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      For my mother, the kindest and most organized human I have ever met. I love you.
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      The Academy, where only the elite are sent to train. The Trials might be over, but I’m not out of danger. I worked hard to get here, but now I have to fight to stay alive.

      I battled for my life in the Trials. But the worst isn’t over. Now the winners must study, work and pass deadly tests meant to break us down and test our mettle.

      If we fail, or even falter, we are dismissed. The shame would be impossible to live with. But I have no intention of failing.

      The classes are grueling, especially for the kingdom’s future ambassador on land. But there’s more happening behind the scenes than I could have imagined.

      My friend Dane turned out to be a Prince in disguise. He is demanding the same training. But he is in more danger than he thought. And our friendship means that I am a target too.

      His mother the queen wants me to take my place at his side, as Royalty. But that is not what I want. I want to walk on land and serve the sea.

      What does that mean for Dane and I?
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      The stables were dark and quiet as I swam through them. It was early in the morning, too early for more than the faintest glimmer of light to reach down from the surface. I was up well before the Palace servants.

      Not that I’d actually rested more than a little.

      I hadn’t been able to sleep much since the Trials.

      None of my friends were awake to distract me from the memories of what had happened or the challenges I was soon to face. The truth was, I felt like I was still in the Trials. Still fighting for my life. Still fighting for the lives of my friends.

      Still terrified that someone might hurt them.

      Even after surviving, we were all nervous about starting the Academy.

      Our formal training had not started yet. Most of the other candidates were settling into the Palace or visiting their families. So I went to visit the only one who would never, ever turn me away.

      Especially with the heavy bag of oysters in my hand.

      My old net bag was gone, lost in the shuffle of the Trials and my subsequent change in position. I was still not used to being treated with the respect afforded to a Spark candidate. It had been a whirl of events culminating in my things being moved for me to the Royal Palace. Not that I had much. My worn uniform and the gifts had made the journey.

      Somehow, Annaruth had noticed my trusty old bag was missing and magicked me up a new one. It looked nearly the same but it was a vast improvement. This one was stronger and deceptively large, expanding and contracting to fit to the load it carried, whatever it may be.

      I had a sneaking suspicion it was strong enough to hold a Mer. Or even Beazil.

      An upgrade, for sure. Everything in my life was upgraded. The clothes I wore. My room. And the food.

      Especially the food.

      Still, I missed some things about my old life. Things had been simpler, for one. And I’d had my friends, Lila and Beazil.

      But I’d been hungry, I reminded myself. Unloved, unwanted, and often mistreated. I’d felt stagnated, like swamp water, bored by the day to day of cleaning and being belittled by my stepmother and my half-sister.

      I’d wanted more.

      And by Triton, I’d gotten it.

      Now I was the latest darling of the Royal family and the nobility that surrounded them, trotted out in fancy clothes for dinners and events. I’d barely seen my friends in all that time. Starla was keeping busy with the other Messengers-in-training. Although the Academy had not formally started yet, many of the chosen Mer were already hard at work practicing.

      But not me.

      I spent most of my time trying to evade the Queen.

      And her handsome son.

      I sighed and swam into the farthest part of the stables. The entire stretch of stalls was reserved exclusively for Beazil. I noticed they had moved most of the other familiars and travel companions away. It was pretty funny, how nervous my familiar made other Mers.

      The shark might be large with ferocious teeth, but he was pretty much a flounder when it came to temperament. Or a human’s lap cat, something I’d seen paintings of. Lazy, indulgent, and spoiled.

      That’s my Beaz, I thought fondly.

      He was snoring softly when I approached. Beazil was not a normal great white. He was the right size and shape, but he had somehow found a way to stay in one place. Ordinary sharks had to be constantly on the move. But not Beaz. He liked to move as little as possible. I thought it was because he was a familiar.

      Either way, he was one special shark.

      I scratched his chin and waved the net bag near his mouth, knowing he would sense that food was near. His eyes shifted toward me and he smiled. It was subtle, but it was definitely there.

      “I’m lonely, Beazil. I miss you. I wish you could sleep in the castle with me.”

      His real eye seemed to stare right into me. The magical crystal eye glowed with a soft, warm light. The memory of what had happened to him flashed in front of my eyes. I couldn’t escape the memory. It haunted me, awake and asleep.

      I’d nearly lost him in the Trials. I wouldn’t risk his life again.

      “I am going to spoil you rotten. And I’ll visit as much as I can.”

      He seemed to nod, even though I knew he didn’t really communicate the same way as a Mer. I was opening and feeding him oysters one by one when I heard movement behind me.

      “I thought I’d find you here.”

      I turned to see Prince Pollux, also known as my former friend Dane, swim into Beazil’s stall.
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      “You can’t keep coming here.”

      “I can’t?” Dane said, cocking an arrogant eyebrow at me. “Is there a law? Is it everyone, or is it only Princes who are not permitted to enter the stables?”

      “You know what I mean,” I hissed, not being the least bit respectful. “Mers will talk.”

      He crossed his arms over his broad chest, the muscles bulging in his handsome training suit. It was the first day of classes and I’d come to see Beazil early, as usual.

      Of course, Dane had figured out my routine pretty quickly and interrupted me almost every morning over the past week. Not that I wasn’t glad to see him. I was. I always was. At least, part of me was.

      I was having trouble getting used to the whole out-of-reach, not-potential-boyfriend-material, Royal Prince thing.

      It was a lot to swallow.

      Plus, he was distracting. Disarming. Dangerous. Dane was far too handsome and overbearing and impossible to ignore, which was what I had decided to do for both of our sakes. He didn’t flirt with me, exactly, but he was far too attentive. I just wanted to keep my head down and get through the first year of training.

      To be honest, I was worried about getting through the first week!

      “I thought you didn’t care what anybody thought.”

      “I don’t. But this is different. Everyone is watching us now. They are making all kinds of wild assumptions.”

      “So?” he said, swimming closer. I noticed with annoyance that he’d brought his own bag of treats for Beazil. Lobsters, it looked like, already cooked and cracked so the meat could be easily pulled from the shells. “Let them watch. We’re just friends, right?”

      The way he was looking at me was not friendly. It was much more than that. He looked interested and more than a little bit annoyed. I kept asserting that we were friends and he wasn’t liking it.

      And he’d picked the perfect time to throw it right back in my face.

      Argh!

      “Yes,” I said tightly. “We are.”

      We should be able to be friends. Lifelong friends, even. With him as our future King, I would be serving him for the rest of my life. I knew he wouldn’t deliberately make things difficult for me, but it would be hard to be around him when I had these annoying feelings about him from the Trials.

      Watching him marry a Princess wouldn’t be fun, but it did no good to worry about that. There was a chance I wouldn’t even be here. I could be on dry land. I could be on another mission for the Queen.

      I could be dead.

      Now that the Trials were over, it wasn’t as if we could breathe a sigh of relief. Yes, they were dangerous. But so was the training we would receive. Not everyone survived the Academy, either.

      I eyed his uniform. He would be in danger if he attended the Academy as well. The teachers were a combination of active-duty and former Royal Military, Messengers, and Sparks. And some of them were mean, from what I’d heard, bored and bitter at being put out to pasture, or just hardnosed because they were loyal to the Crown and wanted us to excel.

      Some of them probably just wanted us to fail.

      Either way, I had thought I was the only Spark in training. Dane might have earned his position as Spark alongside me, but I’d assumed it was in name only. I couldn’t imagine the heir to the throne would be allowed to actually train.

      I knew he would hate that, but it was better that way. For him and for me.

      It would be far easier for me to avoid him if he wasn’t attending classes alongside me.

      Easier to avoid my feelings. And his.

      “Does this mean you will be joining us for training?”

      He smiled brilliantly, and I felt my stomach do a flip-flop. Damn him for being so gorgeous! It was downright annoying!

      “Yes. I am,” he answered simply.

      I frowned at him.

      “With caveats, I’m assuming? They can’t let you put yourself in danger.”

      “I didn’t get any special favors in the Trials, Tri.”

      “I know that. But they didn’t know you were participating!”

      “Yeah, well, let’s just say I put my fin down.”

      I stared at him, my emotions warring. I was happy for him. I knew he didn’t like all the restrictions his title put on his freedom. But his attendance would definitely make my life more complicated.

      So much for throwing myself into my work. I sighed.

      He must have sensed my thoughts because his face darkened.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t cramp your style, Spark.”

      “I’m not Spark yet.”

      “I’m sure you will excel, as always, Katriana. Best of luck to you,” he said stiffly, turning to swim away.

      “Dane . . .” I called after him, knowing I should apologize.

      He turned back and tossed me his bag of lobsters.

      “It’s Prince Pollux. Try and remember that, Spark.”

      I stared at him as he swam away, my jaw dropped. Somehow, I’d actually done it. I’d managed to push him away completely by being a jerk instead of dealing with my feelings. I looked down at the two bags in my hands and back at Beazil. He was watching me, his magical eye whirring with colors.

      “Well, there’s no need for both of us to be miserable. Might as well start with the good stuff.”

      I opened Prince Pollux’s bag and started feeding my shark.
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      Chin up, I told myself as I swam into the opening assembly. You still need to get through the day without embarrassing yourself.

      The chamber was already packed with every single Mer who had succeeded in finishing the Trials. There were more of us than needed, I knew.

      Because some of us would fail. Some would die. And perhaps, others would be reassigned.

      There was always room in the Armada for those who did not swim enough to be Messengers. Or shine brightly enough to be the Spark, I reminded myself glumly. I might get demoted or even sent away. I was having trouble casting off my mood from earlier that morning.

      Dane’s words had followed me wherever I went. Even to breakfast, which was normally my favorite part of the day. Well, other than lunch and dinner.

      We might still be in training, but they fed us like we were already champions. Like Royalty, really. Or at least the trays that magically appeared in my room made it seem that way.

      I ate alone most of the time, but sometimes, Annaruth joined me.

      “Where have you been?” Starla squealed as she enveloped me in a hug.

      “They’ve been keeping me busy.”

      “Showing you off,” she said with a knowing smirk.

      “Ugh,” I moaned. “I wasn’t expecting so much . . . um . . .”

      “Ceremony?”

      I nodded. I was happy to see my friend. But it did nothing to dispel my mood from my conversation with Dane.

      Speak of the Royal Mer . . .

      Dane swam in, took one look at me, and found a seat on the opposite side of the room. Well, you did ask him to keep his distance, Tri, I told myself. It didn’t matter, though. It still hurt.

      Rip swam in, and I pushed off from my bench. He looked fine, as if his injuries had never occurred. I waved, and he swam to sit beside me, pulling me in for a quick hug. I felt a blaze of heat from the other side of the chamber. When I looked up, Dane was staring at us.

      He looked . . . jealous.

      Triton, I couldn’t seem to do anything right. And this was just the first day. I tried to ignore the stares of my classmates. Each day started with a full assembly. In between, we only took classes that pertained to our future roles.

      Our hopeful roles, if nothing went sideways during our years at the Academy.

      I relaxed slightly when a familiar face swam purposefully into the room. Dante, Messenger and friend to my father, took his place at the podium.

      “Does this mean you get special treatment?” I teased Rip under my breath.

      He winked at me, murmuring, “You know it.”

      Everyone quieted and waited for Dante to speak.

      “This is the opening day of the Academy. I am your headmaster and Head Messenger. This is a school that opens only once every hundred years, a place to train and to prepare the next wave of warriors to fight for our blue world. Your studies will be rigorous. Demanding. The physical training will be worse. There is no higher calling than to serve the Queen. Now, we will begin with the history of the Royal Family and how the Trials and Academy came to be.”
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        * * *

      

      “What class do you have next?” Starla asked, practically bouncing alongside me.

      “Foreign history and etiquette.”

      “Me too!” She squealed, throwing her arms around me. “What’s after that?”

      “Human history and etiquette.”

      “Ohh . . . so that will be just you and Dane.”

      I stared at her, stopping short in the middle of the busy hallway. I pulled her off to the side as students swam past us on their way to their next classes. I hadn’t thought of that. We were the only two Sparks. In fact, there had never been two chosen before, as far as I knew. Of course we would have the same classes.

      “Maybe he already knows that stuff. From being, you know . . .”

      “A Prince?” Starla asked, clearly a little dreamy-eyed. “He’s so wonderful.”

      “Yeah, well, wonderful or not, he’s not going to be happy about private classes with me.”

      “Whatever you say, Tri,” Starla said, smiling mischievously.

      I sighed and we started swimming again. I was hungry already. Breakfast seemed a million leagues away. I was worried about doing well in my classes. And I felt guilty about being mean to Dane, damn it!

      “How much longer until lunch?”
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      Starla and I swam into another chamber, this one significantly smaller. Only Messengers, the Royal Messenger, and Sparks required this course. Once again, the room was set up with benches along all three sides, including the one we had entered through.

      This time, we were some of the last to arrive.

      I stopped mid-water and stared. Dane was surrounded by female admirers. He looked annoyed by their attentions. But then our eyes locked and something changed.

      Dane turned away, smiling lazily at the Mer sitting beside him. I changed directions abruptly, finding a seat near the back with room for both Starla and me. Rip grinned at me from a few rows down.

      I noticed that he was also swarmed with females, though not quite as many. And he certainly didn’t look annoyed by their presence.

      
        
        
        Do not look at Dane. Do not look at Dane. Do not look at Dane.

      

        

      

      I looked.

      He was watching me with a hooded, somehow speculative look in his eyes. My mouth opened and shut, like some sort of dimwitted guppy. I shook my head and turned to my books.

      Yeah, sharing classes with Dane was going to be a gently rolling wave, I had no doubt. A soft current, guiding your fins homeward. I snorted, and Starla looked at me in question. I opened my book and gave her a lukewarm smile.

      “You okay?”

      I nodded, leaning my head against hers.

      “Yes. This is all new to me. I never had tutors or anything. Not since I was very young.”

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll be a natural at this as well.”

      I turned to see Marcum sitting nearby. I gave him a warm smile and a wave, glad to see a friendly face. I turned to see that Starla was blushing. With her coloring, the blush made her look even bluer. I bit back a smile as the teacher swam into the room.

      “Good day, I am Kayvar, Royal Messenger. I am your Foreign History and Etiquette teacher. Perhaps you are wondering why it is one course and not two. The history of our ocean and its civilizations informs the current manners and etiquette required for interacting with other countries. So, we will be covering both.”

      I took my scroll and quill from my bag and held it at the ready. We had all been given magically imbued writing instruments as well as books with words and images that changed as the class progressed. It lightened the load. If we had scrolls with all of Merkind’s history on them, they would be impossible to carry.

      Paper was a rare commodity at the bottom of the sea. Magical paper was even rarer. Of course, the Queen had exceptional resources, but they were not unlimited. I had heard that Annaruth herself had spelled our writing instruments en masse for this century’s crop of recruits.

      “Let us begin with Gundorth, our northern allies.”

      I exchanged a glance with Starla. Allies? I thought our relationship with Gundorth was chilly at best. Kayvar’s next words confirmed it.

      “Yes, class. I said Gundorth. We are recent allies and only against the two-leggers’ encroachment and damage to the seas. In all other Mer-related matters, things are more contentious.”

      “What made them change their minds?” A brave young Mer asked, a pretty female with navy blue hair so dark it was nearly black. I didn’t know her, but I’d admired her hair since the start of the Trials.

      “The North has been some of the last areas to see the effects of pollution. Yes, they had oil drilling, but only now are the waters starting to warm. Now the pollution and sickness have spread to the Gundies. They are no longer so aloof to our pleas.”

      He gave us a salty smile.

      “Never use that word with them, by the way.”

      I scribbled furiously. If the northern seas were seeing more toxins, things were dire indeed. The Atlantic was one of the least-polluted oceans we had left. The cold water had something to do with that, as well as the lack of oil drilling.

      “Don’t they have enough oil on land? Why must they churn up the seabed?”

      “Greed. Many, though not all, two-leggers only care for profit. Not the land or sea or air. Not future generations. But hope is not lost. Many of the younger generations are as passionate as we are, including some high-profile artists they call ‘celebrities.’ We are praying they can help stem the tide.” He shook his head. “But that is another class, as our Spark candidates will soon learn.”

      I couldn’t help it. My eyes sought out Dane just as his eyes found mine. This is why we were here. Our personal feelings aside, we were here to save the oceans. All of them.

      We exchanged a nod at the reminder. I knew we were both feeling the same thing. We were both eager to begin our training and our work.

      Though only one of us would be venturing on dry land, and well we knew it.
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        * * *

      

      “Going somewhere?”

      I shrugged guiltily. Rip had caught me trying to sneak off and eat my lunch alone. It was only the first day, and I was already feeling isolated. Our Human Etiquette and History class had been chilly, to say the least.

      Dane had refused to even acknowledge me throughout the entire class.

      Now Starla was eating with her new Messenger friends, as she should be.

      I didn’t feel like barging my way into her group. Or eating alone. Well, at least not in front of people.

      For the first time in a while, I wished I could be back in my tiny room, sharing a snack with Lila while we giggled about nothing and everything.

      I was homesick, I realized. Even though my stepmother’s palace had been a very sad semblance of a home.

      “I didn’t feel like dealing with . . . all that.” I waved vaguely toward the lunchroom. Dane was there, eating at a table surrounded by hangers-on, mostly female. Or who knew, maybe he was already making new friends. Real friends. Friends who wouldn’t reject him because of his title.

      “Boy troubles?” Rip grinned flirtatiously. “I’m more than happy to take your mind off it.”

      “It?”

      “Him,” he said pointedly with a raised brow.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes.

      “Don’t you want to sit with the other Messengers?”

      “Ah, but I am training to be the Royal Messenger. I’m not one of them, either.”

      I smiled and nodded.

      “I guess we’re both out in the cold, then.”

      “It doesn’t have to be cold, Tri.”

      The warm glean was back in his eyes. He wasn’t joking, I realized. If I had met Rip first . . . before Dane . . . I probably would have been crushing on him instead. He was handsome and nice and a very, very good swimmer.

      But he wasn’t Dane.

      And apparently, I was a one-Mer female.

      Ugh, I had no time for crushing. I had to eat fast and get ready for physical training. I knew the afternoon would be tough.

      “I have a good spot, if you want to come.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek. I wanted to check in on Beaz, but I didn’t want to advertise my habit of hiding in the stables either. Besides, he might be out and about.

      As my familiar, he was able to come and go at will.

      I nodded, offering Rip a small smile.

      “Okay, let’s go.”
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      “How did you find this place?”

      “Promise you won’t tell?”

      I nodded, biting into my lunch. I was starving. Nothing could get in the way of me stuffing my face with the delicious seaweed wrapped crabmeat that had been on the menu for the day. Not even my curiosity.

      Rip smiled apologetically and shrugged.

      “My dad told me.”

      “Ohh . . . you really do have the inside scoop.”

      “This is where he used to go when the pressure got too much. Which, by his account, was a lot. And it’s worse now. The stakes are even higher with the increasing pollution and warming waters.”

      I was perched on a ledge high above the main hall to the Palace. Mers came and went far below. But up here, it was peaceful and quiet. Dimly lit from a stained glass window above, it was near the very top of the Palace. There were many similar alcoves, I noticed, looking around the elongated dome.

      “What is it for?”

      “They used to hold meetings here. Public announcements, that sort of thing. The Royal family and some of the nobility got the higher seats.”

      “Aren’t all of these balconies sort of a security risk?” I asked before taking another bite. I was already thinking about my second wrap and wishing I’d gotten a third.

      He shook his head.

      “All the entrances and exits to the Palace are spelled. Not only are those with bad intentions kept out, but there is a log of everyone’s comings and goings.”

      “Oh,” I said, my eyes wide. “So every time I swim outside to check on the weather or visit Beazil, it goes into a magical scroll?”

      He nodded, giving me a glance.

      “Yes. Why?”

      “Because that explains a lot,” I said flatly. Dane knew when I was coming and going. No wonder he’d tracked me down so easily.

      But if he was willing to do all that just to talk to me, why cut me off completely now?

      Because you were a big ol’ meanie, that’s why.

      I sighed and bit into my food. I had eaten the first wrap and was nearly done with the second one. I sighed again, suddenly forlorn.

      Rip laughed and handed me a spare wrap. He’d brought five.

      “Here, I brought extra.” He winked. “Just in case I ran into you.”

      “You are a genius and a very kind Mer.”

      “Sure, Tri. Anytime,” he said, laughing at me and my legendary appetite.

      We finished our lunch and headed back to the classrooms on the other side of the Palace.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rip and I swam into the enormous training room. It was larger than the Royal ballroom but lacking decoration. It was almost an arena, though not as large as the arena we’d started and completed the Trials in. There were no benches in this part of the Academy, only racks of weapons and what looked like an obstacle course set up in the center of the chamber. A dangerous looking obstacle course.

      Sharp spikes, huge boulders that looked ready to topple, and a swinging blade over the exit to a tunnel, it was like a miniature version of some of what we’d faced in the Trials.

      
        
        
        Great. Just what I needed today. Actual physical danger.

      

        

      

      I shrugged, figuring that part of serving the Royals did mean facing danger, probably on a daily basis. I swam to join the group of waiting students. I noticed that Dane didn’t even look at me, though I was pretty sure he’d seen me swim in with Rip. Either that or something else was making the muscle in his jaw tick ominously.

      And now Dane has yet another reason to hate me, I thought with a sigh. I noticed the pretty Mer with blue hair was watching him from nearby.

      Of course, I had bigger fish to catch.

      The threat of death and dismemberment was just the perfect way to end our first day at the Academy. We had other classes tomorrow during the morning, but the second half of each day was dedicated to combat and conditioning. Mostly combat, I was gathering from the looks of things.

      Magical combat would be on alternating days.

      I looked around the group, not knowing many of them. We had combat with all the other prospects. All except Marcum, I noticed as I searched for him. But all the Soldiers in training were here. That meant Juno and Jaynelle were here. Along with a whole lot of other scary Mers that I’d done my best to avoid during the Trials.

      Starla waved but she was already surrounded by her new friends. Only Dane was alone, although I could see Mers trying to catch his attention, mostly female.

      He stared straight ahead, looking supremely aggravated.

      I hoped that wasn’t entirely my fault.

      “Looks like we are on our own, again.”

      I shook my head, indicating a few preening females nearby.

      “You have admirers.”

      He chuckled. “That’s not the same thing. Besides, you have as many admirers as I have.” He leaned in closer. “And in much higher places.”

      I shushed him and snuck a look at Dane. He looked away quickly, but Rip was right. Dane had been watching me. Whether it was in admiration or annoyance remained to be seen.

      Probably a bit of both.

      That was me. The irritating and occasionally appealing thorn in his side. I sighed.

      A massive Mer swam into the room like a barge. He was grizzled-looking for a Mer but incredibly strong. Scars lined his body.

      “I’m General Candar.”

      We all straightened our shoulders. I don’t think anyone else was really aware of what they were doing, but I noticed. We were mirroring the General’s body language.

      He was the most imposing Mer I had ever seen. Including my stepmother. Including the Queen.

      “The Trials are not over,” he announced in a thunderous voice. “That was simply the beginning. From here on out, you belong to me. You may have classes in the morning, but most of your training will happen here.”

      “There will be no special treatment.” He stared at me and Rip and my heart started to thud in my chest. His gaze flicked toward Dane. “For anyone. I don’t care who your parents are. Or were,” he added, his eyes back on me.

      “Triton,” I breathed under my breath. Rip gave a slight nod. “We’re in for it,” he murmured so softly I could barely hear it.

      “We will start with something easy,” he said with a feral smile. “A race. The last one to finish twenty laps is out of the Academy. Grab your sticks!”

      
        
        
        Holy Triton, the General did not mess around.

      

        

      

      We were up and swimming like a typhoon, grabbing sticks and awaiting further instructions.

      “The perimeter of the room is the track. Hold your sticks at the ready. Do NOT change the position. If you lower your weapon, you will be disqualified. Oh, and one last thing . . .”

      He caught my eyes and held them.

      “The only reason to move your weapon is to attack. This is every Mer for themselves, just like the Trials. There will be no helping each other. Doing so will get you immediately disqualified and removed from the Academy.”

      My eyes slid to Starla. She shook her head at me. She didn’t want me to help her. Especially not if it meant disqualification.

      “Now, swim!”

      We took off en masse, swimming in the direction the General had indicated. It seemed simple enough. Swim fast enough to stay away from would-be attackers. Only I hadn’t counted on the sticks. Holding them at the ready meant that they stuck out on either side. So you could swim straight ahead, knocking other Mers out of your way and getting hit yourself, or you could bob and weave to avoid hitting or getting struck.

      Of course, that slowed you down.

      But if I could stay in front . . . I could avoid hurting anyone or being hurt, but only until I passed them on the next round, I realized with a sinking feeling. With twenty laps to finish the race, there was no way we could avoid each other, even if I won by ten laps.

      I ground my teeth, speeding ahead of the group in a burst of speed. Not surprisingly, Dane, Rip, and I were leading the pack by at least half a lap. We were almost even, the three of us giving each other a wide berth.

      Dane pulled ahead as we approached the pack from behind. It was intimidating to say the least. Over a hundred Mers swimming in tightly packed formation. Most of them Soldier candidates. Most of them vicious and very, very strong.

      That’s when I saw her.

      Starla was at the bottom at the very back. She was falling behind. And she looked injured. There was a wall of mean-looking Mers in front of her and a few others.

      
        
        
        Triton, not already!

      

        

      

      Starla was one of the youngest Mers to participate in the Trials, let alone make it through. She was fast but still so small. I knew she would grow big enough before we left the Academy and started our service. But that’s only if she made it that far.

      Well, I couldn’t help her outright, but I could knock some of those Mers out of her way. Surely, the General couldn’t fault me for attacking. That’s what he had asked for, after all.

      I barreled my way ahead, picking up even more speed. Then I started to dive. The bullies blocking Starla and the youngest Mers were down there. I am going to knock them on their tailfins, I thought with a snarl. I slowed down, diving twenty feet as I tried to decide where to break through the ranks.

      Then I felt it. Someone was keeping up with me with the same purpose in mind. I was either out of practice or not the fastest swimmer, as I had previously thought.

      I glanced to the side.

      Dane was right beside me.

      I glanced to the other side.

      Rip swam there, nearly at my speed.

      They were flanking me. They must have gleaned my intentions and decided to help. I worried for a moment about the General and then brushed it off.

      He couldn’t disqualify all of us for working together. Could he?

      There was absolutely no hiding that we were coordinating our efforts to disrupt the strategies used by some of the less friendly Mers. ‘Less friendly’ was an understatement.

      They were vicious. Cruel. And they had targeted my friend.

      I braced as we swam over Starla and the others’ bodies and slammed into the wall of Mers. I noticed that Rip and Dane moved in toward me at the last second and extended their arms forward, taking the brunt of the impact.

      Huh. Chivalry is not dead, I mused as I knocked Mers this way and that. I ignored the sticks as I swam through, taking hit after hit. There was no way to avoid them.

      Or to avoid clocking Mers in my path with my own weapon.

      I flinched as my rod struck an unsuspecting Juno in the back of his thick skull. Then I was through and in the midst of the throng of Mers. Here, everyone was just swimming at their best speed, without fighting. I wove through the rest of the class and then rose up again, pulling ahead as I started my third lap.

      I really, really hope I don’t have to do that again, I thought with a sigh. I was out in front again. Dane and Rip were not far behind me. I made another lap, catching up again quickly. This time, I stayed well above the pack. They were starting to spread out, but thankfully, there was still clear water above them.

      Another two laps and I’d left Dane and Rip behind nearly halfway around the oval-shaped chamber. I was approaching the pack again when I noticed that some of the bigger Mers had risen to block my path.

      Juno, I cursed mentally. Why must it always be you?

      I dipped down to avoid them but was rewarded with a sharp stick to my back. I faltered, crying out in agony. I hadn’t realized how pointy the sticks were when someone was deliberately poking you with one. I tried to swim past them but my speed was greatly diminished. I took another jab, and then another. I knew I was injured at this point. I wasn’t sure how bad it was.

      Keep swimming, Tri. Don’t stop. Don’t let them defeat you.

      I felt them crowd me and braced myself for more pain. Just then, a strong current washed over me. I looked up to see Dane attacking Juno and his friends singlehandedly. The race went on below us. But above . . . it was the Trials all over again.

      I floated gently, giving my tail a few kicks. I was in a daze, stupefied from the ferocity of the attack.

      “Swim, Tri! Move!”

      I shook myself as another blow landed across my shoulders. It had come from nowhere. Had Dane spoken? I looked around to see that Rip was now fighting off other Mers. Mers I hadn’t seen approach from below.

      I kicked my fins feebly. And again. And again.

      I was swimming. It was a sad semblance of my normal speed. I was probably the slowest Mer there. It didn’t help that I kept glancing back to see if Dane and Rip were okay.

      They are, I thought ruefully as they extricated themselves and swam toward me. Rip gave me an alarmed look as he passed.

      Dane didn’t even glance at me.

      I swam around the track, barely keeping up with the rest of my classmates. Of course, I was safer if I stayed behind them. And technically, I was at least three or four laps closer to twenty laps. I had lost count, though. I thought I had swum seven or eight . . . which meant thirteen more laps to go.

      I forced myself to pay attention, to ignore the pain that wracked my body with each flip of my tail. I had to finish. I had to be smart.

      I wouldn’t make it through another attack.

      Rip swam alongside for a moment as he passed, asking if I was all right. I lied and said yes and that he shouldn’t swim so slowly. He stared at me for a moment before taking off again.

      Dane continued to ignore me, which barely registered. The pain was increasing by the moment. I wondered if they had actually ripped my scales, but I was afraid to look down at myself.

      Twelve laps.

      Eleven.

      Ten.

      I kept swimming, slowly losing speed. But I didn’t stop.

      Normally, this length of race would have been easy for me. Now I was struggling to finish.

      Nine laps to go.

      Eight.

      I got sideswiped by another Mer as they passed me. The herd was gaining on me, now only two laps behind. Thankfully, the rest of the Mers were starting to flag.

      Seven laps.

      Six.

      Five.

      Four.

      As I got closer to the end, I started having trouble swimming in a straight line. My fins were definitely drooping. As a result, I accidentally bobbed into fighting sticks more than once. I was only on my next to last lap as the herd started to pass me.

      Dane and Rip had finished long before and were watching from the sidelines. I caught their eyes as I swam around the bend to begin my last lap. I saw the look of worry on both their faces. They knew what I was just coming to realize.

      There was a chance I could lose.

      There was a chance I could be sent home.

      I dug deep and put on a burst of speed. It only kept me from being passed. It wasn’t nearly enough to get me to the front of the pack. I was losing focus again when I saw Starla was swimming beside me. I heard her murmur, “You can do it, Tri. Don’t give up.”

      So I didn’t.

      There was no fanfare as I passed the General, ending the race. I had finished somewhere in the middle, which was more than I had hoped for as the race progressed. Mers dropped their sticks, groaning and clutching their arms.

      I looked down and saw I still had a death grip on mine. I swam meanderingly toward the rack and dropped my stick into it. Then I slid slowly to the ground, just managing to get out of the way as other Mers did the same.

      My eyes were closed as I tried to catch my equilibrium again. No such luck. A shadow passed over me.

      I opened my eyes to see Dane hovering above me. He grabbed my arm and lifted me up and away from the packed sand floor.

      “I’m taking you to the medic,” he growled.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re bleeding.”

      “No. I just need to . . . lie down for a little while.” My eyes drifted shut again.

      “No, you don’t,” he said. He was still mad at me. Apparently, even getting my fins handed to me isn’t enough to garner any sympathy, I grumbled to myself. He shook me slightly. “Wake up, Tri.”

      I opened my eyes and gasped at the pink cloud around me. I was bleeding. Quite a bit, apparently.

      “Okay. I guess I am bleeding.”

      “You really are an idiot sometimes.”

      I smiled at him stupidly. I hadn’t lost the race. That was all I cared about.

      And I was inordinately happy that Dane was talking to me again.

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “Shut up.”

      Starla swam closer and helped Dane guide me toward the entry.

      “You will not leave until you are dismissed. That goes for you as well, Your Highness.”

      The class as a whole stilled as we slowly turned. I wondered what Dane would do. I wondered what he should do.

      “She needs a medic.”

      “No exceptions. You will be dismissed when class is over, not before.”

      Dane said nothing, but I could feel the rage coming off him. Rip swam closer to float beside us. I guess he was showing solidarity or something.

      “Yes, General,” he offered, as if he was speaking for all of us.

      Apparently, it was enough for the General.

      He swam back and forth in front of us.

      “That was pitiful. You won’t last a minute in the open water. We will perform this drill daily until you are capable of staying alive.”

      He sneered at me.

      “And uninjured.”

      I resisted the urge to salute him. I felt drunk. And I was getting woozier by the minute.

      “Felard. Swim forward.”

      A young male Mer swam out of the ranks and waited.

      “You finished last. You are dismissed.”

      “Now, now, I don’t think that is necessary.”

      We all turned to see Annaruth swim in, looking stunningly gorgeous in a ‘practical’ looking gown of green and gold. The train only dragged behind her for several feet instead of the usual eight or ten. The gown was practical for her, but she was still the most elegant Mer I’d ever seen in my life.

      “Lady Annaruth, Priestess,” he said with a stiff bow.

      “You can’t dismiss someone every day, General, darling. Or kill them off. We have special plans for Katriana Spark.”

      The General cast a scowl in my direction, but he was almost purring when he turned back to Annaruth. He practically melted under her presence. I’d never seen anything like it.

      “As you wish, Lady.”

      She waved her hand.

      “Dismiss them now.”

      “You are dismissed, class.”

      He watched her intently as she swam directly to me. There was something familiar about the look in his eyes. I gave her a lopsided grin as she clucked her tongue and waved her hand over me. My pain disappeared instantly but I still felt extremely weak.

      “I’m going to have to give you a protection spell. I’m afraid you are already being targeted,” she said in a low voice. “And it’s only going to get worse.”

      Dane made a sound of pure fury.

      “This is happening because of me.”

      “Not now, Prince Pollux. We will speak in my chambers after we see to her wounds. Bring Katriana Spark to the Care Chamber, please.”

      I drifted along as Rip and Dane each took an arm, turning me toward the door. I saw the General watching Annaruth with an expression of exasperation and complete devotion. That’s when I realized where I had seen that look before.

      It was exactly the way Dane looked at me.
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      “She lost a lot of blood.”

      “Is that why she’s smiling like that?” Starla asked worriedly. I wiggled my fingers at her.

      “It may be contributing. But the spell I invoked takes away all pain. Perhaps it took away all of her cares as well.”

      “Oh . . . so it relieves stress too?”

      “Can I have some?” Rip asked with a wry smile. But Dane was still frowning.

      “She shouldn’t have been injured this badly by a couple of practice rods.”

      “I agree, Your Highness,” Annaruth said with a dark look. “There is something odd about all of this.”

      “I am so hungry,” I offered, trying to get a look at my own nose. I gave up and lay back again. “Beazil!” I shouted, sitting upright. “I forgot to bring him a snack!”

      “I’ll do it,” Starla said. I smiled, grabbing her hand and squeezing it. “He likes lobster best,” I whispered. “So do I.”

      “We’ll get you some lobster. All you can eat.”

      “Aww, Rip, you are so nice. Did I ever tell you how nice you are?”

      “She’s drunk,” Dane said flatly, staring at me with a perturbed look on his face. I stuck out my tongue at him. No reaction. I grumbled about that and went back to trying to see my own nose.

      “Well, not exactly ‘drunk’, but yes. She does seem to be experiencing an odd reaction to the spell.”

      “Are my freckles still there? I can’t see them.”

      Starla patted my hand.

      “Yes, Tri. Don’t worry.”

      “Worry? I want them gone. They are so . . . freckly!”

      Dane turned away, but not before I saw him crack a tiny smile. It made me inordinately happy. I couldn’t have explained it, even if I had been thinking clearly, which I clearly wasn’t.

      “The General loves you,” I whispered loudly to Annaruth. She just laughed and shook her head.

      “Come, children, let’s let her sleep. You can bring her some food in a bit. I must speak to the three of you alone.”

      “I’m not even sleepy,” I protested and then promptly fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      “You are the most wonderful person in the entire world,” I said to Dane, practically humming as I bit into the first of the lobsters he had brought me. I closed my eyes in pure ecstasy as the flavor hit my tongue. I was even hungrier than usual, which was saying something.

      “You had a rough day.”

      “Did I? I can barely remember it.”

      Dane frowned and exchanged a look with Starla and Rip.

      “You have to be more careful, Tri. This cannot happen again.”

      “Hmm?” I had just shoved an overly large mouthful in and was too busy chewing to try and answer.

      “Tri. This is serious.”

      I frowned a little bit, finally taking in the three worried faces looking down at me.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, swallowing the lobster that suddenly tasted like sand. Something was wrong. I could tell.

      Dane looked behind him and cleared his throat.

      “We think you are being targeted.”

      “Targeted?”

      “We think the attack on you may have been deliberate.”

      “I’d say it was deliberate! Juno is vicious with a fighting stick!”

      “No, we believe it was politically motivated.”

      My jaw dropped.

      “Political? But I’m no one.”

      They exchanged a look, then Starla and Rip backed away, waving.

      “That’s our cue,” Rip said with visible relief.

      “I’ll go visit with Beazil. See you later, Tri!”

      I stared after them, an odd feeling settling in the pit of my stomach.

      “What are you all acting so weird about?”

      “Tri,” Dane said in a dire voice. He looked miserable. He looked like he was about to deliver very, very bad news. “Annaruth thinks you were attacked because of me.”

      My eyes got wide as I took in the Prince’s worried face. He didn’t seem angry at me anymore, but he was definitely upset about something.

      Something major.

      “How are you feeling?”

      I smiled nervously and flipped my fins playfully at him.

      “Better than ever.”

      “Good,” he said distractedly.

      “What’s going on?”

      “We can’t really speak freely, Tri.”

      “Okay . . .” I waited, afraid of what he was going to say.

      “I know what my mother asked you.”

      “Right. I told you.”

      “No, Katriana. I know that she asked you to step down. As Spark.”

      I swallowed, suddenly looking anywhere but at him.

      “And I know why.”

      “So? I’m sure it was just a whim. She probably forgot.”

      “You don’t know my mother if you think she forgot her offer.”

      I bit my lip and exhaled.

      “Look. It was a very nice offer. It’s not you or anything—”

      Dane laughed bitterly.

      “It’s the whole giving up everything you’ve dreamed about to become a living doll?”

      I stared at him.

      “Tri. I get it. I could never put you in the kind of box my mother thinks you belong in. No matter . . .”

      “No matter what?”

      “No matter how much I would like to keep you by my side.”

      I stared at him, not saying anything. I’d never expected that sort of declaration from Dane. From Prince Pollux, I corrected myself mentally.

      “Well, maybe things can be different for you. Maybe we can get you out of your box. Then you can be by my side.”

      I realized I was admitting I wanted him by my side. But it was only fair. He’d told me how he felt.

      Dane stared at me for a tense moment.

      “I mean, if you want to be.”

      His handsome face broke into a wide grin.

      “Nobody else sees the world like you do, Tri.”

      “Thank you?”

      He just shook his head, his smile lingering.

      “The problem is, there are Mers who . . . have a vested interest in who becomes Princess. And who becomes Spark.”

      “So they want me to fail out? That would sort of limit my options. Outcast or Princess. It would be a hard call.”

      He laughed out loud at that, but he quickly sobered.

      “The thought of a common-born Royal does not sit well with everyone. I think . . . we are afraid they may be trying to do more than disqualify you.”

      I tilted my head to the side.

      “Then what?”

      “We think they are trying to kill you, Katriana.”

      My jaw dropped open. Of course. How could I be so stupid?

      “Just because we . . . like each other?”

      He clenched his jaw and nodded.

      “Understatement, but yes.”

      “And because I am common?”

      “You are anything but common, Tri.”

      “Oh,” I said softly, suddenly feeling shy. I was pretty sure I was blushing, which in my case basically meant all my freckles turned pink. Our admitting that we liked each other had somehow changed everything. It had made everything real. “That is a nice thing to say.”

      “It’s true.” He stared at me for moment. “And it’s one of a million reasons I refuse to let anything happen to you.”

      “I don’t think you can protect me all the time, Dane.”

      “I know. So Annaruth is putting protection spells on all of us.”

      I opened my mouth to ask but he beat me to the punch.

      “Even Beazil.”

      “Isn’t that against the rules? I thought only the Royals were allowed that kind of magic.”

      “Well, let’s just say my friends are honorary Royals.” He winked. “Especially that shark of yours.”

      “He’s not mine,” I said with a yawn, suddenly tired. “We belong to each other. Equally.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      Dane chucked my chin and pressed a quick kiss to my forehead.

      “Get some rest.”

      As he left, I noticed the doorway wavered as if he’d passed through a membrane, like where two oceans met, or breaking the surface of a water bubble in a cave. The room was spelled.

      There were several guards outside, I realized. Royal guards.

      I felt safe. I still grumbled to myself about all the fuss as I drifted off to sleep.
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      “Focus your energy,” Grendor said, her melodious voice belying the danger of the exercise we were attempting.

      Calling forth magic was not easy, nor was it particularly safe for the inexperienced. And we were all pretty much inexperienced.

      Even after hours and hours of this, I was getting nothing. Not even a sparkle. I was starting to worry that I was a dud.

      
        
        
        I told them. I warned Annaruth I didn’t have magic!

      

        

      

      None of us were chosen for our magical abilities, except perhaps Marcum, and he was blissfully excused from most of our training. He had his own challenges to meet. Fighting off foreign invaders or deep-diving humans was not one of them.

      Though, from I could tell, no Mer had ever had to battle a two-legger. The few unlucky fishermen who had learned of our existence usually went mad or fell in love with the Mer they encountered and then went mad, trying in vain to reach the underwater world they could only dream of.

      Apparently, something about our innate magic made us hard to resist. They didn’t call us ‘Sirens’ for nothing.

      But magic did not come easily to all of us. We might all have some level of mystical abilities, but I, for one, was hard-pressed to call it forth. And certainly not on command, in the heat of battle!

      Thankfully, we weren’t trying to kill each other yet. We were simply trying to conjure a ball of light. A ball of light that could later be used to obliterate another Mer. Or start a rockslide. Or topple an oil rig.

      Basically, it was Magical Combat 101. The most basic move at a Mer’s disposal. You didn’t even have to serve the Royals to perform a basic spell.

      The more advanced stuff, though, you needed training for, even if you were a natural. Lots and lots of training. So here we were.

      And I was failing.

      I was definitely not a natural.

      I eyed Dane as he stared into the glowing orb in his hands. Of course he was amazing at this. Even little Starla had a collection of tiny lights cupped in her palm. Rip kept thrusting spheres that blasted outward and then fizzled. So he couldn’t control it, but at least he could conjure the magic up.

      As for me, however, I wasn’t even seeing sparks.

      I groaned and shook my hands out before trying again. I closed my eyes and created a space between my hands, willing a glowing ball of magic into existence. I could feel it, warming my hands with its otherworldly glow.

      I was so sure I had done it that I opened one eye a crack to see.

      Nothing.

      Not even what the two-leggers called ‘fireflies.’

      “This is surprising, Spark,” a voice murmured from directly behind my ear. I jumped, squealing, and all the energy I had tried to gather dissipated.

      Not that anyone could see it.

      Grendor was calmly examining me, like I was a sea slug that had crawled out from under a rock. She wasn’t cruel, like the General, but she wasn’t exactly doling out hugs either. I lifted my chin.

      “I thought I had . . . something. But when I opened my eyes, it was gone.”

      She nodded thoughtfully.

      “You’re blocked.”

      “What if I just don’t . . . have magic?”

      It was true that all Mers had some magic, but the well was nearly dry in the unlucky few. Those Mers also didn’t enjoy quite the same extended lifespan the rest of the Mers did.

      “Yes, you do. I can feel it.”

      My shoulders drew back and I stared at her.

      “You can? Truly?”

      She nodded and gave me a small smile. She was on my side, it seemed. I had at least one teacher who didn’t think of me as an upstart and an interloper.

      “Yes. It’s not insignificant, either. You must have gotten it from your mother.”

      “My—” My jaw dropped open. Grendor knew my mother? “You knew her?”

      She nodded solemnly.

      “We went through the Academy together.” I nearly did a flip. I didn’t know my mother had even been in the Academy. But as what? Did she finish? “If you are anything like her, you hold yourself back. You simply need proper motivation.”

      She swam to the front of the classroom and clapped her hands. Mers everywhere dropped their glowing orbs to face her.

      “I need a volunteer.” She gave us a stern look. “This will be dangerous, so you will have to wear armor.”

      A few hands shot up. She ignored them.

      “Juno,” she said sweetly. “Thank you for volunteering.”

      The big Mer grumbled as he was fitted into the armor. It was a shell, built to fit Mers but constructed of magically enhanced and expanded lobster shell. This particular lobster had been speckled green and blue and brown. I almost laughed.

      Now Juno had freckles too.

      Once he was strapped in and protected, he turned toward the class and waited.

      “Clear the way, everyone. Not you, Tri.” She smiled at me benignly, then tossed Juno a weapon.

      “Attack her.”

      I stared at her in shock. He was the fiercest of all the warriors in training. He had a weapon and armor. I had none.

      Grendor is trying to kill me too!

      He landed a blow to my shoulder as I tried to evade him. I groaned and pivoted, protecting my flank with luck and speed. I sped away, ignoring the giggles of my classmates. I turned to see him barreling toward me with the fighting stick pointed right at me. If he hit me at that speed, he would impale me.

      I liked eating shish kabobs. I didn’t want to become one.

      “Katriana! Focus!”

      I ground my teeth and threw my hands forward, not even bothering with forming an energy ball. At first, it seemed like nothing was happening. And then something did.

      A massive wave of gold poured out of my hands and over Juno’s armor. The figure in front of me was blasted backward, not stopping until he hit the wall. He was held there, seemingly unconscious, as the energy coming from my hands continued to pummel him.

      I vaguely heard people shouting. Dane’s voice finally broke through to me. He sounded worried. I tried to make sense of what he was saying.

      “Tri! Stop! You’re killing him!”

      His words came into sharp focus.

      “I can’t!”

      “Close your hands together, Katriana!” Grendor commanded. I did as she told me. I felt a tremendous tremor roll up my arms as I struggled to contain my power. I barely noticed as Juno slid to the floor.

      The whirling mass in my hands condensed to a hard, smooth, glowing ball. I stared as it turned from gold to silver and then white.

      “Keep going! Do not release it, Katriana. It’s far too dangerous!”

      I exhaled, trying to concentrate as the ball hardened and shrank again. It looked dangerous. More than that, it looked heavy. As if it would break the floor if I released it. My friends and classmates were here. I could not let go, even though I was shaking with the effort. I felt exhausted.

      I watched in awe as the ball broke apart into shards of bright white light. They swirled together until becoming a single point of light. It was so bright it hurt to look at it.

      But I couldn’t look away.

      “Now reabsorb it. Close your hands.”

      I did as Grendor instructed and felt the jolt all the way up my arms. The shaking started to recede. I faltered, tilting to the side. Rip caught me before I fell.

      “I’m okay. Thanks.”

      I looked around the room, suddenly embarrassed. Of course I couldn’t just have normal magic like everyone else. I had thought I had no magic for so long. It turned out I had too much.

      I was pretty much a freak of nature.

      “You did well.”

      I stared at Grendor skeptically, one eyebrow raised.

      “You will need one on one training. Separate from the class. From now on, you will only observe here.” She gave me a small smile and I realized it was genuine. “I see now why you were chosen as Spark.”

      Well, that was nice of her to say, I thought to myself. I felt a little kernel of hope inside me. Maybe I really could do this. Maybe I was worthy to be Spark.

      I watched as Juno was revived and helped out of his armor. He would be skipping the afternoon classes, but Grendor assured me that he would be fine. He gave me an odd look as he swam past. I wondered if it had been anyone else, could I have held back more easily? My feelings toward Juno were not exactly the warm and fuzzy variety.

      The bell chimed and it was time to go to our next class. My friends surrounded me. I smiled at them shakily, giving them a double thumbs-up.

      “Are you okay? That was incredible,” Starla said breathlessly.

      “I’m two for two so far. And it’s not even lunch.” I tried to act like everything was normal, but Dane was staring at me with yet another concerned look on his face. “I think I kind of suck at school, you guys.”

      “That was not sucking, Tri,” Rip said with a rueful laugh. “You kicked tail!”

      “What is your next class? Do you want us to help you?”

      “Magical transformation. I’ll get her there.”

      Dane went back to ignoring me other than the firm grasp he had on my arm. He propelled me forward as I waved to my friends over my shoulder. Dane was swimming so fast, I could barely keep up.

      Magical Transformation was one of the ‘Spark only’ classes, like Human History and Etiquette. So it was just us. I was a little worried that I’d turn into a cuttlefish after what had just happened. I might have magic, but it was utterly wild and uncontrolled.

      “Maybe this is a bad idea,” I said, swishing my tail to stop Dane before he dragged me into the Transformation classroom. I looked around nervously. “Maybe I should just quit.”

      “What are you talking about, Tri?”

      “I’ve already gotten sidelined twice. I hurt Juno. I could have killed him.”

      “Don’t tell me you give a swordfish about Juno.”

      “I don’t. Not really. But I don’t want to hurt anyone.” I sighed. “And I’m kind of tired of getting battered in every single class.”

      He stared at me, a muscle ticking in his jaw.

      “You are not giving up, Katriana Spark!” He leaned closer, his voice a harsh whisper. “You are the strongest person I know. You have already beaten insurmountable odds. You are not a coward. You will not quit on me now.”

      I stared at him in shock. Well. I tried to tell myself he was right about my not being a coward. I didn’t want to be one, anyway.

      “I think you’re just hungry. Here.”

      I eagerly accepted the seaweed wrapped lobster he pulled from his bag. I shoved a big bite into my mouth before I even thanked him. Bad manners, but I couldn’t help it.

      He was right. I was famished. And it was still a few hours until lunch.

      “Does this mean we are friends again?”

      “We were always friends, Kat.”

      I smiled at him stupidly as I demolished the food. I covered my mouth as a tiny burp escaped.

      “Excuse me. And thank you.”

      His face broke into a smile and he shook his head.

      “You are one of a kind, that is for sure.” He grabbed my hand. “Come on, we’re going to be late.”

      I was still licking my fingers as we swam into the small chamber.

      There were benches here, but only one row lined the walls. And instead of a podium was a table with a chair.

      Behind the table sat a teeger. Its majestic orange and black fur floated gently in the water. It yawned and revealed a mouth full of wickedly sharp-looking teeth. I blinked, not sure I could believe my eyes. I’d always wanted to see one. It was one of the reasons I had dreamed of becoming Spark.

      We stared, unsure what to do.

      “Should we . . . sit?” I asked in a low voice.

      “Yeah,” Dane answered, equally low. “I think we should.”

      We swam sideways, not willing to take our eyes off the teeger for a minute. Of course, it wasn’t really here. Teegers did not live at the bottom of the sea. This was magic and part of our first lesson.

      I know logically that there was nothing to fear other than the possibility of both of us looking like cuttlefish.

      But we still leaned back when the teeger leapt onto the table and started to pace back and forth, eyeing us like a tasty treat.

      “Teegers like fish, don’t they?”

      “We aren’t fish, Tri.”

      “Yes, but . . . our tails probably taste like fish.”

      Dane and I exchanged a worried glance. The teeger plopped down on the table and started licking its massive paw. Then it did something even more astounding than just its very existence.

      It spoke.

      “Welcome, Prince Pollux Spark and Katriana Spark. I am Jonquar Spark.”

      Jonquar Spark was famous. He had lived on land for decades, creating a whole life and a career in politics during the late 1800s. He tried to stem the tide of industry, especially when it came to the sea. He probably did slow it down.

      In the end, the two-leggers were too determined and too numerous.

      Now someone had to try again. The currently active Spark was named Betemina Spark. We would be meeting her later, maybe not until after we graduated. Her dry land activities were secret. Only after a mission was over would the details be revealed to the general public.

      Or if the Spark did not make it back to the sea.

      Sadly, that had happened more than once.

      We might have longevity on our side, but we were still flesh and bone. We could be hurt or killed. Hopefully, the transformation class would teach us not just how to grow legs but how to get ourselves out of tricky or dangerous situations.

      Turning into a teeger would be a really good way to freak out a human.

      I knew that for certain because even though I knew it was magic, even though I knew it was Jonquar, I was still pretty freaked out. I couldn’t imagine how someone who didn’t know about magic would react.

      “Come closer. I won’t bite,” the teeger said with what looked like a smile. I shuddered. The effect was terrifying. But I pushed off from my seat and swam toward him. I barely noticed Dane at my side.

      “Would you like to touch my fur?” The teeger preened a bit, still licking his paw. “Normally, I wouldn’t allow it, but I know you have a fascination with these creatures.”

      “You . . . do?” I asked in awe. Had I told anyone about it? Or had Annaruth seen it in my heart?

      The teeger lay down, offering us its side.

      “I was told you weren’t timid, Katriana.”

      I reached out, seeing Dane watching nervously from the corner of my eye. He had warned me. I was a target. But I wasn’t sensing a threat here.

      And I really, really wanted to pet the teeger.

      “Ohh . . .” I sighed as my hand sank into the silky fur. I ran my fingers down its flank, then lifted it and stroked downward again.

      A loud rumble escaped the teeger. I froze as it lifted its head.

      “Apparently, teegers like being petted.”

      “You can’t control that?”

      “No. My body is now the teeger’s body. I can’t make myself less teeger-like. For example, if you snuck up on me, I would definitely bite you.”

      “Good to know,” I said with a shy smile. “Dane, you have to feel this.”

      The teeger laid its head down again.

      I took Dane’s hand and guided it to the teeger’s curved ribs. He stared at me in shock. We didn’t really have anything this soft under the sea. Not that I’d experienced. A stingray’s belly was smooth and tender, but unless you had one as a familiar, you were not likely to pet one.

      Of course, Dane’s familiar was in fact a giant stingray.

      “Is it as soft as Zyrina?”

      “Softer. Different,” he said, his voice full of awe. I stroked the teeger once again and then we both backed away.

      “Turn around, children.”

      We definitely were not children. I was almost eighteen in human years, and Dane was a few years older. But to the nearly three-hundred-year-old Spark, we must be mere babes. I definitely wasn’t going to contradict my favorite teacher.

      And Jonquar was definitely my favorite.

      He floated there, tall and distinguished. He looked to be in his forties in two-legger years, so at least two hundred and seventy or so. He wore a tunic that he adjusted over his shoulders while we watched.

      “One of the problems with transformation is the nudity. Of course, we have specially designed clothing that transforms with us. Anything with an open bottom will do. That doesn’t work when you change into animals, however.”

      He tilted his head to the side.

      “I wonder if Annaruth could spell something to cling to our Mer forms and reappear after we transition.”

      I found myself nodding. Not that I wanted to turn into a land animal, but the naked thing was definitely embarrassing to even contemplate. Especially with the Prince around.

      “You may sit down again, children. We are going to talk about the process this week. Perhaps if I feel you are ready, we can try a minor transformation in time.”

      Triton. So it was another class where we just talked. I was kind of relieved we weren’t changing today, though. As much as I’d been eager to try, what happened in Magical Combat had scared me.

      Way more than I was letting on.

      I was pretty much losing my mind about it. To think after all this time that I had magic! It was better than the alternative, I knew, but it still made me worry. What if I hurt someone else? What if I hurt someone I loved?

      I unrolled my scroll and raised my quill, ready to take notes.

      “No need for that, Katriana. What we discus in this class is not only forbidden to all others” —Jonquar smiled at us with a twinkle in his large gold eyes— “but it is also very, very hard to forget.”

      I nodded and put my quill and scroll away, leaning forward.

      “The first part of transformation is to access your magic. I understand that we may need some practice with that, eh?”

      I glanced at Dane and nodded with a sheepish look on my face.

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Some of the most powerful Priestesses, Mages, Seers, and Sparks have had the same difficulty.”

      “We haven’t had a true Mage in centuries.”

      Jonquar gave us a secret smile.

      “We will see. It doesn’t concern either of you. Unless you do, indeed, rule together someday.”

      Triton. I wasn’t expecting him to say that.

      I was pretty sure I wore a Prince Pollux-sized blush for the rest of the class.
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      “I hope the General wasn’t as hard on you today,” Annaruth murmured as she waved her hands over me. We were meeting before dinner to begin attempting to focus my magic. So far, I’d blown up every object she put in front of me.

      And most of the furniture in the small chamber as well.

      Thankfully, we were in a part of the Palace that was rarely used, so no one had to hear the explosions.

      Even Annaruth had let out a less than dignified, un-Priestess-like squeal as she leapt out of the way.

      “No one tried to shish kabob me during daily laps. But I didn’t really give them a chance.”

      “Good. They will if you let your guard down.”

      “I know.” She smiled at me sadly as I let myself feel self-pity for exactly one second. “It’s exhausting.”

      I nodded, knowing that for once, she didn’t need to look into my heart to see how I felt. I was dragging fins tonight. Maybe I just needed to eat . . .

      “You are impressing several of your teachers, Katriana. Try not to let the others get to you.”

      I nodded. She suggested that we try again, set a target in the center of the room, and then wisely got out of the way.

      “Maybe behind me is safer.”

      “Good idea,” she said and swam around me.

      “All clear?”

      “Yes. Remember to breathe and—”

      BAM!

      The golden light shot out of me in a large mass and obliterated the small vase Annaruth had placed there. Then the mass stayed there, floating. It gathered itself and started spinning, faster and faster, until it was a shining golden sphere.

      A big one.

      We both stared at it in silence. I jumped at the sound of Annaruth’s voice so close behind me. Her hand rested on my shoulder, steadying me.

      “You need to claim the energy. Your magic will replenish itself, but it will take time to regain that much.”

      I nodded, totally freaked out by that giant ball. It didn’t look friendly. It didn’t look like it wanted to be absorbed.

      “Just . . . reach out and touch it?”

      “Yes. It’s your magic. It won’t hurt you.”

      I grumbled something about that being dubious and swam slowly toward the sphere. It was nearly as tall as I was! I closed my eyes and took a deep breath before reaching out for it.

      A strange energy filled me, running from the tip of my tail to my crown and back again. I felt the water shudder violently around me. I felt my insides vibrate. I opened my eyes as the last of the light transferred into the skin on my arm where I had reached into the ball.

      I stared at it.

      And then I fainted.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to find Annaruth leaning over me with a worried look on her face.

      “Can I take a few days off?”

      “Unfortunately, that would only play into their hands.”

      “They?”

      “Those who want you and the Prince separated. Those who do not want you to be Spark.”

      “People like my stepmother’s friends?”

      Her lips formed a thin line at that.

      “You don’t like her either?”

      “How could I? If I had known how she treated you . . . it infuriates me. If only I were prescient, I could have saved you. I thank Triton that we have a Seer now.”

      “Marcum? Jonquar said something about a Mage. I wondered if he was talking about him.”

      “You are annoyingly perceptive, my wild one.”

      “If whoever is doing this finds out, won’t they harm him? Isn’t he in danger too?”

      “You like him,” she said with a small smile.

      I nodded. Marcum had helped me during the Trials. He was a good Mer. I knew it all the way down to my fins.

      “It’s nothing to worry about. He is protected by his own gifts.”

      “He has looked out for me a few times, too. I won’t forget that.”

      “Of course he has. He sees great things in you. And anyone with a lick of any kind of telepathy knows you have a good heart.”

      “It makes me nervous to have you two fishing around in my head.”

      “It’s not like that, Tri. It takes a different kind of magic to be truly invasive. You would know it was happening,” she said ominously.

      “Great,” I said as I sat up and groaned. “How long was I out?”

      “Nearly an hour,” Annaruth answered.

      Panic filled me deep inside. True panic and fear. I grasped her hands frantically.

      “Please tell me I did not miss dinner.”

      She laughed long and hard at that. I scowled at her. This was serious. I needed food.

      Lots and lots of food.

      “I think something can be arranged.”
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      “Is this really happening?” I asked as I turned in a circle, staring in awe at the murals painted on the walls, shelves packed with jars of this and that, and heavy wood cabinets. Something delicious-smelling bubbled on the stove. Everything was strange and beautiful. The objects here were ornately made, clearly taken from the two-leggers and unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      “Yes,” Annaruth said with a chuckle, leading me to a small dining nook at the far side of the kitchen. And not just any kitchen.

      I was here. I was in the Royal Kitchen.

      Carved stone archways, magically preserved wood and painted tiles, ornate two-legger stoves that magically worked underwater, and small doors. I knew what those were, at least. They opened to narrow tunnels that led deep underground to caches of ice-cold water to preserve food.

      Royal servants buzzed around the chamber, swimming this way and that. They looked well-fed and happy with their work.

      I scooted into the booth, complete with a heavy wooden table. It was well-made but worn. I leaned forward to stare at what looked like initials, tracing them with my fingertip.

      “PPD,” I said. “Is that . . . ?”

      “Prince Pollux often took his meals here.”

      I looked around. As cozy as it was in the kitchen, it sounded lonely to be eating here alone. I wondered if he only came here because of the hustle and bustle of the friendly kitchen staff. That it might make his life seem less isolated.

      When I looked up, Annaruth was watching me with a shrewd look in her beautiful eyes.

      “You see so much, Katriana. I am so glad he has you now.”

      My cheeks turned bright red as I tried to think of an answer. Instead, I stammered out something about ‘good friends.’ It was a good thing, too, because we had unexpected company.

      “What are you guys talking about?” Dane said as he scooted into the booth beside Annaruth.

      “Nothing,” I mumbled, my stomach growling at the smells coming from a large pot simmering on the stove. Yes, Mers ate soup. But it had to be spelled to stay in the pot and stay in the bowl. A two-legger might think we wouldn’t want more fluids, but we actually didn’t drink salt water. Only the very wealthy could afford cooks with enough magic to make soup more than once in a great while. I’d only tasted it a few times, and only when I was very young. It was warm and tangy and so good my fins wagged involuntarily just thinking about it.

      Soup was one of my favorites.

      I said as much and Dane laughed.

      “Every single food I’ve seen you eat is your favorite.”

      I stuck out my tongue at him and heard a soft gasp. We turned to see the doll-like cook with silver- and bronze-striped hair staring at us. Dane waved her over.

      “Katriana Spark, this is Batrinza Cook. Batte, this is Tri,” he added with a familiar smile. The cook gave him a quick curtsy and a doting smile. She was tiny, almost doll-like, with round cheeks and a worn face. She was so maternal I wanted to curl up in her lap. But she was smiling at Dane like a long lost son.

      Clearly, this Mer was special to him. And he wanted us to like each other. The use of our nicknames made that pretty clear. I gave her a shy smile.

      She gave me a nod and asked if we wanted human-style French bread with our soup. I had no idea what that was but I nodded enthusiastically. I watched her swim back to her stove and turned back to Dane and Annaruth. As usual, the Prince was frowning when he looked at me.

      “You look pale, Tri.”

      “Gee, thanks.” I cast a glance over toward the busy cook. “I mean, sorry if my paleness offends you, Your Highness.”

      He flipped his fins against me under the table.

      “Ow!”

      He grinned at me as Batrinza carried over three soup bowls, knowing I would not retaliate in front of the cook. Even if she hadn’t been the most adorable Mer ever or if I wasn’t naturally respectful of my elders, I was not going to fin slap Dane in front of her. He was the Prince, after all. The sole heir to the crown. And we already had a target on our backs because of our friendship.

      Or at least, I had a target on my back. The thought of anyone hurting Dane was even more upsetting to me. I could handle the threat. The Prince of the entire realm shouldn’t have to.

      I resisted the urge to dive face first into the bowl of fragrant soup in front of me. It was a reddish color, and I had no idea what I was eating.

      “It’s a seaweed stew. It’s tomato based with hot peppers.”

      “Human food?” I asked in wonder.

      Batrinza nodded with a kindly smile and swam away after making sure we didn’t need anything else. I lifted my spoon to my lips and almost cried in ecstasy. The flavors were so robust, so complex, so different from anything I’d ever had before.

      “I’ve never seen you look this happy, Tri,” Annaruth teased.

      “I have never been this happy,” I agreed, savoring another spoonful.

      “Don’t forget to try it with the bread!” Batrinza chirped from across the room. I nodded eagerly and tore a piece of the tubular shaped bread, imitating Dane and Annaruth. It was hard on the outside and white and soft on the inside, still warm from Batrinza’s oven.

      I dipped it into the soup and groaned in ecstasy at the taste. The warm, soft bread with its hard crust, moistened by the soup, seemed to both absorb and increase the intensity of the flavors.

      “It’s magic.”

      Dane shook his head with a laugh.

      “It’s bread. French bread, to be exact.”

      “French. That’s in Europe, right?”

      He nodded and gave me a smile of approval. We’d just started Human History and Etiquette, but I’d been reading ahead in my scrolls after dinner. For as long as I could keep my eyes open, anyway.

      “Yes. The country is called France. They are known for their food and fashion. Wine too.”

      I dipped another chunk of bread into my rapidly dwindling bowl.

      “Well, I’m definitely a fan.”

      And then, before I could even ask, Batrinza was there with a fresh bowl and another basket of bread. I stared at her lovingly.

      “You are my favorite person in all the blue seas.”

      She chuckled and shook her head.

      “Silly Mer.”

      “She means it,” Dane said with a sardonic smile.

      Batrinza shook her had again but she was smiling.

      “Just wait until you try desert.”

      I grinned, overjoyed to have met such a wonderful Mer. Annaruth stopped me before I could take a bite.

      “I’d like to add a special ingredient.” She sprinkled some dust into my soup. I peered into my bowl, then back at her. “Just a little magic to help with your endurance,” she said, answering my unspoken question.

      “Okay. You are also my favorite Mer. I have two.” Dane raised his eyebrows at me and I shrugged. “Sorry.”

      Everyone laughed. I was teasing him. He could be my third favorite, I decided. Plus Starla, Lila, and Rip. And my parents, of course.
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        * * *

      

      I groaned contentedly, holding my belly. Batrinza had not been joking about desert. She’d served us a variety of small flat treats called ‘cookies’ and something else she called ‘fudge,’ which was the thickest and most delicious thing I’d ever eaten. I’d even brought a piece of it for Beazil to try.

      I wasn’t sure if it was the warm coziness of the kitchen, Annaruth’s endurance spell, or the incredible food, but I felt better than I had since starting at the Academy. Better even than before the Trials.

      Maybe better than I’d felt since my father died.

      I chewed my cheek as I swam toward the stables, remembering that awkward moment as we’d left the kitchens.

      “She’s very pretty,” I’d heard Batrinza whisper to the Prince and immediately turned bright red. She wasn’t even trying to be quiet, but it still felt like eavesdropping. Never mind the fact that everyone had an opinion on whether or not we were, or even should be, a ‘thing.’

      “Your freckles are glowing,” Dane teased with a smug smile as he swam past me. I grumbled about ‘Royal pain in the tailfins’ as I followed him. But I hadn’t complained when he swam me all the way to my room or when he pressed a quick kiss on my cheek. I rubbed my skin softly. It was slightly warm and tingly, as if I could still feel his lips.

      But I couldn’t sleep. I had a view of the Royal stables from my chamber. I’d stared out the magically secure window, realizing how long it had been since I checked in with my friend.

      “I missed you,” I said as I swam into his stall, leaning my head against his cheek. His magical eye twirled at me, changing colors. I nuzzled him, enjoying the silence. I patted the wrapped bundle in my net bag and smiled.

      “Have you ever heard of fudge?” I asked, holding out a large chunk of the sticky sweet substance in my hand. Not surprisingly, it was gone in an instant. “It’s good, right?”

      Beaz smiled his secret shark smile at me. I carefully dug out another chunk of fudge, offering it to him. He gobbled it up and flipped over, offering his belly.

      I rubbed his belly for a while until he dozed off. I nestled against him and fell asleep. I’ll just doze here for a few moments, I said to myself. Just to rest my eyes . . .
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start, not sure where I was at first. I turned my head to the side and saw Beazil. He was awake and nudging me. His magical eye was twirling wildly.

      Something was wrong.

      It was still dark outside, I realized. Not yet dawn. The quiet seemed . . . too quiet. I glanced out the slotted opening in Beazil’s window and froze.

      Cloaked figures were streaming out of the castle. Each cloak was long and dark and covered its wearer almost completely. I couldn’t even see the colors of their fins.

      But perhaps if I got closer . . .

      I knew without a doubt that whatever I was witnessing was a threat to the Royal family. A threat to Dane. Maybe even a threat the Seas themselves. I held my finger up and whispered to Beazil to stay put. Then I swam quickly and carefully through the stables and back out on top of the roof. I swam close to the edge, silent and swift as a blade.

      There were dozens of them. They swam in formation, leaving the castle behind. As soon as they were clear of the gates, I swam after them, trying to figure out how many of them there were. I got as high as two dozen before I lost count.

      My mind was racing with unanswerable questions.

      1.	Who were they?

      2.	How could there be so many?

      3.	If they meant harm, how were they able to leave and enter the Palace?

      4.	How was a mass migration like this not logged into the log of comings and goings?

      But I knew the answer. Magic. It had to be. They had a powerful magician among their ranks, perhaps even one who had deliberately hidden their talents. That made them very, very scary and very, very dangerous.

      I swam slowly, careful to keep a consistent distance between myself and the cloaked figures. The front of the procession took a sudden turn and dove downward sharply. I blinked as the last one disappeared. I swam closer, but not near enough to be seen by the sole lookout.

      There was no sight of them. Only a dark patch of seaweed that looked shallow. Nothing like the kelp forest we’d faced in the Trials.

      An underground cave. It must be.

      And underground caves had more than one entrance.

      I swam in a wide circle as I scanned the sea floor.

      There.

      A dark shadow among the sand and seaweed. It might be a rock from what I could tell. Or it could be a small entrance to a network of underground caves. I dove down without hesitation.

      It was an opening! I slipped inside, not sure I would fit. I was actually a little bit afraid I would get stuck. But I was in, and I could hear muffled voices. And when I squeezed a bit further in . . . I could see.

      A large cavern opened up below me. It had been carved by magic, I thought in wonder. It was far too spherical to be natural. Ornate carvings were etched into the walls. I fought the urge to gasp at the beauty of it.

      The dangerous beauty.

      Just being there . . . having a secret location so close to the Palace to gather . . . it was treason. And treason was punishable only by death.

      I swallowed nervously at the thought of what I was witnessing. I almost screamed at what I heard next.

      “Bring her,” an unfamiliar voice rang out.

      For a moment, I thought I had been discovered. I tensed, prepared to swim fast. I was ready to fight. But no. Two cloaked figures carried a slumped over Mer into the center of the circle. I swallowed when I saw the uniform, torn and tattered but unmistakable. It was a Messenger.

      “Awake.”

      The Mer lifted her head and I could see her features. I didn’t recognize her. But she was definitely one of ours. Older than the other Candidates. Not in the Academy. She was already in service.

      “Let me go. Please. I cannot betray my Queen,” the Messenger sobbed pitifully. I found myself reaching for a weapon that I did not have. This could not go on. I had to save her!

      The cloaked figures floated in a circle around her. I did a brief count. There were even more than I’d thought outside. Close to forty.

      
        
        
        Don’t be stupid, Tri. You are not yet trained. And there is a powerful Mer among them. Perhaps more than one!

      

        

      

      I forced myself to relax and pay attention. I could save her if I gathered information. But it would not be tonight.

      “What is your message to us, Jollina?”

      “I don’t know, and I wouldn’t tell you if I did! They have a Magician just as wicked as you are!”

      I nodded to myself as I watched her defiant bravery with admiration. Jollina. I had heard of her. She was known for her speed and bravado. The rumors were true. She was resisting them. No matter what happened, I would see her name cleared.

      But her resistance was for naught. The Magician waved an elegant hand over the Messenger’s forehead.

      “Remember . . .”

      The expression on her face slack, Jollina opened her mouth to speak.

      “The Ambassador to Quendath has been compromised. They seek to share our waters. Or to overtake them completely.”

      A murmuring broke out among the crowd below me. I myself was horrified. Quendath was to the south, near the land of South America. We knew their waters were badly impacted by the warming of the seas and pollution. But that they wanted to take our territory over was terrifying.

      That would mean only one thing.

      It would mean war.

      A war the Queen knew nothing about and could not prepare for.

      A war that would put my friends at risk. Thousands of Mers could die. Even Candidates would be called up to fight, well before they were ready to.

      “Listen and remember. We are open to opening our borders. Our Royalty can be removed when the time comes. We negotiate for the common Mer.”

      Removed. The word echoed in my mind. Dane removed? Our Queen? Annaruth?

      I panicked, sliding from my hiding place, unmindful of any noise I might have made. I swam frantically back toward the palace, daring to look behind me only once.

      There was no one there.

      Maybe they had not heard me. Or maybe they did not risk exposing themselves. I had no doubt they already wanted me ‘removed’ along with the Royal family I served.

      Fear and purpose had me swimming faster than I’d ever swum in my life.

      I swam through the massive gates and into the sleeping Palace. Without thinking, I found myself outside Annaruth’s chamber.

      “Wake! Annaruth, please wake!”

      The door opened and I was quickly ushered inside.
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      “What were you thinking?” Dane swam back and forth, taking breaks only to glare at me. I sat on a settee underneath a magical fountain in Annaruth’s chambers, although calling them chambers was a vast understatement.

      It was kind of like a mini-palace of her own.

      The walls were decorated in ornate mosaics, with carved shell tiles and stones and what looked like real gems here and there as well. The bed was through a high archway, and it looked enormous. And this room held cabinets, a desk, trunks, and low couches surrounding the fountain, which was also tiled in stunning patterns.

      The water was tinted in a never-ending kaleidoscope of colors, spelled to stay separate from the cold salt water around it.

      “Tell us again. Leave nothing out.”

      I started my story for the second time, this time going into more detail. When I was done, Annaruth and Dane were silent.

      They exchanged a glance.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “Messengers have been going missing,” Dane admitted. “It started with your father.”

      I stared at them.

      “These . . . Mers might have something to do with my father’s death?”

      Dane nodded once.

      “He might not be dead,” Annaruth ventured. “There is a chance he could even be—”

      “Don’t say it,” I warned her as I shook my head violently. “My father is no traitor!”

      “He wouldn’t have to be a traitor to serve their cause. Not if he was magicked.”

      I felt fury at the thought. My father used against his will for so many years? It was unthinkable.

      “Triton . . . for all this time?”

      I might be young for a Mer, but we aged differently. Slower than two-leggers. If my father was still alive, he had been suffering for a very long time.

      “What do we do?”

      “The Queen will have to be notified. She will want to hear this directly from you, Katriana.”

      I lifted my chin and nodded. Annaruth turned to fetch a servant when I stopped her.

      “And I will need to hear from her what she intends to do to save my father.”

      Dane and Annaruth both turned to stare at me.

      “So be it.”

      Dane swam closer when she departed. He reached out to take my hand. I looked at our hands where they intertwined, then back at him. He was visibly upset. Worried. For me.

      “Be careful, Tri. My mother is wily. She never gives anything without asking for something in return.”

      “Even with her own son?”

      “Yes,” he said solemnly. “Even with me.”
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        * * *

      

      In the end, I faced the Queen alone. I didn’t have my friends to guide or steady me. The Queen had two advisors present.

      Lia and Gwond. I looked all three in the face one by one after I bowed.

      I was still in my training clothes from the day before. The Queen had not given me time to change. I suspected that this was deliberate.

      To say that I was out of my element was a vast understatement.

      It was nearly dawn when I was shown into the room. Somehow, the Queen was already dressed and looked awake, whereas I was close to falling asleep as I explained what I had seen and what actions I had taken. When I finished, my voice was raw with emotions.

      “I should have intervened. I should have tried to save her,” I said, nearly weeping.

      “You did the right thing. An untrained young Mer would have been no match for them. Even our fiercest warriors could not face so many.”

      I nodded once, thanking her for letting me off the hook. Though I wasn’t so sure I deserved it. What if it had been my father they had enchanted? I should have done something, and I knew it.

      “You may go. And say nothing of this to anyone.”

      “What of my father? The other messengers? Is anything being done to help them?”

      They looked angry at my question, but I held my ground, raising my chin to face her. She nodded then.

      “Yes. We have been searching for the missing messengers. We never gave up on any of them. This may aid us in our search.”

      “Can you use magic?”

      She nodded.

      “Now go, child. You have done well.”

      I bowed again and left. There was nothing else to say. I was tired and angry at myself for abandoning the messenger, who was most likely even now on yet another traitorous journey without rest or time to regenerate her magic.

      “Breakfast?”

      My stomach rumbled as I turned to see Dane. He’d been waiting for me. I nodded.

      “You okay?”

      I shook my head numbly. I was not okay. I would not be until I found out what had happened to my father.

      “If he’s alive out there, I have to find him.”

      Dane swam beside me, his voice hushed as we left the Royal chambers and swam toward the Academy.

      “I know.”
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      “Pardon . . .”

      I heard the whispers everywhere as we swam into the dining room where the trainees gathered to eat. The chamber was large enough to accommodate us all, though not large enough to be imposing.

      “ . . . doesn’t know about . . .”

      I swam through, ignoring the voices.

      “What in Triton’s name is everyone talking about?” I said as I loaded up a seashell tray with food. Dane looked at the bundles of wrapped portions on my shell and laughed. I scowled at him. How could he be laughing under the circumstances?

      “I have no idea. But I’m sure someone will tell us soon.”

      I shrugged and followed him to a table.

      Starla and Rip both swam toward us but didn’t sit. They floated there, staring at me with matching expressions. Kind of like I was a fish with two heads.

      “Hi.”

      Starla and Rip exchanged a glance.

      “Are you okay?”

      I gave Dane a look but he shook his head. No one knew about my late-night expedition. Failed expedition, I thought sourly.

      “I think so? What is everyone talking about?”

      “She doesn’t know,” Rip said in a low voice. Dane sat up suddenly, looking at them with renewed interest. So did I.

      “Know what? Spit it out.”

      Starla swam closer.

      “Your half-sister has been pardoned. She’s . . .” Starla trialed off, wringing her hands in front of her.

      “She’s joining the Academy,” Rip finished for her.

      “Starting today,” Starla added helpfully.

      “What? How could this be?” Dane burst out.

      “They are training . . . spies? It’s supposed to be secret, but everyone knows. She had the highest marks for subterfuge. A few others were chosen.”

      I would have made a smart comment about who I thought was up for the task but I was too busy staring.

      Just then, the room went absolutely silent.

      Wearing a training uniform and looking almost subdued, my sister had just swum into the dining chamber. She looked around cautiously and saw me. Our eyes locked as the memories flashed through my mind.

      The attack on Beazil. The years of insults. The petty chores she loved to assign me. Her casual, day-to-day cruelty.

      And then, if I looked past all of that, the early years when I had adored her, coddled her, and begged to take care of her.

      Before everything changed.

      I sighed and shrugged. There was nothing I could do about it, either way. I’d never forgive her for the attack on my familiar. But I wasn’t sure she deserved to live her long life in a dungeon either.

      “Are you okay?” Starla asked. I looked at her and then at Rip and Dane.

      “I’m glad she’s not going to be punished forever.”

      “Wow, you’re a bigger Mer than I am,” Rip said.

      “She wasn’t always bad. I remember her when she was just a sweet little Mer. You know?”

      Dane nodded. Starla did too. Rip looked like he thought I was being way too forgiving, but he didn’t say anything.

      “I just want her to stay away from me,” I said with a sigh. “Though I kind of doubt she will.”

      “We’ve got your back, Tri,” Starla said. Dane and Rip nodded. I smiled, murmuring my thanks.

      “Now, can we eat?”
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        * * *

      

      The day passed in a blur. I was so tired. I was more or less treading water mentally through my Human and Merkind history classes. Thankfully, Annaruth collected me after lunch and gave me a sleeping potion. I was extremely relieved to skip that afternoon’s lessons with the General. I was definitely not up to fighting.

      I sighed and glanced through my scrolls as I snuggled into my seashell-shaped bed. My chambers had gotten some getting used to, being fit for a Princess and all. But I had come to enjoy them.

      And the sleeping nook, with its jeweled bed set on a platform, was actually kind of cozy.

      Cozy. That’s funny.

      I pulled my uniform off and dragged on a sleeping robe. I floated back onto the bed. I pulled my bag of school scrolls toward me, figuring I would review the lessons from that morning. I had taken notes, but I was pretty sure I wouldn’t remember a thing.

      That’s how zonked out I had been.

      I had just started to unroll my Human History and Etiquette scroll when my eyes fluttered shut.
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        * * *

      

      Soft lights flickered to life in my chamber as my eyes opened. They were enchanted to burn only when needed. It was one of my favorite things about living in the Palace.

      Well, other than the food.

      And my friends.

      And having Beazil near and knowing he was protected.

      And training to do something important for the future of Merkind, of course.

      But the glowing orbs of light were in the top five, at least.

      There was nothing there. No threat. No reason to fear.

      I closed my eyes again, drifting easily back to sleep.

      A moment later, I sat up, fully awake this time. Someone was outside my chambers. I could hear the sound of voices. Something had wakened me. I stared as the doorknob to my chamber turned this way and that.

      “She thinks she’s too good to sleep in the barracks with the rest of us.”

      I recognized that voice. It was Minka, one of my sister’s cronies. She’d barely made it through the Trials, and I wasn’t even sure what assignment she’d been given. Diplomat, maybe.

      Or spy.

      “She is really here? In the visiting Royal section of the Palace?”

      My sister’s voice. I felt myself bristle at the insulting tone of her voice.

      “People say she’s practically engaged to Prince Pollux,” Minka sneered. “She must be giving him whatever he wants.”

      No answering giggle from my sister. No answer at all. A moment passed.

      “I doubt she’ll keep his interest. She has nothing. No class. No finesse. She’ll bore him quickly, no matter what she does.”

      Minka giggled at that.

      “Let’s go back. It’s almost curfew, and I don’t want to get caught out by the watchers.”

      “Okay,” my sister answered. And then there was silence.

      I stared at the ceiling, with several unwelcome facts circulating through my mind.

      
        	People think I’m engaged to Dane.

        	People think I’m, um, intimate with Dane.

        	I’m housed separately from the rest of the trainees.

        	Everyone else sleeps in something called ‘the barracks.’

        	Thalia is still my enemy. She still wants to hurt me.

      

      Even after everything that had happened, it still hurt. A small part of me had hoped that she might have felt bad about what happened. That she had learned her lesson.

      That she had stopped hating me so much.

      I fought the sleep that threatened to reclaim me as long as I could. But the potion I had been given was too strong. I wondered idly how I had managed to wake at all as my eyelids drooped. There must have been some sort of caveat in the magic, allowing one to wake if someone came near.

      I scribbled a note to myself in my study scroll so that I wouldn’t forget what I had overheard and fell asleep with the quill still in my hand.
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      “Where do all the other trainees sleep?” I asked without preamble.

      Dane looked at me in surprise as he joined me at breakfast. He slid onto the bench. He took a bite before answering me.

      “Why do you ask?”

      His answer, his manner, everything was nonchalant.

      Too nonchalant. He was hiding something.

      “I thought we all had our own chambers.”

      Dane shrugged, but I could tell he was avoiding answering me. I stared at him, watching him eat. For once, my food sat in front of me, uneaten.

      Starla and Rip joined us a few moments later.

      “Starla, where do you sleep?”

      She blinked at me, then looked at Dane.

      “Why are you looking at Dane? Answer me,” I stared at her and belatedly added a “Please.”

      She visibly gulped.

      “I sleep in the barracks. With all the other Candidates.”

      “Almost all the other Candidates,” Rip said under his breath.

      “Triton! Why am I being singled out?”

      “You know why, Tri,” Dane said without looking at me.

      “No. I don’t.”

      “Because you’re a target, okay? Because of me,” he said in a low, fierce voice.

      My jaw dropped open at the look on his face. He was upset that I was upset. He pushed away from the table, swimming away without eating his food.

      “I can’t believe I was so stupid,” I said miserably. “I thought everyone got their own room.”

      “Dane’s right,” Rip said. I looked at him in surprise. “Not only are you the only viable Spark Candidate, but you need added protection because of” —he swished his hand around in the water between me and the seat the Prince had recently vacated— “whatever that is.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “You, of all people, should not listen to gossip, Rip.”

      “Oh, no?” He took a bite of his crabmeat and roe seaweed wrap. “Why’s that?”

      “Because you’ve already been seen kissing at least four different Mers since training started.”

      “Only four?” He gave me a meaningful look. “I’d give up all other Mers if the right one said yes.”

      I tossed a piece of seaweed at him, not taking him seriously at all. Starla started giggling. I sighed and rubbed the space between my eyes as the horn sounded indicating it was time to get to class.

      “I’d better bring all this,” I said, gesturing to Dane’s and my uneaten food. “I know Dane will get hungry before soon.”

      “Dane will get hungry. Right . . .” Starla said with a wink as I put everything in my new net bag.

      I sighed dramatically as we joined the throng leaving the dining chamber.

      “I’m really going to miss my chamber.”

      “You can’t really be thinking of moving into the barracks?” Starla asked, agog, as we swam down the hallway toward our first class. Today was Magic and Magical Transformation. Even if Dane avoided me, he couldn’t avoid me in the second class.

      But Dane wasn’t there.

      I watched from the sidelines as the professor put everyone through their paces. They were creating their spheres of magic with varying degrees of success, but then they were supposed to transform it into another shape and give it a purpose. To do this, harnessing emotion was key.

      “Katriana. Step forward.” Grendor gestured to the rest of the class. “Everyone else, step back.”

      I closed my eyes in embarrassment as she threw up a magical shield to protect them all. I could see it, opalescent and shimmering, like an oil slick or bubble on the surface of the water. I exhaled and thanked Annaruth mentally for the sleeping draught and strengthening spell she’d given me the day before.

      I was still nervous about using magic. Never mind that having everyone watch me make the attempt was nerve-racking. Never mind that Thalia was watching this time, too.

      I needed all the help I could get.

      “All right, Katriana. Pool your magic. Slowly, now,” she instructed as I cupped my hands and glowing magic seeped out of them. I ground my teeth, closing my eyes and focusing all of my energy on keeping it contained and useful, not dangerous. “Now, think of something that makes you happy.”

      “Do I need to give it a shape?”

      “Not yet. Let’s see what your emotions can do by themselves. Happy thoughts, remember?”

      I nodded, thinking of Beazil lazily swimming beside me in the summer sea. We had a net bag full of oysters and were on our way to the cave to fill our bellies.

      The class was utterly silent.

      “Open your eyes, Katriana,” I heard her say quietly.

      In my palms was not a glowing sphere. It was something else. Something living.

      A tiny, glowing seahorse blinked up at me.

      “Command him. A simple task.”

      I couldn’t think of anything to ask of the tiny seahorse. He was looking at me steadily, with something playful about his little face and posture.

      “Command him to travel to the end of the room and back.”

      Command? That didn’t sound very nice. I leaned down and asked him politely to swim across the room and return.

      I smiled when he gave me a tiny bow. Then he was off like a flash, a darting light that somehow retained a sense of weight and form. There was a funny, joyful, zipping sound as he traveled.

      In a moment, he was back in my hand.

      Our teacher clapped delightedly, as did most of the students. I smiled a little, thinking maybe I wasn’t so terrible at magic after all.

      “Another!”

      I bent forward and asked him to take a spin around the room. The class gasped as he darted around the periphery of the room, grazing their heads and ruffling their hair. I blinked and he was back in my cupped palms, looking up at me.

      “Can he . . . stay with me?”

      “He’s a light being, so he will need to recharge. But he could for a time.”

      I frowned, recalling the uncomfortable process of reabsorbing the giant ball of light the last time I had summoned magic.

      “If I reabsorb him, will he die?”

      “No. He is a part of you. You are lucky. This ability is very rare. He is your guide, and you are his caller.”

      “He’s a familiar? Like Beaz, I mean?” I asked, forgetting I was in class and using Beazil’s nickname.

      “It is similar but not the same. Beazil was born to a shark. His spirit was called to yours and enhanced by your magic. He was probably born with a bit of magic himself.”

      She smiled at me.

      “It’s not just Mers who have magic. All species have some, though less than us. I’ve even heard of two-leggers with some abilities.”

      I nodded, staring in wonder at the small creature in my hand.

      “Name him so you can call him again.”

      I bit my lip, considering. Then I bent down and asked him if he liked the name ‘Lumi.’ I didn’t want anyone else to hear his name, feeling instinctively that it was powerful.

      “It’s short for Luminous,” I said when he bobbed his little head and spun in a circle excitedly, throwing off sparks.

      “You can tell him to go to sleep now. Or just to return home.”

      “Will you come inside me now? To sleep?”

      He nodded his elongated head once, and I watched as he lifted up and dove into the center of my palm. I stared at my hand, in awe of what had just happened. I could feel him with me.

      I knew in my heart that I’d never be alone again. That I never truly had been. I smiled softly, deciding not to share his name with anyone just yet.

      “Well done, Tri! I hope you can continue your private lessons with Annaruth. They are serving you well!”

      I blushed a bit as the class applauded me. Even Juno clapped slowly, a sarcastic smirk on his mouth. I looked at my sister, but she was turned away, whispering something to Minka. Then the horn blew and it was time for Magical Transformation.
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      “Change starts small, remember that,” Jonquar instructed. “We aren’t going for the full tentacle. Not at first.”

      I stared at my freckled arm, frowning with concentration. We were trying to give ourselves tentacle arms. Well, arm.

      Starting with one body part was apparently the easy way.

      It didn’t feel easy, however. It felt impossible. I was sure I was about to flunk out of the Academy, truth be told.

      I glanced at Dane and saw that his skin was already changing colors.

      “Picture the suckers. Just one.”

      My eyes closed as I tried to imagine the rubbery cups that lined an octopus’s arm. I could feel them popping out of my skin. I opened my eyes and the effect faded.

      “Triton!”

      “Keep going. That was the hard part. Now you know how it feels. Remember that.”

      I closed my eyes again, focusing hard.

      “Ease up. Imagine using the tentacle, not forcing it into existence.”

      I imagined wrapping my arm around something. Using the suction and bendy bits to pick it up. I frowned, realizing I needed more motivation.

      Food. My stomach grumbled. Imagine it’s a lobster claw. Or the bread I had tasted only a few nights before.

      Or lobster on bread.

      That did it.

      I felt my tentacle brush against something. Another tentacle! I opened my eyes to see Dane smiling at me, his tentacle wrapped around mine.

      
        
        
        We were holding hands!

        More or less, anyway.

      

        

      

      “Cute. Creepy and weird, but cute,” I said, staring at our bendy limbs.

      “You look nice today,” he said, a warm look in his eyes. Thankfully, he wasn’t staring at my arm. I blushed.

      “You are weird, Dane.”

      He threw back his head and laughed.

      “Very good! I’m tempted to have you hold it overnight, but I think we should work on quick transitions first. Return to normal,” he said, clapping his hands together.

      I closed my eyes and imagined my real arm was back. I peeked and watched in awe as the arm became solid, shifted colors, and the suckers popped back inside me, one by one.

      “Can we get bigger? Or smaller?” I asked without thinking.

      “It is very rare, but yes, it can be done, according to legend. I myself cannot. There is no living Spark who has been able to master that feat.”

      “So if we become a scuttle fish or a carp, we will be the same size?”

      “More or less.” He smiled patiently. “If you become a blowfish, you will be quite large as their center is mostly air.”

      I blinked, imagining floating awkwardly as a very round fish. A balloon, as the two-leggers called it. I had been learning a lot in Human History and Etiquette.

      “So stealth is not an option,” I said, thinking through the possibilities.

      “Ah, but it is! Imagine your flesh made of translucent jelly!”

      We stared in awe as Jonquar’s arm became see-through. He grabbed it and twisted it with his other arm, then stretched it out. My jaw nearly dropped.

      “Handy to get out of a tight squeeze, no?”

      I nodded, my mouth still gaping open.

      “You could use that to grab anything. Right under someone’s nose,” Dane said. I stared at him. Of course. It was brilliant!

      “You could even put a sleeping potion in someone’s drink,” I breathed, “while sitting right beside them!”

      “Now that is one I haven’t tried.” Jonquar chuckled. “And it’s very telling that you wanted to put someone to sleep instead of . . .”

      I stared at him, then at Dane.

      “Killing them,” he finished.

      “Oh.”

      It was true. That hadn’t even occurred to me. I didn’t want to kill anyone, except maybe the Mers who had taken my father away from me. Who maybe even now held him captive . . . and yet, I didn’t even want to kill them. I just wanted him back and I wanted them to stop what they were doing. If they had to be locked up to protect other Mers, so be it.

      The bell rang before I could go any further down that line of thinking, thank Triton.

      “Lunch?” Dane said with a smile.

      “Yeah. I’m starving.”

      He laughed. “Of course you are.”

      I floated beside him as he guided me down an unfamiliar hallway. I stopped, looking around uncertainly. I’d never been this way before. I wasn’t sure we were even in the Academy wing anymore.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Shortcut,” he said causally, then he gave me a look. “Unless you want to disappoint Batrinza?”

      I shook my head rapidly. The last person in all the Seas I wanted to offend was the Royal Chef. She was not only the best cook under the seas, but she had a kindly way about her that made me feel something hard to explain.

      She was motherly. That’s what it was. And to an orphan like myself, that was pretty much irresistible.

      “Never!” I said dramatically, my hand clutching my chest as if I were wearing a strand of pearls.

      He laughed and grabbed my hand, tugging me into an alcove. He pressed his hand against a panel and a part of the wall swung open. I stared around me in wonder as he led me into a dark but surprisingly well-kept corridor.

      “You are full of secrets,” I said, swimming behind him.

      “I’m not, really.” He squeezed my hand, looking back at me. “Not from you.”

      I turned pink, glad he was facing away. I was so relieved things weren’t weird between us anymore. Well, not as weird. Dane was my best friend. Or one of them.

      And he was by far the most handsome.

      
        
        
        Don’t let Rip hear you say that, Tri. You’ll hurt his feelings. And you will never live it down with Dane!

      

        

      

      It was a good thing no one could hear my thoughts except Annaruth.

      I swam fast, nearly nipping at his fins in my excitement to get to the kitchens. Batrinza was the greatest cook in all the seas, as far as I was concerned. And I was very, very hungry!

      We took our seats in the dining nook, watching as the cook and her assistants swam around, looking very busy and important. She gave us a quick smile before turning back to her work. I felt suddenly shy, sitting across from Dane with nothing to distract us. He was staring at me intently.

      “So, you are determined to do this?”

      “Do what?”

      “Move into the barracks?”

      I nodded and nearly squealed in joy when Batrinza swam over with two bowls of chilled lobster soup.

      “Go on. I know you are hungry, child.”

      I took a spoonful and groaned.

      “How could anything taste this good?”

      “A lot of practice,” she said with a wink. “And a little magic.”

      “More than a little, I think,” I said, trying not to weep with ecstasy as I took another spoonful.

      She just chuckled and went back to her stove.

      “The beds are uncomfortable.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said, trying not to slurp. Dane hadn’t even touched his soup. I was nearly halfway done and seriously considering leaping across the table to steal his bowl. “I’m used to being uncomfortable.”

      “The security is far laxer.”

      “I’m not surprised,” I murmured.

      “But people will notice if you sneak out,” he added.

      “I shouldn’t be getting special treatment,” I countered.

      He didn’t say anything. For a moment, he just stared at me. Then he sighed and pushed his bowl across the heavy wooden table to me.

      “Here.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want it?”

      He shook his head.

      “I’m in the mood for something hot.”

      “Spicy softshell crabs coming in a moment, dearie!”

      “Dearie?” I asked with a snicker. Dane scowled at me. I stopped laughing when I realized he was even more handsome when he scowled. He looked a little dangerous, even though I knew he wasn’t.

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Whatever you say, dearie,” I teased. He ran his hand through his hair in exasperation. Annoyingly, he looked absurdly good doing that, too.

      I’d always known that Dane was handsome, brave, and kind. But recently, it was starting to irk me. Did he have to be so . . . Princely all the time? So extra gorgeous? So good at every single thing?

      I squealed in excitement as Batrinza carried over two plates piled high with softshell crabs. They were dusted with spices that somehow did not float away in the water. Magic was extremely useful when it came to food, I decided.

      “Ooh, these are spicy!” I said when my mouth finally wasn’t full a good while later. Dane just cocked an eyebrow at me, taking another bite of a crab. We ate in companionable silence until the food was gone, then we thanked Batrinza and left, swimming toward Combat without speaking.

      Dane stopped suddenly, and I swam into his back. He turned and grabbed my shoulders, steadying me before I careened into the wall.

      
        
        
        Awkward much, Tri?

      

        

      

      “Sorry,” he said, looking embarrassed. “I have a lot on my mind.”

      “Of course,” I said, nodding to show that my feelings weren’t hurt. Even if, you know, they kind of were. “The weight of the kingdom and all that.”

      “Yes. ‘And all that,’ Tri,” he said as he shook his head, laughing at me. “Are you ready?”

      “For the General? Not really.”

      Today was the day we went through the obstacle course. At least today, we would be fighting the course and not each other. Still, I felt kind of queasy at the thought of more or less going back to the Trials. And if Starla got into trouble, I wouldn’t be able to help her.

      “Don’t worry,” he said as we swam into the indoor arena. “You got this.”
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      “I’ll protect these for you,” Annaruth said, indicating the trunks of gowns she’d given me for events and dinners. I watched as she tucked the prizes and jewelry I’d won in the Trials inside. I wasn’t off ‘Future Spark’ duty just because I was moving out of the Royal wing of the Palace. “The doors will be enchanted to only open for you.”

      “I don’t need these chambers anymore.”

      “You do, but I understand that you aren’t ready to face that.”

      I sighed.

      “I guess I could treat it like . . . a closet. For events.”

      She nodded.

      “Whatever you want to tell yourself, dear.” She wrinkled her nose. “I cannot imagine sleeping in such close quarters with so many Mers!”

      “Of course, you couldn’t. You were born Royal,” I said affectionately. “You’ve lived a life of luxury.”

      She stopped to look at me, her beautiful face full of surprise. Finally, she shrugged.

      “I suppose you are right. You know, sometimes, I think you see more than I do.”

      “I don’t even have a touch of the sight,” I protested as I shoved a few of my uniforms into a small bag. Everything else I left behind, even my mother’s necklace and the dress that Lila had made out of scraps. It was safer here, I reasoned.

      “But you have experienced a full range of emotions. At your age, that is remarkable. So you recognize what you have felt in others.”

      Now it was my turn to be speechless.

      “It’s not telepathy. It’s empathy,” she explained. I nodded slowly. I knew what she meant. I didn’t say anything, though the revelation had me deep in thought. I did empathize with others.

      Even those who had treated me badly.

      Speaking of which, I’d caught Thalia staring at me in almost every class of late. It was unsettling, but I had no choice but to get used to it.

      It’s not like the path through the Academy was quick or painless. If I made it. And I had to make it.

      I swallowed, knowing I would have to face my sister sooner rather than later. I was moving into the barracks after dinner. We would be roommates before the night was through.

      Well, actually, I was moving during dinner. I’d asked my friends to sneak some food out for me. I didn’t want to make a procession through the student barracks with every Mer in the Academy watching.

      Basically, I was moving right now.

      “Are you sure about this?” Annaruth asked worriedly. “Mers can be cruel. Your position as Spark has likely created a lot of jealousy. And your half-sister . . .”

      “I’m sure. I can’t hide up here. I’m not Royal. I didn’t earn any special privileges.”

      She raised her eyebrow but waved me out of the room when I was ready to go. The hallways were quiet, but unfortunately, the barracks were not quite deserted. My sister and her cronies were there, as well as a few other Mers, lying on their beds, talking, and studying scrolls.

      Thalia swam over to the empty bed I had chosen near the back corner. She sneered at me with her arms crossed.

      “Did the Queen kick you out?”

      “Or was it the Prince?” one of her friends asked with a snicker. “I heard he got bored of you already.”

      “It wasn’t the Prince,” a familiar voice cut through their barbs. “She chose to stay with everyone else.”

      I looked up to see Dane taking the cot beside me. He dropped a box onto the blankets, magically woven to keep us warm and stay in place. It was nothing fancy, but the cots and bedding were more than serviceable. Better than I’d had in my stepmother’s palace, for sure.

      The mean Mers dispersed, clearly embarrassed at being caught with their nasty gossip. My sister threw me a dark look over her shoulder as she swam away. I sighed. I had hoped she would have forgotten about me and focused on herself. She’d never had a problem ignoring me before. Clearly, she still had an agenda. But I was more focused on Dane at the moment.

      The Royal Heir was the last person I’d expected to see down here. And if he’d come because of me, he was only going to attract more attention to our . . . um, situation.

      Or the lack thereof.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You were right,” he said, sinking onto the thin pallet. “We don’t deserve special treatment.”

      “I didn’t say that! And anyway, you do deserve special treatment. You are the heir to the throne.”

      He hid a smile.

      “I know,” he said patiently, as if I hadn’t just said something really, really stupid.

      I threw up my hands in exasperation.

      “How many guards are posted outside right now?”

      “Probably about a dozen.”

      “There go my late-night swims,” I sighed, flopping back on the cot. I winced. Okay, so maybe I had gotten used to the luxury. It was a far cry from the cushy bed I’d had in the Royal wing.

      “She’s having second thoughts,” an amused voice drawled. I looked up to see Rip and Starla hovering at the foot of my bed. I sighed and made room for them to sit. Starla sat beside me and Rip sat beside the Prince.

      “This is cozy,” I said ironically. Mers were starting to come in from dinner. Pretty much everyone was staring at us.

      “We brought provisions,” Starla announced, opening a net bag to hand me a large folded seaweed. I opened it and sighed happily.

      “Sole?”

      She nodded and whispered, “There were softshell crab too, but they disappeared too fast.”

      I groaned. Crab was one of my favorites. But so was sole. I had a lot of favorites.

      We dug in, eating while Starla chattered about this and that. Mostly how the barracks operated. Lights out, security, the toilets . . . I grimaced at the thought of sharing with a hundred other Mer. Rip added some salient points and tips. I was staring at my leftovers when everyone stopped and looked at the doors.

      A servant swam in and handed a basket to Dane with a bow. He looked at me sheepishly and shrugged.

      “I knew we were going to miss dinner.”

      He lifted the lid to show that the basket was full of softshell crabs. And small, savory pies. And a few lobsters. I started drooling immediately.

      He laughed at the look on my face and handed it over.

      “I can’t! You need to eat something first.”

      He shrugged and took a pie. I grabbed a softshell crab and almost inhaled it, it was so good. I gobbled down another and was halfway through a lobster when I noticed an odd look on Dane’s face. He’d just taken a bite of his pie. He wasn’t moving. He was just staring at me, looking shocked.

      “Dane?”

      He slowly reached between his lips and pulled something out. It was silver, sharp . . . definitely not a standard pie ingredient. It was a blade. Our eyes connected as a droplet of blood escaped his mouth.

      “Triton!” Starla exclaimed before I shushed her.

      “Starla, get Annaruth. Hurry!” I turned to Rip. “We need to get him out of here. Act casual,” I added as we each slung an arm around the Prince.

      “I can swim,” he hissed under his breath, so we both moved back. I saw the look of alarm on his face. “There is a piece . . . the blade is still inside. I can feel it . . . burrowing.”

      “Where?” I demanded, gesturing for Rip to block us from view. Dane touched his jaw, and I closed my eyes, silently asking Lumi to go and fetch it. Dane’s eyes widened as the bright light sank into his skin. I stared in awe as the bright light moved under the surface of his jaw to his throat.

      “This is going to hurt,” I warned him, but Dane just gasped out his agreement.

      “It already hurts.”

      “Lumi. Return,” I whispered, and the tiny seahorse appeared through a small cut on Dane’s neck. The little seahorse dove into my hand, leaving a wicked-looking sliver of metal resting in my palm. Dane slapped his hand over his neck and exhaled, looking at me in awe.

      “Let’s go,” I murmured softly.

      I ignored the stares of the other Mers as we swam past. My sister’s eyes were like swords, piercing me. I didn’t even glance her way.

      Someone had tried to kill Dane.

      Or hurt him.

      And they had succeeded in hurting him.

      I felt a cold fury start to build inside me as we swam toward the High Priestess’s chambers.
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      “Your quick thinking saved the Prince. The Queen will be grateful.”

      I nodded absentmindedly as I swam back and forth, not caring even a little about gratitude. Dane could have died. That magic blade had been far too close to a major artery for comfort.

      “There is no doubt now. There is a plot to kill you,” Annaruth said, the worried look in her eyes belying the calm sound of her voice. She looked at me. “Both of you. We weren’t certain before, but there’s no denying it now.”

      “Why Dane?”

      “Perhaps they aren’t happy with the current state of things. They would expect him to follow in his mother’s footsteps in terms of foreign policy.”

      “My mother will rule for years,” Dane said. “Centuries, most likely.”

      “No one can predict that, Your Highness.”

      He had nothing to say to that. I paused in my restless swimming.

      “Well, that explains Dane, but I’m nobody special. At this point, I’m not sure I’ll even make it to graduation, let alone dry land,” I said, allowing myself a moment of wallowing over how badly I was doing in Combat.

      Dane and Annaruth both gave me nearly identical looks of disbelief.

      “Don’t be foolish, child,” she said, though not unkindly. She started pacing. “We knew there was a plot to keep you from marrying the Prince or have you removed as Spark, but to kill a Royal, let alone the heir to the throne . . . that is grave, indeed. They are far more brazen than we imagined.”

      She stopped and stared at us both.

      “Regardless of your position and abilities, I care about you both very much. I will not allow anyone to harm you!”

      She wandered off, muttering to herself, and I looked at Dane. He was stretched on a couch in Annaruth’s massive chamber. It was actually several chambers connected by open doorways with only one entry to the Palace hallway. I could see a massive bed in an alcove to our left. There was an open door that I hadn’t noticed last time. Through it was a room lined with overstuffed bookshelves brimming with scrolls and magically spelled books. That was where Annaruth disappeared to.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Thanks to you, it was just a cut.”

      I shivered.

      “It was not just a cut. Does it hurt?”

      He shrugged. I knew it had hurt. Thankfully, Annaruth was one of the best healers in the Kingdom. It was a rare skill, and having a friend with the ability was very lucky.

      “It’s already healing.” He stared at me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. There was nothing wrong with the crabs.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Dane lay back again, but he watched me. Clearly, he was not satisfied with my answer.

      “Thank Triton you weren’t in the mood for pie.”

      I bit my lip. I wish I had chosen the pie. The thought of someone hurting Dane scared me in a way I would not have thought possible. Not just because he was the Prince, either.

      “Did they search the rest of the pies?”

      Dane nodded.

      “Yes. There was nothing else.”

      “It is weird that they would only choose one pie with all that food . . . unless they were interrupted?”

      We looked at each other. My mouth opened and my eyes grew wide.

      “Or it was spelled to find its way into your hand?”

      Annaruth reappeared with a spell book.

      “That’s precisely what I was thinking, Tri. Well done.”

      I gave Dane a conspiratorial look.

      “She’s never used my nickname before,” I whispered.

      “Nicknames are for two-leggers and the common Mer,” she said, snapping the book shut. “You are neither.”

      “Could this have to do with the black robes? They clearly have a very powerful magician in their ranks.”

      “Black robes?”

      “The secret meeting I saw . . .” I trailed off, still angry that I hadn’t been able to catch them again or save the messenger. Triton knew, I had looked to no avail. I woke up nearly every night to sneak around and look for Mers up to no good.

      I hadn’t even been able to find their secret meeting place again. It must be spelled to be hidden, I thought as realization dawned. I might have swum right over it. If they weren’t entering or exiting, it might not be accessible from the seabed at all.

      “In the cave?”

      Annaruth was tapping her lip.

      “It has to be. I knew there were factions within the nobility, maybe even the Royal family, but this is something else. This is treason. And if they want you both out of the picture . . .” she stared at me, her mind whirling. “It must be a plot to overthrow the crown. The entire Royal family.”

      “Or maybe just one branch of it,” Dane said, a dark look on his face. “Maybe I have cousins who think they deserve more power.”

      “I’m afraid to say that may very well be the case.”

      I looked back and forth between them as it sank it. It might be one of Dane’s family members behind all of this. My heart sank for him when Annaruth nodded.

      “You must move out of the barracks.”

      “No,” we both blurted in unison. I gave him a sheepish look. But I meant it.

      “Not without Tri,” he added.

      “Don’t put this on me! That’s not fair!”

      “You must take all of your meals in the Royal kitchens, although we cannot be too obvious about that either.” Her eyes lit up. “What if we create an illusion that you are in your cots and eating in the mess with the others?”

      “Illusions?”

      “Wraiths,” Annaruth clarified.

      I stared at her in fascination.

      “You can do that?”

      “It’s hard but not impossible. The trick is to keep everyone from talking to them.”

      “Why?”

      “Because wraiths are mute.” She wrinkled her nose. “They are . . . lacking in charm and personality. Something you both have in abundance.”

      Dane and I exchanged a look. I nodded.

      “All right. I’m game if you are.”

      “Anything to keep you from putting yourself in harm’s way,” Dane said. “You really do have a death wish.”

      I rolled my eyes, but secretly, I was glad I didn’t have to go back.

      “All right.” I chewed my lip. “I can’t believe we didn’t even last one night.”

      Dane laughed.

      “You’ll get over it when you’re in your bed tonight. It’s a lot softer than the cot, isn’t it?”

      Well, he had a point there.

      “It’s hard to argue with that.”
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      “We can’t be here,” Dane warned me for the dozenth time.

      “Shh,” I said, grinning from ear to ear. “Here they come.”

      We both leaned toward the glass of the windows that lined the barracks. I’d been waiting all day for this. Our doppelgängers were swimming through the barracks. They didn’t wave or smile or speak.

      But, Triton! They looked exactly like us!

      I frowned as I watched them lie down and pull the covers up. There was something extremely creepy about them. Like living dolls. They made my fins stand on end, to be honest. Then I shrugged.

      “I guess it’s better than nothing.”

      We swam away as the lights inside started to dim.

      “If they stick to coming and going just before lights out, we should be fine,” he said.

      “Isn’t it going to make people talk? If we are always together like that?”

      “We are usually together anyway, Tri.”

      I bit my lip and shrugged. He was right. We’d have to clue in Starla and Rip. Having them in on it would definitely help with the illusion.

      “Can we visit Beaz? Unless you are still feeling . . . you know . . . ?”

      He shook his head.

      “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

      “I can go by myself,” I offered, feeling like a jellyfish for dragging the Prince with me to hang out at the stables.

      “No way are you going anywhere by yourself, Tri.”

      “You aren’t my bodyguard,” I said in exasperation. I stopped swimming and looked at him curiously. He was fighting back a laugh. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What?”

      “I’m more than happy to guard your body,” he said with a chuckle.

      My cheeks turned bright pink. I turned away, swimming for the stables, fervently hoping he hadn’t seen how flushed I was. He had never said something like that to me before. I had no clue how to respond to it.

      Flirting with a prince was not something I was prepared to do.

      I nodded to the guards and was happy to find them loading bags of food for Beazil. I grabbed one and tried dragging it to his stall. I was grateful when Dane grabbed an edge and helped me.

      Beazil was happy to see us, nuzzling each of us with his nose. I told him he was getting fat and he gave me a dirty look. Then he settled onto his back to get belly rubs and be fed snacks.

      “So . . .”

      I looked at Dane curiously, reaching into the bag for another lobster. I was tempted to take one for myself, but these lobsters were still alive. Thankfully, they were magically spelled to feel no pain. And more importantly, not to use their pinchers. Beazil was lucky they were raw. If they were cooked magical lobsters, I would have fought him for them, shark or no.

      “There’s a ball tomorrow night.”

      “I know,” I sighed. I was so not in the mood for a ball. “Visitors from . . .”

      “Gundorth,” he offered. “My mother expects us both to attend.”

      I nodded, hiding a grimace. I was expected to attend state functions. I had gotten a scroll about it last week.

      Most Mers would be thrilled to attend. But after the last event . . . well, I was wary to hang around Royals other than Dane. Particularly the Queen.

      “I want you to dance with me,” he said. My head snapped up. I frowned. “At least once.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea? We are already . . .”

      “I’m sure,” he said. Then he gave me a devastating smile. “Besides, I want to.”

      I swallowed and frowned. Not that I didn’t want to dance with him, but he was getting less . . . subtle about having romantic feelings for me. I wasn’t ready to make a decision about what the future might look like. And as for Dane, he gave me butterflies, but he was more than just a handsome Prince to me. He was my friend.

      I was terrified of losing that.

      “I’m embarrassing you,” he said evenly. “My joke about guarding your body.”

      “Maybe a little,” I admitted.

      “Tri . . . how long are we going to swim around this?”

      “Forever?” I asked hopefully.

      He chuckled, coming closer. I closed my eyes as he tipped my chin up.

      “Do I have to transform to a shark to get some affection from you?”

      “No,” I breathed, finally looking at him. The look on his face was tender and very, very warm. I felt it all the way down to my fins. “I don’t know.”

      “No matter what happens, Tri, I want to be with you now. For as long as you let me.”

      I blinked at him. Now? He was making me decide now?

      “I could have died today, Tri. I’m not afraid of that. I am afraid of not living while I’m alive. Why shouldn’t we grab a little happiness where we can?”

      “A little?” I asked breathlessly, very much aware that he was about to kiss me.

      “A lot of happiness. A tsunami’s worth,” he said softly, his lips coming ever closer. “If you’ll be mine . . .”

      My eyelashes fluttered shut as his lips pressed into mine. He hadn’t kissed me since the Trials. This was different. We knew each other better now. And we had magic.

      I felt his power unfurl between us, gently brushing against mine. I shivered and opened my eyes, pulling back. I stared at him in shock.

      His lidded gaze was still on my lips.

      “Your magic . . .”

      “Do you mind, Tri? Truly?”

      “No,” I said, suddenly sure that I didn’t mind. I wanted him to kiss me again. No matter what it meant. “I don’t mind. But I can’t promise anything. Just right now.”

      He stared at me, his eyes hardening a little. But then he nodded.

      “Fine. Right now.”

      This time when he lowered his head to mine, he didn’t lift it for a long, long time.
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      I left the Royal kitchens first, hoping that if we weren’t constantly seen together, it might take some of the attention off us. Dane hadn’t liked it, but I had insisted, adding that if our wraiths were always together, we couldn’t be attached at the fins, too.

      Breakfast had been . . . a little awkward.

      We’d been up half the night talking, first in the stables and then in my chambers after he’d escorted me back there. There may have been an almost embarrassing amount of kissing, too.

      “You’re acting weird.” I turned, seeing my half-sister staring at me balefully.

      I rolled my eyes at her.

      “Really? How so?”

      “I tried to talk to you at breakfast,” she said, somehow surly and pouting at the same time. It’s a special gift she has, I thought sourly.

      I ignored the fissure of panic that our cover was blown.

      “I have a lot on my mind.”

      “Like what?”

      I stared at her, realizing she had a right to know. It had been weighing on me for a while. And I still hadn’t figured out a way to help him.

      “Like Dad might still be alive.”

      “Don’t lie to me,” she said sharply. I knew I shouldn’t trust her, but she deserved to know. He was her father too.

      “I’m not. There’s . . . stuff happening below the surface. I don’t understand it all yet, but they had a messenger. She was spelled to take messages against her will. What if that’s what happened to Dad, too?”

      Her pretty blue eyes searched my face for some hint of the truth.

      “You’re just mad that I’m not rotting in some cell,” she said, but I could tell she wasn’t convinced of what she was saying. Her accusation was halfhearted at best.

      “No,” I said swiftly, shaking my head. “I never wanted that. I just wanted . . .”

      “What?” she asked defensively, crossing her arms over her chest. “What did you want?”

      “When we were young, I wanted us to be family,” I said honestly. “And if not that, if you had to hate me, I just wanted to be left alone.”

      I was about to leave when I heard her soft reply.

      “Mom wouldn’t let me.”

      “What?”

      “When I was little. I was too stupid to know that you hated me. That you were so jealous. And I cried when she wouldn’t let me play with you.”

      “I was never jealous. I never hated you. I was just . . . lonely.”

      “Well, looks like you aren’t lonely anymore,” she said with a sneer.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      But I knew. I knew what she would say.

      “You and the Prince are awfully cozy these days. Angling to become Royal?” She leaned in close. “Mother will never let that happen. And Mers his age only want one thing, anyway,” she added nastily.

      “It’s not going to happen, so you can relax. I’m here to be a Spark, that’s all,” I said with a sigh. “Triton forbid we actually made progress here. Have a good day, Thalia.”

      I could feel her eyes on me as I swam away.

      “You are excused from afternoon lessons to prepare for the ball,” Kayvar said at the end of Foreign History class. I stopped mid-stroke, confused. Until Annaruth swept in and took my arm.

      “I heard you were up late last night,” she teased. I stared at her, aghast. Had Dane told her we were up all night kissing?

      “Oh, relax. I plucked it from his mind by accident. You do need your rest, though.” She gave me a dark look, escorting me firmly toward the Royal wing. Dane was swimming in the same direction, not far behind. “You need to be on your guard, especially tonight.”

      I grumbled but allowed myself to be shuffled off for a nap.

      “I’ll be back in a few hours to collect you,” she singsonged before shooing Dane out of the open doorway. “You need your beauty rest too, Your Highness.”

      The door closed and locked with a heavy thud. The ball. I dreaded the thought of letting Mers fawn over me, all the while knowing any of them might be planning to hurt the Prince. The thrill of fancy clothes and delicious food had quickly faded in the face of treason.

      But I hadn’t missed that little wave Annaruth had done as she left. I knew she had cast a sleeping spell. I floated onto my bed and sank into sleep.
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      “Put this on.”

      I stared at the dress in Annaruth’s hands. It was a frothy pink concoction with a fitted bodice, fluttery sleeves, and light as air ruffles that fell to the floor.

      It was fit for a Princess, fancier than any other gown I’d worn yet.

      Beautiful. Youthful.

      But. So. Not. Me.

      “It’s so . . . pink.”

      “Is it? Look again.”

      I tilted my head and saw that the colors were opalescent, shifting in the light to a pale yellow, green, and blue. But yes, mostly pink.

      “Nonthreatening, isn’t it? Plus” —she leaned in conspiratorially— “I spelled it with protection and luck.”

      I cocked a brow at her, then took the dress out of her hand.

      “Thank you, Annaruth,” I said with a sigh, slipping the gown over my head. It fell all the way to my fins and beyond, making me look almost, but not quite, Royal.

      And that was only because I had wild red curls and no crown.

      It was also a bit more . . . low cut than I’d initially thought.

      I stared in the mirror then back over my shoulder at Annaruth floating behind me.

      “It’s . . . more revealing than I realized.”

      “A hint of flesh . . . or is it an illusion?”

      “Yes, hmm, well . . .”

      “You look lovely. And I’m sure Dane won’t mind,” she added teasingly.

      I groaned and covered my face with my hands.

      “He should stay away from me for his own good. But he won’t,” I moaned.

      “No, he won’t,” she agreed. “Now sit down so I can do your face and hair.”

      She pretty much just waved her hands over me and I was transformed. She actually did apply some actual lip stain and kohl as well. Not much makeup, but it made a difference. A little darkness around my eyes and a glossy pink lip that she assured me would not have to be reapplied until morning. I looked . . . almost sultry, I realized in alarm.

      What will she do with the Fisherman’s nest on my head? I wondered with a sigh. In a few minutes, my hair was piled high on my head with loose curls and tendrils that looked as if they had ‘accidentally’ escaped to hang just so in a way that framed my face.

      “This is far too flirtatious-looking. Everyone will think—”

      “That you are the Prince’s pretty little plaything. Harmless. Not a threat.”

      I stared at her.

      “What does Dane have to say about that?”

      “The Prince agrees with me that it is the safest course of action for you. Other than dropping out of the Academy, of course.”

      “Which I will never do.”

      She looked at me with a hint of sadness. For a moment, I thought she might . . . pity me. But she just patted my hand and the moment was gone.

      “Which you will never do.”

      She smiled at me brightly and offered me her arm. Her gown was even more resplendent than mine. Her hair was piled even higher, with emeralds and pearls woven through it. I glanced back and saw that her train was at least one Mer length longer than mine. I felt slightly better about that as we made our way to the ballroom.

      That is, until we swam in and people turned to look at us. Everyone in the chamber was a Nobel, foreign dignitary, servant, or a Royal. And they were all staring at us.

      One Royal person in particular.

      Dane looked more than taken with me. He was openly staring in a way that made him look . . . smitten. Besotted, even.

      I told myself it was part of the act. I was to act like an eager and somewhat vapid girl and he was to act like a man obsessed with his latest plaything. He ignored all the protocols, swimming right for me. He stared at me as he came close.

      “Katriana.”

      I was panicking as he offered me his arm. He was overdoing it. This was too much.

      “May I have this dance?”

      I swam into his arms as the first song of the evening started. I focused on the dance, hopefully appearing less terrified than I was and doing my best to observe the guests as they observed, well, me.

      I glanced up and saw that the Prince was staring at me with utter devotion and fascination, as if I were an unusual but valuable specimen.

      “You are laying it on a little thick, aren’t you?”

      “What?” he asked distractedly, like he was jerking himself out of a trance.

      “This whole ’lovesick Royal’ thing.”

      “Thing?”

      “The act? Annaruth’s plan to make us seem less threatening. And more . . .”

      “Ridiculous. Right,” he said, but it was clear that he hadn’t been thinking about the plan at all. At that moment, I knew I was in trouble.

      Dane wasn’t acting. He was that besotted. I knew he liked me, maybe even loved me a little, but I’d never imagined the depth of it.

      “You’re staring again.”

      “Sorry,” he said with a wide smile. But he didn’t look away. “I wish we were back in the stables right now,” he whispered, making me blush.

      “How romantic,” I said dryly to cover how embarrassed I was. “Do you say that to all the Mers?”

      “You know I don’t,” he said, ignoring my joke. I risked a look at his face and had trouble tearing my eyes away. I was probably the stiffest Mer on the dance floor as the song finally wound to a close.

      “Hungry?” Dane took my hand without waiting for an answer and led me toward the buffet. My eyes were wide as I stared hungrily at the spread. The food at these events was almost as good as Batte’s cooking. And a bit more opulent.

      Actually, I was pretty sure she’d had a hand in the food for the party. She was the head Royal Chef, after all. And if that was the case, no way was I letting a little case of nerves stop me from eating my fill.

      I reached for a seaweed roll full of lobster meat and glanced back at him.

      “Is it safe?”

      He nodded.

      “Everything has been tested. The ballroom has extra enchantments as well. Plus, I don’t think anyone is willing to poison an entire roomful of Mers to get to us,” he said with a grin.

      I was happily munching on my second lobster roll when I felt someone take my elbow.

      “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

      I turned to see Prince Waverly waiting at my shoulder. He was floating awfully close. I flapped my fins, subtly sending myself back toward Dane.

      “These events are so stuffy,” he complained, looking like a spoiled and pampered Mer in his pale blue suit. I looked at Dane and back at Waverly. Both handsome, both Royal, but Dane was a lot more rugged. He risked his life for his kingdom in the Trials. Just like he was risking it now.

      “Prince Pollux,” he said, bowing slightly. “Katriana Spark.”

      “Waverly,” Dane said with a suspicious tone. “How are your studies?”

      “Boring, like everything else. Well, nearly everything else,” he added, his eyes sliding over me in a way that reminded me of sea slime. “I was hoping for a dance.”

      Dane opened his mouth, and I knew, I knew he was about to cause a scene that would not help our cause. I swam between them with a titter, putting my hand on Waverly’s arm.

      “I’d love to,” I said, looking over my shoulder at Dane and trying to communicate with my eyes to be as cool as arctic water.

      “Ooh, a fast one,” I said, clapping my hands together as we took our places in the middle of the dance floor.

      Waverly frowned.

      “I was hoping for a slower one,” he grumbled. I ignored him completely, doing my best not to look awkward as I moved through the choreographed dance number. There were a number of traditional dances I’d had to learn as well as some newer variations, like this one.

      I was . . . not a good dancer. But I was okay at faking it. I was mentally counting steps as I tried to smile, hoping that whatever Annaruth had done to pretty me up would mask the stupid face I was making.

      The dance seemed to go on forever, but I was ready when it ended. I bowed to Waverly and then dashed off, hoping to find a corner to hide in. Hopefully near the buffet.

      The area near the food was crowded, I noticed with a frown. If I swam over there, I would be forced to talk to people, I realized with a shudder. Thankfully, a servant passed by with some sort of seaweed salad on crackers, another two-legger invention I’d come to appreciate. I grabbed four.

      “Why did you dance with him?”

      Triton, Dane had found me. I forgot what a fast swimmer he was sometimes. I turned to look at him, refusing to feel bad for averting disaster. Besides, I was the one who’d had to dance with the cretin!

      “We want people to think I’m angling for advancement, don’t we?” I asked, frowning right back at him. “A smart Mer would have a backup Royal. Besides, you were about to start a fight. If Mers saw you fighting, they would know you were more of a danger than you appear.”

      “A backup . . .” he stared at me with wide, absurdly beautiful eyes. Then he bent over, making a strange sound. And another. And another. For a moment, I was afraid he was choking.

      “Are you okay? Did we miss a piece of that blade?”

      I reached for him, ready to scream for help. I gripped his shoulder as he straightened up. Then I let go, scowling at him.

      Dane was laughing his tail off.

      “Oh, Tri, you really are one of a kind,” he said as his laughter finally faded.

      “I thought you were choking!”

      I glared at him, crossing my arms. He mumbled a halfhearted apology. I threw my hands up and went in search of food. Mers were driving me mad tonight! At least my stomach could be satisfied, if nothing else good came of the ball.

      I skirted the room, trying not to attract any more attention. Instead, I swam right into a curtain covering the bank of windows.

      And through it.

      There was another room back here.

      I closed my eyes and made myself invisible as I fell forward into a . . . library of sorts.

      There were only males in here, I realized. It was a good thing they couldn’t see me. With my pink dress and red hair, I would have looked completely out of place in this masculine room. There were scrolls lining one wall and a fireplace with a massive map of the Seas above it, as well as a private buffet and bar. I eyed it hungrily but decided it was too risky.

      Floating crab-stuffed pastry puffs that disappeared into thin air would be sure to attract attention.

      Triton, I hope they are serving them in the main ballroom, I wished fervently. I swam into a corner, hoping I might overhear something useful. The General was in here, along with some Royals I vaguely recognized and some pale blue Mers that I assumed were from the north.

      “Tri?” A soft voice whispered. I glanced over and realized Dane had also used transformation to make himself invisible. I said ‘shh,’ as softly as I could. I felt him brush against me and let him take my hand.

      “I don’t see why he won’t be agreeable. If we can pry him away from his pretty friend,” the delegate from Gundorth said.

      “Don’t be fooled by her appearance. She’s dangerous,” the General said flatly. I felt a quick burst of pride at his words, even though he clearly didn’t like me. “She won the Trials, even against far superior fighters.”

      “That vapid little girl? How?”

      “Speed. Her father was the fastest Messenger our kind has ever seen. And she has the sort of instinctual intelligence you only see in animals.”

      Animals? How rude!

      “She looks like such a fluffy little thing.”

      The General made a rude noise. I had to agree with him there. I was not, nor would I ever be, fluffy.

      “So we get rid of her,” the stranger said. “How hard can that be?”

      “She’s hard to kill. I’ve seen Mers try. She has friends in high places, which doesn’t help.”

      “So, we let him keep her for his amusement. I will make sure our Princess understands, so long as he is discreet.”

      I gasped quietly, realizing they were not trying to overthrow the government so much as arrange a marriage. And what they suggested . . . that I be Dane’s . . . mistress, or something like that . . . gross!

      I’d heard enough. I let go of Dane’s hand and swam silently to the curtain, slipping through it sideways. I made myself visible only when I was far from the secret room, swimming behind a wall of living, woven seaweed.

      I emerged, seeing a tray of the pastries not far away. But I didn’t chase them down like I usually did.

      For the first time in my life, my appetite was gone.

      I sulked around, avoiding talking to anyone, just wondering if it was too early for me to disappear and go visit my shark. Even if he was sleeping, he’d be better company than this batch of Mers!

      “The Queen would like to speak to you,” a servant said by my elbow, making me blink. I’d barely even noticed her come up beside me. “Please come this way, Spark.”

      Triton, how did they find me so fast?

      I swam slowly toward the raised dais where the throne was situated. I saw that the Prince had beaten me to it and was sitting on the smaller throne by his mother’s side. He was staring at me with an intense look on his face. I looked away, still reeling from what I’d heard.

      I knew he would want to talk about it. But I just . . . couldn’t.

      The truth was, I just wanted to be left alone. The Prince could marry whoever he wanted to marry. I would be on land, anyway, trying to stop the two-leggers from destroying our world.

      I was not going to be anyone’s ‘amusement’!

      “Your Highness,” I said softly, folding my body in a curtsy. My tail slid to the side as I tugged at the skirt of my dress.

      “Rise, child. Tell me, how are you enjoying the ball?”

      “It’s lovely, Your Highness.”

      She looked at me, then at her son. She sighed.

      “I should let you young people get your rest. You may leave when you wish.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      She nodded, and I swam backward before turning away. Annaruth gestured me over and created a bubble around us with a quick wave of her hand.

      She handed me a glass of Champagne.

      “Drink. You are giving off some very . . . interesting vibrations.”

      I gulped down the fizzy alcoholic drink, not giving a jellyfish’s stingers about decorum. The bubble protected us from being heard, not from being seen. I did not care anymore who saw me swilling two-legger drinks.

      “The plan is working.”

      “The plan sucks, and I hate it.”

      Annaruth looked at me, her eyes going wide with alarm.

      “What in water happened?”

      “I heard your General plotting with the delegate from Gundorth.”

      “And?”

      “They want Dane to marry their Princess.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      “They were debating whether it was better to kill me or to allow the Prince to . . . keep me on the side.”

      “Oh, my sweet girl, you must know he would never do that.”

      “Why shouldn’t he marry a Princess? He’s the Prince. I have a different path.”

      “But he’s in love with you.”

      I was silent. I had no answer to that. I was too busy trying to erect an ice wall around my heart. I was tired of being hurt. I was tired of everything.

      “You can’t blame him for this. They are power hungry old Mers. They don’t understand your purity of heart. Or Dane’s.”

      I sighed, closing my eyes.

      “I don’t blame him. Not exactly. But I wish things could go back to the way they were.”

      “When you were an unloved orphan forced to work in your stepmother’s mansion?”

      “Yes. Sometimes, I wish I could go back that far.”

      “All right, my dear. It’s definitely time for you to go to bed.”

      I nodded wearily and let Annaruth lead me back through the castle to the private Royal wing. I didn’t even wonder what my doppelganger was up to.

      She gave me a potion and put me to bed.

      “This will help you sleep until your heart is healed.”

      “My heart.”

      “It’s broken, isn’t it?”

      “How did you know?” I asked as I sipped the liquid. It swirled in my mouth, giving my limbs a deliciously heavy feeling. If Annaruth answered, I didn’t hear her.

      I didn’t wake up for two days.
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      “You missed so much! We learned about the weird rituals they enact in Asbezouth. Did you know they used to deliberately drown two-leggers? Like, as a sport? Though now they just reenact it as part of celebrations,” Starla singsonged, practically dancing around me in her excitement.

      I nodded, looking around nervously. I’d narrowly avoided my wraith as I swam toward my first class of the day. Students were milling and talking after breakfast, which I’d skipped.

      I was hungry and I’d still skipped breakfast. Ravenous, really. After all, I’d slept for two days.

      But I was only supposed to eat in the Royal kitchen, and I knew without a doubt that Dane would be there. I couldn’t face him. I hoped I wouldn’t have to.

      Well, not until my second class of the day, anyway.

      I exhaled, convinced that my mirror image had gone elsewhere. Annaruth said there was some sort of proximity safeguard in place. It all sounded very complicated to me.

      “You look better,” Rip said with a wry grin as he slid onto the bench beside me. Starla took a seat on my other side as students started to settle.

      “Better?”

      “You were a little stressed out,” he said mildly.

      “Frazzled,” Starla agreed. I glanced from one to the other and sighed dramatically, but I was smiling. Having friends who told me the truth was a gift. Lila had been like that, too, commiserating when things went wrong but letting me know when I was part of the problem I was complaining about.

      Or the whole problem, once or twice.

      I frowned, realizing I hadn’t seen Lila since right after the Trials. I had no idea how she was. My stepmother was out of favor with the Royals because of me. Had she taken that out on my sweet friend?

      I made a note on my scroll to ask Annaruth about it.

      In the end, I didn’t have to worry about an awkward encounter with the Prince. He swam in just after the professor and took a spot near the door. I had to try not to look at him. And I was pretty sure he wasn’t looking at me.

      But when the class was over, he waited for me by the door. Just like he always did. Without a word, he started swimming down the hallway.

      I took a deep breath and swam beside him.

      Magical transformation was next.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you ready?”

      I nodded, feeling less confident than I looked. Or hoped I looked. The swim to the small classroom had been quietly awkward. But once the class began, Jonquar put us through our paces. And then he made his announcement.

      Today, we were attempting to transform into two-leggers.

      “I’ll wait to create the air bubble. Begin at will!”

      For the first time, Dane and I looked at each other without remembering that horrible conversation. I nodded. He nodded back. We were about to do something dangerous. It was also the reason we were here.

      I closed my eyes and imagined legs. I felt a ripple go through my body. I felt my fins wither and become part my scales, which were smoothing out. I felt my tail begin to divide.

      It was, quite frankly, horrifying.

      I’d felt it before, of course. I’d felt it in the Trials. It had been terrifying, but it had happened so fast. I hadn’t had time to think about it or dread it.

      But this time, I was in control. I wanted this. And as unpleasant as it was to feel your flesh change, it didn’t hurt. It was just really weird. We didn’t just change our appearance with magic. We changed our very cells.

      I forced myself to continue until I was sure I had legs. I wiggled them experimentally.

      Uh-huh. They were there. I opened my eyes and looked down. Two pale appendages floated below my uniform. Just like my arms. But longer.

      I glanced at Dane, and he had done it as well. He had a hand over his nose and mouth. I frowned at him. What in water was he doing?

      An air bubble appeared around us both as we fell to the seabed. Dane took a great heaving gasp of air. And I . . . didn’t.

      “Lungs! Don’t forget to transform your lungs!”

      I gasped, my body searching for water and not air. I was reverse drowning until Dane shoved me out of the bubble, breaking the seal and flooding it with water.

      I felt my gills working overtime as I watched Dane transform back to his Mer shape. I still had my legs. I was glad, if only because I wanted to kick something!

      “Sorry!” I said, feeling like a jerk for cutting his transformation short. “You can go again. I’ll sit this one out.”

      I plopped down, folding my legs.

      Huh, these things were kind of handy.

      “You both need to practice walking. Perhaps a half-transformation is best for now. But Tri, you must learn to create lungs!”

      I nodded and watched as Dane grew legs a couple of times. He grimaced each time as if he also found it uncomfortable. I should have been ignoring him, but I couldn’t.

      He was really good at magic, and I was impressed.

      As for my pasty legs, I stretched them this way and that, staring at them. Of course, my legs have freckles too, I thought sourly.

      “That’s enough for today,” Jonquar said a little while later. “Ah, Marcum, just in time.”

      I smiled tentatively at Marcum. He’d been an ally in the Trials, but we hadn’t spoken much since then. I knew he was very powerful and that his abilities were beyond rare.

      “Tri, its good to see you. In person,” he added with a chuckle.

      “What do you . . .” I trailed off, realizing he must have seen through the wraiths’ performances. Or, did he mean premonitions?

      He just shook his head, murmuring, “Not now.” Dane cleared his throat and I said goodbye, rolling my scroll and swimming hastily for the arched doorway. I was as jumpy as a teeger (I had learned in Human History and Etiquette that teegers were large cats and that cats were jumpy).

      “Where are you going?” Dane said from beside me. I was swimming fast, faster than I should inside the Academy hallways. But not too fast for him.

      “I need . . .” I stopped and stared at him. No one was around. “I need some . . . open space. Or something,” I finished lamely. “Rip showed me a place.”

      “Let’s go.”

      I nodded, and we took the less populated corridors toward the center of the Palace. In the great hall, we looked around. When no one was looking, we swam straight up. I folded myself into the alcove, my tail dangling over the edge.

      “Better?”

      “Yes,” I sighed. I needed to clear my mind. But we also had to talk.

      “So, no lunch?” Dane cocked an eyebrow. “Batte will be hurt.”

      I shook my head.

      “That feeling . . . with the legs. I think I lost my appetite.”

      “It’s like pulling the claw meat from the lobster,” he agreed.

      “Yes, except we are the lobster.” I stared down at the ornate mosaic floor. You could see patterns from up here that weren’t visible from below. I squinted, really seeing it for the first time.

      “Is that . . . a rose?”

      Dane looked down and nodded.

      “Yes, the stem is wrapped in seaweed.”

      I frowned, momentarily distracted by the revelation. We had just learned about flowers in Human History and Etiquette. I’d seen them in paintings but nothing on this scale. They were fascinating to me. They weren’t squishy like seaweed. They weren’t edible, or very few of them were. They were just . . . pretty.

      And apparently, they wouldn’t exist without bees, another animal humans were spraying out of existence with their pesticides and lawn fertilizers.

      Stupid two-leggers.

      “That’s odd.”

      “You know, you’re right. It is odd. But they are everywhere, if you know where to look.”

      “Really? Why a rose? Were your ancestors fascinated by two-leggers?”

      He shook his head.

      “I don’t know. But I know who to ask. We’ll go after Combat.”

      “Okay.” I chewed my lip and exhaled. “I know it’s not your fault.”

      I felt him go very still.

      “Thank you,” he said quietly. “I was so disgusted by the way they were talking about you.”

      “It’s only going to get worse. Unless we just avoid each other completely.”

      He stiffened beside me, then relaxed. I stared at our tails, dangling off the alcove side by side.

      “That’s not what I want, Tri.”

      “Well, me neither! You are one of my best friends! It’s not fair. But I think making me look like your . . . I don’t know what . . . well, that didn’t help at all!”

      He looked at me, the muscle in his jaw ticking. He ran his hands through his hair in exasperation.

      “So, we do what we want. I don’t want to live in fear, Tri.”

      “I don’t know what I want!” I burst out, a little too loudly.

      We stared at each other, both of us breathing a little hard.

      “I know that,” he said carefully. “I just meant . . .”

      “How did this get so mixed up?” I moaned, resting my face in my hands. “I just wanted to be a Spark.”

      “Is that all?” Dane said dryly. It wasn’t a question. I looked at him for a split second before I started laughing. Dane looked a little bit alarmed. But then he was laughing too.

      “Come on, we have time to grab something before Combat if we hurry.”

      I nodded and we sped for the Royal kitchen. We hadn’t really settled anything, but somehow, I felt lighter. No matter what, we were friends. The rest of it would sort itself out.

      I hoped it would, anyway. For the moment, we had enough to worry about with mysterious cloaked traitors and missing fathers and, you know, hopefully staying alive through finals.

      So, not much.
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      I rolled and dodged as a spear was hurtled at me from across the room. I glared at Juno as he hoisted another one, aiming for me once again. Why does it always have to be me, Juno? I thought as I dove once again. He had quickly established himself as the most dominant of all the combat trainees. The others followed him slavishly, especially Jaynelle. But I refused to cower in fear just because he was bigger and meaner than any other Mer in the Academy!

      I glanced at Starla. She gave me a worried look. It was obvious to everyone here that most of the spears were headed for me. Not that it was anything new. I was sure the others on my side of the arena were enjoying the break from actually training. I alone bobbed and weaved like a school of fish on the run. Naturally, the General did nothing to dissuade Juno and his crew from going after me, class after class. Only my friends were unhappy about it. We were taking turns evading and attacking. Right now, I was evading, but not all that well.

      The spear tips were blunted, but they still hurt!

      I knew because I’d already been grazed twice. A few students had been less fortunate and were now in the infirmary. Our team was getting canned, like tuna. Rip and Dane were on the other side, both of them trying to aim anywhere but at me, which I had to say, I appreciated.

      The General blew into a conch, signifying the end of the class. And the hostilities. For now, at least.

      Tomorrow is another day for Juno to try and kill me, I thought with an exhausted sigh.

      Except Juno threw one last spear. I heard a piercing scream as the navy blue-haired Mer a few feet behind me suffered a direct hit. I turned to see blood streaming into the water as a gash opened in the Mer’s abdomen, right where our skin transitioned to scales. That was a particularly vulnerable spot for a Mer. Our scales afforded us some protection from superficial wounds. But our skin was a different matter.

      I paled, realizing that she was in trouble. That she wasn’t merely injured. She might die.

      I swam to her quickly, reaching out and applying pressure. I closed my eyes, wondering if my magic could do something useful like stop the bleeding. Or at least heat up enough to cauterize the wound.

      Dane and Rip were by my side quickly. Starla swam to the floor to collect the spear where it lay, blood coloring the water around it.

      Without a word, she showed it to Dane and Rip. I barely noticed. I was staring into the Mer’s eyes, frantically trying to stop the light from fading from them. Thank Triton, the Medics arrived and gently pulled me away.

      My friends waited with me as the large training room emptied. Most of the students had left, and the few of us who remained were a safe distance from the General and the Medics.

      “She’s not going to die, Tri. You saved her,” Starla said reassuringly. I realized I didn’t even known the Mer’s name. She was not in any of my classes except for General Assembly or Combat.

      She could be anyone. She’d just happened to be floating too close to me. I closed my eyes, not even having the energy to tell myself that it wasn’t my fault.

      Because it was.

      It felt like it was.

      “That spear was meant for you. It was not tipped,” Rip said tightly.

      “Juno is being questioned, but I’m sure he’ll get off with a slap on the wrist,” Dane added. His face was pale. I was sure mine was too.

      “Who handed it to him?” Rip asked.

      I looked at Starla, then back at the others.

      “Did any of you see?”

      They shook their heads. I swallowed.

      “I thought it was over. I thought . . . it’s my fault.”

      “Tri . . .”

      “Don’t.” I shook them off, unwilling to be comforted. “I’m going to stay with her. Do any of you know her name?”

      “Nema, I think? I have no clue what program she is in, though,” Starla said with a shrug.

      “Maybe she’s a spy,” Rip mused. “In training, I mean.”

      I nodded sadly.

      “You guys go. I’m staying.”

      “I’ll stay too,” Dane offered.

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to,” he said in definitive tone that told me not to argue. “And anyway, we have someplace to be, remember?”

      The roses . . . I did remember. I nodded to Dane and swam back to watch the Medics working on Nema. They ignored me for the most part as they checked her over. The girl was knocked out, unconscious, most likely to keep her from feeling the pain as they buzzed around her, checking for any internal wounds.

      As they moved around, I saw something that shocked me.

      Her skin was already healed.

      Did I do . . . that? I wondered in disbelief.

      I’d thought I felt something . . . her skin closing up under my hands . . . but everything had happened so fast I couldn’t be sure. If it had been me, I had a gift I had not even known about. A potent one.

      “It’s like it never happened,” I heard one of them say. They gave me an odd look, holding up the piece of her dress that had been viciously ripped open. They had cut it away to find . . . nothing. “The wound never even existed.”

      I blinked. True healing magic was very rare. Annaruth had it. And the Medics had a touch, augmented with devices and gadgets spelled by far more powerful Mers. But apparently, I had it too.

      I wondered idly if it worked on myself.

      Annaruth swept in as if I had summoned her. She gave me a warning look and then clapped her hands to gain the Medics’ attention. They bowed to her. I belatedly gave her a small curtsy which made her roll her eyes.

      “Tell no one of this.” She stared the Medics into submission. They nodded and promised not to tell. When she looked at me, I promised the same.

      Well, how in Triton had she heard what had happened so fast?

      “How long will she be out?” I asked, not caring that I was overstepping my place. I wanted to know.

      “It will be hours yet,” Annaruth said. “I’ll have you summoned.”

      I felt some of the tension go out of my shoulders. Nema would live. I nodded and Dane and followed me from the training room.
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      “Are you okay?”

      I shrugged, not answering. I was not okay, but what good would it do to bring Dane down too? I followed the Prince deeper and deeper into the cool, dark passageway, stopping outside a very old, very ornately carved door. We were in a quiet, out of the way section of the Royal wing on one of the uppermost levels. I glanced around. I’d never been here before.

      Dane ran his finger along the crack between the two doors, and it opened. He gave me a sheepish look.

      “Royals only,” he said. “And guests, of course.”

      I nodded, not at all concerned. I didn’t aspire to be Royal, no matter what everybody thought. And all thoughts pretty much flew out of my head as we swam forward.

      Royal Library was an understatement.

      I stared around in wonder. The library might be on an upper floor, but once inside, it extended downward. All the way to the lowest level of the castle, by the look of it.

      Every inch of the walls was covered in books. Not scrolls. Actual books. I had never seen so many two-legger books in one place. They were stored in gorgeously carved wooden bookshelves inset into the walls, each with an arched top that connected gracefully to the next. Between and slightly in front of each was a upright container, equally ornate and carved from the same dark wood. These contained scrolls.

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah,” Dane agreed. “It’s pretty cool.”

      “Pretty cool?” a voice said from below, sounding somewhat offended. I smiled as an older Mer appeared beyond the bannister in front of us, swimming up from somewhere below us. His eyebrows were bushy and he had a mustache. His white hair looked like it had been cut short and then allowed to grow just a little bit too long. He wore some sort of formal jacket I’d never seen before. In fact, it looked distinctly human on him, minus the tail, of course.

      He was the oldest Mer I’d ever seen.

      He was adorable.

      “Your Highness,” he said with a cheerful bow. He turned to me and his eyes sparkled as he took my hand, turning it over. “And this must be Katriana Spark.”

      He patted the back of my hand.

      “I am Mungovian. And it is a pleasure indeed to make your acquaintance.”

      “Don’t be so formal, Mungo. Call her Tri,” Dane said, taking the old Mer’s hand in a hearty shake before pulling him in for a hug. “And call me Dane, for Triton’s sake!”

      “Please, Your Highness, decorum is of the utmost importance,” Mungo protested, but he looked pleased as he adjusted his jacket. “Now, I have tea and cookies ready, if you would follow me.”

      My stomach rumbled at his words. I hadn’t had much to eat since breakfast, just a quick crab and oyster meat roll that Batte foisted on us as we swam through on the way to afternoon classes. It had been remarkably tasty, though.

      “Careful. Tri might eat all of your cookies,” Dane joked.

      “I would like to see that,” Mungo teased as we followed him into a hidden alcove. A small but richly decorated door was inset inside. I realized you could not see it from above. Or really, unless you were looking right at it. I had to bow to go through it, as did Dane. Mungo did not.

      A smile lit up my face at the inviting scene inside.

      Beyond the door was a cozy room with soft-looking, well-worn chairs around a table. A magical fireplace was crackling merrily. Luckily, unlike the land fires humans were so fond of, magical fires did not give off harmful smoke or soot.

      Somehow, the table was already set with tea and a three-tiered tray of cookies. All different kinds.

      My eyes got wide and my stomach rumbled again.

      “You always have them ready, somehow.”

      “Your friend Annaruth had something to do with that,” Mungo said with a chuckle. “Please, sit.”

      I realized they were both waiting for me to sit first. I sighed, thinking the rules pertaining to females and males were woefully out of date. Though nothing compared to what I had read about two-leggers in my Human History and Etiquette scrolls!

      “Please, eat. Don’t be shy, child.”

      I smiled tentatively and selected a cookie while Mungo poured us tea. I closed my eyes as a tangy taste filled my mouth in a flavor explosion. It was sweet, but not too sweet. It was perfect.

      “That’s ginger. It’s a root that grows on land. Not on it. Actually in it. Marvelous, is it not?”

      “Marvelous,” I agreed once my mouth was empty. I took another bite, trying to stifle a groan of pleasure. It was just as delicious the second time.

      “You must try every kind,” Mungo added. “At least twice!”

      He winked at Dane, and I knew, I just knew that my bottomless appetite had somehow been discussed previously. I blushed a little but happily reached for another cookie. I stopped, staring as the ginger cookie reappeared from the empty spot.

      “See? I told you that you must try them all at least twice!”

      I blinked, staring back and forth between them.

      “I’ve never seen magic like this.”

      “Ah, it’s usually forbidden.”

      “It is?”

      He nodded somberly.

      “Yes. And reserved for when hungry young Princes need to keep their strength up during their studies.”

      I swallowed.

      “You were his teacher?”

      “Yes, child. I was one of them.”

      Mungo nodded as I was suddenly struck by how lonely Dane must have been. Not that Mungo was not wonderful, for he clearly was, but Dane had not been around other children other than the other Princes and Princesses. If they were anything like Waverly, I did not envy him that. And as the heir, I knew he was kept separate from even them.

      A childhood without children was no childhood at all.

      Of course, mine had been similarly lonely, but I was an orphan, not a Prince. I’d only learned by sneaking books and eavesdropping on Thalia’s lessons.

      I’d been caught cleaning the same spot over and over again during particularly interesting lessons and punished for it more than once.

      “The best of them,” Dane avowed quietly, and I could see how much Mungo meant to him. But Mungo waved off the compliment as if he did not deserve it.

      “Now, what can I do for you children?”

      I selected another cookie as Dane explained about the roses.

      “Ah, yes. They are everywhere, but no one thinks to ask,” Mungo said, sounding pleased. He took a sip of his steaming tea, and I wondered briefly if the pot would also magically refill itself. “There is quite a story behind those. Would you like to hear? It’s quite long.”

      “Yes, of course,” Dane said.

      “We’d love to,” I added, exchanging a glance with the Prince. Except he didn’t look like a Prince. Well, he did, with his uniform and good looks, but he also looked like a handsome young Mer listening to his grandfather speak.

      And that’s what Mungo was to him, I realized. This was his safe place. With all the coldness he had endured day in and day out, this place was like the Royal kitchen. It was warm and safe.

      It was sacred.

      And he’d brought me here without hesitation.

      “Mers have told this story for millennia, and it has changed over time. When I was a young Mer, many knew the tale. But now, no one does.”

      He looked at us both.

      “I may be the last. And now you two will have to carry the story.”

      “Is it a story? Or is it real?”

      Mungo took a sip of his tea.

      “It is both. The story is so old that many details have been lost or embellished. But the core of the story is true. It did happen. I’ve found too much evidence to support it for me to believe otherwise.” Dane opened his mouth to ask a question but Mungo shook his head. “More on that later. Now, let’s begin.”

      I settled back in my chair to listen, a forgotten half-eaten cookie in my hand.

      “The story begins on land, not far from here. For you see, the origin of our kind lies on the sand and soil, not in the sea.”

      My eyes grew wide at what he was saying. We were . . . descended from two-leggers? Impossible. Or was it?

      “There were two villages by the sea. One had sandy beaches. The other had cliffs. And on the highest cliff of all, there lived a witch. She was beautiful, youthful in appearance, though her years were long. She possessed true magic. She was revered by the people of both settlements, not feared, as many powerful women seem to be.”

      I nodded in absentminded agreement. I’d noticed that as well. Especially in history. It wasn’t called ‘herstory’ for a reason, I mused.

      “One day, a beautiful young man nearly drowned in the sea before her cliffs. She saw him and raced down to the beach to save him. She used her magic to bring him back to life.”

      We both gasped. Bringing someone back to life was . . . unheard of. And even if was in the realm of possibility, it would have terrible consequences. Every Mer who could speak and read knew the rule of magic. Whatever you give out will come back to you times three.

      It wasn’t always a straight line, or perfectly weighed, but it happened. Good and bad. The final results were often unexpected, and if bad, wickedly twisted.

      “The young man blinked up at her gratefully, his eyes the blue of the sky. The witch fell in love with him in that moment. Sadly, he only felt gratitude toward her. But that did not dissuade her. She began going into town instead of keeping to herself as she usually did. Trading with the shopkeepers. Joining in celebrations. Tending to the sick, as she had always done, but only if they came to her house overlooking the sea. All of this in hopes of catching a glimpse of her young man or hearing a kind word from him. For Allisander was kind. He was stronger than most, well-liked, intelligent, and kind. It was no wonder the witch, whose name was Tracinda, loved him. She chose whom to love wisely. But she should not have held on so hard. For love does not flourish in a cave or a clenched fist.”

      I took another bite of my cookie, chewing it slowly as I stared at Mungo in rapt attention.

      “As you may have guessed, the story does not go well. Tracinda was there when a young beauty from the next village attended a festival. It only took one look. One sliver of a second. Allisander saw Leandra and that was it. True love sprang between them, pure and eternal. The witch knew it the moment it happened. For that kind of love is a force of nature. It creates ripples. Their love blew through her like an icy wind, hardening her heart. She tried to stop the young lovers. She threw magical obstacles in their way. She glamoured herself to look even younger, to have the same crimson hair color, to have eyes the color of the sea.”

      He paused, looking at me with a wry smile.

      “In fact, her coloring was much like yours, dear.” Mungo pointed to a cookie. “Try that one next.”

      I took the cookie wordlessly, taking a tiny bite. The tart tastes of limon, butter, and sugar filled my mouth. But I was too intent on Mungo’s story to comment on it.

      “Tracinda grew more and more bitter. Her magic changed. It became darker and more destructive. She started hurting people instead of helping. She gave Leandra a fever that made her pale and wan, but it backfired. Instead of making Allisander fall out of love by stealing her beauty, albeit temporarily, he spent every moment by her side. When the fever broke, Allisander asked for permission to marry Leandra. And, of course, Tracinda had spies everywhere so she saw it all. You see, she was the first to have familiars. She could see through their eyes. That is a gift we all inherited from her.”

      My mouth popped open. We had familiars because of an evil witch from thousands of years ago?

      “Can we do that?” I asked softly.

      “Me? No. You two . . . I’m not sure, dear,” Mungo said with a twinkle in his eye. “Have you tried?”

      I shook my head slowly. Mungo pointed to another cookie, and I took it, my eyes glued to the Royal Librarian. He refilled our tea with his never-ending teapot and continued.

      “Of course, seeing their joy made everything worse. Tracinda flew into a rage. She didn’t understand that their love stole nothing from her. He had never been hers to keep or to lose. She tore her house apart, sending her familiars scattering. She spent days without sleeping, whipping up spells without unleashing them. But instead of weakening her, her power grew. And grew. And grew. So that when she came up with the perfect, most diabolical plan to punish the lovers for their happiness, even though it was beyond any magic performed before or since, it worked.”

      I realized I had crumbled the cookie in my hand. I was leaning forward, rapt and somehow nervous. I felt bad for Leandra and Allisander. I even pitied the witch, though not nearly as much.

      “She came up with a way to keep them apart forever. And to make sure they suffered their separation, she also made them immortal. Of course, that backfired for her as well. Because just as they were apart, so was she. And just as they were immortal, so too was the witch. But without her magic or youth or beauty. The spell had stolen all of that from her. But it was nothing compared to what it did to Allisander’s village, or to Leandra’s.”

      “She cursed the entire village?”

      “Not deliberately, but the magic had grown too large. Of course, only the three of them were given immortality, or near immortality, guaranteeing that they would be forever alone. Although we all reaped the benefits of magic and long life. Well, not all of us.”

      “You’ve magic enough,” Dane said gruffly.

      “That is why we live so much longer than two-leggers. We are descendants of one of the lovers . . .” I breathed in wonder. “Wait, you don’t have magic, Mungo?”

      “Not a spit of it. Just a very good memory.”

      “I didn’t think I had magic until I had help discovering it. Maybe you are the same?”

      “I had plenty of help, child,” he said, patting my hand. “But you are kind to think so.”

      “Please, continue the story,” I said primly, selecting another limon cookie and having a dainty sip of tea.

      Mungo smiled and gave me a warm wink.

      “As you may have guessed, the witch sent one of the lovers to the sea.”

      “Leandra?” I asked.

      “Yes. Her eyes were the color of the sea. Her village was full of fishermen. And so, the magic that the witch had unleashed turned them all to, well, us.”

      “The magic chose?”

      “Yes, child. Magic that strong has a mind of its own. She set the intention in motion and the magic did what it would. She wished to keep them apart. As far apart as two people could be. So one village was sent to the sea, and the other . . .”

      He looked up.

      “To the sky . . .” I whispered.

      “Exactly right. Allisander, for all his goodness and his sky blue eyes, was given wings. His village as well.”

      “But they could fly! That seems like the better part of the bargain,” I said, wondering what that might be like.

      “Maybe so. But think on it. They could not hide what they could do from prying eyes as we can. The sea protects us. Nor could they fit inside their homes with those wings! And how could they farm or work with metals or fire? Their wings were always in the way! They were forced to flee higher and higher until they settled on the highest mountain tops in the remotest part of the world.”

      “So they still live? Among the two-leggers?”

      “I do not know that, child. But I do know that they did for thousands of years.”

      “How do you know?”

      “My books are full of them!’ Mungo said, gesturing back toward the library. “Humans call them ‘Angels’ just as they call us ‘Sirens’. Neither could be further from the truth.”

      “And what became of the witch?”

      “Ah, you are tenderhearted to think of her.”

      “What she did was very bad. I do not know what I think of her.”

      He nodded.

      “Nothing is simple. It is wise that you can see that there was more to her than evil. After all, she made us,” he said with a chortle.

      “If she was brokenhearted, that means she had a heart to begin with,” I reasoned.

      “Just so! But it became twisted with disappointment.”

      “And what of the lovers? Did they never meet? Do they live still?”

      “It is my belief that all three of them still walk, fly, or swim. But I cannot tell for certain. Perhaps young Marcum could tell you.”

      Dane and I exchanged a look. Of course. Why had we not pestered him to begin with?

      Well, I would be pestering him. Marcum couldn’t exactly turn down a request from the Prince.

      “I can see you two are already off to the next thing.”

      “Not at all, Mungo,” Dane said politely. “We are happy to stay.”

      “Thank you for telling us the story. I can’t believe no one knows it anymore,” I said.

      “It is sad. It is written in several old scrolls, but the pages are crumbling. I’ll show you where I keep the rarest texts on the way out,” he promised me. “His Highness already knows.”

      I nodded slowly, in awe of the honor.

      “Please come visit me again, child,” Mungo said as he pressed a kiss to my cheek. I promised that I would and waited while the Prince and the Librarian exchanged a few quiet words.

      We swam out and turned the watch as the arched doors magically shut and locked behind us. The delicate swirls that covered the wood rearranged themselves as they sealed.

      “Does he get lonely in there?”

      “I visit often. But not as much as I should,” Dane said. He shook his head. “Mungo once told me that the books were his friends. I think he has a few others he calls friends. Annaruth, for one. And . . .”

      I nodded.

      “Let’s go find Marcum.”
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      “Finally! I’ve been waiting for you to come and talk to me.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at the young Mer grinning at me from his couch. Marcum had been placed in the Royal wing, too. I felt slightly better about not being the only non-Royal to avoid the barracks.

      Still, having the wraiths covering for us opened up all kinds of possibilities . . .

      I had plans to sneak out again. Soon. Tonight, if things went well. But I didn’t want anyone else to know.

      Not even Dane.

      I gave him an uneasy look and got back to the matter at hand.

      “So, do you know . . . everything?”

      He gave a quick shout of laughter.

      “Definitely not,” he said, smoothing down his uniform. Marcum might be attending the Academy, but he already had the job. He didn’t have to take combat.

      As the first Seer in centuries, he had his own personal guard.

      And . . . he was taught other methods of self-preservation. Privately, from what I understood. What I would give to be a starfish on the wall in those private lessons!

      “I see meaningful events, destinies, things like that. I do get snippets of the mundane as well. But not everything that is happening to everyone at all times.” He grinned at me. “That would be exhausting. And a bit creepy.”

      I nodded, feeling a bit of relief. I’d had the terrible idea that between Annaruth and Marcum, I might not have any privacy at all.

      “A lot of my visions are about you, however.”

      “Me?” I asked, my eyes wide. I looked at Dane and back at Marcum. “Do I want to know?”

      “You didn’t come here to ask me about yourself, did you, Tri?”

      I shook my head and he smiled.

      “Go on, then. Ask me.”

      “Can you see the truth of what happened . . . in the past?”

      “Ah . . . that is a very interesting question,” he said. “I can sometimes attempt to see something specific. An event. Or a particular Mer. Even two-leggers, on occasion.”

      “Two-leggers?” I asked in awe.

      “Of course. Why would my vision be restricted by water and air if it is not restricted by time or space? Now tell me what you wish you know.”

      I looked at Dane. He nodded.

      “I wish to know if the tale of how we came to be is true. I want to know if the lovers are still alive. And if the witch yet roams the earth.”

      “I am not familiar with this tale,” Marcum said, leaning forward. “Tell me.”
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      I swam swiftly through the dark water, looking behind now and then to be sure I was not being followed.

      So far, it looked like I was in the clear.

      The visit with Marcum had been . . . intriguing. Dane had told much of the tale, with me adding details I thought pertinent. But we didn’t get our answer right away as we had hoped. Marcum had told us he would reach back through time to see what he could learn, but he couldn’t guarantee what, if anything, he might see.

      Or when he might see it. But perhaps, if it was as meaningful as we thought, he might have a vision tonight.

      He had been as astonished as we that we were possibly descended from two-leggers. That we were originally from dry land. Maybe that explained my longing to see the soil and the hills and the bright green and blue that I’d only glimpsed when traveling too close to the shore or taking a forbidden swim to the surface.

      I saw movement up ahead and slid into invisibility. A large shadow. It was probably just a school of fish, but it was better to be safe.

      Beazil had been none too happy at being left behind on my infrequent adventures of late. I was worried that he was getting even lazier and fatter. But he was much harder to hide than a small, red-headed Mer with magic!

      The intimidating spires of my stepmother’s mansion came into view. This had been home for most of my life. But all I felt was a sense of urgency and a bit of dread, as if I would be put back to work scrubbing the floors and sent to bed without dinner.

      Those days are over, Tri. You escaped. Now, you just have to survive the Academy and live long enough to save the ocean. And find your father, while you’re at it!

      I swam through the gate, ignoring the sentinels. They couldn’t see me, so there was no cause for concern. I knew that above the fence, there were other, magical gauntlets that even my magic couldn’t protect me from. So this was the safest route.

      But I wasn’t going to the main house.

      I saw other dark shadows and hurried, skirting close to the fence toward the servants’ quarters. It looked so small and unkempt, I nearly gasped as I rounded the corner.

      Living in the Royal Palace had spoiled me after all, I realized. I’d have to make sure I didn’t get too used to being coddled and surrounded by wealth. I’m here to save the Seas, not become a Royal plaything or self-aggrandizing hanger-on, I reminded myself with indignation.

      But I wasn’t going to turn away all the incredible food, either.

      I scratched at Lila’s window until she woke, coming to stare out at me with a look of joy that quickly turned to alarm.

      “Get in here! The new sentinels are—”

      I swam through her open window and turned just in time to see a swordfish swim past. But it was no ordinary swordfish. This one was oversized, with a cruel intelligence shining from its eyes. And its sword . . . it had spikes.

      I shivered, imagining the damage that wickedly sharp-looking appendage could do. Each spike was as long as a small knife. The kind you might keep hidden under your clothes or strapped to your forearm. So if you got stuck, you were stuck. If you tried to pull free, you would be sliced over and over again by each bony protrusion.

      “Triton! What in the sea is that?”

      She stared at me, her eyes wide.

      “Hybrids. I heard the head guard talking about them. No one else has them yet, not even the Queen. Your stepmother has gotten . . . paranoid since Thalia’s arrest.”

      “Well, she’s out now. Anyway, tell me about you! I’m sorry it took me so long to visit. Oh, and I brought snacks!”

      I opened my inconspicuous net bag, scattering oysters onto her small bed. At least five cooked lobsters fell out as well. I ignored the rumbling of my stomach at the sight. I could go back and get lobster anytime I wanted. Lila looked thin. She was stuck here without me, surviving on the gruel they served servants. And without my foraging, she wasn’t getting her hands on oysters to round things out.

      My stepmother wasn’t exactly generous with food or wages.

      “Thank you! You are so good to me.”

      “No, I’m not. I should have come much sooner,” I said, taking her hands. I squeezed them and stopped, turning them over. Lila tugged them away from me sharply. “What in Triton?”

      Her hands were rough. They were like mine used to be from cleaning and scrubbing. Lila was a seamstress. More than that. An artist with needle and thread. There was magic in her fingers and the tiny calluses she had developed on certain fingers from the pressure of the needle.

      But other than that, her hands had always been smooth.

      “No need for fancy clothes now,” she muttered. I gaped at her, shocked. Lila was famous for her abilities. And my stepmother was treating her like a common house maid? “But never mind that. Tell me about you.”

      I sat on the bed beside her. I would get her out of here somehow. When I was Spark, I’d have money. I could set her up with her own shop near the Palace. The Royals and nobles would flock to be dressed by her. But I wasn’t Spark yet.

      The truth was, I wasn’t even sure I would survive the first year of training at the Academy, never mind actually performing my duties on land.

      Not that I was going to tell Lila any of that. She had her own problems to worry about.

      “There’s nothing to tell. The training is hard but they feed us well. Beazil is getting fatter,” I added with a wry smile.

      “Nothing to tell! What about the handsome Prince?” She gave me a mischievous look. “Your stepmother had a tantrum that lasted for days when she heard.”

      “Heard what?”

      “That you are together!”

      I sighed. Of course, she had. But it wasn’t true. Not really.

      “We’re not together, though.”

      “What? Why not? He adores you. It was so obvious in the Trials!”

      “It’s complicated. We’re really just friends.”

      Lila crossed her arms and raised her eyebrow. I almost laughed.

      “Okay. He wants to be together. But he knows why we can’t.”

      “Well? Why in the seas can’t you be with that gorgeous Mer?”

      “One, I’m not Royal.” I held up my hands, ticking off the reasons Dane and I couldn’t be together. “Two, I am the Spark. Well, we both are, but I am the one who will actually be going on land. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. If I were Princess . . .”

      I shuddered.

      “Imagine how dull it would be.”

      “Imagine the clothes!” Lila squealed. “And little Mer babies! And getting to crawl into bed with that gorgeous Mer every night!”

      I bit my lip.

      “Yes, well, he is wonderful. But I can’t have it both ways. He understands. Besides, the Queen’s advisors want him to marry the Princess from the North Seas.”

      “What does he want?”

      “I think he wants to be ordinary.” I sighed. “All I ever wanted was to be special, but now . . . well, I get why he wants that.”

      “Ordinary?”

      “Remember the little house I told you about? Where I was born?”

      She nodded.

      “Imagine that. My father was a Messenger, not rich but successful enough. And they had each other. A home of their own. They had love. That’s all I would want once I fulfilled my purpose, minus all the political intrigue.”

      “But he wasn’t ordinary. And from what I’ve heard, neither was your mother.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She stared at me with wide eyes.

      “Just something your stepmother was screaming about during one of her fits. How her magic kept your father enslaved, even after her death. That he never gave his heart to another. That she was glad he was gone.”

      I grabbed Lila’s hands.

      “Gone? She said gone? Not dead?”

      Lila nodded.

      “Yes. Why?”

      I stared at her, wondering if telling her the truth would put her in danger. But who would ever assume a seamstress would know about Royal intrigue?

      “Because there is a chance he is still alive. There are plots . . .” I shook my head. “There are things I cannot tell you for your own safety. But if you could keep an ear out . . . if she knew what happened to him, that could help me find him and bring him back.”

      “I understand. And I will listen.”

      “Not for long. As soon as I can, I’m getting you out of here.”

      “Don’t you worry about me! Worry about getting past those sentinels!”

      I pressed a kiss to her cheek and let her study my uniform for a few minutes before I slipped out the window, turning myself invisible in the process.

      “Tri?”

      “I’m here. Eat something and get some sleep. I’ll be back when I can. I love you, Lila.”

      “I love you too,” she whispered. I gently closed the window and waited for her to turn the latch. As soon as I heard the soft click, I sped off, heading toward the gate and into the darkness of the night waters.

      The moon was bright, lighting my way as I swam toward my parents’ house. I noticed that it looked even more sunken as I approached. In a few years, it might disappear entirely.

      I wondered . . . if my magic could restore it? Or even better . . . could I make a transformation spell on something outside myself? Could I hide the dwelling from plain sight?

      We had learned how to disguise our clothes when not doing a complete transformation. That only mattered when making a drastic change in size or shape. I kept my clothes as is, for example, when growing legs and lungs.

      I dipped low, skimming my fingertips over the overgrown seaweed garden. Here and there, rare, bright breeds of flowering coral and seaweed had survived, taking over and growing rambunctiously. Some were good to eat. Some were dangerous.

      But I didn’t fear them. I knew them all. I’d learned over the years what use there was for each one, be it magical, for food, or merely ornamental.

      Other than my pendant, this garden was the only connection I had with my mother.

      And perhaps . . . my magic was a reflection of hers as well. My father had only the magic of speed, from what I understood. But my mother . . .

      I stared at the structure as it leaned visibly to the right. I closed my eyes and held out my hands, imagining my magic weaving through the walls, strengthening them . . . straightening them.

      I felt the rumble before I heard it. Something large was moving. Adjusting. It was working!

      I opened my eyes and blinked.

      The house was definitely sitting up straight now. It even looked . . . I squinted, swimming closer and putting my hand on the wall.

      Somehow, it looked newer, too.

      I turned back toward the garden, eager to see what I could do there.

      Without closing my eyes, I swam over the garden, letting the magic flow from my hands and down over the plants. I saw them growing, spreading, blooming. I saw the low seashell borders that surrounded and separated the plants straightening and mending.

      When I had passed over the garden, I turned and my jaw fell open.

      The house had been repaired, but the garden had been . . . rejuvenated. It pulsed with magic and color. Some of the plants were even giving off light of their own.

      Not just that, but Lumi was there, darting through the garden and making happy singsong sounds. I hadn’t even realized I’d summoned him.

      “Lumi! I have missed you!”

      He buzzed around my head in a circle, brushing my cheek, which I assumed was his version of a kiss.

      “Look at this, Lumi! Is it all real? Or will it disappear when you return to me?”

      Lumi made a funny little sound that sounded a lot like ‘Uh-uh.’

      I couldn’t be sure, but it felt like he was trying to tell me that it wouldn’t.

      “Let’s see what is here.”

      I swam closer, peering at a pink coral with glowing yellow flowers. It moved toward me slightly, and I gasped, sensing that it was ‘looking’ at me, or something very similar. It was . . . alive. Not merely existing. It was . . . sentient. Awake. Aware.

      But not safe. Not out here in the open. My stomach clenched at the thought of someone else finding my mother’s creation. It was almost as if . . . it had missed her magic.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I murmured, gliding over the garden to greet the transformed plants. I turned back and smiled ruefully. I wanted to spend hours here. I wanted to explore and learn what exactly I had done. But I had to protect this place. I closed my eyes and whispered, “Now . . . hide.”

      I blinked and the garden was gone. Not merely returned to its former scraggly state. It was nearly wiped clean. I could see sand and rocks beneath me. I swam closer and the magic rippled slightly. I dipped my finger through the illusion, and I could see through it for a moment before the hole closed up. But unless someone came down and quite literally poked around, the illusion would hold.

      Lumi swam up and hovered above my shoulder, surveying the garden with me.

      “Well, that looks better, doesn’t it, Lumi?”

      Lumi made a sound that was clearly affirmative.

      I swam into the house, fixing broken furniture and mending cracks in the walls. Finding a torn dress that had been hers . . . I closed my eyes and imagined Lila working her magic on it. When I opened them again, the dress looked new.

      Material magic was supposed to be rare. As rare as healing magic. But somehow, I had called forth exactly what was needed. Lumi dashed around, enjoying his freedom, which we both knew had to end soon.

      “I have to call you back now, Lumi,” I said softly. “Come outside. Just in case the house falls down around us,” I added, crinkling my nose in worry. I was messing around with powers I knew nothing about. I had no idea what might happen.

      Outside, I spun slowly in a circle. The garden was still hidden and the house was still restored. I quickly put a spell on the house to make it look ramshackle again. Well, not slanting to the side, but I added a lot of barnacles and seaweed to the roof.

      Then I turned to my amazing little friend.

      “Ready?”

      Lumi spun in a circle to tell me ‘Yes.’ I closed my eyes and held out my palms. I tried to just pull in my little friend and nothing more.

      When I opened my eyes, Lumi was gone.
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      I hurried back towards the Palace, my mother’s dress tucked in my bag. The house had disappeared under a wave of my hand. I would have to return to make sure the magic stuck. But for now, the magic I had done was hidden. Safe.

      And Lumi was tucked away inside me.

      The only trace of my activities was the dark green sea silk gown folded in my net bag. I swam swiftly, my earlier exhilaration suddenly gone. I was numb. Deflated.

      A hangover from doing such intense magic, I supposed.

      The wonderful feeling of being close to my mother and father, no matter how brief, was gone too.

      I was alone. It was near dawn. And there were very few friendly faces waiting for me back at the Academy.

      A bolt of pure loneliness shot through me. It was near the end of the first term. Mers would be leaving to spend time with their families after final exams. All except me.

      And the Prince, of course. But he had his own set of problems. As much as I was crushing on him, I couldn’t imagine being married to anyone yet, not even Dane. Especially not what that would mean.

      Being a Princess . . . that was so not me.

      But watching him marry someone else would hurt. Just imagining it hurt. More than I could say.

      Never mind that I wasn’t totally sure I was going to pass my exams.

      Meanwhile, my father might still be trapped or being forced to commit treason against the Royal family. To work against our Kingdom. He might be suffering horribly, for years, and here I was, whining about my lack of friends.

      Suck it up, Tri, I told myself. You have important things to do.

      “Like staying alive,” I muttered under my breath as I slipped through the gate to the Palace. I swam toward a side entrance that wasn’t far from the Royal quarters. I swam inside and froze. Something was wrong. I stared down at myself in horror.

      My invisibility was gone.

      And there was . . . some sort of alarm.

      I frantically swam further into the castle, trying to conceal myself with magic. But it wouldn’t work. I heard someone coming and swam faster.

      Right into Juno.

      He smiled, pure evil dripping from his face.

      “What are you doing out of bed, Spark?”

      I glared at him.

      “I couldn’t sleep. What are you doing out of bed?”

      Juno patted an emblem on his shoulder. My eyes flew to his.

      “Active duty?”

      “Special assignment, for the General.” My stomach dropped as he leaned in and whispered, “Trying to catch the traitors who have been meeting outside the castle.”

      He gave me a happy look that was almost friendly. But I knew it wasn’t. He was just thrilled he’d caught me in his net. He grabbed my arm and started swimming out of the Royal wing. Away from Annaruth and Dane. Away from anyone who could help me.

      I struggled against him, but he was far too strong. Ridiculously strong. His hand felt like it was made of stone or steel. He was dragging me along like I weighed less than a jellyfish.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Taking you to the General, of course.” He gave me a knowing smirk and I knew he was enjoying my predicament. “For questioning.”

      “Questioning?” I asked indignantly, giving him a haughty look. But inside, I was quivering in actual terror.

      “The General is very thorough. He doesn’t care how long it takes or what he has to do to get you to talk.” Juno snickered. I felt a chill go through me at the high-pitched sound. I’d never heard him laugh before.

      He sounded more than a little bit insane.

      I was quiet as he dragged me further into the military wing. The Palace was asleep. Not even the servants were awake. There was no one to call out to for help. No one came over this way except those who served the General.

      There was no way out.

      I was numb as Juno banged on a pair of heavy wooden doors.

      “It’s Juno,” he said, giving me a look that set my scales on edge. “I come bearing gifts.”

      I heard the General bellow out, “Open,” and the doors swung open. That was a handy trick. I will ask Annaruth to spell my doors to do the same, I thought stupidly. If you ever see her again, a more realistic voice reasoned.

      The General sat in a chair before a roaring fire. When he saw me, he leaned forward with an evil glint in his eye.

      “Well, well, well. What do we have here?”
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      I ground my teeth, telling myself not to scream. Not to give him the satisfaction.

      Not this time.

      Not again.

      It turned out, the General was not just adept at battle. He had magic. Pain magic. It was somewhat rare, but not so rare that he hadn’t found someone with the same skills in our class at the Academy.

      Juno, to be exact.

      The General had been training him privately since the very beginning. Juno was now an accomplished torturer.

      And from what they said in between sessions, I was not his first victim. If I hadn’t been writhing in agony, I would have felt bad for all the others he’d practiced on all these months.

      I slumped forward, my body floating as I dangled from chains on the rough stone wall. Yeah, the General’s private quarters had their own torture room. Except they didn’t need to use knives or anything that would leave a mark.

      Juno just had to touch me. Just the lightest touch. And agony so intense it had made me black out would shoot through my body.

      “Again, son.”

      Juno grinned and stepped close to me. Too close. I didn’t like him before, but now I was actually revolted by him.

      “I’ve wanted to do this for so long,” he said as he traced my jaw with his fingertips, raining pain wherever he made contact. The look is his eyes was almost flirtatious, which made everything worse. “Your suffering is so beautiful.”

      “How poetic,” I said dryly, trying to stifle a whimper of pain. “You are full of surprises, Juno.”

      “More! She shouldn’t be able to speak. She should be drooling by now!”

      Something flashed in Juno’s eyes that scared the hell out of me. It looked like regret. I realized in that moment that he had been holding back.

      “Sorry about this,” he said too softly before grabbing both sides of my face. White hot light shot through me, filling every inch of my flesh. I didn’t exist anymore. He didn’t exist. Nothing did.

      Only the pain.

      Then he was gone and I was floating in a haze, barely conscious of what was happening. I heard a loud bang and movement. But I couldn’t manage to open my eyes.

      “What in Triton’s name do you think you are you doing?”

      Annaruth. I felt her cool hands as she lifted my face to stare at me.

      “Torturing a candidate? Our future Spark? You go too far, General.”

      “She was out after curfew and had to be punished. She could very well be a traitor.” I blinked and saw his smarmy face come into focus. “Anyway, I doubt she’ll be good for anything now.”

      Juno blew me a kiss while Annaruth’s back was turned. I watched as he winked before schooling his features. As if he’d beaten me. As if he’d won.

      Like Triton he had!

      “Her mind is mush,” Juno added helpfully. “I lost control of my magic that last time. It’s my fault.”

      “Mush,” I said, sounding like I was half asleep. Well, maybe I was a little mushy. “Muhhh . . .”

      Come on, brain. Work!

      “She’ll be able to do menial labor at least, I hope,” he said, and I hissed at him. Annaruth glared and then stepped away, barking at him to release me.

      I grimaced as Juno’s hands busied themselves at my wrists.

      “How about a little kiss? One last little zap,” he murmured in my ear. “For luck.”

      I flinched as he kissed my cheek and pain shot through my face. I could feel the pain slithering through my skin, all the way down to the bone.

      The pain was nothing compared to before, but it still hurt. I whimpered as I slumped forward. He caught me before I could fall to the ground, which was way too close for comfort.

      Juno held me in his arms for a minute as I fought for control of my body. As soon as I regained control, I lifted my head. He was still grinning at me when I shoved him with my tail. Hard.

      “Don’t touch me, you glob of sea slime!”

      He was chuckling.

      “You recovered quickly.”

      “Luckily for you,” Annaruth said with sharp glance. Juno had the good sense to look concerned to be on the other end of that look. He should be. Annaruth was the second-most powerful Mer in our Kingdom, which was technically a Queendom.

      Hmm, my thoughts aren’t making a whole lot of sense right now.

      “She must be punished for being out after curfew. And I am not done questioning her.”

      “You are,” Annaruth said, brooking no refusal.

      “I have the Queen’s authority.”

      “To torture the future Sea Spark? I think not.”

      “She is not Spark yet,” the General grumbled. I glanced back as Annaruth took my arm and led me out of the room. Her touch was immediately soothing.

      The kiss Juno blew me as we departed was not. I shuddered. The kiss thing was extra-creepy.

      “How bad is it?”

      “I don’t know . . .” I truly could not tell. I was stunned, like I’d touched a jellyfish, but about a thousand times. The absence of pain was so dramatic that it was almost pleasurable. “Much better than I did half a tide ago.”

      She gave me a wry look.

      “At least your sense of humor is intact.” She swam a bit faster until we were in the Royal wing, then she slowed again. I pretty much drifted in her wake.

      “I didn’t know there was a study program for torture,” I mumbled as she guided me to my chambers. I stopped swimming when I saw Dane waiting outside my chambers. He hadn’t seen us yet.

      “What is he doing?”

      “You didn’t show up for breakfast or morning classes. He’s the reason I found you.”

      “I missed breakfast,” I joked lamely.

      She shot me a look.

      “You didn’t sense it?”

      “I did sense something was amiss, but I wasn’t sure what I was feeling until he came and found me. Once I swam toward you, I could feel your pain. My chambers are on the farthest side of the castle from the General’s. He moved to new quarters just before the Academy sessions started. I’m starting to think that was deliberate.”

      “What time is it?” I asked, shocked to see daylight outside as she threw open the doors.

      “Tri.”

      I gave Dane a weak smile as we all swam into my chambers.

      “Thanks.”

      “For what? What happened to you?”

      “Juno happened. And the thanks is to both of you. For saving me. Again.”

      I grimaced as I lowered myself to one of the couches. Dane hovered nearby as Annaruth buzzed around, sending a servant for her supplies.

      “Juno? What did he do? I’ll kill him.”

      “He’s got pain magic. And he’s been instructed in the finer points of applying it.” I tried to joke but I had to close my eyes. I was so grateful to be away from his poisonous touch. And that kiss . . . I shivered. Juno had been practically flirtatious.

      I decided I liked him a lot better when he was just trying to kill me.

      “Triton, we are training torturers now?”

      Whoa, not even the Prince knew about that little fact, I thought. Interesting.

      Annaruth sighed.

      “It’s an unfortunate reality. I think the only reason Katriana survived is because of her magic. We haven’t discussed the healing abilities you are showing.”

      “Can we talk about it tomorrow?” I sighed, closing my eyes and feeling myself want to sink into sleep. But then I heard Juno’s words. I felt his lips on my cheeks. I sat up and wrapped my arms around myself.

      “Put her to sleep again. A spell. Until she recovers,” Dane said, his eyes hard.

      “No. No way. We have exams tomorrow.”

      “Who cares about exams? They could have killed you.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “What they wanted to do was worse. I think . . .”

      “What?”

      “I think Juno was holding back. And I think he missed me with the harpoon on purpose.”

      “What? Why do you say that?” Annaruth looked at me. I noticed Dane didn’t say anything.

      “I don’t know,” I said, avoiding the Prince’s piercing gaze.

      “I know why,” Dane said. Annaruth looked at him expectantly. “He has a crush on her.”

      “He’s demented,” I said, shaking my head. If Dane was right, then Juno had a twisted way of showing affection. It had been like he enjoyed hurting me, but I knew without a doubt that he hadn’t wanted to end me.

      If only because that meant he couldn’t hurt me again.

      “You know I’m right,” Dane ground out, looking annoyed. More than annoyed. He looked jealous.

      “It doesn’t matter. The feeling is not mutual.”

      He didn’t say anything. He just crossed his arms and stared at me. I sighed and looked at Annaruth.

      “So, what now?”

      She frowned.

      “I am beginning to think it is not safe for you here. That you have to take a . . . break.”

      “A break?” I sat up, my exhaustion forgotten. “I can’t. I have to finish my training.”

      “At what cost? If the Queen truly gave the General free reign, there is no telling what he might do next.” She stared at me. “I’ll speak to the Queen.”

      “No, I will do it.”

      “Pollux, she may mistake your motivation. If her advisors are behind this, showing you care for Katriana is not going to help.”

      “I don’t care what any of them think. We need to get Tri to safety.”

      “Tri is sitting right here, and Tri is not going anywhere,” I said with a scowl.

      “This is serious, my child. I had no warning of this. If I cannot protect you even with a spell—”

      “We have to protect each other,” I said firmly. “What kind of Mer would I be if I abandoned the two of you? Where would I go? If the General and Gundorth want me out of the way, there is no place in all the seas that would be safe. Unless I learn to protect myself.”

      Dane and Annaruth exchanged a glance.

      “It is true, they could eventually find you. But—”

      “Not on land,” Dane said, finishing her sentence. “If things get bad, you must transform.”

      I stared at him in awe.

      “You mean . . . go on land? Before my training is complete?”

      “Yes.”

      “Would you come with me?”

      He stared at me evenly, not answering. I knew it had been a stupid question. He was a Prince, not merely a Spark. Not just any Prince, either. He was the heir to the most powerful throne in the Northern Hemisphere.

      And Annaruth could protect herself. I hoped so, anyway. The General would never hurt her unless he was given a direct order, something I doubted the Queen would ever do. The trouble was, I couldn’t tell if he was working for her or against her.

      “Promise me. If they try again, you will leave.” He held up a hand when I opened my mouth to argue. “It wouldn’t be forever.”

      He turned to go.

      “Heal her. Make her rest for today, at least. I have to gather some things.”

      “Things?”

      “Two-Legger things. For you to hide somewhere. In your secret place,” he said.

      Yes, but which one? The cave or my parents’ home? I have so many secrets, I thought guiltily.

      My eyes were wide as Annaruth worked her magic on me. The pain was a distant memory by the time she left me, sending in Starla and Rip with servants bearing trays of food trailing behind them. I was so tired, I only ate three lobsters.

      When I woke up, it was morning.

      The first day of exams.
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      I bent over the scroll, furiously scribbling. I was not doing well. I knew that because the scroll was spelled to grade you as you filled out the answers to the exam.

      Red marks spooled over the scroll, mocking me as I gritted my teeth and curled my fins in tight.

      I’d missed more than a few classes, and I wasn’t the sort of Mer who remembered names easily. Plus, I learned by doing, not by listening.

      The Human History exam had gone a bit better, but only because I was fascinated by two-leggers. And since there were only two of us, the teacher had made sure to cover any topics I might have missed.

      But the worst was yet to come.

      Combat was next. Magical Combat and then the General’s final exam for the term. I had a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      I rubbed my mother’s pendant hanging around my neck. I rarely wore it for classes, worried it might get lost, but today, I needed her with me.

      To say I was already rattled was an understatement. Juno had blown me a kiss as we swam into the classroom. I knew without a doubt that he would be gunning for me in the Combat exam. He didn’t need to spear me to incapacitate me, either. He just had to brush past me. Or give me a kiss, I thought with a grimace. And that was after Dane had told me he gave Beazil a package and that my familiar had taken it to the cave.

      A great white carrying a net bag in his giant teeth wasn’t conspicuous at all, I thought worriedly. My gentle giant might be in danger. He would be waiting for me. He could be caught.

      Beazil didn’t have a uniform that could not be seen in darkness or the ability to make himself translucent!

      Hopefully, the General was too busy imagining ways to kill me to keep an eye on the stables. If he harmed my shark, I would destroy him. I already hated the Mer with the heat of a thousand lava vents. I was pretty sure he was working against the Queen and her son, not for them. Plus, I would never forgive him for the disgusting things he’d said about me.

      Focus, Tri. You need to pass!

      If I failed even one of my exams, I could be out. It was true there weren’t really any other Spark candidates, because Dane wasn’t truly an option, but I doubted they would bend the rules to keep me around. And I knew either Starla or Rip would be excellent at the job if it came to that.

      I’d made sure to tell Annaruth my recommendation, which had made her roll her eyes.

      I resisted the urge to look around and see if anyone else was as tense as a starfish.

      The bell rang as I neared the end. I hadn’t finished, though I had gotten close. As I stared at the scroll, I saw my score being tallied.

      My heart was beating like a drum as the writing at the top of the scroll rolled and swirled, finally taking shape. I heaved a sigh as an ornately drawn seven and then a two appeared. Seventy-two. That was a passing grade. Barely.

      “Nicely done,” Rip chortled as he rolled up his scroll. Not so fast that I didn’t see the 98 on top of his test. I rolled my eyes as he offered me a high five. I wasn’t exactly proud of my score, but I was relieved. I’d made it through.

      Just in time to eat something quickly and possibly get my guts ripped out in Magical Combat, I thought with a grimace, realizing I might be too nervous to eat.

      We handed our scrolls to Professor Kayvar as we swam out into the hallway. Dane and Starla waved us over as everyone else headed to the dining hall.

      “I thought we could eat together today,” Dane said. “In the Royal kitchens.”

      I grinned as Rip let out a loud whoop. Starla was smiling too.

      “Yes, please.”

      I looked at Dane.

      “Yes, please,” I seconded. Even Rip looked excited.

      Suddenly, I had an appetite, after all.
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      “Delicious,” Starla said, thanking Batte with a sweet smile. I was trying to sop up the last of the curried clam chowder with a mysteriously crunchy bit of bread.

      “Tri. There’s nothing left,” Dane said gently. “Do you want seconds?”

      “Thirds,” Rip said with a wink.

      “I don’t want to leave,” I admitted with a sigh.

      “We’ve got your back. You don’t have to be scared.”

      “I do have to be scared,” I said, looking them each in the eye. “And so do you. Being allies . . . being friends with me . . . it’s dangerous.”

      “No. You’re only in danger because of me. This is my fault,” Dane said vehemently.

      “You can’t help being the Prince. I’m the stupid Mer who swam too high. I didn’t mean to. I only ever wanted to be the Spark, but I never really believed it would happen.”

      Dane smiled and took my hand.

      “I know.”

      Starla slapped her hand over ours.

      “You’re both awesome. Now, come on, we’re going to be late.”

      “What am I, chopped swordfish?” Rip muttered as we swam toward the wing that housed the Academy.

      “You’re awesome too, Riptide,” I said as we slid into Magical Combat just before the doors closed. Whoops, that was a little too close for comfort.

      But lunch with my friends had done the trick. I wasn’t even close to as nervous as I’d been.

      Until I took a look around the room at the Mers suiting up in combat gear.

      “Armor?”

      “Yes,” Grendor said, swimming past me. “They need armor if they are to fight you.”

      I stared around nervously.

      “We are all supposed to fight? At the same time?”

      She nodded and smiled.

      “No, in pairs. You’ll do fine.”

      “Don’t I get any armor?”

      But she had already swum off. Dane cursed when he saw that I was without a shield and started pulling off his armor, forcing a chest plate onto my body while I protested.

      “I can’t let you do this,” I shouted. But he wouldn’t listen. Then the doors swung open and several guards entered, led by Gwond, one of the Queen’s advisors. He was always hovering about, but I’d never seen him this far from the Queen’s side.

      “You are needed in the throne room, Your Highness,” he said with a bow. Dane stared at him, clearly undecided.

      “I have my exam now, Gwond. It will have to wait.”

      He slapped his arm guards onto my forearms.

      “How is it you don’t have your own armor?”

      “I don’t know . . .” I trailed off miserably. “But I can’t use yours!”

      “You are needed urgently,” Gwond insisted.

      Dane frowned as he was assured he would automatically pass his exam. He argued that he didn’t want to pass automatically, and then things got ugly.

      Gwond announced that if anyone in the class harmed Prince Pollux, they would be immediately put to death.

      So, that was fair, right? Not.

      I felt only pity for Dane as he closed his eyes and nodded. Of course he would not allow anyone to die to soothe his pride. He stared at me for a moment before nodding and passing me the rest of his armor.

      “I’ll wear it,” I said without hesitation. I knew that he was going to leave. He didn’t need it.

      The weird thing was, I was pretty sure Annaruth had fitted me for armor after the Trials. A practice set in silver and a more formal active duty set in brilliant gold. But the armor had never appeared. We weren’t permitted to wear armor in combat class.

      Was this another deliberate sabotage? Or did Grendor truly believe I didn’t need protection? I watched Dane leave and then nodded at Starla and Rip, who came to hover on either side of me.

      “Don’t worry,” Rip said. “If we get paired up, I’ll go easy on you.”

      “Thanks,” I said sarcastically, watching as we were assigned sparring partners for the exam.
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      “Hold positions until my say so,” Grendor’s voice rang out.

      I held my magic back, waiting to begin. I wanted to see what my opponent would do before I attacked. I had to be careful. Even though I’d improved, my magic was still too much for me to have perfect control at all times.

      We were facing off in pairs and would be scored on how well we did. And of course, I’d been given Jaynelle as a partner. I thanked my lucky stars it wasn’t her constant companion, Juno.

      I didn’t know if he could weaponize the pain magic, but I didn’t want to find out.

      Supposedly, the chamber had been magicked to prevent anyone from getting too injured.

      Or worse.

      At least I had Dane’s armor for this test. I doubted the General had made any such magical precautions. I wondered if I would be allowed to keep the armor for Combat. I was far more nervous about the final exam of the day. I squared my shoulders as Jaynelle lifted her hand.

      “And . . . begin!”

      The room filled with the humming sounds of magic and flashes of light. I caught Juno watching us over Jaynelle’s shoulder and almost laughed when he took a hit of magic right across his face. He saw my smirk and smiled in a way that made me think that Dane was right. Maybe Juno did have some sort of twisted crush on me.

      Blech.

      Jaynelle launched her attack. Her magic took the form of daggers, slicing and dicing toward me on uneven trajectories. That was a deliberate move and very smart. Most opponents would not have enough magic to throw a full shield. They would have to try and knock each glowing weapon out one by one.

      And some would invariably find the mark, I thought as they started to converge toward my body. If I didn’t stop all the daggers, I would have taken hits, head to tail.

      Thank Triton I had more magic than most. Still, I thought with a hint of admiration, she should get a high score for the sheer number of weapons she’d conjured.

      I opened my palms and white light filled the chamber, forming a bubble around me. It wasn’t merely a shield, however. It was a weapon, too. Jaynelle’s daggers bounced off and headed back toward her. Her eyes grew large as they sliced into her uniform, drawing blood.

      Not too much blood, I was relieved to note. She sneered at me and tried again. This time, the magic was a long string of attached spikes. Again, I threw the shield and her weapon bounced right back, rebounding to wrap around her tail.

      I winced, glad it wasn’t my tail. I almost felt bad for her. Almost.

      “If you get bored, let me know,” I called out from behind the shield. “That looks like it hurts.”

      Jaynelle’s eyes took on a frenzied look as she forced her magic into a ball, straining at the effort. Then she did something unexpected. She twisted in the water and threw it at Juno instead.

      He fell backward, unable to launch his attack on his sparring partner. I watched as he tried to smear the excess magic off his face and chest. She hadn’t hurt him. She’d just slowed him down. It should have been funny. But for some reason, it just wasn’t.

      “Weapons down!” Grendor called out, a hint of panic in her voice. I’m sure she hadn’t been expecting the candidates to start attacking each other in the middle of her test. “The exam is over.”

      “Good match,” I offered, even though it hadn’t been. I hadn’t even bothered to attack her. Jaynelle might be formidable in physical combat, but her magic was no match for mine. We both knew it, too.

      “You can’t have everything,” Jaynelle hissed at me as the magic rope still wrapped around her fins dissipated, dissolving back into her hands. “You can’t have everyone.”

      I glanced at her, then at the giant Mer blocking my path. Juno was staring at me with an odd look on his face. I looked back down at the Mer who was still plucking magic barbs from her tail. She bristled as I stared down at her.

      “I don’t want anything or anyone. I just want to be Spark. I just want to be left alone.”

      Then I swam out alone, ignoring Juno as he tore into Jaynelle for throwing magic at him. Things were definitely going badly between the two of them. And learning that Jaynelle liked Juno and Juno liked me . . . well, it was a little bit creepy.

      At least I finally understood why she hated me so much. That was all the knowledge gained me. If Juno liked me, why in water was he always trying to defeat me?

      I sighed, not really caring about the answer. Other Mers’ feelings were none of my business. I was the keeper of my own heart. And I had so many other things to worry about.

      Suddenly, I was glad that Combat was next. I had the strangest urge to hit something. Hard.
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      “Tri,” Rip’s voice rumbled. “Wait up!”

      I slowed down just enough not to be rude, but I kept swimming. I was too agitated to stop. The exam was outside the castle in the same massive arena the Trials had been held in. We all knew the route well. They would catch up soon enough.

      Rip and Starla were out of breath when they got to me.

      “We’re supposed to stick to you like glue, remember?”

      “No,” I said, not looking at them. “You’ll get yourselves killed. Not worth it.”

      “By Triton, it is!” Starla said, sounding like she was close to tears. “We can’t lose you.”

      I stopped finally, just past the circular entry to the arena. Being back here was . . . disconcerting, I thought as I stared up at the imposing structure.

      “I need you,” Starla continued, looking distraught. “The Seas need you.”

      “Two-leggers too, if we want to be accurate.”

      I made a sound of disbelief at Rip, but I felt some of my fury slipping away with their teasing and friendly faces.

      “Two-leggers? What am I doing for them?”

      “They need the oceans too,” he said simply. “You need to save them from themselves.”

      I stared at him, suddenly feeling very small. I was just one Mer. How in water was I supposed to be up for that job?

      “You can do it,” he added. “I believe in you.”

      “How am I supposed to stay mad when you say nice things like that?”

      “She needs to be mad,” Dane said as he swam up. We noticed that he had several guards flanking him, but he waved them back. “Annaruth lost the battle to have the weapons blunted. Another reason I will not be allowed to participate.”

      We all exchanged glances, each of our faces grim.

      “That means . . .”

      “That the Combat exam is going to be just as deadly as the Trials.”
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      The arena was not as packed as it had been for the Trials, but almost. The entire Royal family and most of the nobles were here. The families of the candidates who lived close enough had come as well.

      Even without the huge crowds spilling over the benches, it was still nerve-racking.

      We were divided into two teams, each of us given an arm band of either red or blue. Starla was on the other team. So was Rip. Dane was in the stands, seated in a throne beside his mother. His eyes were hard and dark as he stared at me. I could see his hands gripping the armrests.

      The Prince looked furious at being forced to sit on the sidelines. And I knew he was worried about his friends. Especially me.

      He’s not even bothering to try and hide his emotions, I thought distractedly. I was pretty sure half the audience was watching him watch me.

      I adjusted my armor, realizing that someone had in fact tried to get me sent into our exams without any protection. We were not allowed magic in this fight. In fact, the arena had been spelled so we could not even use it instinctively. This was one time my powers could not help me. My only advantage was my speed. This was a contest of pure brute strength and athletic ability.

      Cunning and sneakiness were factors too, as well I had learned in the Trials.

      Speaking of sneakiness . . .

      I glanced up to see my sister on my side of the battle line. At least she won’t be trying to harpoon me this time, I said to myself. She was staring at her mother in the audience. An unspoken message was clearly passing back and forth between them.

      I was glad I couldn’t understand what it meant.

      Thalia looked at me briefly, then at the sandy floor of the arena.

      I glanced around and realized weapons were being distributed. I swam forward and selected a spear. I stared at the pointed end of it.

      Why in water were we being given sharp weapons? They were not just slightly sharp, like something an average Mer would have for protection when out in open water. These were weapons made for war. Deadly and brutal. Didn’t the General want us to survive? I looked at the crowd again and noticed Annaruth was not here.

      Something was wrong. I could feel it, all the way down to my fins.

      I waited, twitching my fins now and then to maintain my position. The fact that I was alone and far from any sort of backup was becoming clear. All of Thalia’s minions were on the same side. Juno and Jaynelle were on the other team.

      I had a very uneasy feeling that I was going to be bleeding before the end of the exam.

      With no one here to save me.

      But I had one thing on my side. Only Annaruth and her healers knew about my ability to heal. If I had to, maybe I could heal myself . . . discretely, of course.

      I closed my eyes as the arena grew very quiet. The exam was about to begin. A horn sounded and the arena erupted into violence. Fighting broke out everywhere. I had expected weapons to be thrown at first, but no one wanted to lose their weapon so early in the game. This fight was more up close and personal.

      But no one was being skewered. Instead, Mers were being disarmed and disqualified left and right. I sighed in relief, hoping the fight would stay somewhat civilized.

      Not a bad idea to get disqualified from this particular exam, I thought to myself. I blocked an attack from Jaynelle as she barreled toward me, throwing small star-shaped objects. My forearm armor worked well with those small weapons, but with one glance, I knew that was the least of what she was going to try and do to me.

      She had a wickedly sharp-looking sword strapped to her side. I glanced down at my comparatively puny-looking spear in annoyance.

      I’d been right. The exam was a setup. I only had one weapon.

      I spun as I sensed someone behind me.

      Minka. I had two Mers on me, and one of them from my own team! I moved quickly, darting around Minka and using her as a shield as Jaynelle drew her sword and thrust it forward. Minka screamed in pain as the sword found its mark.

      Triton, I hadn’t meant to get the Mer stabbed!

      I grimaced as the blade skewered her, scraping my fins as it came out the other side. I was horrified, even though Minka was one of the most unpleasant Mers I’d ever had the misfortunate to meet. Jaynelle had no such compunctions as she yanked the sword free, making the water turn red with blood.

      Minka sagged in front of me. It was a killing blow. Or it would be, unless I did something about it.

      “Waste of magic,” I muttered as I applied my hands to her flesh. No one could see us. They would think I was still using her as a shield. Jaynelle roared with frustration as she tried to stab me again. I spun too quickly for her, still holding the inert Mer in front of me.

      Thank Triton, she didn’t manage to stab Minka again.

      Or me.

      I felt the wound in Minka’s back close up underneath my hands and released her, letting her fall to the seabed. She’d live to be awful for another day. Then I darted away, trying to find a safe place far from the murderous Mer on my fins. We were supposed to battle and defeat as many Mers as possible, to show technique. We weren’t supposed to be murdering each other!

      But Jaynelle apparently had no interest in winning or high marks. She just wanted me dead. I knew the safest bet would be to swim away. Because I knew she would win. She was, by far, the better fighter. Not as fast or agile, but much bigger and stronger.

      And I couldn’t use my magic to defeat her.

      I swam so fast and so far that I nearly hit the outer wall of the arena. I was closer to the Queen and Dane now. I surveyed the battle, trying to find a more even fight. I needed to participate, not just swim in circles!

      My eyes widened as I saw two Mers coming right for me.

      Jaynelle. And it looked like Juno was coming for me as well, but from the other side of the arena. Hopefully, I could handle her before Juno arrived. I couldn’t defeat either one of them in hand to hand combat.

      The truth sank in. I wasn’t all that confident I was getting out of the arena alive.

      This might be it, I thought as I looked around in a panic.

      Rip was in the thick of it, but winning, from what I could tell. I saw Starla darting this way and that, trying to evade actual fighting. Clever Mer, I thought, praying fervently that she would make it through this. One of us females had to.

      “Tri! Watch out!” I heard Dane shout, and I turned just in time to parry a blow from Thalia.

      My own sister, who was on my side of the battle, no less, was attempting to literally stab me in the back.

      Triton, this day just keeps getting better, I thought sourly as a strange sense of calm came over me.

      The truth was, it broke my heart a little. She wanted me dead. My own sister wanted me dead.

      This was so much worse than her simply not liking me or thinking I was beneath her. This was something dark and twisted. This was hate.

      I fought back, trying not to hurt her. No matter what her feelings toward me were, I didn’t want to turn my only living blood relation into a Mer-ka-bob.

      She was a better fighter than I’d imagined. And when Jaynelle arrived, they exchanged a surprisingly friendly look.

      I realized I was losing almost immediately. I didn’t stand a chance. Thalia was my equal in battle, but Jaynelle could take us both. And together, they were undefeatable.

      My armor protected me from the most direct hits, but Jaynelle’s blade slid into the crack at my shoulder, piercing my skin. Thankfully, it wasn’t the arm holding the spear. I held it sideways, trying to block the next blow, which came from my sister.

      I wondered idly whether she or Minka would be removed from the Academy for breaking the rules and attacking someone on their own team.

      I kind of doubted it, though.

      Cowardice would get you removed. Failure. But being bloodthirsty was apparently rewarded. Especially since the General was running this exam. Without Annaruth to keep him in check, he was letting his bloodthirsty tendencies go wild.

      I cried out as Thalia stabbed my side, her blade sliding easily into my flesh. I was not going to make it, I realized. I could feel my magic working to repair the wound, but it was too deep. It would take too long.

      Especially since Jaynelle was aiming her blade at my throat.

      I saw something big swim in front of me with a roar, blocking the blow. At the same time, I felt someone behind me.

      This is it, I thought. I’m about to die. Thalia will make the killing blow.

      But when I turned to fight back with what remaining strength I had, I saw it was Dane.

      The Prince was in the arena.

      Without armor.

      He was shielding me with his body.

      I shook my head wildly, screaming, “Dane! No!”

      He just shook his head, turning to face whoever else came. But no one did. I turned again, realizing my shoulder had not healed and my side was still gushing blood. I must have used up my magic to heal Minka.

      Maybe the arena’s magic cloaking spell only worked when you were trying to help yourself. Or perhaps someone very powerful was preventing me from using my abilities.

      What I saw when I turned back amazed me.

      For a moment, I thought I had lost too much blood.

      I blinked but the vision was still there.

      Juno was protecting me. He was fighting Jaynelle with everything he had, and he was winning.

      He flashed me a smile over his shoulder, and Jaynelle’s blade got through his defense, stabbing one burly arm. I caught sight of the General in the stands. He was fuming, screaming something.

      But I couldn’t hear.

      I could barely hear anything.

      “Get her out of here, Pollux!” Juno shouted over his shoulder as he started to drive Jaynelle away. Thalia was hovering nearby, clearly unwilling to attack the Prince who was glued to my fins.

      “What?” I asked stupidly.

      Then Dane’s arm was around me, lifting me high above the fighting. He didn’t stop swimming as the arena disappeared below us. He didn’t wait for his guards.

      He just swam.
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      The rock beneath my cheek felt oddly familiar as I slowly became aware of my surroundings. It was dark and cool, but not unpleasantly so. I felt utterly safe, which was a nice change from what had happened in the arena.

      The arena where I’d nearly died, I remembered in a rush of terror. Where Dane had risked his life for me in front of everyone.

      I flipped over, then grimaced as pain shot through me.

      “Triton, that hurts!”

      But not as much as it should have. I opened my eyes. And blinked.

      Lumi was staring at me.

      Beazil was hovering solicitously nearby.

      Dane was too.

      We were in a cave. Not just any cave. My cave.

      I was alive and we were in the cave.

      That meant . . . this was it. The worst-case scenario. If Dane hadn’t taken me to Annaruth or the Palace . . . he wanted me to leave Oceana.

      “How are you feeling?” Dane asked, perching on the edge of the ledge beside me.

      I had the craziest feeling he’d been arguing with my shark when I opened my eyes. I looked back and forth between them, my brow furrowed.

      Beazil looked remarkably shark-like in that moment. He was angry. And worried. I stared into one eye and then the other. His magical eye was whirring softly, full of dark blue and green.

      “Tri . . .”

      “I’m okay,” I said, swinging my tail over the edge of the ledge. It hurt, but not as much as it should have. I must have healed. At least somewhat. Lumi darted closer, brushing against my wounds, and the pain subsided a little bit more. “Thank you, Lumi. Is Starla okay? Rip? Are you?”

      I gave him a pointed look, still annoyed that he’d leapt into the arena without armor or a weapon.

      “Everyone is fine. I . . .” He ran his hand through his hair and shook his head. “I tried to get to you faster, but there was a magical shield in front of the thrones. I had to evade the guards. I’m so sorry, Tri.”

      “You saved me. Even though you really shouldn’t have!” I glared at him. “You really, really shouldn’t have!”

      He gave me a funny look.

      “But I didn’t save you. Juno did.”

      “What?”

      I stared into the empty water in front of me. Lumi had settled on my shoulder and Beaz was sulking nearby. Jaynelle and Thalia had been working together to try and kill me. And then Juno . . .

      “He doesn’t want me dead. Even though the General does.”

      “No,” Dane said tightly. “Clearly, he doesn’t.”

      I sighed. That changed things. Now Juno was a target because of me, too.

      “We’re going to have to protect him, Dane. If he’s even remotely good . . . the General will have his fins for this.”

      “I know.” He cleared his throat. “But you have to go.”

      “No way in water am I leaving now.”

      I crossed my arms, glaring at him. Prince or no, he wasn’t telling me what to do!

      “You promised me, Tri,” he said. Then he shook his head. “The arena was spelled to prevent magical combat, not healing magic. But once . . . they . . . realized you could heal others and potentially yourself, I think they blocked that too. I think this whole exam was designed to eliminate you.”

      I stared at him.

      “Think about it, Tri. You had no armor. You’re the Spark candidate. You should have many sets of armor at your disposal. But somehow, it all went missing just when you needed it. And Annaruth was kept away.”

      He took my chin and forced me to look at him.

      “They won’t stop. You have to go the one place they will never look for you.”

      I shook my head vehemently.

      “I can’t leave you. Or the others,” I added lamely. But he wasn’t fooled. He smiled at me tenderly, leaning his forehead against mine.

      “Did it ever occur to you that I might be safer without you here?”

      Ouch.

      Triton, but that hit hard. And it was the same thing I’d said a dozen times. He’d always told me I was wrong, that it was the other way around, but it was true.

      And now there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that we had a real bond. That he . . . loved me. Dane had made sure of that in the arena.

      The Prince of Oceana had risked his life for me. Flagrantly. In front of foreign dignitaries.

      We were both in more danger than ever before.

      “Starla and Rip will be safer without you, too. And Beazil,” Dane said, driving it all home. Guilt filled me, along with worry. If anyone dared to harm my shark, I would finish them!

      My shark growled and used his nose to shove Dane back.

      “Beaz!”

      “It’s okay,” Dane said, giving my shark a wary look. “He knows we are on the same side.”

      I closed my eyes and nodded. The decision had been made. I just hadn’t said it out loud yet.

      “All right. I’ll go.”

      I heard Dane’s exhaled breath. I knew he didn’t really want me to leave. But he’d just forced me to.

      I hated abandoning my friends. But he was right. They were safer without me.

      “Good. We have to wait for the sun to set. There is a road just above the cliffs and a path leading up them.” He gave me a wry smile. “I’m afraid your first time using two legs on land will start with quite a climb.”

      “Do I have a mission? Any information to go on?”

      “I’m sorry. There wasn’t time. But we do know there is legislation to remove protection for oil rigs in the Atlantic. That would be a good place to start. But mostly just . . .” He squeezed my hand. “Stay alive.”

      The Atlantic is what two-leggers called Oceana. The waters his family had ruled for centuries. Longer. Thousands of years.

      He handed me an oddly-shaped bag, and I opened it, looking inside.

      “Everything you need is in here. It’s called a backpack.”

      I lifted up a bag with two straps on the back. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      “The straps go over your shoulders.”

      “Ingenious,” I said, impressed by two-legger ingenuity.

      “Open it,” Dane urged. I tugged on the ‘zipper’ with Dane’s guidance. Inside was a transparent shiny bag with clothes, money, and what I assumed were shoes. I noticed that the green dress that had belonged to my mother was also neatly folded inside. Annaruth’s magical fingers are all over this, I thought fondly.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s called plastic. It’s sealed to keep everything inside dry.”

      I touched the slippery surface of the bundle. I wanted to see everything. But now was not the time.

      “Leave your uniform in the cave at the base of the cliffs. It’s spelled to remain sealed to human eyes. If . . .” He cleared his throat. “When you return, that is where you will find your uniform waiting.”

      I set the backpack aside and stared at him.

      “How will I get in touch with you? How will I know that everything is all right? Or that it is safe to come home?”

      He shook his head.

      “You won’t.” He pursed his lips. “We have ways to communicate with the current Spark, but nothing has been put in place for you. I’ll work on something with Annaruth. There has to be a way.” He brushed the hair away from my face. “You’ll just have to be brave, Tri. Be strong.”

      I bit my lip and nodded, transfixed by the look in his heavy-lidded eyes. His thumb brushed my lips and my eyes dropped to his. They’re strangely pretty, for a male’s, I thought to myself. Soft and pink and inviting.

      And then he was kissing me. A kiss that started suddenly and seemed to go on forever. There was a sense of urgency in the way he held my face, the way he pressed his lips to mine one more time before pulling away.

      “I love you, Katriana.”

      I blinked at him and opened my mouth but no words came out. The discrete sound of a throat being cleared made me turn bright pink. Dane closed his eyes and smiled, though I could tell he was disappointed that I hadn’t said the words back.

      “I was hoping you might show up,” Dane said without turning to see who it was.

      “I was just waiting for the kissing to be over,” a voice said from the cave entrance.

      I looked up and everything clicked into place. This was happening. This was destined to happen.

      “Hello, Marcum,” I said with a half-smile as he swam forward and politely bowed to the Prince, something I hardly ever remembered to do. It was odd, but it almost seemed as if he were bowing to me as well. “Or should I be saying ‘goodbye’?”

      “Goodbye for now. We will both see you again. That much I promise you.”

      I nodded and bit my lip.

      “Is that why you came? To say goodbye?”

      He shook his head slowly and my pulse started to pound.

      “I had a vision. More than one. I had visions all night after you two left me.” He gave me a small smile and tapped his head. “It feels like I was drinking wine all night!”

      I inhaled, feeling scared and sad and excited all at once. No matter what, I really, really wanted to hear what Marcum had to say.

      “Tell us, please,” I said, leaning forward.

      Marcum looked at Dane and then back at me.

      “Well, for starters, you are both Royal. Tri is a descendent of Leanna.”
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      “What?” Dane gasped.

      “She’s real?” I asked, clasping my hands together. It was as if something inside of me rang out and told me it was true. Leanna herself was inside me.

      We exchanged a glance as I realized what Dane was thinking. Were we . . . cousins? That would make the fact that we just kissed for the better part of an hour kind of gross.

      “Don’t worry, you are not related. Not really.” He gave me a funny look. “Actually, Katriana’s claim to the throne is much stronger than yours.”

      “What?” Now it was my turn to gasp.

      “Not the throne of Oceana. That is your birthright, Prince Pollux. The throne of all the Seas. Leanna is the Queen of us all, and you are her granddaughter.”

      “Grand . . . me?”

      “Yes. In fact, you are nearly identical to her. It confused me at first when I saw her as a young woman. I wonder . . . did your mother look like you?”

      “I . . . barely remember her. I don’t even have a painting of her.”

      “Hmm,” Marcum said, not saying anything more.

      “My mother was Leandra’s daughter?”

      “Yes, her child with Allisander. And yes, they are both still alive, if you could call it that. All three of them are. Such unhappy souls.”

      I felt a spurt of pity, but I needed to know what he meant.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Leandra was pregnant when she was changed. The baby changed with her.”

      I gasped and stared at Marcum.

      “That would mean my mother was thousands of years old!”

      “Yes. You may very well live that long as well. I suspect you are closer to immortal than any of us. I don’t truly understand what killed her after so many years under the Sea. Perhaps you have vulnerabilities.”

      “Like swords,” Dane added sarcastically.

      “Yes, well, that would kill her most likely, but barring a direct attack, I suspect that Tri will outlive us all.”

      I stared at him, then closed my eyes.

      Triton, it can’t be true. Can it?

      “It’s true, Tri. Can’t you feel it? You were always more than . . . what other Mers thought you were.”

      My shoulders relaxed, relieved by the way Dane was looking at me. Like I was normal. Like I wasn’t a freak.

      He was looking at me like I was awesome.

      We sat there, the three of us, waiting for the sun to go down. Marcum didn’t have any more information on what to expect or who the cloaked traitors were. But he assured us again that all three of us would survive the immediate future and meet again.

      I held onto that. It was enough. It had to be.

      “Are you ready?” Dane asked, threading his fingers through mine. I nodded, not feeling ready at all. I kissed Beazil’s snout and rested my cheek against his rough but velvety skin for the longest time.

      “Look after each other for me. And Starla. And Lila. Tell Annaruth to get her out of my stepmother’s palace, okay?”

      “I will, I promise,” Dane swore.

      “And don’t let them stop looking for my father.”

      He nodded solemnly, and I took both of their hands, squeezing them one last time.

      It was time to go.

      I turned and swam alone out of the cave.

      I swam upward and to the south, where there was a rare stretch of sand in the craggy coastline. I didn’t stop to think about the enormity of what I was doing, the uncertainty of where I might sleep tonight, or all the wonders I might see.

      Or the dangers I might encounter.

      I didn’t think about how woefully unprepared I was.

      I just swam. As soon as I saw the golden hue of sand ahead, I transformed. I’d been practicing and had it down cold. Except, I had forgotten how bad human legs were at swimming.

      Or how often human lungs needed air.
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      Sand. I felt sand under my palms and knees. I lifted my head, taking a huge gasp of air. I’d nearly drowned trying to rise to the surface.

      That’s what you get for transforming too early, Tri!

      I lay there for a while, breathing heavily. The water and air were so cold on my legs, without the insulation of my scales. Everything felt so strange, but as the colors of the sunset faded, I knew it was time.

      Best get a move on, Tri.

      I forced myself to get up, still feeling wobbly as I planted one foot in the sand, then the other. I stood in the shallows, looking in both directions before I started forward, heading toward the cave in the cliff’s walls.

      And promptly fell over.

      Okay. Walking on land is a lot harder than it was underwater.

      I’d practiced, of course, but in the Academy and not on the seabed. Not on sand. And dry sand was much more treacherous than hard-packed wet sand, I was rapidly discovering. I glared at the yellow granules in front of my face and slowly managed to stand up again. I took a few steps before I fell over again, this time catching myself on my hands and knees.

      A stick, Tri. Get a stick.

      I crawled toward a promising-looking piece of driftwood, only to have it crumble in my hand. I tried another, but it was just a stretch of drying seaweed. After crawling all over the place like a deranged sea witch, I finally found a good candidate.

      The only problem was, so had the crabs.

      “Ouch!”

      I refused to release the stick in my hand as the tiny pincers bit into my hand. Another was dangling off my forearm. I batted them away, hopping up and down and shouting at them.

      “This is an auspicious beginning,” I grumbled as I hobbled gracelessly toward the cave. Once inside, I heaved a sigh of relief. My Spark-in-training uniform felt heavy and wet. Wet clothes, I thought to myself with a frown. What a concept for a Mermaid.

      I plopped down on a carved stone bench and closed my eyes. It was odd how uncomfortable wet clothes were, considering I’d only ever worn wet clothes my entire life. But being up here in the cool night air made it a completely different story.

      When I opened my eyes again, I saw it. Hanging on a peg across from me. Another Spark uniform. I padded over on my strange feet and touched it. Further back, nearly hidden in the shadows, there was another. It looked like a bundle of rags. I touched it and it dissolved. Clearly, it belonged to someone who had not come back.

      Gulp.

      But Marcum had said I would be back. I would see my home again. I would see my friends. I believed him.

      “Triton, I am stepping into some very big shoes,” I whispered, proud of myself for using a two-legger phrase and ignoring the utter terror I was feeling at the thought of dying alone on dry land.

      “Well, better get to it,” I said decisively, pulling the outer layer of my uniform up and over my head. I hung it carefully on an empty peg and then removed my soggy tunic and undergarments. I touched my mother’s pendant and walked back toward the bench and my backpack, opening it and removing the plastic bag.

      I still could not get over how weird the plastic felt. I knew it was one of the worst pollutants two-leggers had dumped into the beautiful Sea, but it clearly had its uses. Everything inside was completely dry.

      Two-legger science. It’s kind of like magic.

      I stared at a pair of underpants before sliding them over my legs and standing up to put them into place. Okay. That’s nice and warm, I thought. Then I put on a camisole and socks.

      “Even better,” I sighed, wiggling my now-warm toes.

      I reached in again and found a pair of blue pants, also known as jeans. I sat down and pulled them over my legs. The fabric was soft but heavy and moved with me when I experimented with some fighting moves.

      Speaking of which, did they give me a weapon?

      I dug through the pack, which contained more than it looked like but no weapon to speak of. My mother’s dress, though, looked as if it had been shortened to fit my legs instead of the entire length of my tail and fins. A pair of shoes with laces that I struggled with but finally conquered. There were pull-on boots made of a soft leather that made me sigh in pleasure when I stroked them and a pair of fancier-looking shoes with a heel that made me giggle. I can barely walk on sand. How am I supposed to walk on stilts? I thought with a snort. There was a silk skirt that looked like it would hang around my ankles, a dress in a pretty red pattern, another pair of denim pants, several thin short-sleeved shirts, and one with long sleeves made out of a similar material to my jeans. And another, extremely soft long-sleeved shirt with a cross-woven pattern in dark blue and green.

      Plaid. This is plaid.

      I shrugged that on, grabbing a dark green vest and putting everything else back where it came from. Miraculously, it all fit. Not miraculously. Magically. Clearly, Annaruth had spelled the backpack to hold all of my belongings. “So Mer magic does work on land,” I whispered with a relieved nod. That meant I did have weapons, though hopefully, I would never need them. The Spark was supposed to work diplomatically, if at all possible, although physical force was definitely still on the table.

      I stared at the rolled paper money, then took a small amount and folded it into my pocket. I had a general idea of how money worked, but the value was still a fuzzy concept at best. We usually traded with other Mers, and those who could afford to simply purchase paid in gold, silver, jewels and most often, pearls.

      Hopefully, I’d be able to figure out how to negotiate two-legger style. I took a last look around the cave, ignoring the strong urge to simply spend the night here.

      But my rumbling belly had other ideas.

      I pulled on my pack, grabbed my stick, and headed out, looking for the path that led up through the cliffs.
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      Nearly an hour passed as I slowly climbed the cliff path and made my way down a winding road that hugged the cliff’s edge. It was dark and cold and I was not all that good at walking yet. But I was here. I was safe. And no one else in the Sea would have to die for me.

      So I kept on, trudging slowly forward. No one had told me how slow two-leggers were. They didn’t move in all directions at will like we could in the water. I felt . . . flat. And stuck.

      And very, very hungry.

      “Food. I smell food.”

      I stopped short, staring at the lopsided little shack at the edge of what looked like a human settlement. It was a res-too-rant, I realized. One of the places where humans went to get food.

      Not that we’d gotten that in-depth about modern day-to-day human lives yet. I knew a lot about the Industrial Revolution, however. Thank Triton, our Human Etiquette professor had humored my fascination and endless questions about two-leggers so I had some practical information.

      Still, I was very literally a fish on dry land.

      A very stupid fish.

      I squared my shoulders and headed toward it, step by step, my feet feeling like they had anchors dragging behind them.

      You know what Annaruth would say? Fake it till you make it.

      What? How? I asked myself. Thankfully, an answer came from somewhere deep inside me.

      Just pretend to be human, you jellyfish.

      Right. Pretend. Say nothing. Smile.

      I opened the door and stepped inside.

      Delicious smells wafted over me. I could almost feel them on my skin. I nearly fainted from the intensity of it. Smells on land were much, much stronger than they were in water.

      It smelled greasy and salty and very, very good.

      “You alone?”

      I nodded at the woman with the large flat book in her hand. This was my first human interaction. I wanted to ace it.

      “Hungry?”

      “Yes, thank you,” I said, my voice sounding unnaturally loud to me. But everything on land was loud. Water apparently softened everything. That was going to take some getting used to.

      “Follow me, hon,” she said, leading me to a booth near the back. “This is one of the good seats,” she added as I slid into the seat and glanced out at the beach. “Slow season, so you get the whole section to yourself.”

      “Thank you,” I said nervously. She handed me the book and I thanked her again.

      “Know what you want to drink?”

      I shook my head and she shrugged.

      “Be right back to take your order.”

      Take my . . . what?

      I stared at the book in my hand. It was covered in plastic. I looked closer and realized you could open it. Inside were pictures of fish and lobster! I realized I was staring at a list of food. I could have any of these items and pay the number next to it.

      Humans were marvelous, inventive creatures! I loved them!

      I settled in, putting my backpack to the side and leaning over the menu. I wanted to try a little bit of everything, but I decided I had to pace myself.

      “What can I get you, hon?”

      “I would like a lobster roll, please.”

      “Chips or salad?”

      “Chips.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yes. I would like the steamers. And a crab cake.”

      “That comes with chips or salad, too. Or you can do veggies.”

      “I believe I would like chips again,” I said, figuring it was safe. I’d had chips once in the Royal kitchen. If these were anything like those, I wanted to try them again.

      “Drink?”

      “What do you recommend?”

      “Most girls like diet soda with lemon.”

      “What do boys like?”

      “Regular soda.”

      “I’ll have that, please. With limon.” I smiled at her and asked if I could hang onto the menu. “Thank you, hon.”

      She gave me a funny look and walked off, leaving me to read the menu again. Thank Triton, our alphabet was extremely similar to two-legger writing. Plus, I’d been studying it at the Academy. Most Mers had a way with language, speaking and understanding multiple dialects. It was magical in origin, I suspected, though I’d never really thought about it before now.

      I tapped my fingers together and stared out at the water, wondering what my friends were doing right now.
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      “SO good,” I mumbled to myself as I shoved another chip into my mouth. It lacked the subtlety of Batte’s cooking, but Triton, the food was good. And fresh!

      Coming from a Mermaid, that was high praise indeed.

      “You passing through, hon?” the waitress asked as she brought me a refill on my soda. I nodded. “Where to next?”

      “Not sure yet,” I said through my food, trying not to be totally disgusting but unwilling to spit out the salty, greasy goodness.

      “You’d better take something for the road then.”

      “Yes, please,” I said, trying to think of what to order. “What would stay fresh?”

      She laughed.

      “Not seafood, hon. I’ll have them whip you up a sandwich or two.”

      “Thank you. And may I have more crisps for the road as well?”

      She shook her head at me.

      “Such a polite girl. They’ll get soggy.”

      I smiled at her.

      “I’m fine with soggy.”
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      My belly full, I continued into the well lit streets of the quiet town. My first human interaction had gone very well. I’d eaten well, paid without too much fuss, and learned to call people ‘hon’. A car drove past and I jumped, nearly dropping my precious bag of food. I knew about cars. And machines. They were land-boats, was how Dane explained it to me. But seeing it in person was a whole other experience.

      Hearing them was way more shocking.

      Land boats were loud.

      I frowned, looking around. There was very little happening here. Nobody was drilling for oil or dumping waste in the water. I needed to be where the people were if I was going to make use of my time on land.

      And I needed a place to rest. My feet were not used to walking. They were starting to ache.

      “Hotel. That’s what I need. Thank Triton I’d paid attention to some things in class,” I muttered to myself.

      “Are you looking for the bus stop? It’s easy to miss if you don’t know where to look.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      An elderly man was staring at me. He pointed up. There was a sign above me. It said New York.

      “Is this New York?”

      He shook his head with a chuckle.

      “You lost, girlie?”

      “I need to go to New York,” I decided. Even Mers knew that was the center of two-legger land. Or one of the centers, anyway. “Hon,” I added, figuring it was only polite.

      “You’re all the way up in Maine, girlie. That’s a long trip. But the bus will get you there eventually.”

      I wanted to ask him what a bus was but I didn’t.

      Play it cool, like Arctic water, Tri. You’ve got this. Kind of.

      “It’s cold to be waiting outside. Bus won’t be here for an hour at least. You all right?”

      “Yes, thank you,” I said. I had my chips. And the waitress had given me a bottle of water, tucked securely in my backpack. Another use for plastic I had marveled at. “It will be a full hour?”

      “Something like that. Don’t wander off too far, though, because there won’t be another one until tomorrow.”

      I nodded and gave my thanks. Two-Leggers were incredibly kind, I decided. So far, no one had screamed ‘Mermaid’ and tried to put me in a cage. That was a win as far as I was concerned.

      I walked a bit further down the block, fascinated by the shop windows. I looked in each one, wishing they were open so I could go inside and look at everything. Specifically, I wanted to touch things.

      Objects felt completely different when your skin was dry. I’d noticed in the res-too-rant. It was such a strange sensation. And the weight of it all! Even my clothes had weight!

      But I would get used to it, I reasoned with myself. I ran my fingertips over the glass in front of me. I was staring into a pet shop, with toys and small beds and stacks of canned food and pictures of adorable small teegers and canines everywhere.

      “Puppy food,” I read aloud off some of the products I could see. “Kitten mix.”

      There was so much of everything! Under the Sea, we had to make what we used. If someone was particularly skilled at making things, they sold directly to the rich. But everyday average Mer would not buy their familiar food in a can.

      I smiled, deciding Beazil would eat the whole can. The kittens and puppies, too, whatever they were.

      A rumble caught my attention, and I gasped at the whale-sized shape moving toward me.

      “Is that . . . the bus? Triton!”

      I ran toward it, using my stick to keep from falling down again. I stood there, trying to catch my breath as the doors opened. A man in a uniform stood there.

      “Going to?”

      “New York City.”

      “Did you buy a ticket online?”

      “I . . . uh . . . no?”

      “’Kay, that’ll be . . .” He fiddled with a little machine and looked at me. “One hundred and eleven.”

      “Dollars?” I asked, realizing how stupid I sounded.

      “Yes, dollars,” he said, giving me a funny look.

      I nodded and pulled out the folded paper money in my pocket. I stared at it, finding a hundred dollar bill and handing it over. I had some smaller bills from the res-too-rant. I showed them to him and he took a ten and a one.

      “You okay to be traveling alone? You special needs?”

      I wasn’t sure what he was asking, but I knew what it sounded like. It sounded like he didn’t think I was smart. Still, I clearly needed to be more comfortable handling money. Everything cost money here. It made things both much simpler and a lot harder.

      “I’m fine. I just can’t . . . see that well in the dark.”

      “Sure, kid. Just do me a favor and sit up near the front where I can keep an eye on you.”

      I nodded, feeling grateful.

      “And don’t take your bag off when you sleep or get up. Keep that thing glued to you.”

      I had no idea what ‘gloo’ was, but I nodded anyway.

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      He nodded, and I climbed onto the nearly empty bus, taking a seat by the glass in the second row. The bus rumbled back to life as the driver used a lever to shut the door.

      And then we were off. I gripped the edges of my seat as the whole bus lurched forward. The sensation was beyond strange, not at all like hitching a ride on a familiar or a friendly dolphin. I stared out the window into the darkness, the reality of my situation finally starting to hit home.

      Only a few hours ago, I’d been a candidate in the Academy with good friends around me. Now I was, at least temporarily, a dropout. I was alone in the middle of a very strange land. I was far from my friends and anything familiar. And even though two-leggers had been friendly so far, the bus driver’s words had made an impression on me.

      He thought I needed protection to stay safe. And he thought someone might try and take my bag. Everything I owned was inside it, so the thought was chilling, to say the least.

      This wasn’t like home. I couldn’t scavenge oysters if I got hungry or find an empty cave to sleep in. I needed money. I had to hold onto it.

      I closed my eyes, dozing off with the backpack strapped to my chest. It was oddly comforting to wear it like that. It felt like armor. Or cuddling an otter. When I opened my eyes a little while later, the bus was almost half full. I ate a little bit, deciding to save the rest for the morning. Then I closed my eyes again, trying to imagine what Beazil was doing right now.

      And then something odd happened. I felt the world shift as I slid through space. I blinked, looking around in shock.

      I was there.

      I could see the stable. One eye saw things in flat black and white, but the other . . . I experimented with focusing on one eye at a time. The other eye saw things that a normal eye couldn’t see. Colors, energy, and what looked like a glow that was either cool or hot, signifying safety or a warning.

      I was looking through Beazil’s eyes.

      And he wasn’t alone.

      Dane was there, talking to him. It was muffled, but I could hear him as clearly as if I was in the same room. Which I guess I was.

      My heart filled up as I listened to Dane telling my familiar I would be okay. That I would come back. That Dane would make sure he had plenty to eat in the meantime.

      The bus jolted, and I opened my eyes, the connection lost.

      But I could find it again. I would.

      And all of a sudden, I realized I wasn’t quite so alone after all.
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      “I’ll trade you… both your egg rolls.”

      I groaned and stared longingly at the egg rolls I’d been about to dig into.

      “Not the shrimp?”

      “That one too.”

      I grumbled and slid them over. Karen looked at me appraisingly. Then she stole a glance at Dylan, who was grabbing something from his car.

      We often met out here for lunch. Dylan wasn’t in school anymore but he worked not far away doing construction. I had no idea how he managed to pick up food, get here, eat and get back, but he did. And bless him, he’d brought Chinese food today.

      Karen was giving me an assessing look when I looked back at her.

      “He must really be under your skin. You love egg rolls.”

      “I am desperate.”

      “Okay, first tip is to imagine your mind as a steel box. That’s the basic stuff. I’m sure you’ve tried that. The other stuff requires energy work and you need to white light yourself first.”

      “White light?”

      “Imagine you are bathed in white light. Imagine it purifying you. You can picture a large bubble of it surrounding you if that helps.”

      “Like Glinda in the Wizard of Oz?”

      She nodded.

      “Exactly like Glinda.”

      Karen took a knife and cut both egg rolls in half. Then she slid a portion of each flavor back to me.

      “Thank you.”

      “You looked too sad. I couldn’t take advantage of you.”

      “I’ll always share my egg rolls with you, Karen.”

      She snort laughed, which she always did when she thought something was really funny. It made me laugh and then we were rolling on the blanket in the sunshine like a couple of drunk monkeys.

      There was nothing remotely dignified about us when we got this way.

      “You guys okay?” Dylan gave us a worried look as he sat crossed legged on the blanket. “Are you guys drinking wine coolers or something?”

      I tried to stop laughing. I really did. But there was no hope for it.

      “Nobody drinks wine coolers, Dylan.”

      “Some people do.”

      “Who?”

      He shrugged and muttered ‘chicks.’

      We started laughing again. Eventually hunger won out. Karen started explaining some of the ways to block a telepathic bond.

      “Is that was it is? Telepathic?”

      “Well, that’s the type of bond Fae usually have.”

      “What kind of bond is it do you think?”

      “Maybe a blend of a Vamp bond and Fae bond since you both have Angelic blood. The techniques aren’t perfect.”

      I bit into my half of the egg roll and almost moaned in ecstasy. It really was a sin to have such good Chinese food in this small town on the edge of nowhere. I thanked Nightfall for it every time I took a bite.

      Other than my friends, and the cozy house, it was one of the main reasons I had fought to stay here instead of jumping from town to town the way we had for years. I had Chinese food at least twice a week without fail.

      So far, we’d been lucky. No one except Janelle had noticed that I was a little weird. No one had noticed that strange things happened in this town. Or that every once in a while, a biker or other degenerate came into the hospital with a shocking low blood volume.

      Of course, all that would change when Maxim came back.

      I caught Dylan staring at me with a pained look on his face.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You knew he was coming back.”

      “I did.”

      “Then what?”

      He just stood and brushed his hands off on his jeans.

      “I need to get back to work. Have a good day.”

      I watched him leave, then looked at Karen.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      “Yes. If I’m upsetting him… of course, I want to know.”

      “It’s not your fault its just…” She repositioned herself on the blanket. “Imagine if you loved someone. Like, really loved them, but you couldn’t be with them for whatever reason.”

      “Okay.”

      I knew that Dylan loved me. At one point, we had been in love. I loved him too, even though it was different now.

      “Now imagine that that person falls in love with someone else. Someone that everyone knows is bad for them.”

      “I’m not in love with Maxim!”

      “Imagine having a front row seat to that person denying their feelings, fighting against them, all that.”

      “But I’m not–”

      “Listen to me. You are my friend. I know it’s my fault that you aren’t with Dylan. But I’m an empath. I can tell you exactly what you felt when you mentioned that he was coming back.”

      I stared as she held up her fingers, ticking them off one by one.

      “You are angry with him and yourself.”

      True.

      “You are wistful. You want to see him but you know its treacherous.”

      Again true.

      “You miss him more than you could have imagined and are afraid you are in love with him, even if you won’t admit the possibility to yourself.”

      I was not ready to admit how true that was.

      “You feel guilty because you are torturing the other person you love, who you are still in love with, even if it’s a much less exciting kind of love.”

      Another uncomfortable truth, or close to it.

      I stared at her, feeling totally exposed. She was right. She was right about everything.

      I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. I put my egg roll down and stared at the red pattern of the blanket.

      “Nightfall.”

      “Yeah. Whatever that means.”

      “And he can see all that?”

      “He doesn’t just see it. He feels it. A never ending gut punch.”

      “Why doesn’t he shut me out then? They way you taught him to keep me from feeling him?”

      “Because he’s addicted to it. He gets love from you. He hangs onto it. But if Maxim is really back…”

      “Not for long. Just so we can find out…”

      “What?”

      Nightfall, you aren’t supposed to tell her about the other powers.

      “We need his contacts in the Vamp world. He has information for us.”

      “Sure.”

      “I’m not even going to be here when he comes! Hopefully he’ll be gone by the time I get back.”

      Karen just cocked an eyebrow and tilted her head. I watched her take a big bite of her egg roll. I could smell the shrimpy goodness from here.

      But my appetite was gone.

      I used a wet wipe on my hands and pulled my gloves back on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I stared out the window and sighed. I was trying not to think about what Karen had said. I would die of embarrassment if Maxim even got a whiff of that. I focused on the steel box. It seemed more thorough than a garage door or moat. But I couldn’t really tell if it was working.

      I closed my eyes, trying to imagine white light surrounding me. It was working! I felt warm and safe and–

      “Sophie?”

      Someone was standing next to me. Clearing their throat. I opened my eyes and stared up at Mr. Penbrecker, my thoroughly evil math teacher. And if a creature of the night such as myself thought he was evil, trust me, he was.

      So much for the protective bubble.

      “Do you want to join us for class, young lady?”

      I cringed at the patronizing tone. He was awful. He was fond of belittling the girls in the class. The man basically embodied the patriarchy.

      “I could review this for you later, in detention.”

      I shook my head rapidly.

      Mr. Penbrecker was notorious for being overly friendly with pretty female students. He’d never crossed the line as far as I knew, but he oozed sleaze. The last thing I wanted was to be stuck here with him.

      I was sorely tempted to glamour him into being less creeptastic. If not for my sake, for the students he would have in the future. It was uncomfortable to be put down and coyly flirted with for the girls, and it set a bad example for the boys.

      If he wasn’t so gross, I’d be tempted to eat him.

      I felt my fangs wanting to pop and exhaled in annoyance. I didn’t want to drink his blood. I just wanted to tear his throat out.

      Easy, killer. The guy deserves to be fired, not gutted.

      Dylan’s voice rang out in my head. I smiled sweetly and shook my head.

      “No, Mr. Penbrecker.”

      “Good girl. Now come up to the chalk board and show us the formula we were just discussing.”

      I dug my nails into my hands. I was not a dog. I did not appreciate being told I was a ‘good girl.’

      Honestly, how someone had not knocked this guys block off was hard to believe.

      I’ll do more than that.

      No, Maxim. I can fight my own battles.

      But you said you don’t want to eat him. I do. Slowly. While making him watch Buffy.

      I smirked a little. Well, apparently I’d made another Buffy convert. Sure, she was on the other side, but she was the perfect example of girl power.

      Buffy pretty much rocked.

      I lifted the chalk to the chalkboard before Mr. Penbrecker could comment on my gloves. He’d mentioned them before. I had gotten a note from the nurse giving me permission to wear them. I’d tearfully told her I had a persistent rash.

      It was always nice when my acting made glamouring and bloodshed unnecessary. But that didn’t mean I enjoyed the odd looks I got.

      Yeah, in case you were wondering, fancy leather gloves went over REAL well in High School.

      I solved the problem absentmindedly and turned to return to my seat. Everyone was staring at me with their mouths slightly open. Mr. Penbrecker himself looked dumbfounded.

      “I didn’t mean for you to solve all the problems, Sophie.”

      Whoops. I’d answered all the problems on the board. I just hoped I had moved at human speed when I did it.
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