of thing a lot more than me, but I have no problem going down in history as the first person to really get inside one of these girls. Let’s let the good times roll, I say!”

      Heidi turned and, moving away from the table, Laura held her fingertips, stained with the creature’s milky, Prussian blue fluid, close to her face. So this was the organic gold that was going to make them all rich and famous. Even in this meager splash lay such value… So why couldn’t she pull herself together?

      Still staring at the blood, Laura’s agitation began to increase and, with it, her heart rate. She began to shift on her feet, trying to shake it off. The shifting then dissolved into a flat-out stagger. Oh, Hell! Could this be any more embarrassing?  She thought, crashing against the wall. Swooning at the sight of blood! God, she thought, I better get the heck out of here before I make any more of an ass of myself than I have already…

      As she moved toward the door, her knees buckled under her and she fell suddenly forward. She groaned, trying to rise, but found she could neither stand nor speak. Gradually, her mere trembling progressed to twitching and from there to convulsions. Tom burst out laughing as Simon knelt down, called her name, and, getting no response, hoisted her up in his arms.

      “She’s having a seizure! Get the door,” he barked at Tom.

      “It was a mistake bringing that twit on board, Simon,” Tom cackled. “Talk about out of her depth!”

      “Open the damn door for me!” Simon yelled. Tom acquiesced with the slowness of a too-pampered house cat. “Come on,” he growled. “We’re taking her to the infirmary.”

      “Like Hell we are!” Tom retorted, standing in the doorway. “You do whatever you want to, but I’m going to stay here and watch this.”

      “No, you’re going to help me take care of a medical emergency!” Simon hissed, walking down the hall. “And if you don’t, I’m going to relay that threat of yours that you’ll talk to the press to our boss. Now move your ass!”

      Snarling, Tom slammed the door to the autopsy room shut. As she drifted in and out of consciousness, Laura heard Tom’s footsteps hammering on the metal flooring like anvils.

      Tom wouldn’t be so unhappy to have been forced to leave that room—nor Simon neither, Laura ventured. Oh, certainly, for a few minutes they would no doubt be mammothly disappointed to miss out on such a huge event...until they realized the punch line to the story of their loss: Laura was not an epileptic; had never before this moment had a seizure in her life.

      En route, she tried to think straight, to go through the precise order of events; to analyze her symptoms. Was she going to die? Maybe… It was the ink jet, she thought, and there was something in that blood; something a lot more hardcore than LAL… Maybe it had managed to seep through her gloves and smock, like cyanide or perhaps she had inhaled it. Either way, she was thanking God now that her nerves had made her back out of finishing the procedure.

      When she finally regained her complete consciousness, she blinked to find herself lying on a medical cot with Simon sitting beside her. Tom scowled at both of them from the corner of the room with hateful, I’ll-never-forgive-you eyes. No doubt about it, he’d decided to take the seizure as an assault on his personal ambitions.

      “There,” he spat in Simon’s direction. “She’s awake. Can I freaking go now? I need to see the surgery firsthand to get the best description for my book. Readers aren’t going to be impressed with a description of this seizure crap.”

      Laura swallowed difficultly. “Don’t,” she whispered. Simon leaned in closer to her face, trying to feign a smile for her. “Don’t go without a gas mask.”

      “Gas mask?” Simon blinked.

      “There may be tetrodotoxin in the room.”

      “Tetrodotoxin?”

      “The territory of the blue-ringed octopus isn’t all that far from here. It kills its prey via tetrodotoxin. Just one bite is enough to bring down nearly a dozen men… Sometimes though, instead of being received through a bite, the poison is inhaled.”

      “What are you saying?” Tom snapped. “The creature we are autopsying isn’t a dang octopus.”

      “No…” Laura difficultly shoved herself up on her elbows. “But breathing a small amount of tetrodotoxin can cause a seizure.” She looked from Tom to Simon and then back again. “You all got so excited about the LAL in the creature’s blood, but did you ever do any kind of assessment of the creature regarding whether or not its blood or tissue were toxic? It’s not just the blue-ringed octopus that’s poisonous. All octopuses are! And that creature shares enough in common with cephalopods that we should’ve all considered poison as a possibility.

      “Do you hear what I’m telling you? I don’t have seizures, damn it! Something in that room made this happen to me! If you go back in there and I’m right, that tetrodotoxin might somehow be inside the animal, if you breathe it, you could seize too...or you could die!”

      “My team,” Simon murmured. “My team!”

      “Oh, come on,” Tom huffed. “Simon, you aren’t actually considering this craziness might be true, are you?”

      “Bea died from autophagy, but it might not have been from her wounds,” Laura mumbled, slumping back into the bed. “She repeatedly ate those parts of herself that were most likely to be venomous. Perhaps her body had a natural immunity to a certain amount of her own poison...but everything has its limit. That’s probably why she vomited up her own tissue…”

      “Bullcrap!” Tom spat.

      “Go to the end of the hallway and call out to our people,” Laura urged. “Tom, I swear to God, I hope I am wrong. But whatever you do, do not go inside that room. If the team responds, you tell them what I said. You tell them what the dangers could be there, but you don’t approach that room!”

      Tom stormed across the tiny infirmary, gripped the door knob to the outside, and then knit his eyebrows. “You’re supposed to know this stuff, aren’t you, Laura? I guess that means it was your job from the get-go to warn everyone. And if they all really have come to harm...well...I guess that means it’s your fault, doesn’t it?”

      Simon leaned back in his chair, his face turning pale and his eyes widening with shock. “My team,” he muttered again and again. “I personally selected every one of them… I contacted them all… I brought them here…”

      “I’m so sorry,” Laura choked. She reached out to squeeze his hand. “I could be wrong,” she offered hopefully.

      “I would’ve stayed in that room, if it wasn’t for you. Tom would’ve stayed too. Then we….”

      “You probably saved my life.”

      “If they… If they’re...gone,” he swallowed. “Laura, that’s not on you. That’s on me.”

      Exhausted by the post-ichtal state, Laura squeezed her eyes shut. “How long was I unconscious before?”

      “A half an hour or so. Maybe more.”

      That long? Well, it was certainly long enough that, if it was tetrodotoxin, the team would definitely be dead.

      “I want to go home,” Laura whispered.

      Silently, Simon leaned forward, bracing his elbows against his knees and hanging his head. Minutes passed. Many, many minutes.

      And then a cry, long and guttural, echoed down the ship’s corridors. Within seconds, it was overlapped by another voice, shrieking, “Oh my God,” and a string of explicatives.

      “Christ, what’s that?” Laura choked.

      Simon jumped to his feet, intent to aid in whatever new grizzly problem had arisen, but suddenly the bright lights which had shone throughout the ship switched off and only the rays of moonlight drifting in through the infirmary windows provided any visibility. As the distant, agonized moaning continued, Laura and Simon both became very keenly aware of the restless lapping of the Mariana Trench’s waves against the side of the ship. If there was something wrong on board, if the power had somehow been cut, was abandoning the ship an option? Would the lifeboats still work? Or was the only escape an eventual sinking to seven miles below the surface?

      “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know,” Simon gasped. “Can you walk?”

      “I… I think so.” She pushed herself up and then fumbled through the darkness with her hands. Simon gripped her wrist, pulling her to her feet.

      “My cabin’s a few rooms down. I’ve got a flashlight there.”

      “What about Tom?”

      Simon was silent for a moment. He opened his mouth to try to give a halfway intelligent response; something evasive, but comforting. Another scream, this time from a different throat, cut him off.

      “This vessel has fifty-four people on board. Twelve scientists; forty-two crew,” he whispered to himself, trying to calculate the chances that the screams belonged to Tom.

      “I don’t think it does anymore,” Laura shuddered, memories of Hector flashing through her brain like a war veteran’s personal traumas. “I think we better watch our fingers…”

      “Laura,” Simon insisted resolutely, “I don’t know whose cries those are. I don’t know what is happening. But I do know that whatever is wrong, it’s not because the animals got loose. However smart they are, those creatures don’t understand modern technology. And they can’t shut it down. The ship’s engineers are probably on top of the problem right now. Just give it a few minutes and—”

      Once again, they heard a new person begin to scream. Simon covered his mouth with the palm of his hand, shaking slightly and glad she couldn’t see it.

      “We’ve got to go, Laura,” he whispered, pulling her forward, out of the infirmary, and toward his cabin.

      Leaning against the wall inside, with the sounds of Simon searching through pitch black for the necessary equipment, Laura dreamed of her apartment, her blessedly non-aquatic, 100% mammalian cat, and her view of the city through her kitchen window. How often she had resented that view, with its multi-storied apartment buildings, noisy streets, overflowing trash cans, and general lack of nature. Well, if this moment here was nature, screw it! She’d take the polluted, overpopulated city.

      “What you said earlier...you were wrong,” she murmured, realization that she actually might never see any of it again beginning to hit her. “This has most definitely not been my lucky day.”

      The flashlight clicked on within Simon’s hand. After her eyes adjusted to its sudden glare, she scanned the room quickly. She noticed her book on a small desk beside his bed and chuckled.

      “Write a book, they said. It’s going to advance your career, they said… Ha!”

      “Things are going to be okay, Laura.”

      “Oh, you think so? Because right now I feel like a crustacean en route for a picnic at the Red Lobster.”

      “I was going to ask you to autograph my copy. That’s the favor I was asking for at dinner,” Simon commented dryly, patting the book’s jacket in an attempt to distract her from the horrors outside. “I told you: I’m a huge fan.”

      “Really? Well, pal, get me back on dry land and we’ll see. Right now, I’m thinking an autograph would be a rather short-lived momento.”

      Short-lived? He knit his eyebrows in her direction as though she were making a bad pun.

      Just then, they heard yet another scream—loud, on-going, and high-pitched—echoing down the ship’s corridors. Laura jumped, holding her hands against her mouth. As the screaming continued for several minutes, tears streamed down her face, but neither she nor Simon said anything.

      When the cries were finally followed by a terrible silence, Simon Akimitsu fought to retain his focus and self-control.

      “Laura, we need to send out a distress signal.”

      “Mayday?”

      “Yes, but there’s only one way to get to the bridge from here. We have to go past the room where the autopsy was being performed.”

      “No, no, no—”

      “Laura, there’s no other option,” Simon informed her thickly. He gripped her shoulder reassuringly. “Hey, we’re getting out of here. Believe that. If you don’t believe, if you give up, you won’t make it. No one in survival situations ever does. I’m going to live to see tomorrow morning. So will you. And then I’m going to get that signature from you. Got it?”

      Laura swallowed, nodding.

      “Come on now. From my cabin, it’s a straight route to the stairs that lead up on deck. From there, we’ll go to the bridge. We do it carefully, no talking, and we’ll be out of the ship’s interior in five minutes. Easy, peasy.”

      “We should stay here. We should lock the door and just stay put.”

      “What if no one else gets to the bridge, Laura? What if no one else manages to call for help? Do we wait in here until dehydration hits us? Hunkering down isn’t really an option.”

      Laura wiped at her cheeks with the back of her hand, stiffening her lower lip. A five minute run, he promised. Just five little minutes…

      Slowly, Simon turned the handle of his door. He peered out into the horribly quiet hallway, almost as if he expected to be able to see something. He raised the flashlight and waited for a moment. Nothing emerging, he waved at her to come forward. She crept after him, both of them all too cognizant of the sound and vibrations of their footsteps against the metal beneath them.

      Two minutes of hesitant snail-pace later, Simon motioned at Laura to cover her nose. She followed his lead, not breathing in as his hand pushed against the autopsy room door. As it creaked open, inch by inch, the collapsed bodies of their fellow academics, littering the floor like heaps of trash, became poignantly visible. Laura turned away from the corpses like a spinning top, facing the wall and doing her damndest to hold back her sniffling.

      Simon’s eyes widened, but he did not break his lack of breathing. Crouching down beside the first body, he felt in vain for a pulse. He moved to another body. And another. And another. His head swimming and body panicking from the lack of oxygen, he had no choice but to retreat.

      As he stood, his flashlight fell across the slab where Bea had once lain, so subdued; so apparently fragile.

      She was not there now!

      His flashlight followed a blue bloody trail off of the table onto the floor, where it slimed down the hallway opposite the direction from which they’d come; disappearing toward the screams of the ship’s remaining inhabitants.

      He returned into the hallway, once again motioning Laura after him. They followed the blood trail. There was no choice.

      And then the blood trail diversified into separate colors. Human fluid, red and still uncoagulated, sprayed the walls and appeared in large, almost random pools. And yet, for all the evidence that they belonged there, there were no bodies in sight. As awful as the sight of the dead scientists had been, at least Laura and Simon had the then-unappreciated comfort of mind in knowing they hadn’t been moved. These bodies though...they had to have been taken!

      A sticky sound seemed to cry out to both of them when the plastic sole of Laura’s sneaker accidentally stuck inside of one expansive splash of liquid. With each new step that she took, she saw her own shoeprints spring back up at her like a scarlet accusation. “You did not belong here!”

      Hector had been a warning; a lesson from the universe regarding animal cruelty and karma. She had thought that, albeit the hard way, she’d learned it. But apparently it hadn’t been hard enough because, when faced with temptation, she had agreed to be on board for another scientific study whose animals, at best, could look forward to perhaps just a little less pain than their captors had already inflicted on them.

      The humans weren’t the ones in charge now. That was for damn sure. And, though the ship was a lot larger than Bea’s tank had been, it had nonetheless and very quickly transformed into one giant, floating, steel cage.

      As Simon and Laura progressed, they found a mass of red covering one particular door; as if someone had been pressed up against it as their jugular had been sliced. Beads of sweat dotting Simon’s forehead, he gripped the knob.

      “No!” She choked.

      “Our people could be in there,” he whispered back. “They could need our help.” He tried to enter, but the room was locked from the inside. Swallowing, he jiggled the knob. Breath caught inside his throat, he squeezed his eyes shut for a miserable moment.

      “Hello?” No one inside responded. “Is someone there?”

      And they heard a sound. Wet, slick, slippery; and large. Something moving. Something close. Laura froze in her tracks, too terrified to move. Simon clicked off the flashlight, waiting to see what direction the sound was coming from; praying it would go away. That dreadfully familiar bioluminescent glow cast their shadows against the walkway before them.

      “Laura,” Simon gasped. “She’s behind us.”

      “I know. I don’t want to die,” Laura wept, on the verge of hysteria and barely able to raise her voice.

      “Laura,” he whispered, “we’re not far from the stairs. All you have to do is run fifty feet. You can make it. Get outside. If you can’t get to the bridge, just hide somewhere on the deck. Remember, she can only handle very low-level lighting, so you’ll be safe in there during daytime.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I think this is where we part ways,” Simon replied quietly as, behind them, the creature let out a malevolent snarl.

      “No!”

      “I’m going to turn and blind her with the flashlight. When I do, Laura, you just run.”

      “You can’t do this. You can run too. I—”

      “On the count of three, Laura. One—”

      “No…”

      “Two—”

      “Simon!”

      “THREE!” Simon spun around, light slamming like a boxer’s punch into the animal’s face. “Go!” He roared at Laura one final time, physically shoving her down the hallway away from him. “Go!”

      She took off at top speed, even when she heard the thump of the creature slamming into Simon’s torso, knocking him down; even when she heard him screaming from the creature’s teeth sinking into his shoulder. And then, sudden quiet. Gripping the stairs, just seconds from escape, Laura turned back… Had it killed him already? She had to know!

      Simon lay on his back, still gripping the flashlight and convulsing with several bright stingers fully embedded inside the flesh of his abdomen. The creature raised its face slightly in Laura’s direction.

      “Betty!” Laura gasped. “It’s Betty; not Bea!”

      Betty let out a long, shrill cackle at her, almost as if she understood Laura’s puzzlement.

      God, how had she escaped too? Had Bea freed her? Blinking, knees buckling under her, Laura gawked at the scene before her. As Simon’s body tried to twist defensively away from the stingers, the creature clung fast to him, only sinking deeper inside his flesh. Still, its gaze stayed with Laura, as though it wanted her to understand she was being laughed at; to know that, to it, all of these deaths were wholeheartedly amusing.

      Bea’s autophagy had not been a stress relief, Laura understood now. No, it had been cold, hard war-time strategy. By God, she’d known the scientists would perform more experiments on her in a comatose state and she’d known her poison would kill them. With them dead, she was taking out anyone else that stood between her and a break for freedom. And her sister was damn-well coming with her.

      Swiftly, Laura weighed her options. How could she just leave Simon there? To Hell with his self-sacrificing b.s.! It wasn’t right to let him die like this!

      Then again, just a few seconds after that thought crossed her brain; she realized that, if the creature wanted to kill him, he’d be dead already. And yet there he was, writhing, kicking his feet futilely, and sucking in his breath as she gave every appearance of gutting him. But still he lived.

      Laura frowned, stunned. Why had the animals latched onto the submersible in the first place? Had they honestly thought they were strong enough to destroy its reinforced steel? Or could it be that these sea-born parasites had, had bigger plans all along? Maybe that animal currently shoving her spike-like appendages deep into Simon’s midsection, didn’t want to escape from the ship at all! Perhaps her intention after seeing her home invaded was to invade right back!

      The creature finally released Simon, tossing his amply bleeding and now impregnated body to the side like a rag doll. Moaning, whimpering, he clutched at his cracked-apart shell as though fearing his internal organs would spill out onto the floor beneath him. Then he turned his face to the wall.

      Laura’s terror gave way to rage. “I’m going to kill you, you glowstick from Hell,” she screamed.

      Cackling again in response, Betty pulled herself forward on the floor with the suction cups of her hands. Laura gripped the railing of the stairs.  Hell no, she would not be ensnared by this approaching threat! “Simon was right. You just need to be waited out. And then, when you eventually come up on deck...it’ll be time for mermaid kebabs!”

      “Go, Laura….” Simon cried. “Please, get out of here….”

      “I’ll be back for you,” she cried, taking another few steps away. “I swear it.”

      Suddenly, she felt a sharp pain in her back. A cut? No. An insertion. A penetration.  She blinked, stunned; and then slammed forward hard onto the floor. A soft glow alit behind her to match the one in front of her. The dread Bea. Worse for wear—a lot worse, but not at all dead.

      At first, as the stingers burrowed beneath her skin, Laura managed to just grit her teeth. But as they expanded, like air-filled tubes, yet another scream echoed down the corridor. This one, Laura realized soon enough, was her own. Pressure—awful, piercing, wrenching pressure embedded itself repeatedly in her flesh. Round chunks of...something…was suddenly being forcibly thrust inside of her. Again and again, each time prying a fresh scream out of her. Every time it ended, she was sure that it couldn’t be worse and then another chunk—no, God, another egg!—would be pushed in, until finally her stretched skin resembled a small wallet pocket whose owner had jammed in too much loose change. Groaning, sobbing, Laura lay as still as she could manage until the creature finished with her. When it finally left with Betty in search for more prey, Laura lifted her face a single inch off the floor to vomit.

      “You’ve got...to get up...Laura.” Over her cries, she could vaguely hear Simon still trying to maintain his grip at the end of the hall. “You’ve got...to crawl. Crawl with me… Come on. Get up!”

      “I can’t.”

      Simon pleaded. He begged. After long enough though, he yelled. “You liar!  You said you were going to murder them and now you’re going to freaking back down? You coward!

      “Do you think you’re alone? They probably did this to everyone else too. But those people got up and moved. They got up and hid. They’ll survive because of it!”

      Laura picked her face up out of her retch. Never in her life had she been in more pain than this, but she wouldn’t take this crap from anyone.

      She reached her fingertips across the floor and, only by an inch, pulled herself forward. She understood the echoing explicatives they’d heard earlier all too well now, because a long string of them came flying like bullets out of her mouth as, for a horrendous eternity, she followed Simon—each of them slithering on their bellies like and at the pace of banana slugs. With each move they made, the sensation of being ripped in half was sent even deeper into their muscles, as if their motions only served to deeper implant the parasitic embryos.

      Hell! Where was he going? Laura cursed. They could’ve ducked inside a plethora of rooms, if hiding was on his mind, but doorway after doorway, Simon just passed. And then he finally turned, flashlight still in hand, back into the room where the autopsy attempt had been performed.

      “You want...to die...next to your team,” Laura hissed, when she finally rounded the doorway. “That’s it, huh?”

      “Oh, no,” he growled, surrounded by the corpses of his deceased comrades, as he tightly gripped an unused scalpel in one violently trembling hand. “I’m not going to die...because you’re going to cut those little bastards out of me.”

      Laura blinked. She’d just spent the last half-hour slithering over the leavings of his oozing abdomen and now he thought that she was going to do this?

      “It’ll kill you,” she gasped. “If I cut into—”

      “If you won’t do it for me, then I’ll do it to myself!” He snapped. “I’m not going to be a human Petrie dish for a damn fish!” He shone the light against his wound, illuminating not only the severity of the damage, but a cluster of bumps which the creature had just barely managed to fit under his skin. Placing the scalpel against one of the larger, more raised areas, he growled, “This is coming out—now!”

      “Wait!” She cried. “Your hands… You’re shaking too much! You’ll do more harm to yourself than good.”

      “Then you’ll do it?”

      Again, she cried, but she nodded as she did so. Pulling herself into the room, locking the door, she forced herself to ignore the dead around them. She focused on her patient, only her patient, lying now on his back on the floor.

      “Whatever happens to me now,” he choked, looking up at her with a mixture of relief and utter panic, “it will be better than what happened to Yoshi. If I’m going to die, so be it—but not like that!”

      She nodded, pressing the blade into him with one hand as, with the other, she tried to hold the flashlight steady. He twisted; she begged him to try not to move. His blood spread across her hands, her arms; her knees. But an egg, somewhat bigger than a quarter, with roughly the hue and consistency of a skinned lychee, finally dislodged from his muscle into the palm of Laura’s hand. She stared at it for a moment, just long enough to see the embryo’s tail inside give the slightest of wriggles, and then she slammed her parasitic handful down hard onto the floor, unceremoniously squashing it.

      “One down,” she scowled, wiping the muck off of her fingertips. “And nine more to go before I can stitch you up.”

      “We’re going to make it, Laura,” he just barely breathed.

      “We’re going to make it,” she repeated, when it was her own turn. Before he cut, she felt the lumps on her back, burrowing into her like candiru. She moved her fingertips away.

      “Do it,” she ordered.

      As she felt her flesh being scissored apart, once more she screamed, but this time it was a cry of rage.

      Afterwards, Simon and Laura lay on the ground, surrounded on all sides by death and gore, able to live perhaps by only sheer force of will.

      “I’m s-sorry,” Simon gasped. Laura mumbled vaguely that this whole turn of events wasn’t his fault. “You don’t understand,” he muttered. “It was classified.”

      “Even with the eggs removed, we still probably won’t survive. These conditions aren’t exactly sterile and there’s no telling if any residue fluids inside us from the creatures won’t prove lethal,” she mused, wiping at the blood-mixed beads of sweat dotting her forehead. “Might as well spill the beans.”

      “There were experiments going on down there...in the Trench. Nuclear experiments. I wasn’t involved with them before, but they called me in to help run tests on them after.”

      “Christ, are you serious? What the Hell was happening? It’s not bad enough that we’ve filled the oceans ear-to-ear with trash, choking off the marine ecosystem in every possible which way, but now we’ve got to bomb them too?”

      “I wasn’t involved, Laura. I was trying to help minimize the damage that had already been caused.”

      “Tom wasn’t wrong about the Geiger counter results?”

      “He has to have been. Laura, come on. You said it yourself. He’s just an entomologist. He’s out of his depth.”

      “But if there’s nuclear stuff going on down there, then the sea life would have nuclear results.”

      “Normally, I would agree with you, but there’s no way they could be exposed to what the government did and just...bounce back from it.”

      “Not in the Trench, they couldn’t,” Laura whispered. “But if they brought their offspring into a different environment, then the species has a shot at survival. Simon, don’t you understand? They were never the test subjects… We were.”

      “Yeah, well, they’re going to be disappointed with the test run!” He snapped. “This was a pretty good trick they played, but it won’t work twice.”

      Laura swallowed, staring over into Heidi’s dull, lifeless gaze. She moved her fingertips forward, brushing the dead woman’s eyelids shut with a shudder. Was this all that Betty and Bea were capable of? Was this the true extent of their powers?
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        * * *

      

      Morning came. Simon and Laura clutched each other’s hands without a word as they stared hopefully at the daylight shimmering onto them through the window. Did they dare to go outside; to make that five minute run again, especially now both of them were in too much pain to even walk? Or was it just better to stare at the door, awaiting rescue?

      The knob suddenly jiggled. Wide-eyed, they looked at each other, but didn’t make a sound.

      “Guys,” Tom called out on the other side of the door. “Hey! I know you’re in there! Come on. You don’t have to be scared anymore. The worst part’s over. You can come out now.”

      Simon swallowed, moving a few inches forward, as if to stand and let his friend inside, but Laura caught Simon by the wrist, wild-eyed, and shaking her head. Tom sounded calm—too damn calm.

      Again, the knob jiggled—this time more insistently. “Hey, I know it hurts. That’s why we’ve got to take care of you now. You’re very important; more important than I think you appreciate.”

      Once more, he tried to get inside; then he slammed his palm hard against the door. “Come on!” He shouted, and then there was a long silence. “You wanted to know who their caterpillar in the Trench is, right, Simon? That’s how you phrased it, right? Well, now you know: it doesn’t matter. So long as the host is strong and large enough, this species can survive in almost any setting. We—people—have put them through an awful lot. We backed them into a corner...and so this was the only way out for them. Can’t you understand that?”

      “You’re the one who cut the power to the ship, aren’t you?” Simon yelled.

      “I did what they needed me to,” Tom replied defensively. “And I’m going to keep on doing it. All of us are.”

      “All of us?”

      Laura and Simon looked at each other, swallowed, and then crawled to the door. Peering through the keyhole, they saw a blood-soaked mass of bodies pressed together, standing shoulder to shoulder, awaiting them. Bruised and broken flesh swelled outward from its normal position upon the peoples’ frames, with several torn-open chunks of man meat completely exposed, dripping pus, and exuding the stench of internal necrosis.

      As if he knew they were being watched, Tom dropped down, looking through the keyhole right back at them. “I’ve been taking care of the babies from the day they were born. Did you really think they would want me to serve you, you who intended them harm? No, Simon. They chose me—me—to protect them! And now, they have decided to allow me to truly prove my loyalty…” He leaned far back and pulled up his hoodie, revealing several eggs embedded inside him. “They’re going to come out any day now. Dr. Lowensohn, I think I’m going to need your help with that. We all will. Dr. Akimitsu, you were right that we can breed these things en mass, sir. But you were wrong about how it’s going to happen—and why. You don’t need to be afraid. It won’t be like it was with Yoshi. We can do this...again and again and again. It’s a wonderful feeling...knowing just what we’re doing for these creatures; seeing how much we’re helping them get back on their feet, possibly from the brink of extinction. If you don’t understand yet, you will when your own roe hatch…”

      Laura and Simon looked down at their pulverized mer-caviar on the floor, swallowing hard.

      There was one aspect of the Glyptapanteles wasp that no one had considered, when making a note of the mermaids’ tendency towards traumatic insemination. To the wasp’s whim, the caterpillar became utterly domesticated; made docile. Even as the parasitic baby wasps ate through the host caterpillar’s flesh, to its last breath, that partially-devoured caterpillar nurtured them, protected them; even killed in order to defend them.

      “Come on out of there!” Tom demanded, banging on the door again.

      Soon the other human hosts joined in, their group hostility growing by the second as they became increasingly suspicious of Simon and Laura’s noteworthy lack of love for the creatures which had, to Tom’s mind as well as the others’, honored them with their seed.

      Simon and Laura moved back against the opposite wall, leaning against each other, and knowing all too well that the door would not hold forever. Swallowing, Laura picked up the scalpel from off of the floor and cut into her finger with it. Carefully, with her blood, she wrote her name out on the corner of her shirt, tore it away, and handed it to Simon. Their fingers interlocked tightly, but they did not speak.

      They knew more people would come later, after they’d both been killed by this mob. Yes, there would be fresh faces—investigators, scientists, crew; people from the government. Would any of them survive, they wondered? Or would they be inseminated as well? Just how long would it be before one of these human beings carrying mermaid young was transported via helicopter back to the mainland?

      And what then?

      What then?
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