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Chapter One


Yvonna’s dead.

It was still surreal. I’d seen Yvonna just the day before. And even though there had never been any love lost between us, I couldn’t quite wrap my head around the fact that she was gone.

Mother, Maximus, and I approached the king’s court. The seabeds here boasted some of the most elegant coral gardens in the city, but the vibrant colors and curious fish couldn’t lift my spirits.

Mother waved Maximus off. “Give us a moment before we go in to see the king.”

Maximus placed a fist on his chest, bowed, and swam to the other side of the palace courtyard—far enough away to prevent eavesdropping but close enough that he could keep an eye on us.

“Now.” Mother’s intense brown eyes bored into mine. “Let me do most of the talking. The king will want a detailed account of your conversation with Yvonna, and you should answer his questions truthfully and in as much detail as possible. Just remember that he will be most interested in using this situation as a way to embarrass and weaken Felix.”

“So, keep my mouth shut if he seems more concerned about politics than justice?” I stared over Mother’s shoulder at a bright yellow anemone gently waving in the current.

She pursed her lips. “I wouldn’t say it quite like that. Just . . . this is neither the time nor the place for you to . . . vocalize your disagreements with some of the king’s recent decisions—or anything he might say today.”

I grunted. “Don’t worry, Mother. I promise I won’t embarrass you.”

A small purple fish darted past us.

“It’s not embarrassment I’m concerned about.” She grabbed my arm. “He’s been growing more and more paranoid as of late. I know how to tread water around him. You don’t. So let me persuade him. You stick to the facts.”

I folded my hands and nodded, and Mother gestured for Maximus to rejoin us as we swam into the king’s court.

When we entered the imposing hall, two of the king’s advisors were already gathered around him. I followed a tail-length behind my mother, clasping my hands as we approached the king’s throne.

When we came to a halt, I allowed myself to glance around. The room looked much emptier than the last time I’d been here, when the king sentenced my ex-fiancé Tor to a year under house arrest for the killing of a naiad servant girl. The same impressive carvings of our greatest histories adorned the walls, but they seemed less lifelike without the buzz of tension animating the room.

The trial had been controversial to say the least—the naiads were horrified that Tor’s sentence was so light, and many of the mer were outraged that he’d even been brought to trial at all. After all, he’d only killed a naiad.

I wanted to sink them all off the drop-off.

I ran my fingers over the tablets in my hand. Tablets Yvonna—Tor’s mother—had brought to me. As it turned out, Tor had killed the naiad to silence her allegations about his father’s illegal naiad slave-selling.

When Yvonna had found out about the trafficking, she couldn’t stay silent. Yet, she’d tried to protect her husband, even as she betrayed him. She’d made me swear that I’d use my mother’s influence to ensure that everything was handled quietly and that Felix didn’t face serious punishment or public shame for his slaving. But even so, she’d paid with her life.

When we reached the king’s throne, I floated just behind my mother.

“Cleo.” The king nodded at Mother. “Thank you for coming.”

He made eye contact with me over Mother’s shoulder and cocked his head to the side. “Lady Jade?” He glanced from me to Mother.

Mother nodded. “Forgive us, Your Majesty, but Jade and I were to meet with you today with some important information about Felix. I’m afraid it is even more relevant now that Yvonna is dead.”

He massaged his temples. “Very well. Lady Jade, you understand that anything you hear today will be kept strictly confidential, and you will not reveal our deliberations to anyone even if your silence costs you your life.”

I nodded. What would’ve seemed like overly dramatic language two months earlier had become deadly serious after the unrest wreaking havoc on the city of Thessalonike.

The king turned his attention to Advisor Barnabas, a wizened old merman I’d harbored a particular dislike of since childhood. “Continue.”

Barnabas pressed his fingers together, and the deep lines on his face grew taut. “You must promise a swift and severe investigation. Someone must be banished to maintain order and restore confidence in the system, or the whole net will unravel.”

Advisor Galena, a middle-aged mermaid with dark green hair and a slim build, shook her head. “It’s not so dire as that. Investigate, to be sure, but now that the naiads are leaving, it may be best to blame it on them. A revenge killing, since Yvonna worked so hard to help her son get away with that naiad’s death.”

She glanced at me, and I shifted uncomfortably. I’d initially reported Tor’s crime to the inspectors, and part of me still felt like I’d caused the wave of violence that had overtaken the city—riots, a massacre of naiads by the Royal Mer Guard, and now Yvonna’s death.

But I steeled myself. I knew who had killed Yvonna. Or at least I was pretty sure.

The king peered at me from beneath his dark, bushy eyebrows. “Do you have something to say, Lady Jade?”

My gills flared. “I . . . no, Your Majesty. I believe my mother’s better suited to explain what we’ve come to say.”

My mother ran her fingers through her cerulean hair. “Felix had cause to murder Yvonna—or have her murdered, anyway. I doubt he’d have done it himself.”

The king tightened his lips. “Do you have evidence of this?”

My mother floated to the side and gestured me forward. “Yvonna came to see Jade a few days ago. Jade discovered that Felix had kidnapped several naiads over the course of the last year and sold them as slaves, and she told Yvonna.”

Barnabas and Galena looked at each other, their eyes wide and their shoulders stiff.

The king’s eyebrows rose almost all the way to his hairline. “The disappearances?”

“I’m afraid so.”

I extended the tablets to the king. “As you might expect, Yvonna didn’t believe me at first, but she decided to look into my allegations and discovered them to be true.”

The king took the tablets from me and perused them.

“She was, of course, torn between loyalty to her husband and horror over his actions. In the end, she brought me evidence of his crimes and entreated us to ask you to deal with him quietly. We agreed to her terms so we could stop Felix’s crimes and make an attempt at rescuing the missing girls.”

Mother pursed her lips. “Of course, that was before he killed Yvonna.”

Galena raised her left arm. “If I may be so bold—”

“One moment,” said the king. “Lady Jade, tell me more about your meeting with Yvonna. Was there anything else that made you think that Felix was behind Yvonna’s death?”

I hesitated. “He’d struck her, Your Majesty. When she first confronted him about the disappearances. She seemed afraid of him. We . . . well, a friend and I asked her if she needed any help, but she brushed it off. Acted like it wasn’t a big deal.”

“A friend? So someone else was there when you spoke with Yvonna.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Go on.” His fingers drummed on the coral arm of his ornate throne.

Closing my eyes, I said, “An old school friend. But he’s preparing to leave with the naiads, so I’m afraid he’s not here to corroborate.”

Alexander.

The thought of his lips pressed against mine sent quillpricks of bitter regret shooting through my body. But it was for the best that he was leaving.

As the monarchy—and Thessalonike’s whole social structure—found itself in turbulent waters, it was becoming more and more likely that I’d be forced to make a practical marriage to secure powerful allies. Alexander, a laborer who hadn’t even finished school because of his family’s poverty, could do nothing to protect my family if a coup destabilized the city.

My voice shook. “But given the way Tor lashed out at Anna and . . . ”

“And?” The king stared at me.

My gills flapped as I looked from the king to Mother. “Tor attacked me, Your Majesty. He tried to kill me, shortly before the . . . incident in the naiad quarter.”

Mother whirled to face me. Magma smoldered in her eyes, but she remained quiet.

The king tilted his head. “Well, I’ll need a full account of that.”

I stared down at the floor. “I-I’m not accusing him formally, Your Majesty. But if you need to know what happened, I went to speak with Tor after my conversation with you, in which you suggested that peace in the city might be strengthened by a rekindling of my engagement to Tor. At this point, I knew of some evidence that suggested that Felix was involved in the naiad disappearances, but we didn’t have enough information to go to the inspectors or to you.”

The king threaded his fingers together.

I shuddered. “In the course of the conversation, I made Tor aware of what I knew. His reaction confirmed my suspicions—then he tried to strangle me.” I loosened my wrap from around my neck and pulled it down just far enough to show the bruising that still remained on my skin and over my gills. “After he . . . changed his mind, he left me in the courtyard. Yvonna found me there, and I told her about Felix’s horrifying business dealings.”

Tor had changed his mind because he’d realized I’d brought a dagger with me, but I didn’t see any reason to explain that to the king. The use of a blade in violence—even in self-defense—was anathema inside the city walls, lest blood in the water bring sharks upon the city.

“I see,” said the king. “That certainly suggests that we ought to question Felix closely.”

Rage still contorted Mother’s features.

“Your Majesty?” I said.

He nodded at me to continue.

“I-I swore a vow, and I still must ask that you handle the kidnapping charges quietly. I’m not bound to ask anything good or bad for Felix in relation to the murder of his wife. But I’m still bound to the word I gave Yvonna.”

Mother squeezed my arm and muttered, “He deserves to be castigated in the canals.”

“I acknowledge your request, Lady Jade,” the king said. “Do you feel you’ve fulfilled your vow?”

“Yes.”

He waved his hand. “You are dismissed. Maximus, see that Lady Jade gets home safely.”

Maximus moved forward, clasped his fist over his heart, and bowed. I didn’t look at Mother as we left.

When Maximus and I emerged in the canal, a shakiness overcame me, and I grabbed his arm to steady myself. “Excuse me,” I murmured. “Just give me a moment.”

“Lady Jade, are you alright?” His eyes narrowed. “You look ill.”

“Did you know Yvonna well?”

“Well enough to know she wasn’t the monster you think she was.”

My voice softened. “I don’t think she was a monster. She died trying to do the right thing.”

“You still blame her for trying to get Tor exonerated.”

I hesitated. “Yes, of course. But . . . I understand her better now, I think. She was never trying to be a villain. She had mistaken priorities. She’d have done almost anything to protect her son, and she let that push her to some awful decisions.”

Like blackmailing one of my best friends into testifying against me. The memory roiled my stomach.

We turned down another canal, swimming past a row of fancy houses made of the brightest coral the reef had to offer. My gaze swept across a garden of waving blue anemones that fostered a whole colony of orange-and-white clownfish, and I realized how desperately I needed to escape the city and go for a swim with my dolphin.

Maybe Pippa will come out with me.

When we reached my canal, a sad smile curled the corner of Maximus’s mouth. “I’m sorry I ever doubted your honesty, Lady Jade. I’m leaving soon—I’m on the security detail for an ambassadorial delegation to Marbella—and we’ll be gone for some time. I don’t yet know how long. I didn’t want to leave without admitting that I treated you abysmally.”

“That’s not true.” I cocked my head. “Even when you thought badly of me, you—”

“Did my job. But I was rude to you, and for that I’m sorry.”

I bowed my head. “Thank you. I know we haven’t seen eye-to-eye all the time, but I really do appreciate all you’ve done.”

We reached the threshold of my home, and I clasped a fist over my heart. “Go in peace. And I hope your trip to Marbella floats on a smooth current. Bring me back some Marbellan kelp puffs if you think about it. I like them even better than sweet puffs.”

He grinned. “I’ll see what I can do. Peace be upon you, Lady Jade.”

He swam away, and I fished the key from my wrap and let myself in the house.

“George? Pippa?” I called. Then I shook my head. George, our butler, hadn’t yet returned to work. Even though it had been years since she’d broken his heart, Yvonna’s death had devastated him. Mother had insisted he take the time he needed.

My little brother Benjamin waved at me from the table where he slumped over his breakfast. I ruffled his hair as I passed. “Best hurry up, urchin, or you’ll be late for school.”

He yawned and grumbled something at me.

“Hi, Jade.” Pippa emerged from the hallway that extended toward the back of the house. For her own safety, she’d lived with us since the massacre in the naiad quarter. “I’m surprised you’re back so soon. Is Cleo still with the king?”

I wrapped my arms around myself. “She’ll be there most of the day, I think. Is there anyone you need to see before . . . before everyone leaves?”

She bit her lip and shook her head. “I’ve said my goodbyes. Best to not drag it out.”

“Want to go swim with Kiki and me, then? Clear our heads?”

Pippa’s eyes lit up, but she hesitated. “Will I be able to get back into the city when we’re done?”

“Yes,” I said. “You . . . probably shouldn’t go out alone—just for right now. But together we’ll be fine.”

“Then let’s go.”

I glanced at Benjamin. “Don’t tell Mother?”

Benjamin shrugged. “Just be safe, okay?”

With relief pulsing through my veins, I pulled Pippa out the door and locked it behind us. She reached her hands back and cast a gentle current behind her that carried her forward at an easy swimming speed for me. Activity had picked up in the canals, and when we neared the city gates, we had to navigate a bustling thoroughfare teeming with buskers, stall shops, and dolphin-drawn carts.

My stomach growled as we passed a cart selling sweet puffs. I glanced up at the shimmering surface of the water above and then back at the sweet puffs.

Pippa smirked at me. “A little early for dessert.”

“Want some?” I asked.

“I won’t say no.”

I reached into the bag tied around my waist, pulled out two small coins engraved with the likeness of Eliana, the ancient queen, and handed them to the vendor. He gave two sweet puffs to me and two to Pippa, and we continued down the canal in silent contentment.

A brawny, dark-skinned merman undulated past me on the back of the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen. It was white, with two long, thin front legs and a slender mer tail, and it glimmered like its skin was covered in pale bioluminaries. Its jet-black, intelligent eyes met mine.

I stopped short, and Pippa ran straight into me.

“Oof.” She took a step back and dropped half of her remaining sweet puff to the seafloor. “What are you—” Her eyes locked on the creature, and she fell silent.

“Have you ever seen anything like that before?” I whispered. “It’s beautiful.”

“Yes,” she murmured. “Almost like it. A long time ago.”

We watched as it swam out of sight.

“What was it?” I gasped.

Pippa cleared her throat. “The overlanders that lived on the banks of the Wye had mounts—horses, they called them—that were similar, but they had four legs, two in front and two in back, and no fishtail.”

I quirked an eyebrow at her. “Four legs? What would they do with four legs?”

She laughed. “I think it helped them balance. They’re pretty big, though not quite as big as whatever that thing was. I’ll draw a picture of a horse for you when we get back.”

I wanted to follow the creature, but we needed to visit Kiki.

We reached the city outskirts and passed under the gaudy coral gate that marked the boundary between the reef and Thessalonike. I recognized one of the members of the Royal Mer Guard standing watch at the gate—I’d gone to school with her.

“Artemis.” I nodded at her. “Has anyone new come through here recently?”

Her eyes sparkled. “You saw the hippocampus?”

“The hippo-what now?”

“A representative from the Neptunian Confederation passed through the gate a few minutes ago. He was a riding a hippocampus.”

“Tall merman on a majestic white creature?”

Artemis nodded. “I’d never seen one before, but he says it’s what all the Neptunians ride.”

I stopped, and my back stiffened. “Wait. The Neptunus Confederation?”

She shrugged. “That’s what he said. He was alone and said he had a message for the king, so we let him pass.”

I said goodbye to Artemis and worried my lower lip as Pippa and I moved away from the gate and onto the open expanse of reef.

“Well, I wonder what that was about,” I murmured.

“Who are the Neptunians?” asked Pippa, her eyes narrow.

I ran my hands through my hair. “No one. Not anymore. Not in two millennia.”

“Well, who were they?”

I glanced back at the gate. “An empire on the warpath.”


Chapter Two


“Kiki!” I called, trying to dismiss my unsettled thoughts as Pippa and I drifted onto the vibrant coral reef beyond the city gates. We passed over a rounded brain coral covered in bright green spirobranchus crowns, their feathery edges swaying in the gentle current. I waved my hand near the crowns, and they retracted into the coral and disappeared.

An answering chirp sounded in the distance, and a few seconds later, we caught sight of Kiki barreling over the coral toward us.

“Hi, girl!” I wrapped my arms around her long gray body. “I’ve missed you.”

She whistled.

“Kiki, this is Pippa.” I scratched Kiki’s belly where I knew she liked it. “Pippa, this is the dolphin you’ve heard so much about.”

With a grin, Pippa reached out and tentatively brushed the top of Kiki’s head. “Well, it’s lovely to meet you.”

Kiki whistled again, and I kissed her between the eyes. I glanced at Pippa. “Where do you want to go?”

She shrugged, but her eyes sparkled. “You said you take her into deep water sometimes?”

I clapped my hands. “Let’s go.”

I showed her how to grab Kiki’s dorsal fin so Kiki could tow her through the water, and then I clicked three times at Kiki and hurtled out ahead of them toward the breakwater. As I soared past the coral of the reef and onto the field that stretched between the city and the drop-off, my stomach skimmed the very tops of the seagrass. I knew I was home.

Kiki nudged the feathery edge of my fin just before we turned toward the cut in the reef and launched into the cold, dark water that lay beyond. I whirled around to face Pippa and Kiki and smiled. “Fun?”

Pippa released Kiki’s fin to spin around and take in the view. “It’s so beautiful and wild. I never get tired of this.”

I flapped my gills slowly, allowing the peace and solitude to wash over me. “I’m not made for the city. The commotion and noise—it kills a piece of my soul.”

Pippa’s laughter trilled through the empty water. “I don’t mind it. Well, usually. Obviously it’s been pretty bad recently. But I always kind of like the rhythm of the city. Maybe that’s why I decided to stay.”

“You shouldn’t have had to make the choice at all.” We sank deeper, staying close to the shelf. The feathery tendrils of an anemone reached toward me. “I wish I could’ve prevented it.”

“Jade,” she said in an exasperated voice. “You’ve got to stop saying things like that.”

“Things like what?” I rubbed the back of my neck and turned back toward her.

“Listen.” She folded her arms. “You mean well. You always have. And I’m glad we’re friends. But . . . you act like you’re being all noble by carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders, like you could’ve saved my people. That was never your responsibility.”

She ran a hand over Kiki’s dorsal fin and continued, “It might make you feel more important to think that you could’ve prevented the massacre or the naiads’ decision to move on, but you’re only one mermaid who just graduated school. You don’t control the decisions of the king—or the Royal Mer Guard—and you certainly don’t control our choices.”

My heart hammered. “I—”

She held up her hand. “Let me finish, please. Your friendship and the help you’ve given me mean a lot. But don’t think that my people are going off quietly into the waves because we have no choice. We shape and cast water, and the mer are largely unarmed. With the right preparation and organization, we’d have had an excellent chance at taking the city. We’re leaving because staying here wasn’t worth it anymore, not because we’re helpless and in need of your protection.”

I opened my mouth and closed it again.

Her expression softened. “Don’t look at me like that, Jade. I didn’t mean—”

“No,” I croaked. “You’re right, I think. I’ve thought of myself a lot in all of this, haven’t I?”

Her lips quirked. “You could say that. But I have always appreciated that you want to do the right thing. Most mer don’t care.”

I bit my lip, and discomfort prickled down my spine.

“Let’s go deeper.” Pippa pointed down into the darkness.

We sank into the depths. The water grew cold on my skin, and I reached toward Kiki to settle my nerves. When we reached a thin line of bioluminaries I’d first spread along the wall as a schoolgirl—I’d refreshed them a few times since—I stopped. “This is as deep as I’ve gone.”

I couldn’t quite make out the expression on her face in the dim light.

“I’ve gone deeper,” she said.

“If you say so . . . ”

We sank another two fathoms, and I began to shiver in earnest. Kiki let out a whistle. “I know,” I whispered to her. “Just a bit deeper.”

After another three fathoms, Pippa stopped. “Listen,” she said.

I cocked my head. After a moment, I said, “I don’t hear anything.”

“That’s the point,” she murmured. “It’s silent down here. You can’t hear the city or the kelp farmers or any noise from the surface, even during the worst storm.” She paused. “I came here a lot during storm season, after we first arrived.”

We hovered in the frigid water until Kiki squeaked at me and nuzzled my arm. “Alright,” I said, “I’ll go back up with you.” I turned to Pippa. “Are you ready?”

She hesitated. “Yes,” she said. “For now.”
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The day the naiads left dawned dreary and dismal. Weak, pale light filtered through the restless surface of the sea above us, and I gazed out my window, wondering what Alexander was doing at that moment. My fingers inched toward the drawer where I kept the tablet he’d sent me to say goodbye.

You defend those you care about, he’d written. It’s in your nature. And I know you wouldn’t be able to live with yourself if you were always worried about the people you love back in Thessalonike, wondering if you’d endangered them.

I pressed the tablet to my lips, and a shudder wracked my body. “You thought so well of me,” I whispered. “But I don’t think your good opinion was deserved.”

My whole family had reassured me again and again and again that everything happening wasn’t my fault. But none of them had pointed out how focused I’d been on myself.

“Well,” I mused, reaching for the dolphin pendant my father had given me, “I can try to do better.”

“Jade?” Mother poked her head through the privacy screen that separated my room from our house’s second-level hallway. “Are you almost ready?”

“Is it already time?” I glanced up at the tide glass.

She nodded and floated back out of my room and down the hall to my little brother’s chamber. “Benjamin?” I heard her say from one door down.

I glanced at my reflection in my ornate oval mirror and nodded. The simple black wrap was appropriate for the funeral, and I’d plaited my long fuchsia hair into a braid that wouldn’t draw any attention to myself.

It would’ve been an unthinkable slight if I’d stayed away from Yvonna’s funeral. All the other nobles would be in attendance. Still, my tortured relationship with her family would surely make my presence unpleasant for everyone. Not that I cared about Felix’s feelings.

He’d made his choice when he killed her.

But even though Tor had made a lot of terrible decisions, he hadn’t asked to see his family torn apart like this: his mother dead, his father soon to be arrested. It’d be difficult for anyone to cope with, but for a merman who prided himself on total loyalty to his family . . . 

I didn’t know how he’d begin to heal.

I swept through the curtain of swaying kelp and met Mother and Benjamin in the hall. Benjamin’s cerulean-blue hair—the same shade as Mother’s—was cut short and swirled in a style popular among the boys his age at school, but he wore a simple wrap in a subdued gray.

“Is Aunt Junia here yet?” I asked Mother.

She shook her head. “She’ll find us at the king’s court.”

We sank down the vertical corridor to the first level of the house and floated out the front door, which we closed and locked behind us.

A steady stream of mer, all dressed in the understated attire of a funeral procession, swam the canals toward the king’s palace near the center of the city. We fell into line with them, and I kept my eyes pointed down at the sandy seafloor.

A school of tiny crimson fish darted across the canal underneath me, and I let my gaze follow them for a moment. To be so free and unconstrained . . . 

But I shook the thought away. I’m going to spend the day focusing on Yvonna’s memory and the people around me, not just on myself.

I turned toward Benjamin. “You doing okay, urchin?”

He shrugged as he undulated forward. “I doubt any of us are really okay, but I’ll be fine.”

“Kids still being mean to you at school?” I popped the knuckle of my right forefinger.

“No,” he said. “I think everyone’s kind of in shock about everything that’s happened. Kids at school don’t have a very good memory of the time before the naiads came, so it just seems surreal that they’re leaving. And everyone has relatives in the Guard, so no one wants to talk about the massacre.”

“At least they feel some sense of shame,” I murmured.

“Do you think the naiads will be alright? In Marbella?”

Pippa’s words came back to me, and I nodded. “Of course. They’re resilient, and the choice to move was their own. They wouldn’t leave unless they thought they’d be better off in Marbella than they were here in Thessalonike.”

Benjamin stared up toward the palace’s spires. “And lots of different kinds of people live in Marbella. There are already some naiads there, and even sirens.”

We turned the corner from the small canal onto one of the city’s main thoroughfares. The turquoise and pale pink coral of the palace spiraled toward the surface in the distance.

“Jade!” a female voice called out.

I looked across the canal and saw my best friend Kora swimming with Rhea . . . who had once been a friend, too. Until she lied in court to cover for Tor. The memory—still far too fresh—stabbed my heart like a blade.

Kora turned to murmur something to Rhea and then darted through the canal to swim alongside me. Rhea continued toward the palace but stayed on her side of the canal, avoiding eye contact with me.

“You’re still here?” Kora asked, her large, gentle eyes wide. “Rhea said you were leaving. I”—her voice cracked—“was so upset that you hadn’t said goodbye.”

“I’m . . . I’m not leaving anymore. It wouldn’t be fair to my family. Especially Benjamin.” I reached out and squeezed her hand. “But Alexander is going on without me.”

She put her hand to her mouth. “I’m so sorry, dear.”

“It’s for the best.” I tried to inject a note of brightness into my voice.

“You’re not going to fool me.” Her soft eyes searched mine, and I looked back at the seafloor and swam faster through the water. After a long pause, she said, “I really am sorry things turned out this way.”

“Me too.” I willed my voice to remain steady. “How’s Rhea been holding up?” I glanced back at Kora, and her eyes darkened.

“Do you really want to talk about Rhea?”

I shrugged. “You’re still friends with her.”

“She did a terrible, awful thing. At first, I didn’t think I could forgive her, and I don’t blame you if you can’t. It . . . it won’t ever be the same with the three of us.”

“I know she was threatened.” I bit my thumbnail. Threatened by Yvonna.

My hands trembled at the memory. I’d almost forgiven Yvonna—who had caused the whole mess between Rhea and me—but I’d never been close to her, so the wound didn’t cut as deep.

But for Rhea, who’d been one of my best friends since we were bumbling toddlers, to betray me? My gills clenched.

“Maybe someday I’ll be able to move past it,” I whispered. “But I can’t yet.”

We moved through the water, and when we reached the edge of the palace grounds, Kora asked, “Is it alright if I go back to Rhea? I’ll stay with you if—”

“Go with her,” I said. “And don’t feel bad about it. Today it’s important that I stay with my family, anyway.”

She clasped her fist to her heart. “Peace be upon you, Jade.”

The formal goodbye sounded so strange coming out of Kora’s mouth. She cared, I knew, but I wondered if, amid all the fear and trauma swirling around us the last few weeks, I’d lost her, too.


Chapter Three


Mother, Benjamin, and I selected hammock chairs toward the back of the courtroom and saved an extra one for Aunt Junia. The funeral would begin here, with an address from the king and the Liturgy of Loss, and then the procession would glide through the gates of the city to the cut in the reef. There, at the breakwater, we’d cast Yvonna’s body to the depths and commend her to the care of the tides.

I caught a glimpse of Tor at the front of the room, sitting in a hammock chair with his face in his hands. Felix sat next to him, his back as straight as a rod.

My jaw clenched. Depths.

The skub had killed her, I was sure, and it made a mockery of the Liturgy of Loss to include him.

But they hadn’t arrested him. Perhaps they couldn’t prove it yet.

Aunt Junia moved toward us through the crowd, about two fathoms up from the seafloor. I tapped my mother on the arm and motioned toward Aunt Junia.

“Hello, my dears.” Aunt Junia swooped toward us. She pulled me into an embrace and whispered in my ear, “Just take each moment at a time. It’ll be a hard day, but you’ll get through it.”

It seemed like I’d gotten through a lot of hard days recently.

I chastised myself again for being so self-centered.

Aunt Junia released me. “Pippa isn’t coming, is she?”

I shook my head. “There’s no reason she has to. Besides, I suspect it’d be difficult for her to pay her respects to a woman who fought against justice for Anna.”

“I can imagine,” murmured Aunt Junia. “I’m glad she was able to stay at home, the poor thing.”

Aunt Junia rubbed her wrist and grimaced. Her enervia must be acting up again, and I marveled that she’d been able to make it at all.

Then again, she, too, might not have felt like she had a choice.

The crowd at the door tapered off as everyone took their seats. I looked around the room—there wasn’t a naiad in sight. Of the dozen or so who weren’t preparing to leave the city, none had come for the funeral.

I wasn’t surprised. Though Yvonna had employed a number of naiads and by all accounts treated her workers fairly, she hadn’t endeared herself to the naiads. Especially not recently.

George swam into the room, his eyes weary. He nodded at me and made his way through the crowd to the very back of the courtroom. I longed to wrap him in a tight hug, to comfort him as he’d comforted me so many times, but I kept still, unsure if he wanted to be left alone.

A hush fell over the crowd as the king entered at the front. Behind him swam four mer in black wraps, carrying a body wrapped in kelp. A crown of coral wreathed Yvonna’s head and fastened her long blonde hair.

I clasped my hands together.

A strange battle of emotions warred within my chest. I’d never liked Yvonna. Even before everything fell apart, she’d earned a reputation as a conniving mermaid with a fierce determination to always get her way. And the merman she’d married to climb into the upper echelons of the nobility was even worse—a slaver who didn’t care how many lives he ruined.

And yet, in recent weeks, even as her infamous behavior escalated, I’d begun to see another side of her. George, who wasn’t just our longtime butler but one of our oldest friends and closest confidants, had told me of the youthful romance he’d had with her before she accepted Felix’s marriage proposal, and she’d risked—and lost—her life to prevent Felix from trafficking more naiads into slavery.

And to get them back.

That didn’t make her a good person, I reasoned. But she wasn’t all bad either.

It had been easier when everything seemed black and white. Part of me wished I could return to a time when everything—and everyone—didn’t feel so complicated.

The king raised his hands. “We’ve joined together on this sad occasion to pay our final respects to Lady Yvonna Cassiapola. In this city, Lady Yvonna needed no introduction. Many of you remember her as a keen civil servant, a devoted wife and mother, and a generous host. She could be polarizing at times”—the crowd chuckled—“but at her best, she proved herself one of the brightest and most determined citizens of our city. She will be missed.”

Silence hovered in the water.

“Her loss will be difficult to bear, even more so because she was taken from us violently and without warning. Rest assured, the inspectors are working diligently to ascertain the identity of the perpetrator, and we are certain that justice will be served.”

I glanced at Felix, who sat perfectly still. Tor shifted to stare at the king but still rested his head in his hands. His dark hair curled around his shoulders, and my heart went out to him.

Nothing romantic would happen between us again; his actions had closed that door forever. My gills ached when I remembered the day he’d tried to kill me. But I didn’t have it in myself to hate him. Not anymore.

Several rows ahead and to my right sat Rhea and Kora. I tried to muster the same forgiveness for Rhea that I’d found in my heart for Tor, but I couldn’t.

Maybe someday.

The king continued, intoning the first line of the Liturgy of Loss in a solemn voice, “We mourn the loss of Lady Yvonna Cassiapola and rail against the whims of the tides.”

The crowd replied, “For the tides have taken her.”

“As the tides will take us all.”

I wrapped my arms around my body as we replied, “Let us remember we will die.”

I murmured the words along with the crowd—words I’d said many, many times before—but all I could think about was my father’s funeral. There, the words had seared white-hot in my soul, and cold rage had overtaken me.

I hadn’t attended Anna’s funeral. According to naiad custom, it had been held the day after she’d died. I’d never asked what they’d done with her body. I assumed they’d cast it over the drop-off, but it had seemed insensitive to ask. 

After a few more lines, the cantor, a middle-aged mermaid with a resonant soprano voice, stood to sing the dirge in ancient Phoenan. I’d never learned the language, but I knew the song almost by heart.

When she finished, the crowd waited, poised to join together in the procession line.

“We demand justice.” The king pressed his hands together.

“And justice will be done.”

“Let us go forth to commend the body to the care of the depths.”

The bearers carrying Yvonna’s body exited first, followed by the king and then Tor and Felix. Behind them came Yvonna’s two sisters and their families, and then all the mer in the court followed row by row.

The kelp wrapping Yvonna’s body hid the rocks they’d used to weight her down so she would sink when we cast her to the depths.

How many bodies lay together in a jumbled heap at the bottom of the drop-off? Surely hundreds of thousands from the millennia the mer had lived in Thessalonike, ever since King Poseidon founded the city. Would Yvonna’s final resting place be near her loved ones? Near my father?

I didn’t make eye contact with anyone when it was our turn to join the line stretching out the door, but I let my fingers drift out. They brushed against Yvonna’s coral crown.

“Go in peace,” I whispered.
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From our place in the back of the crowd, we couldn’t see the moment Yvonna’s body was sent to the depths, but as soon as the king announced that she was gone, my family and I turned to leave. Many of the mourners would stay to greet Felix and Tor, but it didn’t seem in good taste for us to do so.

From behind me, a familiar male voice startled me. “Jade. Wait, please.”

Tor. I stiffened and turned around slowly.

He swept up to me, and I wrapped my arms around my body. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I croaked.

“Thank you for coming,” he whispered.

I didn’t know what to say. Finally, I managed, “Of course I came.”

He stared at the seafloor and then raised his eyes to me. “I know,” he said, his voice tight and desperate.

“What do you . . . ” I trailed off. I didn’t really need to ask. “Do you have proof?”

He pressed his lips together.

“Will you turn him in?”

He ran his hands through his hair. “Depths, Jade. I don’t know. He’s my father.”

“And she was your mother,” I said, my voice gentle.

“Everything in me feels like a blaze of magma.” His cadence grew faster and more agitated. “I don’t know the difference between the surface and the seafloor anymore.”

I hesitated. “Tor, we haven’t been on speaking terms for weeks. If you sought me out, it’s because in your heart of hearts you’ve already decided what to do.”

Over Tor’s shoulder, I caught a glimpse of Felix moving toward us, and I dipped my head into a bow. “Go in peace, Sir Tor,” I said, letting the formal title linger in the water. “And I really am sorry about your mother.”

I turned and swam away before Felix had a chance to interrupt us. 

Mother and Benjamin were waiting halfway to the city gate, and Mother watched Tor over my shoulder. “What was that about?”

“He knows,” I said softly.

Benjamin’s gills flared. “Will he tell the inspectors?”

“Imagine it, urchin.” I wrapped my arm around his shoulders. “It was devastating for me to turn Tor in for murder, and we didn’t really know each other that well. We enjoyed each other’s company, but he’d been three years ahead of me in school and hadn’t paid me any attention until two or three months before I graduated.

“The engagement was pragmatic. It benefitted us both. And even though I didn’t really love him, it felt brutal to have him arrested on murder charges. How much more when it’s someone in your family, whom you’ve looked up to for your whole life?”

Mother quirked her lips. “But Felix needs to be brought up on those charges. The king will see to it that Tor testifies.”

I glanced back at Tor and Felix, who stared at each other with venom in their eyes. “I don’t think that will be necessary. Just give it a day or two more.”
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That night, I tossed and turned in my hammock, unable to sleep. In the ritual of the funeral, amid all of the intense emotions, I’d almost managed to put the departure of the naiads—and Alexander—out of my head.

But now, alone with my ruminations, I couldn’t think of anything else.

Alexander and I had lost contact three years ago after he’d left school early to work. But as a schoolgirl, I’d fancied myself in love with him, probably from the time we were eight or nine years old. When he left school at age fourteen and stopped coming by to visit me, I cried every night for a year.

I’d been pleased to accept Tor’s marriage proposal shortly after I graduated from school—but a single pang of regret and a vivid flash of Alexander’s amber eyes had shot through me as I’d said, “Yes.”

And then I’d found him again, for a delirious few weeks. But now he was gone, off to Marbella, maybe forever.

Maybe I’d deluded myself when I’d said I wasn’t romantic.

A loud creak sounded from downstairs, and I froze. It sounded like . . . someone prying open the window.

Could George have needed to grab something and forgotten his key?

Not in the middle of the night. Not right now.

I floated upward, moved slowly and silently to the privacy curtain that separated my room from the hallway, and peeked through. Nothing.

I slipped through my curtain and moved along the wall to the vertical corridor. Would Cassian, the mercenary who’d stalked my movements in the days following Tor’s trial, burst out of a crevice at me? But nothing happened.

When I glanced down the corridor toward the first floor, the house remained still and silent, but something felt wrong. My head was fuzzy, and all my anxieties dissipated.

I should just go back to bed.

But somewhere deep inside me, a warning call sounded.

Something. Is. Wrong.

I couldn’t put my fin on it, and I wasn’t sure I cared.

I should care.

Just need to sleep.

Then it hit me: puffer fish toxin. I recognized something about this unnatural calmness. Since father’s death, we’d kept a diluted tincture in the cupboard to calm panic attacks, but this was more potent than anything I’d experienced. If someone had just released a large quantity of concentrated toxin, it might feel just like . . . 

We have to get out.

I whirled around, but my movements felt jerky and slow. “Mother!” I called. “Benjamin! Pippa!” My voice raised to a frantic pitch but sounded distorted in my ears. Then I slowed again, my momentary sense of panic dissolved.

Pippa poked her head out of her room at the far end of the wall. “Jade?” she called in a sleepy voice. “What’s the matter?”

I couldn’t flick my fin anymore, and I sank to the floor. “Puffer . . . ” I managed to say.

Pippa’s eyes widened, and she strode over to me. “Are you okay?” She knelt at my side.

“Puffer,” I whispered.

Her eyes widened, and she grabbed my arm and pulled me up. “Cleo! Benjamin!” she shrieked.

Fuzzy noises came from within the sleeping chambers, and the faces of Mother and Benjamin appeared in the hall. But they were blurry, and I saw three of each of them. I shook my head.

It didn’t matter.

“Puffer fish toxin,” said Pippa. “Someone’s released it in the house. Jade’s gotten too much already.”

The next moment we’d somehow made it to the window in Mother’s chamber. Mother unchained the shutters from the inside and pushed on them.

Nothing happened.

“Depths,” Mother hissed. “They’ve barred it.”


Chapter Four


Mother pushed on the shutters again, and still nothing happened.

“Ssss okay,” I mumbled.

“We can’t go to the first level.” Pippa’s voice trembled. “That must have been where they released it.”

Pippa and Mother dragged me into Benjamin’s room and tried that window, to no effect.

“Oh, no you don’t,” whispered Pippa. “Everyone, float back.”

She lifted her hands and formed the water near her into a long, sharp shaft as thick as her arm. Then she jerked her arm forward and cast the water javelin through the coral wall next to the window, shattering the wall into pieces. 

I stared through the hole in the wall. 

There was something important about the hole in the wall.

Pippa drew back her arm again and formed another water javelin, which she sent through the wall next to the hole she’d already made, creating a jagged opening large enough to swim through. “There!” she said.

“I don’t feel good,” mumbled Benjamin.

“Let’s go,” said Mother.

Mother grabbed Benjamin’s hand, Pippa took mine, and we darted through the hole and into the gentle current of the canal. My fuzzy vision cleared just a little. There was something important I’d needed to tell them. “Puff . . . puffer fish toxin. It’s in the house.”

I started sinking, but Pippa grabbed my arm. “Will she be okay?”

Mother’s voice was tight. “We don’t know how long she was exposed. We need to get her to the physicians.”

Benjamin spoke up, his words slightly slurred. “What if they’re still out here?”

Mother and Pippa helped me to the seafloor, and Mother said, “We’ll stay low and hope that they didn’t notice us escape. We’re in no state to fight anyone off.”
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I woke up the next morning in a room with aquamarine coral walls. My head hurt, and my tongue felt thick. Bits and pieces from the night before flashed through my mind, but I couldn’t make sense of it. Dizziness. A dark hallway. A hole in the wall.

Pippa sat perched on the edge of my bed. 

“What . . . happened?” I managed.

My eyes focused a little better, and I noticed Mother at my side. 

“Someone tried to poison us last night.” Mother crossed her arms.

“Oh.” I struggled to remember. “Puffer fish toxin. They . . . opened a window and threw it in.”

Mother nodded. “A highly toxic concentration. About four jars. They barred our windows upstairs in case we noticed and tried to escape.” She nodded to Pippa. “Lucky for us, Pippa was there to help us get out.”

“Where’s Benjamin?” I asked.

“One room over,” said Mother. “Aunt Junia is with him. He didn’t get nearly as strong a dose as you did, but I had them flush his gills with an antidote, and they’re keeping an eye on him to be safe.”

Pippa leaned forward. “Do you remember what happened? You were the one who raised the alarm.”

I tried to remember underneath the buzz of my pulsing headache. “I-I couldn’t sleep. I heard them open the window. The one to the right of the door makes that creaking sound. I slipped into the hallway to investigate and then started feeling the effects of the . . . toxin.”

“Thank the tides you couldn’t sleep,” murmured Mother. “It would have killed all of us.”

I raised myself up on my elbows, but a wave of dizziness overtook me, and I sank back down.

“The inspectors had to evacuate your whole street,” said Pippa, “and a street in front and behind, too, so they can do a controlled dissipation of the toxin.”

I ran my hands over my face. “Felix?”

“Could be,” said Mother. “He had motive. But we don’t have any definitive proof one way or another.”

I yawned. “I really want to go back to sleep, Mother. I’m sorry.”

Mother nodded. “That’s the toxin in your system. On the bright side, you probably won’t feel any anxiety for two or three days, so you may end up having the easiest time of any of us.”

“When can we go back home?” I mumbled.

Mother’s lips tightened. “Not for some time, I’m afraid. Even after the inspectors dissipate the toxins, the levels in the house will remain too concentrated for long-term exposure. We’ll have to replace some of the furniture and throw out all of the food. Maybe a week. Maybe two. We’ll stay with your Aunt Junia in the meantime.”

I nodded and let my eyes flutter shut. 
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By the time darkness descended over the city, the physicians had declared me clear of any danger and let me go with Mother, Benjamin, and Pippa to Aunt Junia’s. Getting from the house of physicians to Aunt Junia’s seemed overwhelming, so Mother called for a dolphin-cart driver to take us there.

I buried my face in my hands and avoided looking at any bioluminaries. The light sent sharp pains ricocheting through my head.

When we were safely ensconced in Aunt Junia’s parlor—with all the windows and doors reinforced with an extra chain—Mother said, “Jade, there’s an opportunity I’d like you to consider.”

“Oh?” I yawned.

“After you went back to sleep at the house of physicians, I left to discuss the situation with the king. The inspectors are working to figure out who is responsible, of course, but so far no witnesses have come forward, and the king isn’t sure we’ll be able to trace the perpetrator. It seems likely, however, that you or I were the intended target.”

I nodded. “I can’t imagine someone would’ve gone to all that expense to hurt Pippa or Benjamin.”

Mother studied her fingernails. “I also had a chance to talk with Lavinia.”

“Lavinia?” I blinked. “I didn’t realize she was back from Marbella.”

Mother pursed her lips. “She hasn’t been the permanent ambassador in Marbella for nearly a year. You really ought to pay better attention to these things.”

I shrugged.

“But,” Mother said, “she’s preparing for a diplomatic mission to Marbella to discuss the new trade tariff they’ve imposed. The king is concerned that Aristokles isn’t driving a hard enough bargain with the Marbellans.”

I hadn’t known the Marbellans had imposed a tariff at all, but I knew better than to say so.

“I explained the situation to her,” Mother continued, “and she’d like to offer you a position on her staff.”

My mind swirled. A position on Lavinia’s staff? It would put me on track to be an ambassador, something I’d never considered—mostly because interacting with other mer wasn’t my favorite thing.

“I-I don’t think I want to do that, Mother.”

She reached out and squeezed my hand. “It’s your choice, but I’d encourage you to strongly to consider it. It would give you a start on your career, and it would greatly ease my mind to know that you’re away from the city for a little while if there’s a possibility that someone here wants you dead. Hopefully we’ll have answers by the time you return.”

I glanced at Benjamin and back to Mother. “Do you think they’ll try again?”

She locked eyes with me. “They might. We just don’t know who it was, or why, or what resources they have at their disposal.”

“They’d have to be rich to get that much puffer fish toxin. Especially concentrated like that. No one in Thessalonike even makes that.”

“That’s one of the things that concerns me,” said Mother.

I crossed my arms. “I can’t leave Kiki for that long.”

Pippa piped up, “I’m happy to take care of Kiki and make sure she knows she isn’t forgotten.”

My whole body tingled. Marbella. The naiads. Alexander.

Did I want to see him? Part of me desperately wanted to, but the rest of me screamed that this was a terrible idea. Alexander himself had said it was better to make a clean break rather than drag out the heartbreak.

He was good at making clean breaks.

“I’ll think about it,” I finally said.

“I sprung this on you.” Mother dipped her head. “I can’t ask for more than that.”
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Late in the afternoon the next day, a knock sounded on the door. I glanced at Benjamin, and his whole body had tensed up. I wondered idly if I should be panicking too, but I couldn’t bring myself to do so. Effects of the puffer fish toxin.

In the doorway floated a vaguely familiar merman with a large, sharp nose and a pale complexion. He wore the dark wrap and crimson sash of the inspectors.

Mother swam in from the corridor leading to the back rooms just as Aunt Junia let in the inspector.

“Please tell me you have good news,” said Mother.

The inspector nodded. “I believe so, Advisor Cleo.”

“Do sit down.” Mother motioned to one of the empty hammock chairs as she lowered herself into another.

The inspector cleared his throat. “We’ve been able to identify and locate a suspect in the attempted murder of you and your family, milady.” He paused.

Mother stared at him. “Go on.”

“He’s a common mercenary named Justinian.”

“So he did it at the behest of an employer?”

“Yes,” said the inspector. “He is in custody. We warned him that such a crime against one of the king’s advisors would likely bring a sentence of death. After some hours’ reflection, he intimated to us that if we would promise expulsion from the city rather than execution, he would be happy to name his employer . . . and the killer of your late husband.”

Silence flooded the room. Benjamin and I stared at each other.

My mother’s voice sounded strangled as she answered, “And what makes you think this mercenary would have access to that kind of information?”

“He claims that he declined a contract on your husband’s life one week before his death. If he’s telling the truth, the timing seems too suspicious to be coincidental.”

“A contract?” My mother’s brows furrowed.

My gills flared. “Can he offer proof?”

The inspector shrugged. “He cannot, but if he gives us a name, we may be able to confirm its veracity when we investigate further.”

“I . . . I don’t know what to say,” Mother said.

Conflicting thoughts swirled in my mind. Father had been found crushed underneath a rock. The inspectors had investigated, and the official line handed down was that it had been an accident. But we all knew better. We all knew he’d been killed by naiad liberationists when he went to broker a peace deal.

But naiad liberationists wouldn’t have tried to hire an assassin.


Chapter Five


Mother threaded her fingers together and leaned toward the inspector. “I very much would like to learn the identity of my husband’s killer. Were there any other conditions?”

I admired her strong, steady voice. The way she faced the inspector without flinching.

The inspector shook his head. “The king was inclined to grant the would-be assassin’s expulsion, but since you were the intended victim, and he values your input, he wanted you to consent to the plan first.”

“Yes, of course,” Mother said. “I have no objection. Whoever purchased the poison and hired the assassin is a much higher priority than the hired blade himself.”

The inspector bowed, his sickly green hair floating upward. “Then I will continue the investigation. Thank you, milady.”

“Go in peace,” said Mother absently.

“And peace be upon you,” he replied.

He opened the door, and Mother said, “Wait.”

He turned around, a questioning expression on his face.

“I’d like to come with you.” Mother rose from her chair and floated toward the door. 

“Lady Cleo,” said the inspector, “I don’t think that—”

“I want to see for myself what this skub has to say about my husband’s killer.”

“Milady—”

“I’m not asking.”

They stared each other down, and then the inspector bowed. “Very well, milady. I don’t suppose it will hurt the investigation for you to listen in, but I’ll require you to remain behind a privacy screen and say nothing. Do you understand?”

Mother nodded. “That’s fine. As long as I get to hear what he has to say.” She turned back to me and squeezed my shoulder. “Take care of your brother. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

As soon as the door closed, Pippa flew around the corner toward us. “Are you alright? I came down the corridor halfway through the conversation, and it seemed rude to barge in. You must be shocked.”

I nodded numbly.

Benjamin’s voice shook. “What did he mean by all that?”

I closed my eyes. “That someone rich and powerful had father killed. That he wasn’t killed by the liberationists like we’ve always thought.”

“Why would someone do that?” Benjamin chewed on his lower lip. “It would have to be one of the nobles, wouldn’t it? It wouldn’t make any sense otherwise.”

“Yes,” I murmured. “A noble. Someone who had a grudge against him, or someone who would benefit from continued tension between the mer and the naiads.”

“Felix?” Benjamin squeaked.

I turned the problem over in my head. “Maybe. But he isn’t the only rich skub in the city. Not the only one guilty of exploiting the naiads either.”

Pippa drummed her fingers on the obsidian table along the wall. “I could name two dozen noble mer who fit that description. And those are just the ones I’ve crossed paths with.”

She crossed the room to sit on the floor in front of me and looped her arms around her knees. “Have you decided if you’re going to accept Lavinia’s offer to go to Marbella?”

I hesitated. “I really don’t know. I suppose it depends on whom the assassin names as our enemies.”

“You can’t go,” said Benjamin. “We’ve all got to stick together right now. Otherwise everything will fall apart.”

Weariness weighed me down as I studied his earnest face. “I think everything’s already fallen apart, urchin. And you might be safer if I’m gone for a month or two. That will give the inspectors time to build a case and make an arrest, and if I’m the target, there won’t be any reason for them to act against the family in the meantime.”

“What if they have someone follow you to Marbella?” he demanded, folding his arms. “And besides, the journey’s dangerous. Merchants get killed all the time.”

I reached out and gripped his fingers. “The diplomatic convoys are quite safe, urchin. I’ll have a contingent of the Guard with me. I think Maximus said he’s assigned to this trip.”

“But there’s webbed-foot dragons and sharks out there, and the water goes thousands of fathoms down.”

“There’s very little open ocean between here and Marbella,” I said. “Just a couple cuts that don’t last more than a league each, and then more reef to swim over. It’s not like we’re going to one of the seven kingdoms.”

“Your sister will be fine.” Pippa gave Benjamin a soft smile. “And so will the rest of us.”

I wished I shared her sense of certainty.
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Mother returned two hours later, her face ashen. Benjamin had gone to the back rooms to take a nap—the effects of the toxin were still working through our bodies—and Aunt Junia hadn’t yet returned from her errands.

“Lady Cleo!” Pippa exclaimed. “Are you alright? Are you ill?”

For the first time since I’d been exposed to the poison, tendrils of anxiety curled in my stomach.

“What is it?” I grabbed Mother’s arm. “What did he say?”

She didn’t say anything.

“The liberationists?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.

She shook her head.

“Someone we know?” I pulled back and clenched my hands.

She shook her head again.

“What?”

She looked at Pippa and me, tension etched in every feature of her face. “He said that your father’s killers and our would-be assassins were one and the same: the anti-monarchists.”
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Two days later, the five of us sat at breakfast, pulling apart pieces of shrimp.

“I’ll do it,” I said.

“What now?” Mother ran a hand over her face.

I glanced from Pippa to Benjamin to Aunt Junia to Mother. “I’ll go on Lavinia’s diplomatic mission.” I held up my hand. “This doesn’t mean I’m committing to a career as a diplomat. I really don’t think that’s for me.”

“Why?” demanded Benjamin.

I pushed water through my gills. “The anti-monarchists are such a big group of mer, and we now know that they must be funded by some of the nobles. It’s not like the king can just sweep in and have them all arrested. It will take time to figure out which individuals are really responsible for everything. But I know that they hate me. And I think everyone—you included—will be safer if I remove myself from the situation for a little while.”

Mother nodded. “I’m glad. And I think you’ll like diplomacy more than you expect.”

I scoffed. “I don’t think I could manage city politics, much less politics between cities.”

Benjamin just stared at his plate.

“I’m sorry, urchin,” I said.

He shook his head and didn’t say anything. Aunt Junia reached over and squeezed his hand.

“You’ll leave in just under a week,” Mother said. “That should be plenty of time to get prepared. The Marbellan dialect is quite similar to ours. You may have some difficulties understanding them at first, but you should still be able to communicate adequately. And everyone else on the diplomatic staff will speak their dialect.”

I nodded and turned to Pippa. “You promise you’ll take really good care of Kiki for me?”

“She won’t even know you’re gone,” Pippa said.

Glancing at Mother, I asked in a small voice, “Do you think I’ll see Alexander when I’m there?”

Mother glanced up at the ceiling. “Depths, I wouldn’t recommend it. Just when I thought we’d gotten rid of him.”

“But he’ll be there?”

She shrugged. “You’d know as well as I would.”

I tried to put it out of my head but couldn’t suppress a little flutter of anticipation.

Mother reached for the salt paste. “I’ll take you down to talk with Lavinia after breakfast. She’ll be pleased.”

A knock sounded at the front door, and Aunt Junia pushed up from the table.

She opened the door. “George! Come in.”

“George?” I asked.

Our butler entered the house and closed the door behind him.

Benjamin and I pushed up from the table, bolted over to him, and threw our arms around him. 

“I’m so glad to see you,” I said. “Are you alright?”

When we pulled back, a smile played on the corners of his lips. “Yes, of course, Miss Jade. I’m happy to be back and even happier that you’re safe. When I found out what happened . . . ”

Mother set her fork down. “Do you need anything from us, George? I know this week’s been hard.”

He shook his head. “I’d just like to get back to work. It’s time for everything to go back to normal, and I think you could use an extra set of eyes looking out for you and the children.”

I suppressed the quillpricks that ran down my spine. I doubted that we’d ever find normal again.

Mother drummed her fingers on the table and made eye contact with me. 

I glanced down at the floor.

“Is the king providing you with security from the Royal Mer Guard?” George asked.

“There’s a guard posted on this canal after dark, for now, and Jade will be going on a trip to Marbella soon.”

George pulled his cloak from his shoulders and creased his forehead. “I expect that’s for the best. When will you and Benjamin be able to return home?”

“Not for some time,” said Mother. “Well, not to live. We should be able to return for short periods of time within the week. But even once I return, I’ll keep Benjamin with Junia until we have a better idea of who all wants me dead.”

As promised, after breakfast Mother dragged me out Aunt Junia’s door and down the canal toward the center of the city. “Lavinia should be in her office at court,” said Mother. “Most of the delegation will be there, too, laying out final travel plans and discussing the goal of the trip.”

“And the goal of the trip is . . . ”

“Tariff reduction. If our merchants must pay high fees to sell Thessaloniken goods in Marbella, the king will have no choice but to tax Marbellan products at a comparable rate.”

My eyes glazed over, but I nodded. “Great,” I said. “Sounds like a highly stimulating discussion.”

Mother shot me a wry look. “Our mutual defense treaty may come up as well. It’s never really threatened by these sorts of trading tiffs, but both sides like to use it as leverage. Don’t worry too much when they start to throw that around.”

When we turned a corner, the Neptunian riding the hippocampus swept past us on the other side of the canal. I paused to watch him, admiring the graceful movements of the animal, and Mother followed my gaze. When he rode out of sight, I continued on.

“What do you know about him?” I asked.

“Not much,” Mother said. “He came in for an audience with the king. Something about trade. The name’s Romulus something or other.”

I cocked my head. “You really don’t know anything else?”

Her sharp gaze skewered me. “Why are you so interested?”

“His mount—one of the Guard called it a hippocampus—is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” I almost mentioned that Romulus something-or-other called himself a Neptunian, but something held me back.

“Well then.” She shook her head. “Let’s talk more about Marbella.”

I shot her a look but didn’t say anything.

She spent a few minutes instructing me in the finer points of Marbellan culture—I had no idea how she knew all of it, since she’d never been there herself. Then we swept into the palace courtyard.

“Lavinia’s office is this way.” Mother swam toward the large courtroom where they’d held Tor’s trial and Yvonna’s funeral. “We’ll go past the courtroom and turn down a corridor of smaller offices. You might remember that I used to have an office there, before the king appointed me as his chief advisor.”

I nodded.

We made the turn and traveled about halfway down the corridor to Lavinia’s office. The door was open to allow the free flow of water into the room, but the privacy screen remained closed.

Mother rapped on the doorframe. “Lavinia?”

“Enter,” said a feminine voice from inside.

We floated through the privacy screen to find Lavinia—a stout, middle-aged mermaid with vibrant pink hair and a matching wrap—at her desk in the center of her large office, scratching away at a tablet. A tall, rounded coral stood in the corner, just below three carved wall panels copied from the grand courtroom.

Lavinia glanced up at us. “Cleo, Jade! I’m so glad you’re here. Will you be coming with us to Marbella, Jade?” She flashed a dazzling smile.

“Yes, Ambassador.” I bowed. “Thank you so much for your kind invitation.”

“Oh, just call me Lavinia.” She waved her hand. “An ambassadorial team is very close. We need to be able to rely on each other in unfamiliar, stressful situations. Everyone’s on a first-name basis, regardless of rank.”

I nodded. That suited me just fine.

“Come. Everyone else is in the back.” Lavinia nodded toward a door in the back of her office, which was also draped with a kelp privacy screen. “I’ll introduce you, and then Tiria and Caiaphas will go over the basics. They’re the other diplomatic assistants on this trip.

“I’ll be doing the bulk of the negotiations, of course, but you’ll all be there to learn and to engage in conversation with members of the government of Marbella. You’ll report back to me on anything interesting you hear.”

Cleo glanced at the tide glass. “I’m going to speak with the king, Lavinia. I’ll leave Jade in your capable hands.”

“She’s quite safe with us.” 

I thought I detected a hint of sympathy beneath Lavinia’s cheery demeanor.

I waved goodbye to Mother and followed Lavinia through the curtain, where eight mer were immersed in work around a table. Maximus and three other mer wearing the wrap of the Royal Mer Guard were bent over maps, and each flipped through a book that seemed, from a quick glance, to include the accounts of past delegations to Marbella.

Two other mer I didn’t recognize—one male and one female—were reading tablets, and two servants packed satchels with medical supplies.

I hoped those wouldn’t be necessary.

“Hello, everyone,” Lavinia said. “I’m sure most of you recognize Jade Cleopola. She’ll be joining us on our journey.”

The two mer who were reading glanced at each other and rolled their eyes.

“Now, now.” Lavinia clapped her hands. “None of that, please. She’s primarily here to learn, and she won’t get in your way. Jade, meet Tiria and Caiaphas.” She motioned toward the two unamused mer. “They’re the other diplomatic assistants. Our guards”—she gestured toward the end of the table where Maximus sat with his compatriots—“are Orua, Athena, Maximus, and Octavian.”

They all waved at me, and Athena gave me a shy smile, which I returned with no small measure of relief.

“Castor and Pollux will ensure we are prepared for the journey but won’t accompany us.” She waved at the servants—identical twin brothers—who acknowledged me with a polite nod.

Lavinia continued, “Why don’t you sit down with the Guard first, to glance over our itinerary so you have an idea of what we’ll encounter? They’re looking over the last several accounts to make sure they’ve marked all the danger spots on the trip, and they’ll explain everything you need to know. The diplomacy stuff you can pick up on the trip, but we’ll need to move quickly on the journey. We hope to reach Marbella in six days if the tides aren’t too bad.”

“That long?” I asked, my voice small.

She nodded brusquely. “I’m afraid so. There’s a current that runs from Marbella to Thessalonike, so the trip there is more difficult—and longer—than the trip home. We may complete the trip home in a mere three and a half days.”

An idea struck me. “Lavinia, do you know anything about the foreigner in town riding that magnificent animal? I’m quite struck by it and thought you might know.”

Lavinia ran a hand through her hair. “I have a bad feeling about that one, to tell you the truth. He isn’t Marbellan, and the next closest city of mer lies so far across the depths that a journey is nearly unheard of. We haven’t had a visitor from any of the seven kingdoms in a century, so I can’t figure out what he’s doing here. I almost wonder if he’s a spy. Not that anyone could get an army over the ocean. I just don’t understand it.”

“Didn’t he say something about being part of the . . . Neptunus Confederacy or something? That’s what a guard at the gate said.”

Lavinia nodded, tight-lipped. “That’s what he said to the king, and that didn’t make any sense to me either. He said that the Confederacy wanted to trade with Thessalonike and that he was here to talk about what sort of trading might be useful to us. But the Neptunians, if they were ever more than legend, died out two or three millennia ago, and they certainly weren’t interested in trading.”

Lavinia shuddered, then continued, “If the stories are to be believed, they were even more aggressive than the sirens. Wanted to rule the whole world. No, I think he must be from one of the seven kingdoms, somehow. Kvivik, perhaps. Maybe they’re getting ideas . . . ” She shook her head. “No matter. We just need to focus on the job in front of us, which is to make sure we have fair and equitable trading with Marbella. Now go on over and learn about our route. I’ll be in my office on the other side of the curtain if you need me.”

I watched her go and then moved to the end of the table where Maximus sat with Athena, Octavian, and . . . I couldn’t remember the fourth guard’s name. I hoped it would come up in conversation so I wouldn’t have to ask.

“Jade.” Maximus nodded at me. “Welcome. Glad you’ll be coming with us.”

“Yeah, me too.” I hoped the lie didn’t show on my face. “I understand I’m late for learning everything I need to know. Where should we start?”

Maximus bent over the map. “The route is pretty straightforward, and you don’t really need to know the details since you won’t be leading. The only situation in which you’d need to know is pretty grim.”

“What?”

He cracked a grin. “If a webbed-foot dragon takes out the rest of us.”

“Ah.” I returned his smile uncertainly. “Is that . . . likely?”

“Not very.” He winked. “Certainly not with the excellent soldiers of the Royal Mer Guard accompanying you. Athena and Octavian are experts with the long spear, and you don’t want to be on the other end of Orua’s bow.”

Orua. That’s the name I’d forgotten.

“So you’re the weak link of the team?” I drawled.

He bowed. “That’s me.”

Orua chuckled. “No one wants to spar with Maximus in training,” she said. “We’ve all lost to him more times than we can count.”

Maximus pointed to the map, traced his finger over the route, and identified the important seamarks we’d use to make sure we were on the right track—or to tell we’d gone wrong. 

“Delegations have seen webbed-foot dragons here and here.” He pointed to the two drop-off points we’d have to travel over. “But not very often. Only three sightings total in the last ten years, and we run at least three trips per year.”

“What about all the merchants’ stories?”

He shrugged. “Some of them are true, but a lot are exaggerations. The only real danger point is here.” He pointed to a large X on the map marking the longer of the two drop-offs. “In living memory, only one diplomatic mission and three merchant caravans have gone missing in their entirety. We’ve found remnants of all of them in this zone here. There’s something that hunts there, but we don’t know exactly what it is. Probably a dragon, but it could be a school of sharks or a den of hydras.”

I suppressed a shudder. “So, what do we do while we’re there?”

“Keep a good watch on our surroundings,” he said, “and don’t stop moving no matter what.”

I stared down at the map and crossed my arms. Maybe I’d committed to more than I’d bargained for.


Chapter Six


“Promise you won’t forget me.” I kissed the tip of Kiki’s nose. “Pippa’s gonna take good care of you, okay?”

Kiki clicked at me. I wished so badly I could help her understand speech so she’d know I was coming back for her. I’d never left her for this long before, and it tore at my heart.

“It’s alright,” said Pippa. “We need to go back now, or you’ll be late. I’ll visit at least three times a week to play with her and bring her treats. I’ll try to make it out every day.”

I’d had a stern conversation with the garrison of guards at the gate that Pippa was not to be harassed when she came in and out of the city, or I’d have them expelled from the Guard and maybe even from the city. I don’t think they realized quite how serious I was being, but they assured me Pippa would be free to come and go as she pleased.

“Goodbye, my love,” I whispered to Kiki before patting her side and sending her off to hunt in the reef while Pippa and I headed back toward the city. Pippa rode on a current she’d cast, and I swam, my movements slow and measured.

“I’m sorry I have to leave so soon,” I said. “I’ve really been trying to work on not being so selfish. I’m not very good at it, I’m afraid.”

“You’re trying,” said Pippa with a half-sigh. “No one grows up in a month.”

I bristled a little at that—I was already an adult—but I let it go. She was probably right, and no doubt I’d end up saying something idiotic if I argued.

I waved at the guards at the gate, and we headed into the city toward Aunt Junia’s house.

The poison levels in my home had dwindled enough that we could come and go during the day. We’d collected most of our clothes and hung them in the current to remove the remnants of the toxin, but we still couldn’t stay in the house for very long at a time. Mother had told me that she’d be moved back in before I returned from Marbella.

The bright coral houses on Aunt Junia’s street sent a pang of homesickness through me. How can I be homesick already? I haven’t even left.

I didn’t know what Marbella would look like, exactly, but my time with Lavinia and the other members of the delegation had already taught me to expect everything to be different.

Pippa and I entered Aunt Junia’s house to find a somber Benjamin waiting for me. 

“I’m still mad you’re leaving,” he mumbled.

“I know, urchin.” I wrapped him in a hug. “I’m kinda mad I’m leaving, too. I’ll bring you back something cool from Marbella.”

He looked at me, and I realized with a start that he was looking straight into my eyes even though both our fins brushed the ground. When had he grown to my length?

“Just bring yourself home safely, okay?” he said.

I was glad I hadn’t told him about the webbed-foot dragons.

“We have a really great unit from the Guard with us,” I said. “We’ll be just fine. I’m really proud of you.”

“I know.” A smirk crept onto his lips for the first time that day.

“Insolent urchin.” I shoved him away with a wink. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

I moved to the hallway and called, “Mother? Aunt Junia?”

They emerged from the kitchen at the back of the house.

“That time, huh?” asked Mother.

“I’m afraid so.”

Mother nodded, her eyes vacant. “Learn a lot on this trip, and stay safe.”

Aunt Junia clasped my hands. “And have a lot of fun. It will be a wonderful new experience for you.”

“But not too much fun,” said Mother with a stern expression. “And you really ought to avoid Alexander if he’s there.”

“No promises,” I said softly. “Remember that you’re the one who pushed me to go.”

She rolled her eyes and pulled me into a hug. “I love you.”

“Love you too.” My chin trembled, and I pushed past her so she wouldn’t see. “I need to get my bag,” I called back. “I’m almost late.”

In the room I’d been sharing with Pippa—Aunt Junia didn’t have bedrooms for all of us—I took a moment to restore my composure, then I grabbed my bag and reentered the hall.

I stopped at the door. “Well, then.” My gaze flitted to each member of my family, and the sense of loss threatened to rip my heart in two. I desperately hoped the tides would keep them safe until I returned. “I suppose I’ll be going.”

I turned to give each of them one final embrace before I floated out the door and toward the city gate where I’d meet the rest of the delegation.

As it turned out, I was only the second mer at the meeting point.

“Hi, Tiria,” I said, a note of hesitation in my voice. I remembered the eye roll she’d given me when we’d met. She hadn’t once been friendly to me in the five days since.

“Hi, Jade.” She turned away to rummage through her bag.

Well. I can’t help that. I glanced back toward the city and saw Maximus and Orua in the distance. Thank the tides.

I opened my bag to double-check that I had everything. Wraps. Comb. Dolphin necklace. Sleeping hammock. Chilyo paste. My share of the food.

Aunt Junia had suggested the chilyo paste. You never knew when you might need to quickly staunch a wound before a shark came to investigate the smell of blood.

“Hey, Jade,” said Maximus as he and Orua joined us at the gate. “You ready?”

“As ready as I’ll be, I think.”

I smiled shyly at Orua—a slightly built mermaid who kept her turquoise hair shorter than anyone I’d ever met—and made small talk with Maximus until the rest of the group arrived a couple of minutes later.

“We ready?” asked Lavinia with her usual cheery smile. “Let’s be off!”

For the third time that morning, I passed through the city gate, this time knowing that I wouldn’t be back for weeks. I’d never even left the city overnight before, and it felt surreal. I wondered if I’d see Kiki on my way out. I hoped not. If she followed me, she might not find her way back to the reef around Thessalonike.

“Quickly, now,” Lavinia called out, and I surged forward to keep pace with the rest of the group.

We soared over the reef I knew so well, skimming past schools of brilliant green-and-gold fish and just catching sight of an octopus melting into its coral cave. I let the stress of the city melt away from me as we moved farther and farther away.

When we reached the kelp forest, which I’d played in as a child but never gone beyond, I turned around to say goodbye to Thessalonike. It already seemed so far away, and I knew that as soon as we started threading through the kelp, I wouldn’t see it again until we returned.

“Jade?” Athena asked. “Are you coming?”

I turned back. “Yes. Sorry.”

“It’s a strange feeling, I know,” she said. “But you need to keep up. It’s easy to get lost in the kelp.”

“Why don’t we swim above it?” I asked, following her through the forest. Ahead, I caught a glimpse of Tiria’s bright blue wrap.

“We can,” Athena said. “And we’ll rise above it if we get separated, so that we can find each other. But if we stay close to the seafloor for most of the trip, we’ll be safer.”

Aside from our group, the kelp forest was silent. “Are the harvesters not out yet?” I asked.

Athena shrugged. “I suppose not. It’s early yet.”

We pushed through the forest for another three hours, but I was glad because it forced us to a slower pace than what Lavinia had pushed us to over the reef. When we reached the other side, another reef stretched out before us, this one more brilliant than the reef near the city.

Emerald coral curled toward the sky over a thousand sapphire anemones, and countless fish drifted through the current in a beautiful dance. Every color I could imagine clamored for my attention.

My jaw dropped. “It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

Athena and Maximus smirked at each other.

“Why is it so much brighter than the reef on the other side of the forest?” I asked.

Maximus shrugged. “No one fishes or gathers here, I suppose. A lot of the reef right near the city has been harvested for the nobles’ gardens.”

We swam forward, and I struggled to keep pace as I admired the reef. A school of tiny fuchsia fish darted toward my hair and swam in and out of it.

Athena laughed. “They’ve found something that camouflages them.”

We swam for hours until we reached a cave marked on Maximus’s map. “This is our first stopping place.” He gestured toward it. “Orua, you and I’ll check it to make sure it’s still safe. Have your bow ready.”

“How deep is it?” I asked.

“Not bad,” he said. “That’s why the delegations use it. We’ll have it cleared in less than five minutes. Unless something eats us.”

Lavinia pursed her lips. “Don’t make that joke. We don’t need anyone eaten, please and thank you.”

Orua and Maximus disappeared into the depths of the cave.

Above us, brilliant teal water spanned about six fathoms to the shining surface, which the sun’s dying light cast in pale orange. The reef still stretched out in all directions around me, and I desperately wished Kiki were there with me. Maybe she’d been here—who knew how far she wandered sometimes—but I still wanted to show it to her. This was a view I’d never get enough of.

A few minutes later, Maximus and Orua poked their heads out from the cave.

“Everything’s clear. Come on in,” said Orua. “We didn’t even have to evict a giant octopus this time.”

Tiria pulled a portion of food out of her bag, and I realized how hungry I was. I’d been so busy watching the reef that I hadn’t realized we’d never stopped for lunch.

Are we going to skip lunch every day for the next six days? I shook my head. I hoped not, but if that was the way this delegation worked, I wasn’t going to be the first to complain.

We ate a simple dinner of kelp and cucumber, and each member of the group pulled out their netting hammocks and two small tripods and set up their beds for the night. I opened my bag to find my sleeping wrap and stopped short. Resting right on top of my hammock was a spiny red urchin. I felt the blood drain from my face.

Poison.

I thought back to the last time I’d opened my bag. At the city gate, right before we left. The urchin hadn’t been in there then. I would’ve seen it. I kept my head still, but I glanced at each member of the group. No one seemed to be paying me any particular attention. I took my bag into the darkness at the rear of the cave to dispose of the urchin and change into my sleeping wrap. 

Someone had put the urchin into my bag while we were traveling. We hadn’t swum in any consistent configuration. Any of them could have ended up behind me while everyone else was in front. Any of them could’ve slipped it in while I was enraptured with the world around me.

And whoever it was had hoped that I would put my hand in without looking and prick myself on the urchin’s quills.

In Thessalonike, such an injury would require an immediate trip to the house of physicians so they could leech the poison out of the wound. But out here, without the leeches and soothing paste necessary to cure it, the poison could’ve spread through my blood and proven fatal.

Someone in my group was loyal to the anti-monarchists. And they wanted me dead.


Chapter Seven


I dumped the urchin out of my bag and scraped a thick layer of mud over it so no one would accidentally brush against its poisonous quills. Then I took off my travel wrap and twisted my sleeping wrap around my upper body.

I carried my bag out to where my group had set up their hammocks and murmured something about not feeling well as I hung my wrap on a line that the guards had stretched out at the mouth of the cave. Once I’d draped the fabric, I darted outside and gazed over the reef. Its brilliant colors were fading in the fast-dimming light.

The initial shock had worn off, and a cold numbness settled over my body. I closed my eyes and pictured Alexander’s face. This is what I stayed for. To try to protect my family as best as I could from the danger lurking in every canal.

Now I was coming face-to-face with what I’d bargained for.

Panic welled up again in my throat, and my chin quivered, but I steadied it.

I made my choice. Throw the consequences to the depths.

Steeling my resolve, I willed my gills to move slowly and calmly. At least out here in the open water between Thessalonike and Marbella, any attempts on my life wouldn’t endanger my family.

And then the worst thought of all occurred to me. Maybe they would’ve been safer if I’d left with Alexander and the naiads after all.

I shook my head. I couldn’t dwell on that. Even if it were true, there wasn’t anything I could do about it until I returned to Thessalonike.

I sank to the seafloor. Unless I stay in Marbella.

A swish of water moved behind me, and I whirled around.

It was Athena. She wasn’t carrying a weapon, so I let myself relax.

“Hello,” I said softly.

“Are you alright?” She floated up to my side.

I raised the pitch of my voice so I sounded more enthusiastic. “I just had to admire the beauty of it all again. We’ve been traveling through it all afternoon, but it’s a view I’ll never get tired of.”

She laughed, a trilling, bell-like sound that lifted my spirits. “I’ve never gotten tired of it either, and this is my fourth journey to Marbella.”

“Ever encountered any of the dangers firsthand?”

She shrugged. “Saw a tiny shark once, but no, not really. I’d like to see a webbed-foot dragon. That’d be exciting.”

I chuckled. “Don’t tempt the tides.”

“I didn’t take you for the superstitious type.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “I’m not really superstitious. Just seems like so many things have gone wrong recently that it’s hard to imagine anything going right.”

Athena pressed the tips of her fingers together. “Maybe you’ve just gotten all the bad luck out of the way.”

I scoffed as an image of the red urchin flashed in my head. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

“What really brought you on this trip?”

The question startled me, and I drew back. “What do you mean?”

Athena met my gaze, cerulean and emerald swirling in her eyes. “Don’t tell me the girl who turned in Tor Felicipolos to the inspectors was added to a trip out of the city at the last minute because she decided she wanted to be a diplomat.”

I chewed my lower lip. “I don’t really want to be a diplomat.”

“Of course you don’t.” She studied me. “You could barely even pay attention when Lavinia or the assistants were trying to train you.”

I stretched my hands out behind me and leaned backward on them. “There’s been a lot on my mind.”

“I’m sorry. Want to talk about it?”

I didn’t say anything. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of a lobster lumbering toward the mouth of the cave on a sandy path through the reef. 

Athena followed my gaze. “Well, that looks tasty.” Her fingers drifted to her wrap, and she drew a concealed blade from underneath it.

So she wasn’t unarmed after all.

I quirked my mouth. “That’s a terrible idea, and you know it.”

She rolled her eyes but released her hold on the blade hilt. “Don’t I know it. A fresh kill near our camp would bring a school of sharks down on us for sure.”

“Maybe you’d get to see that dragon after all.”

She grinned and drifted upward and back toward the cave. “I’m going to turn in. You should, too. Traveling is more tiring than you realize, and we still have a few more days before we get to Marbella.”

“Soon,” I said.

She nodded and turned to swim back inside.

I rested my palms on the seafloor and let my gills flare in the gentle current. Somehow, I needed to find out who’d tried to kill me—and soon, before they made another attempt.
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“What the depths are you doing here?” Maximus hissed, waking me from my troubled sleep.

Above me stretched a flat gray ceiling covered in barnacles. Morning light had begun to filter into the cave, and I stirred in my hammock.

“The king sent me. I swear to it.”

Tor.

I bolted upright and blinked three times as I took in the sight of Maximus and my ex-fiancé floating just outside the cave.

My heart beat faster as Tor held out a tablet to Maximus.

I’m dreaming. This must be a crazy dream.

Maximus reached out to take it, and he frowned as he studied it. His lips narrowed in a thin line. “You know that forging the royal inscription carries the death penalty.”

The other guards were awake, too, and I looked from one to the next in cold horror. They all looked as confused as I felt.

And it wasn’t a dream.

Tor’s jaw tightened. “I. Swear. To. You. I’ve been released from house arrest under the condition that I join this expedition as an additional member of its guard.”

Maximus looked over at me, and our eyes locked. He shook his head and returned his focus to Tor. “As the head of security for the delegation, I cannot allow it. I have no way to verify the king’s command, and I don’t think you and Jade should travel together.”

“Come, Max.” Tor rubbed his temples. “Do you think I like this any more than you do?”

By now the rest of the delegation had begun to stir. Lavinia floated out of her hammock and toward Tor. “What’s going on?”

Tor held his hands up. “I’ve been ordered to join you on your mission to Marbella.”

Maximus grabbed Tor’s wrist. “You will return to Thessalonike and inform the king that I suspected your orders to be forged.”

“Do you think so little of me?” Tor spat, his eyes hard.

Maximus released his wrist. “No, I don’t. But I also know that you’re facing pressures I’ve never dreamed of in my life, and I’ve seen what that can do to a mer. Besides,” he said, his voice softening, “it’s for your protection, too. If something goes wrong on this journey, it’ll look bad for you, no matter who’s to blame. Best to turn back now. I’ll corroborate your story when we return.”

Lavinia rose from her hammock and undulated forward to join Maximus and Tor. “Let me see the orders,” she said, her voice uncharacteristically stern.

With a grunt, Maximus handed her the tablet. She studied it, and the fine lines around her eyes tightened. In the silence, Tor caught my gaze. I wanted to look away, but I held eye contact, determined not to let him intimidate me. After what felt like an eternity, he looked down at the seafloor.

Lavinia handed the tablet back to Maximus. “It’s authentic,” she murmured. “I’m sure of it.”

I stiffened, and a cold orb of fear pulsated in my chest. I wished I’d brought some puffer fish tincture, but it was better that I hadn’t. I needed to keep my wits about me—now more than ever.

Could Lavinia have planted the urchin?

I couldn’t imagine it. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. I wanted to think Tiria might be the culprit. It felt like less of a betrayal if it came from someone who’d openly spurned me.

“How do you know?” Maximus asked through gritted teeth.

Lavinia ran her fingers through her hair. “I’ve worked for the king as long as you’ve been alive, Maximus. I’d stake my career on it. The tablet is genuine.”

He studied it again, his grip tight on the thin stone slab. “You put me in a difficult bind, Lavinia. You’re sure there is no room for uncertainty?”

“I wish there was,” she said.

I sucked water through my gills with even, steady movements. I would stay calm. I had to stay calm. Now at least two members of the delegation had motive to kill me.

Should I return to Thessalonike?

But even as the thought occurred to me, I dismissed it. With danger lurking so near, the worst decision I could make would be to separate myself from the group and travel alone. If Tor was here to kill me, he’d circle back to catch me unawares.

And even if Maximus released one of the guards to accompany me, I had no way of knowing whom I could trust. That Maximus would protect me, I was certain. But the ranking officer couldn’t leave the delegation, and any one of the other guards could be in league with the anti-monarchists.

Or more than one.

Stay calm.

No, I decided. It would be better to stay here where the traitor couldn’t act openly. Better to keep the enemy close.

I watched every movement out of the corner of my eye as I repacked my things and slung my bag over my shoulder. This time I made sure to hug it close to my body so it would be harder to tamper with. I doubted the traitor would try the same strategy twice—he or she had to know I was aware of the attempt—but it seemed stupid to give them the opportunity.

A somber mood hovered over our group as we departed, continuing on through the reef toward Marbella. I decided it was in my best interest to not lose myself in the world around me and to stay close to Maximus.

“Hey,” I said to Maximus as we soared over a field of thin, branching coral.

He nodded at me. “Yes?”

I scrambled to come up with a topic of conversation that would give me an excuse to stay at his side. “How . . . many times have you been to Marbella?”

He looked at me. “That’s what you wanted to ask me?”

I glanced behind us at Tor. “Seemed as good a conversation as any.”

“Ah,” he said slowly. “Well . . . this is my third trip. My first as the ranking officer. It’s a lot of responsibility.”

“What’s your favorite thing about Marbella?”

He shrugged. “I don’t usually get a lot of time to see the city. Last time, the Marbellan prime minister took the ambassador to the theatre, and I was able to accompany them. It was the finest play I’d ever seen.”

“What was different about it?”

“The whole thing was in song,” he said, “and the actors’ voices were beautiful.”

“Sounds wonderful. I’d like to see that.”

“Easy enough to arrange,” he said. “I’ll make sure a member of the security detail accompanies you.”

I lowered my voice. “I’d rather it be you, if that’s possible.”

He pushed through the water faster to put more space between us and the rest of the delegation. “I know you’re nervous about Tor, and to be frank, I don’t like the situation any more than you do, but you’ll be perfectly safe with any of us, Jade. The other guards here with us are very good at their jobs.”

We swam in silence for a minute until I couldn’t hold back any longer. “There’s something you should know.” I focused my eyes ahead so I’d have the courage to finish. “And I need you to keep it between us.”

“You can trust my discretion.”

In the distance, I saw a cut in the reef, and I knew we were almost to the first drop-off. I needed to tell him before I lost the opportunity.

“Last night, when I opened my bag,” I said in a low voice, “I found a rogue-red urchin.”

He didn’t say anything.

“I know it wasn’t in my bag before we left the city. I looked through it just as we departed.”

He hesitated for another long moment. “I see.” His voice sounded strangled. “So Tor is not your chief concern.”

“That would be too easy, wouldn’t it?”

The end of the reef loomed before us, and we came to a halt to let the rest of the party catch up. “You’re certain it was a rogue red?”

“Don’t insult me.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry. I know you’re not an idiot. I just needed to know that you were sure.”

Tiria swept up beside us. “Don’t swim so fast, lovefish,” she said, a sour expression on her face. “You know Lavinia’s getting older. Show some respect.”

Maximus scowled at her. “Don’t lecture me on my duties.”

She sulked back toward Octavian, who brought up the rear alongside short-haired Orua.

The delegation gathered at the edge of the reef, with Tor floating a tail-length away from everyone else, and Maximus said, “We’ll need to swim for about half a league before we reach the next plateau. Everyone, stay close together. We’re going to try to angle ourselves as precisely as possible, but the plateau runs perpendicular to this one, so accuracy will not be as imperative as it will be at the next two cuts. We’ll remain as quiet as we can to avoid bringing any attention to ourselves in the deep water. Is everyone clear?”

Each of us nodded.

Maximus pulled out his map to glance over it one more time. “Does anyone need to rest before we cross the breakwater?” His gaze lingered on Lavinia.

“Psh. We haven’t been swimming that long,” chirped Lavinia. “And this one isn’t too bad. You act like I’m an old tuna.”

Maximus smirked. “I imagine you could outswim all of us if you set your mind to it. No other objections, anyone?”

We remained silent.

He nodded. “We’ll go, then. Jade, you’re the only one who hasn’t swum over open water before, so please stay close to me.”

I didn’t bother to correct him. I wasn’t planning to flirt with any danger if I could help it.

Tor shot me a wry smile. He knew I swam in open water with Kiki.

I let myself smile back. Better to keep things civil if we could.

The group launched into the dark water, and its familiar coolness wrapped around me like tentacles. I wished I had Kiki with me. We were facing the current, and I pushed myself to swim harder.

As we soared in silence above the black depths of the ocean trench, my mind drifted to the king’s order. Had he really sent Tor to our delegation, or was Lavinia lying? Or maybe it was such an exceptionally good forgery that she couldn’t have known the difference.

My head spun with the possibilities. If the king had sent Tor, surely he hadn’t mentioned it to my mother. I wracked my mind for any reason I could think of, but I came no closer to solving the puzzle.

Maybe I should just ask Tor.

Not that I would likely get the truth from him, but his reaction might prove instructive.

Far below me in the darkness, I thought I saw movement. I cocked my head and tried to listen for the clicking sound that signified a webbed-foot dragon. The creatures of the deep were nothing but legend in Thessalonike. I’d never encountered anything out of the ordinary near the city—well, I had seen a dragon once—but here the scary stories we’d told each other as children seemed suddenly believable.

 I blinked and tried to focus on the spot again but couldn’t find it. Maybe I’d imagined it, or maybe the monster had plunged deeper into the abyss.


Chapter Eight


“There it is.” Maximus’s whisper sounded loud in the stillness.

I squinted and barely made out the outline of a plateau ahead of us. The next reef would lie on top of it. Relief spread through my body, all the way to the end of my fin.

We made it.

Something brushed against my arm, and I lurched away and looked wildly at the spot where I’d been swimming.

It was only Athena, and she suppressed a snort as I swam forward again, my cheeks burning.

We couldn’t reach Marbella soon enough.

A few long minutes later, we crossed over the next breakwater and onto the new reef. A wasteland stretched out before me. Bone-white coral covered the reef floor, and not a single fish hovered in the water.

“What the . . . ” I murmured.

“It’s always a startling sight,” said Lavinia, pursing her lips. “This reef was devastated by thorny starfish decades ago. Parts of it are starting to come back, but nearly everything was killed.”

“Is it . . . is it safe?”

“Safer than almost anywhere else,” said Maximus, his eyes scanning the desolate seafloor. “No living coral means no fish; no fish means no predators.”

Still, the eerie quiet wore on my nerves. “How long until we’ve crossed it?”

“Settle in, milady,” said Tiria with a sardonic smile. “It’s a two-day journey to the other side.”

I didn’t give her the satisfaction of a reply.

The hours on the bone-strewn reef dragged by like the wait for a hurricane. By the time we slowed to a stop for the night, exhaustion weighed down my whole body. I needed to sleep, but when I looked across the encampment at Tor, fear gripped my stomach.

It wasn’t safe to sleep.

But when we finished crossing this dead reef, then we’d cross the next drop-off: the danger zone that had seen the loss of several merchant caravans. There, of all places, I’d need to be at my most alert.

It wasn’t safe not to sleep, either.

I set up my hammock as near to Maximus as I dared and sank onto the netting with a deep sigh.

At least now I knew the killer was after me. My family would be safe in Thessalonike. I’d rather face the danger myself than worry about Benjamin or Mother.

Maybe I was making myself out to be too important again, but I didn’t have the energy to parse my motivations. I just wanted to survive.

I pulled my bag close and lay down with my hand resting inside the mouth of the sack. My fingers closed around the handle of a small dagger I’d brought along.

I wouldn’t use it on another mer; I’d rejected the choice to fight violence with violence already, and any blood drawn would attract sharks—real sharks—which were deadlier than any skub that lurked in our midst. But the sight of a blade might make an assailant hesitate just long enough for me to get the attention of the guards.

It would have to be enough.

That night, I dreamed of death and Alexander.
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I was almost surprised to wake up alive the next morning.

Perhaps Tor was waiting for the right moment to kill me. Or he was telling the truth, and the king had made him come.

But why would the king have sent him?

The thought perturbed me. I still hadn’t come up with a good reason. Mother would be furious when she found out. The king had trespassed on her loyalty too often of late.

Mother was strong and dedicated, but her patience had its limits.

As I looked out at the white coral again, I saw it differently than I had the day before. It had its own sort of beauty, if you could forget that it was all dead.

I gathered my things and continued to try to ignore Tor over breakfast, but the awkwardness between us was palpable. I nibbled on a seaweed pod and avoided eye contact.

“Look, Jade,” Tor finally said. “I know an apology will never be enough, but I’m really not here to hurt you.”

“Then why are you here?” I demanded. “Because I don’t believe for a second that the king really sent you.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the others had turned to look at us, but I kept my focus trained on Tor.

Tor shrugged. “You don’t have to believe it. Ask him yourself when we get back to Thessalonike.”

I opened my mouth and then closed it to hold back a snide comment.

“Trust me, Jade, I don’t want to be here any more than you want me here.”

“Then leave,” I hissed.

Tor reached for another pod. “And get thrown back under house arrest? I don’t think so.”

“Oh, poor persecuted Tor, who can’t handle serving a year of house arrest for murder.”

“Harpy,” he muttered.

“Why. Did. He. Send. You?” I demanded.

“I don’t know why.” Tor stared up at the surface of the water. “I really don’t know what was going through his head. But I’d just told him that I was certain my father had my mother killed, so I wasn’t really in the mood to ask questions.”

My rage dissipated, and compassion flooded me instead. Something in his eyes reminded me of the anguish I’d felt when Father died. I lowered my voice. “I’m sorry.”

His gills flared, and his posture relaxed. “You know I regret what happened to Anna, right?”

I closed my eyes. “Regret won’t bring her back.”

Maximus cleared his throat. “We done here?”

Neither of us responded, but Tor moved upward and slung his bag over his shoulder. The rest of us finished eating our pods and followed suit.

Our journey that day flowed more quickly, but I still found myself relieved when we reached a section of the reef that had begun a tentative attempt at resurrection.

“Look at the colors,” I gasped. It didn’t compare to the reef that had stunned me the day we’d left the city, or even to the reef I usually swam on with Kiki, but it was life sprouting from a plateau of bones, and that was good enough for me.

“We’ll stop here,” said Maximus.

Everyone else unshouldered their bags without another word.

I quirked an eyebrow at him. “But there’s still light to swim by.”

He pulled the map from his pouch and unfurled it for me. “We’re quite close to the next cut in the reef,” he said, gesturing in the direction we’d been swimming. “Another few minutes of travel, and we’ll be able to see it. I want us to cross it when we’re energized, and definitely not when the light is fading and the webbed-foot dragons are at their hungriest.”

I nodded in short, jerky movements. “Understood.”

The next cut in the reef—the spot where more than one merchant caravan had disappeared.
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The next day, we plunged off the bone-white reef and into water darker than anything I’d seen before. It didn’t help that only weaker-than-normal light penetrated the water and that anything within a fathom of the surface was too choppy to swim in. I didn’t envy the overlanders on their boats.

Maximus charted the precise angle we needed to swim in order to reach the other side, and I marveled that so few trade caravans got lost. What would we do if we couldn’t find a shelf? Swim until we grew too tired to stay afloat and then sink into the depths until we froze to death?

I supposed the weight of the water would crush us long before that happened.

Comforting.

I gazed at the fathomless depths and wondered what sort of creatures lurked below us. What kind of monster had so completely eviscerated the merchant caravans?

A faint clicking sound far to my right caught my attention. It wasn’t the warm, inviting click of a dolphin. I halted and cocked my head. I’d heard that sound before. Once.

I looked at Maximus. He’d heard it, too, and he was reaching for the blade strapped to his hip. It almost sounded like . . . 

The clicking came again, closer this time.

Panic overcame me.

Dragon.


Chapter Nine


“Get in a circle! Face out!” Maximus called, surging toward us with his blade drawn. “Everyone, pull out anything you can use as a weapon.”

We backed into a circle, hovering in the water, waiting for the dragon to make a move. I glanced to my left and realized that Tor floated next to me, so I shifted toward Athena and whispered, “You got your wish.”

Excitement shone in her eyes. “I know.”

I wished I could embrace it as an adventure the way she did.

Maximus continued, “Everyone, as soon as the dragon shows itself, Athena, Octavian, and I will charge it. Tor and Orua, you are responsible for getting everyone else safely to the next plateau.”

I protested, “Maxim—”

“Don’t argue, Jade.” He held up his hand. “Tor’s the best navigator we have, and unless you want to float aimlessly in the water until we can navigate by the stars above the surface, I suggest you go where he leads.”

“Where will you meet us once you’ve killed it?” asked Lavinia, her voice steady and somehow deeper than normal.

Maximus tightened his grip on his blade. “Go to the cavern where we were planning to stay the night. We’ll catch up with you.”

Orua nodded. “I know how to get there. I’ll keep them safe, Max.”

His gentle eyes met hers, and I wondered how I’d never seen their connection before. “I know you will, Ru.”

We waited in tense expectation, and another set of clicks sounded, this time from the left.

“It’s circling us,” Maximus said.

“Or there’s two of them,” murmured Tor.

Maximus shook his head. “They’re solitary.”

“Unless they have tadpoles.”

“It’s the wrong time of year for tadpoles,” Maximus said, but his voice sounded distant.

I wondered what death felt like.

With a shriek, a mass of scales and teeth hurtled toward us from my left.

“Go!” called Maximus.

Orua, Lavinia, Tiria, Caiaphas, and I all surged away from the dragon’s snapping jaws and fell into formation behind Tor.

“Hurry,” Tor called. “Orua, keep an eye out for its mate.”

I didn’t look behind to see the raging battle. I was too afraid I’d see a friend in the jaws of a dragon.

To my right, Lavinia started to lag behind. I slowed alongside her and grabbed her arm. “Come on,” I said. “We’ll make it.”

Determination shone in her eyes, and she shrugged off her pack. It sank leisurely into the depths, and she pushed me onward.

“Come,” she said, “they’re just things. I’ll swim faster without it.”

We surged forward side by side, following the others, who had already pulled ahead of us. Then, as if in slow motion, I saw a dragon—a behemoth three times as large as a dolphin and covered in shimmering scales—swooping through the water ahead, charging straight for us.

“Look out!” I screamed.

Octavian darted out of the way just in time as the dragon’s teeth closed on the empty water where he had been just a moment earlier. The dragon dove downward and disappeared into the depths.

“Circle!” Tor called.

Lavinia and I caught up, and the whole group gathered together in another outward-facing circle.

I should have been panicking, but a deadly calm overwhelmed me as we waited for the dragon to attack again.

“Everyone alright?” Orua asked.

“So far, so good,” muttered Tiria.

“We’re fine,” said Lavinia, “if short a few supplies.”

A sharp pain jolted through my fin, and something whisked me down into the darkness.

I screamed.

The water was getting colder.

The dragon. It has me.

I grew lightheaded, and an unimaginable sense of peace washed over me, starting in my core and extending out to every part of me.

I guess this is what death feels like.

I just wished I could give Benjamin one more hug.

The current looked almost green, and I could just make out a faint light in the distance.

Then the dragon let out a piercing screech, and I careened free, spinning effortlessly through the water. A hand grabbed mine and pulled me toward the sickly light. I didn’t know if I’d been rescued or if I was already dead.

“She’s hurt!” called a familiar voice. “We need to get out of here.”

Another set of hands grabbed my arms and tugged me forward. “Jade. Jade. Can you swim?” Orua’s face floated in front of me.

I started shaking.

“Depths,” Orua muttered, “she’s going into shock. How close are we to the plateau?”

“Not as close as I’d like.” Tor’s voice.

“Jade.” Orua again. “Jade. Stay with us. Stay awake.”

I didn’t stay awake. 
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When I came to, I was lying on a hammock. It was warm again. Pain pulsed through my tail. I pushed myself up onto my elbows.

“She’s awake,” called Orua. “I’m so glad you’re alright.”

I fought to sort through my confused memories. It was like the puffer fish toxin all over again. “What . . . happened?”

Orua perched on the end of my hammock. “Do you remember getting caught by the dragon?”

I remember being dragged down to the depths. “Y-yes. I . . . I think so.”

“It took you so fast. I thought you were gone for sure. But Tor charged after you and stabbed the dragon in its gut. When it screamed, he pulled you out of its mouth and brought you back.”

A sick feeling washed over me. “Tor?”

Orua twisted her lips. “I know your history is complicated.”

“That’s an understatement,” I muttered.

Relief and horror warred in my chest. I’d never felt so alive . . . and now I was indebted to Tor. But at least now I was pretty sure he wasn’t trying to kill me.

I shifted my weight and bit my lip to suppress a cry. I looked down at my bandaged fin. “How bad is it?”

Orua shrugged. “You’ll live. It’s not very deep, and you didn’t lose much blood. Might take a while to heal, though. Unless negotiations go long of their own accord, we may need to extend our stay in Marbella by a few days.”

I groaned. Then my head snapped up. “Maximus and Athena! And . . . Octavian? Are they back?”

Orua’s lips tightened. “Not yet. Any minute now, I’m sure.”

“How long was I out?”

“A while,” said Orua. “An hour, maybe two. But none of them can navigate by instinct the way Tor can. Tor has a gift. It’s uncanny. The others will probably have to wait until dark and swim to the surface to navigate by the stars.”

I remembered how faint the light had been and hoped that the sky wasn’t blanketed by cloud. “If there are stars to navigate by.”

“Tor will go looking for them if they’re not back soon.”

Lavinia swept up to my hammock. “How are you feeling?”

Orua clasped a fist to her chest, bowed her head, and darted away from us.

I watched her go and said, “I-I’m okay, I think. Worried about the others.”

Lavinia’s eyes softened. “Thank you for what you did back there. Slowing down to stay with me.”

I chuckled. “You proved quite capable on your own. You didn’t need the help.”

“No,” she said, “I didn’t, but thank you anyway.”

I lay all the way back down. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Why did you override Maximus to let Tor stay?”

She straightened her back. “Because I think the king sent him, and I trust the king.”

I forced a smile. “Of course. Surely he must have had a good reason.”

“To think otherwise would be treason.” She folded her hands primly but held my gaze with an intense stare. “And it’s very important that we avoid even the appearance of such a thing among anyone who might not perceive our intentions . . . charitably. Do you understand?”

I blinked. “Yes. Of course.”

“Remember, Jade.” She reached out and grabbed my wrist. “Politics is a game of ambition. Even if you trust someone with your life, don’t ever give them a blade to use against you in the king’s estimation. Especially right now.”

“Okay.” I drew back my hand.

“Well,” she said in her usual bubbly voice. “I’m so glad you’re feeling better, and I’m sure the others will be back soon. I’ll let you rest.”

She swam away, and I closed my eyes and let the seawater wash over my gills. Perhaps Lavinia wasn’t the culprit. But, then again, I’d take her advice and not take anyone’s loyalty for granted.

Later—I wasn’t sure how long—Tor announced he was leaving to look for Maximus, Athena, and Octavian. I couldn’t face him—not yet—and pretended to be asleep until he left.

Just as darkness fell over the reef, I heard a commotion.

“Max!” yelled Orua, her voice cracking.

I opened my eyes, sat up, and scanned the horizon. Three figures undulated toward us. My heart leaped and then stuttered as I realized there should have been four.

Tor, Maximus, and Octavian swept into the encampment, all of them quiet and subdued.

“Max!” Orua barreled into Maximus and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I thought you were dead,” she sobbed.

“I’m alright, Ru,” he murmured into her hair. “I’m alright.”

Orua pulled away from him and froze. “Athena?”

Maximus’s jaw tightened. “She’s gone.”


Chapter Ten


My heart thudded as I struggled to process Maximus’s words.

She’s gone.

I hadn’t known Athena well, but I’d enjoyed the few conversations we’d shared. I ached for the other guards and for her family.

She had so wanted to see a webbed-foot dragon. Somehow that made it worse.

Maximus cleared his throat. “She fought the dragon bravely and died to deliver the death blow so Octavian and I could get away.”

Orua bowed her head and tapped her fist against her chest. “We will honor her memory.”

The rest of the delegation drew near, and Maximus delivered the news. Lavinia’s chin crumpled, and Caiaphas pulled her in for an embrace. Everyone else remained stoic, but a somber mood had descended upon the group.

“I’m sorry,” Maximus finally said.

“We all are,” murmured Tiria. “Dark tides . . . ”

I hoped it was just that—angry tides—and not another act of sabotage. Surely the person who had planted the sea urchin wouldn’t be willing to take out the whole delegation just to get me out of the way. I might be disliked, but I wasn’t important enough for that.

And, after all, that crossing was the most dangerous part of the journey. I shuddered at the realization that we’d have to cross it again to get back home.

If I go back home.

Part of me wanted to find Alexander in Marbella and just stay with him. Things had changed in the days since he’d left. I had become more of a liability than an asset to my family. If I was a target, it would be better for them if I left.

But what would Benjamin think if I left without saying goodbye?

The thought tore at my heart.

And Mother? Mother would probably come to Marbella to collect me herself.

But I’d come within a crab’s claw of dying twice now, and the thought of going back knotted my stomach like tangled netting.

I settled into my hammock and curled in on myself, clutching the end of my wounded fin like a small child. 

Go in peace, Athena. Thank you for your courage.

I drifted into a restless sleep and jolted awake from a nightmare perhaps two hours later. I lay there with my eyes closed for a few long, agonizing moments and then allowed myself to open them and stare upward at the surface. It loomed above us, translucent, letting in a few precious slivers of light from the stars above.

I reached down to where the dragon had wounded my fin and then, tentatively, cautiously, floated up from my hammock. It hurt to thrash my tail, but as long as I took slow, gentle movements, I could swim unhampered. I looked over the plateau—another coral reef, living but not vibrant, in the dusky water.

If I journeyed too far away, I risked getting lost on an unfamiliar reef far from home. But if I went straight upward . . . 

I flicked my fin and eased toward the surface, my movements pained and deliberate. Up and up I swam, far higher than I usually did. And then, all at once, I broke through into the air above. It was warm, almost too warm, and my eyes took a moment to adjust to the pinpricks of light in the sky. I lay on my back, floating on the ocean’s ceiling, my gills remaining just barely under the water.

I’d been to the surface before, of course, but never at night. The sight startled me, and the grief and exhaustion and terror of the day fused with a wonder I hadn’t felt since childhood.

Despite the low light in the water earlier that day, I couldn’t see a cloud in the sky. I supposed they’d floated away, off to the next part of their journey through the expanse of the heavens. Now, scattered across the depths-black canvas, a million tiny shards of light glowed brighter than any bioluminary.

I blinked and took it all in—the warmth on my face and chest, the white luminescent orb of the moon, the sensation of the breeze, gentler than any current. It was so exotic and beautiful, a strange world I wished I visited more often.

Here, at the surface, I could escape the nightmare of death and destruction that seemed to have overtaken the whole world.

Or at least my part of it.

A quiet splash sounded to my right, and I raised my head to find Tor floating beside me.

I weighed my words but couldn’t find anything that sounded right. Finally, I let my neck rest back on the surface. “Couldn’t sleep either?”

“No,” he said, his voice quiet and contemplative. “I haven’t slept well in a long time.”

A sad smile turned up the corner of my lips. “Thank you for saving my life. And for going out again and bringing them back.”

“I am—or was—a member of the Royal Mer Guard. It’s my duty.”

“Orua didn’t charge after that dragon for me. It all happened so fast. No one would have blamed you if I’d died.”

“I’ve bloodied the water enough for a lifetime.”

My eyes traced a shape in the stars that reminded me, somehow, of a dolphin tail. “Do you blame yourself for your mother’s death? You shouldn’t.”

He sighed. “Blame isn’t the right word. But if I hadn’t . . . tried to silence Anna when she confronted me. If I’d just tried to find a peaceable solution . . . ”

My voice hardened. “Is there any peaceable solution to your father’s crimes?”

“Depths, Jade. You see the world as so clearly divided between good and evil.”

I sank under the water, and when he followed, I turned to float upright and stared at him. “Give me a little more credit than that. I know that the world isn’t simple.” My voice cracked. “And it’s not your fault your mother died. But you killed someone, Tor. And you tried to kill me. And you covered up for your slave-selling father. How do you justify any of that?”

He fell silent for a long moment. “I really didn’t mean to kill her. I told the truth about that.”

“Your intentions can’t change what happened.”

“I know. I’ve gone over the memory a thousand times in my head, desperately trying to somehow change it.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I believe you,” I said softly. “But I doubt your regret would be this debilitating if you hadn’t gotten caught.”

I looked into his eyes and then back down toward our encampment.

“I’m going to try to go back to sleep,” I said. “I really do hope you’re able to make peace with the past and do better in the future.”

I left him at the surface and sank to the seafloor, the last of my reserves exhausted.

Why the depths is Tor even here? I eased myself back into my hammock. What was the king thinking?
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“Can you swim?” Maximus asked me the next morning as we finished breakfast. Most of the group had begun preparing to depart for the next part of our journey to Marbella.

I nodded. “Not as fast as normal, but I think I can keep up with a steady pace.”

He pulled a rope out of his bag and handed one end of it to me. “Loop it around your wrist. Try to keep up, but if you get tired, you can swim more slowly or just float, and I’ll tow you.”

“I don’t want to be a burden.” I rubbed my temples.

He shrugged. “It’s less of a burden to pull you along than to slow down for you.”

I hesitated. “Well, when you put it that way.”

We launched into the current, swimming opposite its steady pull. I tried to keep up with the group, but Maximus compensated for my pace more often than I wanted to admit.

Something brushed my wounded fin. I startled, and my heart hammered in my chest as I whirled around, still clutching the rope. It was only a seahorse, already hovering a full tail-length away from me. Closing my eyes, I let Maximus tow my full weight as I pushed water through my gills slowly and deliberately. Visions of webbed-foot dragons and red urchins whirled in my head.

We’re past the danger point, I reminded myself, but it didn’t soothe my anxiety. After all, we still had to make it safely to Marbella and cross that same trench on the way back.

Maximus turned to face me, his piercing gray eyes meeting mine. “Are you alright?”

I tightened my jaw and nodded. He studied me and then turned back around and cut forward through the water. I flicked my fin in an effort to keep up and winced.

Now that I was injured, I was more vulnerable than ever to the assassin among us. 


Chapter Eleven


By the time we neared Marbella two days later, my fin wasn’t throbbing quite as badly, but I still scanned for dragons around every bend of coral.

Probably just as well. My gaze lingered on Tor, who swam on the other side of the group, staying as far away from me as he reasonably could. I’m already swimming with sharks.

“Almost there!” announced Lavinia in a high-pitched voice. “And not a moment too soon.”

I glanced at Orua, and though she met my gaze, her eyes remained hard and empty. She hadn’t spoken much since we’d lost Athena.

I squinted into the distance and could just barely make out something different on the horizon. I furrowed my eyebrows. I’d known not to expect Marbella to look exactly like Thessalonike, but if Lavinia hadn’t alerted me to its presence, I never would’ve guessed we were nearing a city. Instead of Thessalonike’s silhouettes of bright coral spiraling toward the surface, Marbella looked . . . almost flat.

Dull. Even lifeless.

I surged forward, wincing at the jolt of pain that shot through my fin, and caught up with Lavinia. I gestured with my chin. “That’s the city?”

A gleam lit up her eyes. “It’s not much to look at from here, is it?”

I glanced from Lavinia to the city and back again and shook my head. “It’s . . . smaller than I expected.”

“Oh, no dear,” she said. “It’s far bigger than Thessalonike.”

“So I’d heard, but—” 

“You can only see the top of it from here.”

I cocked my head, perplexed.

Her gaze darkened, and a sad smile turned up the corners of her lips. “It was Athena’s favorite thing about the city. Did she never tell you?”

“No,” I said, suddenly cold. “We never discussed it.”

“The city was built into a valley,” Lavinia said. “The basin of an ancient volcano. You’ll have to see it to believe it.”

I shrugged, my grip loosening on Maximus’s rope now that we’d nearly arrived. “If you say so.”

The coral here reminded me of the coral on my home reef, and a pang of homesickness shot through me as I wondered if Pippa was playing with Kiki at that moment. I hoped so. I knew Pippa would take good care of her, but part of me still worried she’d feel abandoned.

As we drew closer to the city, the vague shapes I’d seen in the distance revealed themselves as slabs of smooth granite stretching three tail-lengths high. The light reflected off them until they gleamed, most in shades of gray but some pink or silver or gold. I opened my mouth and then closed it again. I’d never seen so much granite in my entire life.

Lavinia smiled at me. “I told you it was a sight to see.”

As we approached the gleaming stone, I looked from side to side for a gate or city guards, but the wall appeared to be empty.

“How . . . how do we get in?” I asked.

Maximus nodded at the wall. “Swimming.”

I glared at him. “But where do we swim through?”

He shrugged. “Anywhere. The Marbellans don’t restrict access to the city like we do in Thessalonike.”

I stopped and stared. “You mean we just . . . swim over the wall?”

Orua smirked. “You’ve never been outside Thessalonike, huh?”

Pushing myself forward through the water, I said, “Of course I’ve been outside Thessalonike. Just never to another city.”

As if she’s been beyond Marbella.

Orua bent her head toward me and whispered conspiratorially, “If you want to blend in, make sure you kiss the mer you meet on both cheeks. It’s customary here.”

My eyes widened. “Are you sure? I spent the last few days studying their culture, and I haven’t heard of any such—”

“Orua.” Lavinia’s voice had grown stern. “Don’t play tricks on Jade.”

My cheeks burned, but Orua seemed unfazed. “Lavinia! Why’d you have to ruin the fun?”

“Because.” Lavinia enunciated each word. “We are here representing the king and the city of Thessalonike. We are a diplomatic delegation, not a group of schoolmer.” Her gaze softened. “I know we’re all grieving Athena, but let’s not lose sight of why we’re here.”

“Throw the king to the depths,” Orua muttered.

Everyone froze, and Lavinia drew herself up to her full length. I looked at Maximus to gauge his reaction, and he stared at Orua with fear and horror etched across his face.

“Ru!” he hissed. “You can’t say things like that. Not even out here.”

She stared across the reef, her face blank. “I’m sorry, Max,” she said finally. “I’m just tired of it all, you know?”

He moved forward and placed a hand on each of her shoulders. “We’ll talk about this later.” Maximus hesitated and then turned to face the rest of us. “Orua misspoke, and I expect us all to keep this to ourselves when we’ve returned to Thessalonike.”

He made eye contact with each of us in turn, and I nodded solemnly when his gaze met mine.

“I promise,” I murmured.

“Thank you,” he said. “Now let’s go. We’ll need to notify the chancellor that we’ve arrived before we can get into our rooms for the night.”

He squeezed Orua’s hand and darted forward toward the looming granite wall. After a moment’s hesitation, I followed, joining the rest of the delegation in our slow, steady movement toward Marbella. When we surged over the lip of the wall and hovered over the city, I gasped aloud.

A smile laced Lavinia’s voice. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I see it with new eyes every time I come back.”

I struggled to interpret the sight. Below me, the city plummeted downward into an ever-narrowing canyon of stone and light. I blinked. Layers of granite in a variety of colors ringed the valley, each slab one or two tail-lengths high.

At the top, near where we floated, sat a layer of white granite shot through with flecks of black and silver. A ring of thick, bright bioluminaries marked the transition to the next slab of granite, which stuck out in a ridge no larger than half the size of my hand.

I couldn’t see all the way to the other side of the valley, but as I gazed downward, it seemed that the basin narrowed inward, like an upside-down cone. Bridges crisscrossed the abyss, dotted with gazebos awash in soft light.

“Do you like it?” Maximus asked quietly from behind my right shoulder.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I said, my voice hushed in awe.

What did Alexander think when he saw it for the first time?

Now that I’d had a chance to see the true scale of the city, I began to doubt I’d see Alexander at all while I was here. It was one thing to know that Marbella was larger than Thessalonike; it was quite another to see it spread out before me in all its glory. Surely it would be impossible to find a single merman in such a city.

Especially if he doesn’t want to be found.

No, I decided. The tides would not be so kind—or perhaps so terrible—as to bestow another chance meeting on Alexander and me. If I were to see him, it would be because he’d discovered I’d come to the city . . . or because I sought him out.

A warning gong sounded in my head at the thought, but Maximus cleared his throat, ending my contemplation. 

“Are you ready to go down?” he asked.

When I looked around, I realized everyone was staring at me. My cheeks burned. “I’m so sorry. Yes.” I began to sink downward. “I got lost in the moment.”

Tiria nodded. “Happened to me the first time, too.”

I met her foam-green eyes, confused. She’d made no secret of her dislike for me from the beginning. Why was she softening now?

It doesn’t matter. I can’t let my guard down. Not around her. Not around any of them.

We flicked our fins and swam down into this new, strange, beautiful city. As we descended, I noticed doors dotting the sides of the basin. I leaned toward Lavinia. “Do mer . . . live inside the city walls themselves?”

“Why, yes, of course,” Lavinia said. “I’m surprised it never came up when you were learning about the culture of the city.”

“Maybe it did.” My gaze darted about the valley as we passed by the first bridge. Three gazebos—small shops from the look of it—intricately carved in brilliant white stone were perched on its surface. “I guess I just didn’t picture it to be anything like this.”

As we passed by the second bridge, a large golden-haired mermaid emerged from one of the shops, and I did a double-take. Not a mermaid. A caecilia.

She was longer and broader across than any mermaid I’d seen, and where I’d expected to see a tail and fin, I instead found the eight writhing tentacles of an octopus. She nodded at us, turned away, and pulsed toward the next gazebo.

The shops grew more populated the deeper we swam, and about the time we reached the midway point, we passed a bridge with a large circular platform at the center. Delicately wrought statuary and glimmering lights wound their way along the edges of the platform, and above it hung hundreds—perhaps a thousand—finely woven hammocks.

“The theatre.” Lavinia gestured at it. 

“Of course,” I murmured. Even I knew enough to recognize it as such. The Marbellans loved theatre the way Thessalonikens loved grand carvings. “Where will we find the chancellor?”

“The Senate, at the base of the city.”

I could now make out what I suspected was the bottom, but the water already felt heavy around me, and shivers prickled up my spine. My teeth chattered. “H-how do people live this far down?”

Tiria sneered at me, but Lavinia just smiled. “It’s hard at first, but you’ll adjust to the pressure in a couple of days. The cold will take longer. I had to accept it while I was living here as the permanent ambassador, but I never learned to like it.

“It’s warmer inside the city walls, though,” she continued, “so it shouldn’t keep you awake at night. If we’re lucky, the deep-sea volcano vents will pick up their pace soon, and then we’ll be warmer than we are in Thessalonike. The Marbellans don’t really like the warms spells, but I think they’re delightful.”

I remained silent after that, content to let my eyes feast on the sumptuous scenery until we reached the perfectly flat stone floor of the city. We stopped and then, a moment later, I followed the rest of the delegation down yet again through a small horizontal door etched into the bottom.

As soon as we passed through the entryway into the floor of the city—what odd phrasing, I mused—a rush of warmth enfolded my body like a hug. My limbs still felt heavier than they ever had, but with no small measure of relief I concluded that Lavinia was right about the temperature. I wasn’t sure I could bring myself to go back outside.

Ahead of me, Lavinia conferred with a maroon-haired mermaid wearing . . . well I wasn’t sure exactly what to call it. A sort of wrap, I supposed, but one that draped over each of her shoulders and covered her arms and torso, all the way down to her wrist and halfway down her tail.

It was an odd garment, but I supposed our wraps must have likewise looked out of place to the Marbellans.

The mermaid reached out toward Lavinia, and they clasped hands. Then the mermaid turned and swam down a corridor and through a door.

“The chancellor will see us soon,” Lavinia said.

I started to study the waiting room, but the door swung open again, and an elegant mermaid with ice-blue eyes and blonde hair glided through. She wore the same type of garment I’d observed on the other mermaid, but hers was more ornate, with gold threading and buttons that ran down the front. A mermaid and a merman flanked her.

“Chancellor.” Lavinia extended a hand, her eyes sparkling. “It’s so good to see you again!”

“Lavinia!” The chancellor reached out and pulled Lavinia into a hug. “Come, now. Don’t be so formal, friend. I’m glad you’re back.” The chancellor pulled back and nodded at each member of our party. “I’m so glad to see all of you again.”

Her eyes hesitated on me, and she reached out her hand.

“I don’t think we’ve met,” she said. “I’m Chancellor Ava Kamora. Welcome to Marbella.”

“Jade,” I said, my voice hoarse. I cleared my throat. “Jade Cleopola. I-I’m just here as an assistant.”

“Hmm.” She looked from me to Lavinia. “Cleopola, you say?”

I threaded my fingers together. “Yes . . . ” I wracked my brain for how I ought to address her. I settled on the safest option. “Chancellor.”

“You are Cleo’s daughter,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes, Chancellor.”

Lavinia chimed in, “Jade is here to learn as one of my assistants, and it was also . . . a benefit that the journey would take her away from Thessalonike for several weeks.”

The chancellor scoffed. “The naiad drama?”

I opened my mouth. How does she—?

“Your naiads arrived in the city a week ago.” The chancellor pursed her lips. “And they told a story I didn’t want to believe of the treatment they’d received in Thessalonike.”

Lavinia shifted uncomfortably. “They were rioting, I’m afraid. A military patrol got out of hand, which resulted in a number of unfortunate deaths.”

My jaw tightened, and I met the chancellor’s sweeping gaze. She hadn’t missed my flinch.

“I see.” Her sharp gaze flitted from face to face. She finally said, “Well, it isn’t relevant to the business we have in front of us. For now. I suppose I was just hoping it wasn’t true.”

I looked down at the floor. The heaviness crushing me came as much from the pressure of the depths as from the sinking feeling in my chest.
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When I bolted the door to my room, I began to relax for the first time in days. Really, for the first time since the poison attack on my family. Here, enclosed in the diplomatic quarters, with a sturdy door between me and the other Thessalonikens, I could let my guard down.

I closed my eyes and let the room’s warm water wash over my gills. A murder attempt. A dragon attack. The loss of Athena. My fin throbbed at the memory.

I shuddered. The journey had turned into a nightmare that I couldn’t wake up from. And how much more so for the rest of the delegation, who had all known Athena a lot longer than I had?

When I opened my eyes, exhaustion overpowered me. I hadn’t slept soundly the whole journey—not since the red urchin had appeared in my bag. Now, despite the heaviness weighing on me, I needed to get some rest.

I had a feeling I hadn’t seen the last of sharks.


Chapter Twelve


When I awoke the next morning, it took me a few moments to remember where I was and why every muscle in my body felt so heavy. Marbella. The diplomatic quarters.

An image of the city’s gaping chasm flashed into my mind, and I shuddered at the thought of how deep we were. But if the Marbellans were accustomed to it, I could get used to it as well. I reached down to run my hand over the dragon bite on my fin and winced. I could swim, at least short distances, but it still hurt. 

I floated out of bed, pulled on a formal wrap, and ran a comb through my hair. Upon inspecting my reflection, I decided to plait my hair in a simple braid, like I usually did when I wanted to make myself invisible. Today we would meet with the full Marbellan Senate. I was here to watch, observe, and learn, not to participate in any tangible way.

With a glance at the tide glass—that, at least, was the same in Marbella—I slipped out of my chamber and made my way down to the common room where I had planned to meet Lavinia, Tiria, and Caiaphas. When I arrived at the end of the hallway, I realized with a start that I was the last to arrive. Even Maximus was present. My cheeks burned.

“Jade.” Lavinia nodded at me with a soft smile. “I’m glad you’re here already. Well done to everyone for coming early. Let’s all take a few minutes to gather ourselves and to remember what we’re here for.”

Trade. I suppressed a yawn.

“Trade.” Lavinia spread her arms. “It is our responsibility to negotiate a better trade deal for the king and the citizens of Thessalonike. We must conduct ourselves as dignified representatives of our great kingdom at all times so as not to distract from the mission at hand.”

I nodded along with everyone else and tried not to let my eyes glaze over. Maybe I was still feeling the aftereffects of the long journey, or maybe the water pressure was getting to me, but I felt exhausted. Or maybe I’m just not cut out to be a diplomat.

“I suspect,” Lavinia continued, “based on the conversation we had with Ava yesterday, that we will be pulled into a discussion of the naiad issue.”

I snapped to attention.

Lavinia pressed her fingertips together. “It is very important that none of us deviate from the official story. The naiads rioted, the military got out of hand, and the traitors left voluntarily.”

Bile rose in my throat. Traitors?

Lavinia’s eyes lingered on me. “I know that some of us here are sympathetic to the naiads, and I appreciate where you’re coming from. However, it is important that we get these discussions out of the way quickly so we have sufficient time to accomplish the king’s agenda.”

I made eye contact with Maximus and then looked down at the floor. It felt like everyone’s eyes were on me, but maybe I was just self-conscious.

The room fell silent for a moment, and finally Lavinia said, “Do you understand, Jade?”

I jerked my gaze up to meet hers. Her eyes were troubled and her lips tight. With such a serious expression on her face, I almost didn’t recognize her.

“Yes, of course,” I said, my voice huskier than normal. “I won’t make trouble.”

Lavinia relaxed. “I know you would never have intended to, but you’re used to being able to speak your mind wherever you go.”

If you only knew.

She continued, “Diplomats do not have that luxury. We are not here to have our own opinions or to express them to the leaders of a foreign city. We are here to represent the king; it is as if he himself journeyed to Marbella to negotiate.”

I knew all of this already, of course. I’d been trained before leaving Thessalonike. I just hoped the Marbellans wouldn’t ask me any questions. Surely the Marbellans will ignore me. Ava knows who Mother is, but I’m the newest member of the delegation.

No, I realized. I was not cut out to be a diplomat. Because I had an uncomfortable, prickling feeling in my gut that, if confronted with a direct question, I wouldn’t be able to keep my mouth shut.
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“Lavinia.” The chancellor held out her hands to Lavinia as we approached the tall obsidian door into the Senate Chamber. “I hope you all rested well.” She looked at each of us in turn.

“Quite well. Thank you, Ava,” Lavinia said.

“And how are you adjusting, Jade?” The chancellor clasped her hands. “I know that the depths of city center can be a shock to those who have never experienced it.”

I opened my mouth and hesitated. Lavinia fixed a stony stare on me, and I fumbled for an answer. “It was a surprise, Chancellor, but I’m adjusting.”

The chancellor nodded and then turned back to the rest of the group. “The Senate has assembled. We will enter and present the issues for comment from any members of the Senate who wish to speak. Then we will retire to the council room with the smaller committee that has been handpicked for the negotiations.” The chancellor swallowed. “This time, I am the head of that committee.”

Tiria’s back straightened, and as I glanced around the room, I saw subtle signs of alarm written on the faces of each member of the delegation.

“Well.” Lavinia broke the silence. “This is unprecedented. To what do we owe this . . . honor?”

“There is much to discuss.” The chancellor cocked her head. “We Marbellans will be presenting a matter of grave concern to both our cities.”

The chancellor moved toward the door.

“You leave us in suspense,” Lavinia said, her jaw as tight as when she’d warned me about the dangers of speaking my mind.

The chancellor paused with her hand on the door. “I don’t mean to be mysterious. You of all people know I’m not one to play those games. It concerns information about a possible foreign threat to our cities. I don’t know that more detail would prove helpful before we move into committee where we can discuss everything in detail.”

A foreign threat? I wrinkled my nose. We don’t have regular contact with any foreign power besides Marbella. They all lie too far away . . . 

Lavinia pushed open the door, and we followed her into the Senate Chamber.

Like the city itself, the chamber plunged downward from the entrance—though not nearly as far down. Rows of hammocks formed concentric circles around a small platform, and every seat appeared to be full.

My head swam with the dizzying array of persons in the room. Mer made up the majority, but only a small one, and naiads, caecilias, kelpies, and other people I didn’t have a name for occupied the rest of the seats. I even thought I spotted a real harpy in the third row.

I thought harpies had passed into legend.

The chancellor led us to the middle of the room, and we swam straight down to hover over the platform.

There must be three hundred people. I took a good look at the room around me. I’d known that, in lieu of a king or queen, democratically elected senators made decisions for Marbella—in a system of government the anti-monarchists wanted to emulate. But I hadn’t imagined that there were so many people in the Senate.

How do they ever make decisions?

I slowed the pulsing of my gills so the Marbellans wouldn’t be able to see my nervousness. Then I drifted behind Lavinia and the chancellor to watch the proceedings, painfully aware that senators surrounded us on all sides. Tiria, Caiaphas, and Maximus joined me.

“Senators of the great city of Marbella.” The chancellor held her arms up. “Thank you for gathering today. As you know, our dear friends from Thessalonike have arrived.”

Applause sounded from the circles of hammock chairs.

When the noise died down, the chancellor motioned to Lavinia. “I’m sure most of you have met Lavinia at some point during her tenure here or on one of the many diplomatic missions she has led to our fair city.”

More applause.

“On this occasion,” the chancellor continued, “we would like to hear the issues that Lavinia and her assistants have come to negotiate, and we will present two of our own.” She gestured to Lavinia.

Lavinia floated forward. “Senators, friends, and honored colleagues. It is a pleasure to be back with you, and I look forward to visiting with many of you before I return home. But today, I’ll keep my statement brief. King Stephanos is concerned about the tariffs you impose on goods our merchants send to Marbella, and we hope to discuss terms that may be more satisfactory to all parties. We are willing to revisit our own tariffs on your merchants so that we can come to a quick, agreeable solution.”

I made eye contact with a young caecilia in the front row, and she cast me a small smile. I smiled back and wondered what her name was and how she’d come to serve in the Senate at so young an age.

Lavinia continued, “As a matter of secondary concern, we wish to discuss the mutual-defense treaty that was signed in the time of Queen Diaphena and Chancellor Benna Oram.”

A stir rippled through the audience, and I willed my face to not show a reaction. The defense treaty?

“King Stephanos would like to emphasize the position of strength he operates from in his kingdom but wishes to know if Marbella will honor the defense treaty to protect the crown from threats within as well as threats without. Should an insurrection rear its ugly head, will Marbella hold to its end of the bargain?”

I clasped my hands together so tightly they turned white, relieved that Orua wasn’t in the room to hear this after the flippant remark she’d made outside the city.

The caecilia I’d made eye contact with had pressed her lips together in disapproval, and the rest of the room seemed to agree with her. 

An aged merman rose to hover about a tail-length above his hammock chair. “Chancellor, if I may?” he called.

The chancellor nodded.

“Ambassador Lavinia, what sort of insurrection is your king concerned about?” he asked in a gravelly voice.

Lavinia dipped her head. “Senator Cor, thank you for the question. Some of you may be aware of the group that call themselves the anti-monarchists. They incite rioting in our streets and push rumors of revolution.”

Whispers spread through the Senate Chamber.

Senator Cor scoffed. “Ambassador, please. Do you expect Marbella to provide its own military to handle an internal dispute in your city when we embraced democracy nearly a millennium ago?”

With one hand, the chancellor gestured for the senator to return to his seat, and he complied with a shake of his head.

“Let us remember,” the chancellor said, a note of warning ringing in her voice, “that while we may not embrace the same political system as Thessalonike, we are allies of King Stephanos. We hold to this as a matter of both friendship and honor. And”—she shot a look at Senator Cor—“should a coup tragically unfold, we do not know how its new leadership would feel about the longstanding friendship between our cities.”

“Preposterous!” screeched a voice from the back of the room. “Perhaps the Thessalonikens should adopt democracy willingly before their revolutionaries do it for them.”

I blanched, wondering who would dare address the chancellor in such a tone, but the gathered senators didn’t seem to share my trepidation. The chancellor merely waited for the buzz in the room to die down and then said, “Would anyone else like to voice a concern regarding the issues addressed by the Thessaloniken delegation?”

A dozen senators drifted upward from their chairs.

“Welcome to democracy,” Lavinia muttered.
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I would have been lying if I said I’d never questioned the wisdom of one person exercising complete power over a city, especially in recent days as my faith in the king’s judgment had begun to wane.

But it only took an hour in the Marbellan Senate Chamber for me to wholeheartedly embrace the wisdom of monarchical rule again. So maybe the king wasn’t an ideal leader for the city—a thought I could never voice aloud—but it had to be better than this raging nonsense.

I counted to a hundred, tried to guess which speakers belonged to which political party based on the training I’d received in Marbellan culture and politics, counted to a hundred again, and, above all, did not look at any other members of my delegation. I knew that if I made eye contact with them, I wouldn’t be able to keep my incredulity from peeking out from behind my mask of indifferent attention.

“All of our treaties are null if we don’t honor this one,” exclaimed a middle-aged mermaid with a square jaw and a stern visage.

“Then we’ll make new ones,” snapped Senator Cor. “Thessalonike has no choice but to draw up defense and trade treaties with us. Our corner of the ocean is isolated—alone, each city is defenseless if an army were to sweep through. We both depend on the treaties for protection.”

The old harpy I’d noticed when I came in spread her wing-like fins and drifted up a half a tail-length. She was slender and perhaps a head shorter than the average mermaid, with webbed feet like a water bird and a hooked nose. Her dark brown hair, which exactly matched her fin-wings, was gathered in a severe bun at the base of her head. The whole room quieted.

“Senator Cor makes an excellent point.” Her shrewd, sharp gaze settled on Lavinia. “We are both isolated cities, and we need each other to ensure that we can continue to live peaceably as we each see fit. Now, of all times, we cannot descend into petty squabbles. Politics is a terrible, opportunistic business, but it is important that we have a safe and stable Marbella partnered with a safe and stable Thessalonike. Anything else leaves us too open to risk.”

She paused. “I am no lover of totalitarianism, but the monarchy has kept Thessalonike secure for millennia. Chancellor,” she gestured with her wing-fin, “the rabble has had their say. Let’s move on to the next order of business.”

“Thank you, Senator Ti. Any objections?” asked the chancellor.

A few senators cast sheepish glances at Senator Ti, but everyone sank back into their hammocks and fell silent.

“Well, that’s a relief,” said the chancellor. “Let’s now move on to the two orders of business that we would like to discuss further with the Thessaloniken delegation.”

She tilted her head forward, and though I couldn’t see from my vantage point behind her, I imagined a stern expression flashing in her eyes. 

But I suspected that even the sternest expression from the chancellor wouldn’t command the respect that a single word from Senator Ti demanded.

“First,” said the chancellor, “we wish to discuss the issue of the Thessaloniken naiads.”


Chapter Thirteen


I ground my teeth together and willed my face to remain neutral.

The Senate remained silent. I imagined they’d already taken all the time they wanted to hash out exactly what issues would be brought forth and what would be said about them.

“And second, the visit by Romulus Tertinius.”

Lavinia’s head snapped toward the chancellor so quickly that I nearly gasped aloud. For Lavinia to lose her composure in front of the whole Senate . . . 

“Is there a problem, Ambassador?” the chancellor asked in a quiet voice.

“No problem,” trilled Lavinia. “I’ve just never heard such a name before.”

Most of the senators didn’t seem to notice, but I knew Lavinia was covering up her astonishment. She recognized the name.

I just wished I knew what it meant.

“Any comments or objections?”

The room remained quiet, and I wanted to cheer in relief.

“About time,” Maximus muttered. “All that democracy made me hungry.”

I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing aloud.

“Then I dismiss the members of the committee first. We’ll begin in an hour in the council room. Everyone else, thank you for coming, and we’ll take up new orders of business when the negotiations are complete.”

Lavinia nodded to us, then kicked her fin and swam upward toward the door. As we followed her, I glanced back down and saw that six members of the Senate were swimming with us to the exit. I was pleased to see Senator Ti among them.

As soon as we left the Senate Chamber, Lavinia whirled toward the chancellor. “Romulus Tertinius came here? When? From which direction?”

The chancellor threaded her fingers together. “So he came to Thessalonike, too. Interesting.”

“Who’s Romulus Tertinius?” I asked before I could stop myself.

Lavinia shot me a look but answered in a level voice. “The hippocampus rider.”

“The hippocampus!” I exclaimed, my eyes alight. Then I looked down at the floor. “Sorry.”

Lavinia pursed her lips, but the chancellor snorted. 

“Yes, that’s him,” the chancellor said. “What did you make of him?”

Lavinia stared at the wall, as if trying to decide what to say.

“I only met him on one occasion. He didn’t stay long in Thessalonike.” She shifted her gaze to the chancellor. “He claimed that he wanted to discuss trade, but it didn’t make any sense. The plan he presented was ill-conceived, and we had no reason to trade across the vast swaths of ocean from which he’d come. Such journeys would be too dangerous and taxing for merchant caravans, and we’re already well supplied by trade with our friends here in Marbella and among the overlanders.”

The chancellor nodded. “We thought much the same. There was also the matter of how he identified himself.”

“Yes,” Lavinia said. “The Neptunus Confederacy, wasn’t it?”

The chancellor furrowed her brow. “The Neptunians don’t exist anymore. They died out thousands of years ago.”

“If they existed at all,” said Lavinia.

“Don’t be foolish,” squawked Senator Ti.

We all turned to look at her.

“The Neptunians existed,” she croaked, holding up a hand. “They ruled half the ocean, and Marbella paid them yearly tribute so they would leave us alone. If you care to inspect the historical records, you’ll find ample evidence.”

“But if they really did die off, what’s the issue?” asked Caiaphas, cocking his head.

Senator Ti’s forehead wrinkled. “The issue, young one, is that his group calls itself the Neptunus Confederacy. Why would they adopt that name for themselves? Do they have imperialistic ambitions? And why visit our cities?”

Caiaphas squirmed, and I promised myself I’d never use the word harpy as an insult again.

“Now,” said Senator Ti, “it might not mean the end of the world as we know it, and it probably doesn’t, but we’d be negligent and naive not to consider the possibility that he was a spy looking for weaknesses in our defenses.”

A cold, heavy feeling settled in my gut.

“But,” the chancellor interjected as other senators began to exit the chamber behind us, “all of this is conversation for the council room. Go get lunch, and we’ll convene soon.”

Lavinia motioned for us to follow and led us outside into the basin. The cold, deep water rushed over me, and I fought back a twinge of panic.

I’m okay, I reassured myself. There was no reason for anxiety. Even in the heavy water, I was perfectly capable of swimming within the city—my fin was healing faster than I’d expected, though it was still sore.

“There’s a good restaurant about halfway up,” Lavinia warbled. “They have exquisite kelp puffs.”

I settled in to swim by Maximus, but we remained silent for the trip to the restaurant, which sat in a medium-sized gazebo on one of the bridges that cut across the city. I was relieved that it was noticeably warmer at this depth than at the bottom, but I still felt chilly.

A young mermaid at the entrance gestured us to a table at the edge of the gazebo, and we gathered in the hammock chairs around it. I sat in the corner closest to the gazebo railing and peered over the side into the depths. 

Now that I’d had a chance to adjust to how different everything looked, I could admire the way the delicate architecture and liberal use of bioluminaries cast a gentle, ethereal glow on everything. I supposed they needed the extra light since the city plunged so far from the surface.

Lavinia ordered us a plate of kelp puffs and a dish with a name I didn’t recognize, and we sat in glum introspection as we waited for the food to arrive. Diners sat at three other tables in the small structure, so I didn’t feel like I could bring up anything we’d just heard in the Senate Chamber.

I let my gaze wander over the city and wondered where Alexander was. Somewhere inside the looming granite walls, no doubt, where most of the city lived. Surely I wouldn’t run into him by accident, and I didn’t know if I could even scheme a way to find him.

Besides, he probably didn’t want to be found.

In a sudden, deliberate decision, my aching heart let go of my half-formulated plans to try and find him. He had left. Said he wanted a clean break. It would be wrong of me to violate his wishes so soon after everything fell apart. We’d been engaged—what, a month ago? The wounds were still too fresh.

But what if I just stayed here? I toyed with the idea for an unending moment. It was enticing. The fresh start I’d always wanted: a life with Alexander and distance from the anti-monarchists.

Then bile rose in my throat at the thought of abandoning Benjamin, and I dismissed the crazy idea as fast as it had arisen.

The kelp puffs arrived first, and I reached for one with muted enthusiasm. Maximus eyed me but didn’t say anything.

Naturally, it was Lavinia who broke the silence. “Do you know how they make kelp puffs here?”

Caiaphas mumbled something in response, and I gazed back out over the railing. Too many thoughts whirled in my mind for me to concentrate on small talk.


[image: •••]


We entered the council room, a small, ornate chamber with a long table and hammock chairs for a dozen people. The chancellor, Senator Ti, a caecilia, and two mermen awaited us at one end of the table.

I took a chair as far from the Marbellans as I could to allow the more important members of our delegation seats near the senators.

Stay quiet, I reminded myself. No matter what they say.

“We’re still waiting for Ambassador Aristokles, but let’s all introduce ourselves,” the chancellor said. “We have a newer member of the Senate here with us today, and a new member of the Thessaloniken delegation.” She smiled at me. “I’ll begin. I am Chancellor Ava Kamora.”

Senator Ti rolled her eyes as she said her own name, and the caecilia introduced herself as Sula Luin. The new senator introduced himself as Senator Vero Vanaka, and the other merman was Ruso Ahashi, head of the Marbellan security forces.

Ruso and Maximus sized each other up and then relaxed.

Lavinia, Caiaphas, and Tiria introduced themselves, and then Lavinia nodded at me.

I threaded my fingers through the weaving of my hammock chair. “I’m Jade Cleopola, a new apprentice of the ambassador.”

Sula, Vero, and Ruso gave no reaction, but Senator Ti appraised me carefully, and a flicker of recognition washed over her face at the name Cleopola. I rubbed my elbow and wished that Mother wasn’t quite so well-known.

As head of our security detail rather than a member of the ambassadorial team, Maximus introduced himself last of all.

Lavinia set her elbows on the table and leaned forward with her chin in her hands. “If I may be frank?”

“Always,” said the chancellor.

“It is highly unusual for the negotiation committee to include the highest member of your government, a senator so illustrious as Senator Ti, or the ranking officer of your security forces. So I find it troubling that all three of you are present at once.”

Senator Ti straightened her back. “These are troubling times, Ambassador.”


Chapter Fourteen


The door opened, and Aristokles, the current permanent Thessaloniken ambassador to Marbella, swam in. I’d met him on a handful of occasions, but he’d never made much of an impression on me, good or bad. In silence, he took the seat directly across the table from me and nodded at the others in the room.

“Aristokles,” Lavinia said in a cool voice.

“Lavinia,” he muttered.

I glanced from one to the other. No love lost between those two.

Aristokles slumped in his chair and rested his pudgy chin in one of his hands.

Lavinia turned back to the Marbellans. “Am I to understand that the makeup of this committee is related to the Neptunian concern, or is there something else I should know about?”

The chancellor’s face softened. “No need for concern, Ambassador. Ruso and I are here to discuss the potential Neptunian threat. Senator Ti asked to join the committee when your naiads arrived in Marbella.”

“I’d hardly call them our naiads.” Lavinia drummed her fingers on the table.

“Of course you wouldn’t,” said Senator Ti, holding Lavinia’s gaze.

Lavinia stared at Senator Ti, a stern expression etched on her face.

“Let’s start,” said the chancellor, “with the issue of the tariffs, since that is likely to have the quickest and easiest solution. Could the delegation please state its complaint for the committee?”

It was Caiaphas’s turn to speak, and in a few swift sentences he laid out the imbalances in the tariffs each of our cities imposed on imports.

When he finished, Tiria chimed in, “We’d hate to turn away Marbellan goods in favor of more trade with the overlanders.”

Sula the caecilia yawned. “Well, we’d hate to revisit the mutual-defense treaty.”

This problem is going to have the quickest and easiest solution? I glanced at each tense face in the room. I’m going to hate to see how we handle the rest of the issues on the agenda.

I made it through the rest of the day without saying a word—not that I had strong opinions on tariffs.

When we adjourned for the evening, Senator Ti took me by the elbow as we left the chamber. “Do you like music, Jade?”

I cocked my head, confused. “Y-yes, Senator. Very much.”

“I’m a great lover of the arts and have a permanent net at Central Theatre. The famed Claira Aliza is starring in a musical drama that runs its first show tonight. I’d be honored if you’d join me for the show.”

I opened my mouth and then closed it again. My mind whirlpooled. I didn’t know what to do.

“I-I’d be honored,” I stammered. I caught a glimpse of Lavinia out of the corner of my eye. “I must first make sure that my presence isn’t required tonight by the ambassador, of course.”

“Of course.” Senator Ti dipped her head as I turned toward Lavinia.

Lavinia’s expression was carefully neutral when I told her of Senator Ti’s invitation. “You may accompany the senator,” she finally said. “It’s a great opportunity. Mind your manners.”

Mind your manners? What am I, a schoolchild? I reared back and studied her, and I saw the unspoken warning in her eyes. Then I understood. Nodding at her, I murmured, “Of course.”

Senator Ti’s sharp eyes inspected Lavinia and me. “Then I’ll meet you at the diplomatic quarters at high tide.”

I glanced at the tide glass and nodded as Senator Ti excused herself.

“Well,” Lavinia wrapped her arm around my shoulders, “we’d best get you ready. You’ll want to wear something a bit more elegant tonight.”
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Just as the tide glass marked high tide, Senator Ti knocked on the door of the diplomatic quarters. I was already waiting for her, my hair freed from its braid and decorated with nearly two dozen pearls that Lavinia had clipped into my locks—despite my protestations.

Senator Ti nodded brusquely at me, and together we swam into the icy water outside. Lavinia’s warning, delivered far more directly in the privacy of my chamber, resounded in my head.

Ti is a friend, Lavinia had said, but she’ll be none too happy about the naiad situation. If she brings it up, you must deflect the questions. Above all, do not give her your own opinion. Or your mother’s.

“How are you enjoying Marbella?”

Senator Ti’s question jolted me out of my reverie, and I considered my answer. “Some things have taken getting used to, but I like it very much. I’m so glad I was able to come.”

“Do you want to be an ambassador someday?”

I chuckled. “No, certainly not. I’m afraid I don’t have the temperament for it.” My body felt lighter as we continued to swim upward.

“Then why are you here?” She peered at me intently.

The platform of the theatre stage loomed above us. “I . . . I needed to get out of the city for a little while. This seemed like a great opportunity. And my mother wanted me to consider a career as a diplomat.”

“Your mother, yes,” she murmured.

“Do you know her?” I asked as we passed the stage and continued swimming toward the hammocks slung above and around it.

“Only by reputation, naturally. She’s never come here, and”—she chuckled—“well, my kind aren’t welcome in Thessalonike.”

I winced. “Y-you’re a harpy, right?”

“Does that bother you?”

“No. Of course not. I just didn’t realize . . . ”

Her eyebrows rose all the way to her hairline. “Spit it out, girl.”

I chewed my lower lip and desperately hoped I wouldn’t offend her. “I didn’t realize that harpies still existed. Or that they ever really had, I guess.” 

She laughed, a deep barrel laugh that shook her whole body, but no mirth sparkled in her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No, it isn’t you that troubles me.” She swished her wing-fins to propel herself farther upward. “You have a great deal to learn, young one, but your society hasn’t given you a proper education. I expect that here in Marbella some of that will be rectified.”

I bristled. “Thessalonike is hardly perfect, Senator, but surely your city isn’t either.”

She sobered. “No. That we are not.”

Silence stretched between us until she nodded at one of the nets nearest the stage. “That one.”

It was large enough to seat four mer. I corrected myself: large enough to seat four people.

“I’m sorry.” I eased myself into a seated position on the net. “I really didn’t mean to be rude.”

She drummed her fingers together. “You interest me.”

“Why?” The question came out before I could stop it.

“Because I did know your father.”

I blinked.

“He journeyed to Marbella on three or four occasions before you were born. Before he married your mother, even. You remind me a great deal of him.”

“In what way?”

“Your demeanor. The way you carry yourself. How you occasionally say the most idiotic things.”

Panic welled up in my chest as I struggled to wrap my mind around all of her words. This was too much new information, and it was all so unexpected that I didn’t have a framework for it.

I willed my gills to stay steady, but I couldn’t stop my hands from trembling.

She continued, “This was before my days in the Senate, mind you. He came to Marbella as a merchant, and I dealt in textiles at the time. I never saw him get angry except when the other Thessaloniken merchants treated me or my business partner—a siren—with contempt.”

I nodded.

“I saw that same rage reflected in your eyes this morning when the chancellor mentioned the concern about the naiads.” Amusement flashed across her face. “You’re right about one thing, Jade. You’d make a terrible ambassador. Your eyes give you away.”

I stared down at my hands.

“Lavinia warned you against saying too much, didn’t she?”

“I should go,” I whispered.

“Nonsense. The show’s about to start.” She nodded down at the platform. “So I can’t pester you for another hour, at least.”

As if on cue, soft strains of music filtered up from the stage.

“I’ll leave you to your thoughts until then,” she said. “But at the end of all of this, I’d like to have a candid conversation. Are you willing to do that?”

I kept my eyes fixed on the stage. “I’ll think about it,” I said, my throat hoarse.

“Good enough for me.”

The bioluminaries on the stage went dark, and my jaw dropped. How do they do that?

Less than a minute later, they began to gleam again, illuminating the figure of a mermaid with soft yellow hair and porcelain skin.

When she began to sing in an ancient language I didn’t understand, all my anxiety dropped away, and I leaned forward, mesmerized by her elegant soprano.

A fiery-haired merman swooped in behind her and laid both his hands on her shoulders, joining her song in a harmony so exquisite I thought the whole ocean would weep.

She pulled away from him and swept to the other side of the stage, flitting behind a translucent curtain that I hadn’t noticed when we sat down.

When their opening song concluded, I was pleased that the rest of the performance was in the Marbellan dialect.

The story was about a queen torn between her duty to her people and her love for a revolutionary. In the end, she left her throne and eloped with her lover. She tried to assist him in setting up a democratic government, but her younger sister took control of the city and had her executed for treason.

When the show ended, Senator Ti still gazed at the stage. “Well,” she said at last. “I didn’t expect it to be quite that pointed.”

“It was beautiful,” I whispered. “I’ve never heard anyone sing like that.”

“Claira’s voice is angelic, isn’t it? Would you like to meet her?”

I gasped. “You know her? Can I?”

Senator Ti smiled. “Quite well. I’ve been friends with her parents since she was a small child.”

“Yes, please!” I tried to restrain my enthusiasm but couldn’t dampen my excitement.

We waited a few minutes for the crowd to dissipate, and then she led me down to the stage where Claira was visiting with two or three theatre patrons.

At Senator Ti’s arrival, they excused themselves, and Claira squealed, “Ti!”

She flicked her fin, barreled toward the senator, and threw her arms around her neck.

“Claira, my dear girl, you were magnificent.”

“I’m so glad you came,” said Claira. “Mum and Dad won’t be able to make it until the third show.”

“Well, I know they’ll absolutely love it,” said Senator Ti. “I’d like to introduce a new friend of mine.”

“Of course!” Claira smiled and reached her arms out to hug me. I stiffly returned the gesture, a bit unsure what to make of it.

“This is Jade Cleopola, recently arrived from Thessalonike.” Senator Ti nodded at me. “And this is Claira Aliza, the most sought-after actress in a generation.”

“Miss Aliza,” I said, inclining my head deeply. 

“Oh, call me Claira. And don’t talk me up like that, Ti. It makes it very disappointing when people actually get to know me.” Claira picked up a bag lying on the stage and set the strap on her shoulder. “Can we visit over dinner? I didn’t get a chance to eat before the show, and I’m absolutely starving.”

“Of course.” Senator Ti glanced at me.

I nodded. “I’d be delighted,” I said in a small voice.

“Great!” Claira grinned. “What you feel?”

I cocked my head, confused. “What I . . . feel?”

“What kind of food would you like to eat?” asked Senator Ti.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Claira’s hand flew to her mouth. “Of course that wouldn’t translate. Please just tell me if I use slang that doesn’t make sense to you. I’ve never visited much with anyone from Thessalonike.”

I nodded, feeling fresh panic begin to cloud the edges of my vision. “No, it’s alright,” I managed to say. “I-I’m new to this sort of thing, too. And we can eat anything. I’m not particular.”

“Have you had beef?” Claira asked.

My forehead crinkled. “Beef?”

She gave a little mock gasp and hooked her arm around my elbow. “It’s meat from the overlanders, and it is incredible. I know for a fact that Sunlight—that’s a restaurant at the very top of the city—has it today. I’m friends with the owner, and he just got a shipment in. He knows it’s my favorite.”

A smile played at the edges of Senator Ti’s lips. “Well, that settles it. Sunlight it is.”

As we surged toward the water’s surface, a liberating lightness settled over me. Even though my nerves still swirled out of control, I gloried in the sensation of swimming in warm, shallow water, unimpeded by the pressure of the deepest parts of Marbella.

Yes, maybe Marbella did many things better than Thessalonike. But at least we didn’t live fifty fathoms down.

We floated into a simple gazebo on the highest bridge in the city, which stretched across the chasm from one wall to the other. Claira ordered us a round of kelp puffs and something she called beef squares.

“So it seemed like the show went alright?” asked Claira. “The energy felt good, but I never really know for sure.”

“It was incredible.” My enthusiasm bubbled over. “Your voice is so pretty.” I stared down at the table, feeling awkward.

She laughed, a lyrical, trilling sound that left me more awestruck than before. “Well, thank you. I’m so relieved that you liked it. I hope the rest of the city does, too.”

A thought occurred to me. “Do you ever get to choose what plays you do? Or who is in them with you?”

She shrugged. “I suppose I’d get what I wanted if I asked for it. Why?”

I stared off into the distance. “One of the naiads who recently arrived in the city . . . her name’s Juliana.” I racked my brain for her last name but couldn’t come up with it. “The other naiads will know who I’m talking about. In Thessalonike, she was a street performer, and she put on one of the best shows I’ve ever seen. Better than Thessaloniken theatre for sure. I think she deserves a chance.”

Claira dipped her head. “Find her for me, and I’ll make sure she gets to show Edo what she can do. He runs most of the shows at the theatre, and if he likes her, she’ll be a sensation.”

For a moment, my heart floated, and then a new wave of anxiety prickled down my spine. Find her for me. That meant I’d have to go looking for the naiads.

And Alexander would find out I’d come to Marbella.


Chapter Fifteen


When the food arrived, I wrinkled my nose at the strange brown substance.

Claira laughed. “Try it. It’s wonderful.”

I took a tentative bite and chewed. And chewed. And chewed. Finally, I swallowed.

“Well?” Claira asked.

I offered a smile. “I’ve never had anything like it. The flavor was really good.”

It’s the texture that unsettles me.

“So.” Claira took a bite out of her beef square. “What really happened in Thessalonike with the naiads?”

I jerked my head up. “Um . . . they . . . decided to leave.”

Claira rolled her eyes. “They told us that much. But why?”

I pressed my lips together as I tried to decide what to say.

“There were some riots. The Guard went in to try to calm it down, and things got out of hand. Naiads died. A lot of them.” I swallowed.

“Why were they rioting?” Senator Ti’s piercing eyes locked onto mine.

I broke eye contact and focused on the table. What does it matter? Their own ambassador will bring the story back when he finishes his term. “A naiad was killed by a noble. The killer was convicted but given a light sentence because of his position in society. The naiads believed it to be a miscarriage of justice, especially after . . . ”

“After what?” Claira asked.

“The anti-monarchist faction in the city—you know, the mer who want to institute a democracy—have taken a sharp anti-naiad turn in recent years. They were rallying in the streets, calling for the expulsion of the naiads, and—”

“Wait.” Claira held up her hand. “You’re saying that those pushing for democracy are the same ones who wanted to kick the naiads out of the city?”

Safe waters, finally. “I’m afraid so. The king shielded the naiads as long as he could, but eventually they decided the animosity in the city had grown too strong for them to safely stay.”

“The king’s power has weakened,” mused Senator Ti, drumming her long, sharp fingernails on the table.

Then again, maybe not so safe. “There’s been a lot going on,” I said. “He wasn’t able to give the situation his full attention.”

“And how were you involved in everything?” asked Senator Ti.

“What?” My hands trembled. “Why would you think that?”

“You wear your emotions on your face. It wasn’t a difficult conclusion to reach.”

My voice shook. “I was . . . engaged to the naiad’s killer. I stumbled upon the aftermath of the murder and reported it to the inspectors.” I didn’t tell her that Tor had come with us to Marbella. No need to complicate matters.

Senator Ti’s gaze softened. “Don’t look so frightened, child. Like I said in the Senate Chamber, I support a safe and stable Thessalonike. As much as I dislike its backwards, prejudiced ways, I think Marbella and Thessalonike need each other as allies.” Her voice grew quieter. “Especially these days.”

“Do you really think the Neptunian was a spy?”

I glanced at Claira, but she didn’t seem taken aback by the question. Given her connections, she must be well versed in the city’s politics.

Senator Ti rested her chin in her left hand. “I wish I could say no, but no other answer to the mystery makes sense to me.”

“And what do you think is the Neptunians’ end game?”

Senator Ti and Claira shared a long, lingering look. Then Senator Ti said, “If they’re styling themselves after the ancient Neptunus Confederation, I can only conclude that they’re interested in ruling the ocean.”

Dread settled over me.

“Lavinia means well,” Senator Ti continued, “and we’re old friends, but I’m concerned that she won’t take the situation as seriously as it ought to be taken. Jade, when you return to Thessalonike, will you do something for me?”

“I’ll try.”

“Tell your mother that the king needs to prepare for an invasion.”


Chapter Sixteen


When the meal ended, I secured directions from Senator Ti to the new temporary residence of Tryphaena, queen of the naiads, and set off to ask her where I could find Juliana.

As I swam into the corridor cut into the city wall, I tried to calm my beating heart to no avail.

I stopped and rested my hand against the smooth stone wall. This is a terrible idea. Best to return to the diplomatic quarters. Alexander shouldn’t find out that I’ve come.

I hesitated.

But Juliana deserves this chance.

I floated forward again and determined that I’d beg Tryphaena and Juliana to keep my presence a secret. Surely they’d respect that if I explained everything.

A minute later, I arrived at the door to Tryphaena’s chamber and knocked.

Tryphaena answered, and her eyes widened. “Jade Cleopola? What are you doing here? Is everything alright?”

“Y-yes,” I stammered. A flash of pain jolted through my fin. “I’m so sorry to bother you. I’m just in the city with the diplomatic delegation. Negotiating trade, that’s all.”

She squinted at me. “Can I help you with something?”

“I’m looking for Juliana. The water dancer. Do you know where I might be able to find her?”

She leaned against the wall. “I think she lives in one of the corridors two levels down from here, but I don’t know where exactly. There are nearly two thousand naiads under my care, and my memory isn’t what it used to be.”

I looked her over. The lines around her eyes had deepened into furrows. “Are you feeling alright, Tryphaena?”

She gave me a wan smile. “It was a long, stressful journey. I’ll be fine. I just need a little time to recover. Not as young as I used to be.”

The expression on her face reminded me of something I’d seen too often in my Aunt Junia recently, and I wondered if naiads could get enervia or something similar.

“Go straight down two levels and start asking around that corridor. I’m sure you’ll find her that way.”

I blanched.

Ask around?

I had no hope of hiding from Alexander now. And now that I’d talked to Tryphaena, I couldn’t back out.

I nodded and dipped my head. “Thank you.”

“Go in peace,” she murmured.

The words seemed so out of place here, so far away from home, but I responded, “Peace be upon you.”

She closed the door, and I floated back down the corridor in a daze. It all seemed so surreal.

A tall merman with broad shoulders came around the corner, and I jerked back, startled. But it wasn’t Alexander. The Marbellan merman looked at me strangely as he passed by, and I murmured, “Sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

When I arrived back at the entrance to the corridor, I took in the scene around and below me. Endless, impersonal stone walls. Delicately wrought bridges. Glimmering bioluminaries. 

A fresh ache of homesickness washed over me.

Marbella was a beautiful city. Maybe they even had some things figured out a little better than we did back home.

But it wasn’t my home, and in that moment, I yearned to be thirteen again, back in our house with Mother and Father and Benjamin, back when everything was simple and the world hadn’t shattered. To hear Mother and Father laughing downstairs. To feel Father’s fingers run through my hair when he tucked me into bed at night. To pull pranks with Alexander and tease Benjamin and swim with Kiki, unaware of all the ways life could fall apart.

But that home would never welcome me back, no matter how desperately I longed for it. I could return to the place and to some of the people, but Father was gone. And no journey could ever bring him back to me.

I want to go home.

It had been three, almost four years. Most of the time, I was alright, but in that moment, perched on the edge of the Marbellan basin, I sank to the stone and let a fresh wave of grief overcome me. Sobs wracked my shoulders as I buried my face in my hands.

Would I return to find that another unspeakable tragedy had ripped my family apart? I begged the tides to keep Mother, Benjamin, and Aunt Junia safe and hoped that the enervia wasn’t causing Aunt Junia too much pain.

With each shuddering pulse of water through my gills, it felt like a blade embedded itself deeper in my heart.

When my sobs subsided and I sat, staring out at the beauty of the city, a deep, unspeakable catharsis settled over me. I knew it was time to try and track down Juliana. If I waited any longer, it would be too late to visit, and I’d have to slip out again after the diplomatic meetings tomorrow.

My body felt heavy—but not from the water pressure—as I eased off the ledge and sank down three fathoms.

With slow, deliberate flicks of my fin, I entered the corridor two levels below the one I’d left. I passed six doors on each side before I arrived at the first turn. As soon as I rounded the corner, I found a group of three naiads sitting with their backs to the wall, hugging their knees to their chests.

“I just don’t see much of a point in settling in again if we’re just going to be driven out by a Neptunian attack,” said a young naiad woman with long red hair.

“Hi,” I said.

They cast dull eyes up at me, and a flicker of recognition passed over the face of the naiad nearest to me. He looked somehow familiar.

“Lady . . . Jade?” he said.

“Please don’t tell anyone I was here.” I threaded my fingers together. “I’m looking for Juliana the water dancer. I was told she might live nearby.”

He pointed past me. “Back the direction you came. Second door on the left.”

“Thank you.” I realized this was the naiad the Royal Mer Guard had detained outside the city the morning Tor killed Anna. “You know, I’m not sure I’ve ever gotten your name,” I said to him.

“Albert. Go in peace.”

“I—”

“Go in peace,” he repeated, adding a slight emphasis to each word.

Heat rose to my cheeks. “And peace be upon you.” I dipped my head and turned to swim back down the corridor.

I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t have come.

I reached Juliana’s door and rapped three times.

At first, no one answered, but after a few moments, the door opened just a crack.

“Juliana?” I asked.

The door opened wider, revealing Juliana’s heart-shaped face. She stepped backward, her mouth open. “You . . . you’re here?”

“Just as part of the ambassador’s staff. I wanted to talk to you.”

She folded her arms. “Why?” Then her face fell. “Did something happen to Pippa?”

“No, no,” I said. “Pippa’s fine. It’s . . . I was just at dinner with one of the senators and Claira Aliza, a prominent actress here.”

She relaxed her stance.

“I mentioned your performance. I saw it in Thessalonike once, if you remember. She said she’d introduce you to the director of the theatre here, so you could have a chance to show him what you can do.”

Confusion and awe flickered in her eyes. “She’ll introduce me to Edo Casava?”

“Yeah, that sounds right. I think she said the name Edo.”

She stared at me for a full ten seconds. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Come by the theatre in two days when the show ends. I’ll introduce you to Claira, and she can take it from there.”

I started to back away, but she reached out and grabbed my arm. “Thanks, Jade.”

I glanced down the corridor. “It’s the least I could do. I can’t imagine how hard it must be to start over, yet again, in a new culture, among a new set of people. Hopefully this gives you a way to bring your performance to the whole city.”

She nodded. “Two days.”

“And one more thing,” I said before she could close the door. “It might not be possible anymore, but I’d rather Alexander not know I’ve come to Marbella. I don’t want him to think that . . . well, it’d just be better if he didn’t find out. Can you keep this between you and me?”

A thoughtful expression settled over her face, but she nodded. “Of course.”

“Thank you. I’ll see you soon.”

Juliana closed the door, and I fled the corridor and plunged to the bottom of the city. I didn’t stop swimming until I’d locked myself in my room.
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“Unacceptable,” Lavinia trilled. She reached for a kelp puff and popped it in her mouth.

“That’s the best we can offer,” said Senator Sula Luin, the caecilia on the committee. She shook her head, and I wondered how she kept her shiny silver hair so perfectly in place. “We rely on the tariff to support a significant proportion of our defense force. It is not unique to you. The overlanders pay it without complaint. To go lower would be impossible.”

I stifled a yawn and looked around the room. Aristokles and Tiria looked as bored as I did. Caiaphas seemed a little more engaged, but after studying him intently, I decided he was faking it. He couldn’t keep his hands still. 

Senator Ti rolled her eyes.

“Ti?” the chancellor said. “You appear to have thoughts to share with the rest of us.”

“Can we stop all this absurd posturing and move on to more important matters?” Senator Ti snapped. “While we’re arguing about insignificant taxes, the Neptunians could be assembling their army. And I haven’t forgotten about the naiads, either.”

The chancellor folded her arms over her chest. “We have no evidence to suggest that there’s any imminent danger. Would you kindly refrain from alarmist speculation?”

Senator Ti pursed her lips.

Sula didn’t even try to hide the smirk on her face. I hadn’t known her very long, but she already reminded me of Tiria.

“But perhaps we could drop it just a little lower,” Sula said, “with the understanding that we will not be compelled to swim to King Stephanos’s aid in the event that he cannot command the respect of his own people.”

Caiaphas said through gritted teeth, “That is not a bargaining shell fit for a trade negotiation.”

Sula shrugged and leaned over to confer with the merman senator whose name I’d already forgotten.

“Caiaphas is right,” said the chancellor. “Let’s keep our areas of discussion as separate from each other as we can, shall we?”

By the time we concluded negotiations for the day, impossible had turned into a compromise midway between what we’d initially asked for and the original tariff, and both sides seemed content.

I needed some time to myself to process everything, so I grabbed dinner from a restaurant on the deepest bridge in the city and decided to return to my room to think and draw for the rest of the evening.

When I arrived back at the diplomatic quarters and moved through the common area, I stopped short.

Alexander was sitting in the nearest hammock.


Chapter Seventeen


My whole body quivered. Everything I’d hoped for and dreaded about the trip to Marbella had come true.

He just stared at me at first, and then he floated up from the hammock. “It’s really you,” he murmured. “I didn’t believe it at first.”

“I tried to keep it quiet.” I looked down at the floor. “I didn’t think it was fair to swim back into your life. Especially not so soon after . . . everything.”

He closed his eyes and tightened his jaw. “Why did you come at all?”

My mind raced for an explanation, but I couldn’t lie. Not to him. “Someone—the anti-monarchists, I guess—tried to kill my whole family. We weren’t sure if they were targeting my mother or me. Mother asked me to join Ambassador Lavinia’s delegation as an assistant, just in case. It was safer for me to leave the city for a few weeks. Safer for everyone.”

He opened his eyes and started toward me. “Is your family alright?” He stopped less than an arm’s length away.

I nodded. “Thank the tides, yes. Pippa saved us all. Benjamin’s living with Aunt Junia until everything dies down.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re not safe here, either.”

I thought of the urchin that I’d found in my bag. “I know.” Then I cocked my head. “Wait . . . how do you know?”

“Tor’s here, too.”

“Oh. I know.”

He flinched backward. “You do?”

“He joined our delegation after we left the city. I know that a member of my team wants me dead. I don’t know who. But . . . I don’t think it’s him.”

“Of course it’s him.”

I reached out and curled my fingers through his. He didn’t pull away.

“We were attacked on the journey by a webbed-foot dragon,” I whispered. “Way bigger than the one that killed Kiki’s mother. It caught me, Alexander.”

“It what?”

My cadence picked up speed. “It bit me. Pulled me down into the depths by my fin. Tor risked his life to save me when everyone else was willing to let me die.”

Alexander’s voice shook. “I’m so glad you’re alright, Jade.”

I almost laughed. “Me too.”

“So why is Tor here?” He turned our hands over so his palm rested on top of mine and caressed my wrist with his thumb.

A manta ray flipped in my stomach. I tried to bring my focus back to the conversation we were having, but I’d already forgotten what he’d said. I squeaked, “I’ve missed you.”

He reached his other hand out to touch my cheek. “I’ve missed you, too. I didn’t realize how much until you swept into the room.” He laughed, but it sounded mirthless and forced.

My heart ached. “I’m so sorry you found out I was here.”

“I’m not.” He held my gaze. “It’s good to see you again.”

My gills flared.

His hands sank away from me. “Promise me you’ll stay safe.”

“I’ll try.”

He backed away as if to leave and then stopped. “You never answered my question. Why is Tor here?”

I ran my hand through my hair. “I wish I knew. He joined us on the second day of our journey here and said that the king had released him from his house arrest under the condition that he join us on the mission to Marbella. Everyone was understandably suspicious, but he had a tablet from the king that seemed genuine.”

Alexander sank into the hammock again, and I sat opposite him.

“And you say you already know you’re in danger from a member of the delegation . . . what happened?”

I recounted the story of the red urchin.

His face paled. “Could the king be trying to kill you? And pin the blame on Tor?”

“No way.” But then I stopped. Was it so preposterous?

But why?

“I mean,” I continued, drawing out each word as I tried to think through the problem for the thousandth time, “I suppose it’s possible. I just can’t imagine why. I’m not that valuable to the king one way or the other, but Mother is, and I can’t imagine he’d risk making an enemy out of her.”

“Just think about it,” he said, “and be careful. Maybe the king wants to get Tor out of the way for some reason.”

“But Tor was out of the way. He was confined to his house.”

He shrugged. “Maybe that wasn’t good enough.”

I shifted uncomfortably.

“Look,” he said, “I’m not saying the king is behind it for sure. I’m just saying, don’t take anything for granted. You know better than anyone how complicated city politics can be.”

“Okay,” I whispered.

He floated upward, and his shoulder-length brown hair billowed around his face. “I’m sorry. I’ve upset you.”

I shook my head. “No. It’s because you care. I-I’m sorry about how I left things back in Thessalonike. I’ve been recognizing some things in myself recently that . . . I’m embarrassed about. You were right when you said I had a martyr complex.”

“Can I see you again before you go back?”

The question caught me off guard. “Are you sure you want that?”

“As sure as I’ve ever been of anything.” He approached me, leaned over, and kissed my forehead lightly. 

Tingles shot down my spine like I’d nudged an electric eel. “I’d like that. If you’re sure.”

We locked eyes, and he said, “I know that nothing’s changed. I know we can’t be together. But I can’t help myself. I need a little more time with you.”

I wanted to throw myself at him, wrap my arms around his neck, and kiss him. But it wouldn’t be fair, so I held myself back.

“Tomorrow?” he asked.

I nodded. “I’m introducing Juliana to someone right after the theatre show tomorrow, but as soon as I’m done with that.”

“I’ll come to the theatre.” His fingers brushed my arm as he swam past me and left me alone. I felt the remnants of his touch long after he left the room.
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With the tariff negotiations behind us—and thank the tides for that—I approached the next day’s negotiations with more nervousness churning in my chest than I wanted to admit. Today we’d broach the subject of the naiad emigration, and the self-serving half-truths Lavinia was going to spin would curdle in my stomach.

But Senator Ti wasn’t going to let anyone get comfortable.

“I want a detailed account of the events that led up to the naiads’ decision to leave your city.” She folded her arms. “And I expect your account to coincide with the answers the naiads have given me and to the report I’ll require from the Marbellan ambassador when he returns.”

Lavinia squirmed under Senator Ti’s disapproving glare. “I don’t see how this is relevant to the relationship between Marbella and Thessalonike, Senator.”

An almost gleeful expression flooded Aristokles’ face, as if he was delighted to see Lavinia discomfited.

“Of course you don’t.” Senator Ti rubbed her face with her hand. “As you may know, Ambassador, your city’s shameful treatment of non-mer peoples has been a source of concern to the Senate for some time. We are preparing a formal notation of grievance for you to carry back to King Stephanos, and I would like to have all the facts straight before we approve it.”

Lavinia drew herself up to her full length. “Our internal politics are not the business of Marbella.”

Aristokles cleared his throat.

The chancellor tilted her head. “They most certainly are our business if you’re asking us to commit our security forces to help settle internal Thessaloniken disputes.”

“With all due respect,” said Tiria, “we have a mutual-defense treaty with you. The king has a mutual-defense treaty with you. The rabble who oppose him have no history with you, and there’s no guarantee they would be friendly toward Marbella.”

Sula scoffed. “Are you calling the mer who are pushing for democracy rabble?”

“They’re murderers,” I blurted out.


Chapter Eighteen


Everyone stopped and stared at me. For the first time since we’d arrived, Lavinia nodded at me to continue.

I clasped my hands. “Listen, with all due respect, I’m sure democracy works great here in Marbella. I’m sure you think we’re backward for still being a monarchy. And no, the king isn’t perfect, and if I’m being honest, I think we treated the naiads badly. So go ahead and issue that grievance if you want. 

“But the people in our city who are calling for democracy killed my father three years ago, and they tried to kill the rest of my family, myself included, just a few weeks ago. Don’t get it in your heads that the king is just suppressing freedom of thought.

“These revolutionaries don’t have principles. They jump from problem to problem in the city, always opposing the king, no matter what they personally believe. They were the ones who wanted the naiads expelled from the city. They’ll use any means necessary, including violence, to advance their cause. There’s blood in the water in Thessalonike, and a lot of it’s been shed by the anti-monarchists and their supporters.”

I shrunk under the gaze of everyone in the room. “That’s all I have to say.”

“And very well said,” declared Lavinia.

“I’ll still need a detailed account of why the naiads decided to leave Thessalonike,” remarked Senator Ti dryly. “And I’d prefer to hear it from Jade, since I think she might actually tell the truth.”

My stomach dropped, and my gaze darted to Lavinia. “I’d like to request a short break.”

“I’m not going to budge on this,” said Senator Ti.

“Of course you won’t,” muttered Lavinia. “Jade, let’s talk outside for just a moment.”

She grabbed my arm and ushered me through the door, past Sula and her smug expression.

The door closed behind us.

“I can’t lie,” I said. “Not about this.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to.” She adjusted her wrap. “The best diplomats never do.”

I waited for her to continue.

“My father was the chief historian, and he taught me a lot about the importance of creating a narrative. There are a thousand discrete facts in any given situation, Jade. There’s never time to tell all of them. Many of them you don’t even know. In a situation like this, you carefully choose which facts you want to present, and how you want to present them. You don’t have to tell a single untruth to make the narrative say anything you want.”

I stared at her. “I don’t want to help the king wriggle out of his responsibility.”

Her eyes softened. “You’re here to represent the king. It isn’t about what you personally want. It’s about doing your duty.”

Duty. I closed my eyes. I was so sick of that word. “Depths, Lavinia,” I whispered. “I can’t do this. Not the way you want me to.”

She chewed the inside of her lip. “I’ll tell them you fell ill and needed to lie down.”

“I thought the best diplomats never lied.”

She smiled wanly. “I’m just saving face for Thessalonike, and everyone in that room will know it.”

Keep telling yourself that. I bowed and swam away from the committee room toward the diplomatic quarters.
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I stayed in my room, not answering when Lavinia knocked. Once the tide glass indicated it was time to go meet Juliana at the theatre, I slipped out of my chamber and darted out of the diplomatic quarters. My gills flared in relief when I made it into the basin unseen.

I hoped I wouldn’t meet any Marbellan members of the committee out in the city, but like Lavinia had said, they all already knew that I hadn’t really gotten sick.

The crowd was already beginning to disperse when I arrived at the theatre, but Claira was still onstage, talking to a few of her admirers.

I looked around for Juliana but didn’t see her.

A hand touched my shoulder, and I whirled around to find Alexander floating behind me.

“Hi.” I failed to stop a smile from curling my lips.

“Hi.” He ran his fingers lightly down my arm and grasped my hand. “I haven’t seen Juliana around yet.”

“Me neither, but I just got here.”

He almost grinned. “You look . . . beautiful.”

“Thank you. So do you.” My cheeks flared hot.

What am I saying?

He stifled a chuckle and fell silent. I searched for something to say, but every topic of conversation felt dangerous.

Thankfully, we didn’t have to wait long before Juliana arrived, clothed in a magnificent ethereal robe she’d spun from the water itself.

“Jade!” She stopped short when she saw Alexander. “Hi, Xander.”

She shot me a confused look, and I just shrugged. I didn’t have a good explanation.

Instead, I reached out to grab her hand. “Come on. Let me introduce you to Claira.”

The three of us swam down to the stage.

Claira saw us coming and pulled herself away from the group of mermen vying for her attention. “Jade!”

She pulled me into a hug as soon as I reached the stage, and I returned it more comfortably this time.

“This is your naiad friend?” she asked.

“Yes. Claira, this is Juliana. Juliana, Claira.”

Claira reached out and gave Juliana a hug. “So lovely to meet you.”

Confusion was etched on Juliana’s face, but she managed to say, “Thank you so much for agreeing to meet me.”

“Absolutely, my pleasure. Edo!” Claira called, snapping her fingers.

A violet-haired merman emerged from behind a curtain at the back of the stage. 

Claira gestured at Juliana. “This is the naiad I was telling you about. My friend from Thessalonike thinks she should have her own show here.”

Edo reached out to grasp Juliana’s hands. “Of course. Claira has it on good authority that you’re brilliant.” He gave her a dazzling smile. 

Juliana blushed, and I nodded at Claira. “Thank you,” I whispered. “We’ve got to get going now.”

“We’ll take good care of your friend,” she said.

Alexander and I drifted away and wandered into a restaurant near the theatre. We sank into hammock chairs across the table from each other and ordered our food, and Alexander said, “So what do you think of this whole Neptunian Confederation thing?”

Relieved to have a safe subject to discuss, I shrugged. “I wish I knew. The Neptunian came to Thessalonike, too, shortly after you left.”

“The whole city’s buzzing about it. Everyone’s afraid.”

“The Thessalonikens didn’t seem as concerned. They’re too busy with infighting to recognize an outside threat.”

He chuckled. “Depths. It’d be funny if it weren’t so serious.” He played with a thread that had come loose on his wrap. “There’s something else I wanted to tell you, but I want you to tread really carefully with this information.”

I cocked my head. “Okay.”

He grabbed my hand. “I’m serious. Promise me you won’t do anything rash.”

“I promise to think about the consequences of my actions before I do anything.”

His gills flared. “Good enough, I suppose.”

“So?” I leaned forward with my chin in my hands.

“Lucas, a friend of mine, thought he saw one of the missing naiads. Here. In Marbella.”

I sat straight up. “What?”

“Easy, now. You promised to think through your actions.”

My mind raced. Felix’s records had suggested that a half-dozen naiads had been sold to an overlander, but the details had been incomplete at best.

Could they have been taken to Marbella instead?

If so, we had a real chance to find and rescue them. Slavery was illegal in Marbella. We only had to expose the buyer.

I gripped the edge of the table. “What is there to think about? I just have to explain the situation to someone here who can help me. Maybe Senator Ti.”

“By all means, talk to the senator. See if she has an idea of what to do. But please don’t go charging off trying to find the culprit on your own. You don’t know the culture here. You don’t know who’s dangerous. You don’t know who might be in league with shadier elements in the city.”

“Do you know if there’s a significant underground slave trade here?” I studied him. “Or do you get the sense that this situation is an anomaly?”

He shifted in the hammock. “I really don’t know. I’m new here, too. I just . . . don’t want you to be drawn in by the way the Marbellans present themselves. They like to talk about democracy and pretend they’re so much better than Thessalonike, but . . . ”

“But what?”

“I’ve talked to some people who have lived here a lot longer. Marbella isn’t a paradise, especially if you cross the wrong people. They don’t have the same class system that Thessalonike has, but the richest citizens still have a lot of sway.”

I frowned. “How can that be? They make such a big deal about being democratic. The point of a democracy is that everyone gets a say in how things are run. Everyone votes.”

He shrugged. “I’m just saying that I’ve heard it’s really dangerous to find yourself the enemy of some of the wealthier merchants. They buy elections and influence the Senate. They even have personal henchmen doing their bidding.”

I felt cold again. “So are you going to tell me anything more about where the missing naiad might’ve been seen?”

“It’s just a rumor,” he said distantly. “But Lucas thought he saw her in the house of Vanna Benora when he went there to interview for a job.”

“Who’s Vanna Benora?”

He leaned forward. “A member of the most powerful—and the most dangerous—family in the city.”


Chapter Nineteen


“I don’t know anything about the Benoras.” I tilted my head.

Alexander glanced around. “There are a few of them in the Senate, I believe. In the courts, too. You might have met some of them briefly. I know they’re powerful and have a reputation for violence, but I haven’t been here long enough to learn more than that. Lucas didn’t think they were people to risk crossing.”

“They don’t stop until they get their way?”

“They protect their business interests by any means necessary. Though who knows how many of the rumors are true.”

I drummed my fingers on the table. “Well, that does complicate things, doesn’t it?”

I’d consult with Senator Ti and then decide how to handle the situation. One thing was sure. If the missing naiads were here in Marbella, I couldn’t stop until I’d unmasked the culprits.

“Remember, you promised me you wouldn’t do anything stupid,” Alexander said.

I gave him a gentle smile. “I remember.”

He squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry I left.”

“I understand.”

He reached across the table and tilted my chin upward. “I mean, I’m sorry about both times. When we were kids, and when I left with the naiads. When I saw you yesterday, I . . . lied when I said I hadn’t realized how much I missed you. I knew as soon as I reached Marbella that I’d made the biggest mistake of my life. I asked around and learned there was an incoming Thessaloniken delegation, and I’d decided to come back to Thessalonike to find you. And then, suddenly, you were here.”

Hope fluttered in my chest. “What are you saying?”

“That I want to come back with you.”

I chuckled. “And I was wondering if I should stay here.”

The server delivered the food, and Alexander reached for a piece of fish from the bowl in the center of the table. “Like I said back in Thessalonike, I’ve always loved you. Ever since we were little kids.”

He hesitated, and I grabbed some food from the bowl, unsure of what to say.

“But,” he continued, “I was never able to set my own pride aside and be honest with you about what my life was like then. I never told you about my mother. I never let you meet my father.” He met my gaze. “I didn’t tell you that I often went hungry at night.”

I dropped my food on the table. “What?” My voice sounded strangled.

“I was embarrassed. My father . . . well, I told you he was a laborer. That was sometimes true. More often true when we were little. But I told you that the reason you hadn’t met him was that he was always working, and . . . that wasn’t the case. As we got older, he started to spend more days passed out from puffer-poison binges than he did working.”

I reached out both of my hands and clasped his. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

“I never told you.”

“Still. You were my best friend. I should have pushed harder. Is . . . is your father any better?”

His jaw tightened. “He’s dead.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“I’m not.”

I started, and his gaze softened.

“Jade . . . it’s different for me than it was for you.”

“Okay.” I didn’t understand—not really—but I doubted I could say anything to make it better, and it seemed like most comments would just make it worse. Confusion clouded the edges of my vision. This was all so new for me. 

I hadn’t realized he’d kept so many secrets.

His shoulders relaxed. “Anyway, the point is that I haven’t been able to be fully open and honest with you—or with anyone, really—before, and I want to start changing that.”

“I’d like that.” I hesitated. “Tell me about your mother.”

He looked up toward the shimmering surface. “I don’t remember much about her. She left my father and me when I was quite small.”

“I’m so sorry.”

He shrugged. “It is what it is. Anyway, a long time ago a wise merman told me that I’d need to reckon with her legacy and stop running away from things that scared me. It wasn’t advice I could take to heart at the time. But I want to learn how to do that.”

“So, what do you want?” I leaned back in my hammock.

“You.”

“But . . . ”

“But what?” He folded his arms. “Listen, I know what we said back in Thessalonike.”

“What’s changed?” I whispered.

“Everything.” His amber eyes bored into mine. “I know what I said yesterday, and I know the odds are against us, but I think if we work together and fight for us, we can still keep your family safe.”

The puffer-poison attack flashed across my mind.

“I haven’t done a good job of that so far.” I bit my lip. No matter what I did, it seemed like I only ever made things worse—for the naiads, for Alexander, for my family.

Hopefully I could get through this trip without damaging Thessalonike’s relationship with Marbella.

“I know things might not work out between us. But I’d regret it for the rest of my life if we didn’t at least try. It’s time we each faced down our own inner depths.”

“We’re not kids anymore,” I murmured.

“That’s why this is so important.”

I looked away. My voice quavered as I said, “Can I think about it?”

“Of course.”

I picked up the piece of fish I’d dropped and nibbled on the edges. “So what would this look like?”

“I want to come back to Thessalonike with you, and I want us to stay at each other’s sides no matter what we have to face. No more hiding. No more lies.”

“No more acting like we’re the center of everything?”

He chuckled. “No more of that. And if you have to marry some rich skub someday, we’ll face that reality, but let’s not plan our lives around a worst-case scenario. Not when we still might be able to build a life together.”

I longed to throw my arms around his neck and say that I wanted him to come back with me, but I remained quiet. Even if we tried to pick up the pieces again, I couldn’t commit myself unreservedly to a promise I didn’t know if I could keep.

“Jade?”

I met his eyes. “Thank you for saying all that. Let’s see how the next few days here in Marbella go before we make any irrevocable decisions.”

He pressed his lips together and nodded.

“Never doubt that I love you,” I whispered. “It’s just all . . . so soon after I thought I’d lost you again.”

He picked up my hand and kissed it. “Let’s not waste a moment, then.”

When we finished dinner, I left money on the table and we drifted from bridge to bridge, visiting shops and reminiscing about our school days. The time we’d spent together since reconnecting in Thessalonike had been so serious. Brutal, even.

How could we rebuild a relationship against a backdrop of such intense fear and grief? No wonder things had felt so final, so fast.

So I kept things light as we took in everything Marbella had to offer—musical instruments, strange fashions, dragon-scale necklaces, carvings of granite. We giggled as we darted from one shop to the next, letting ourselves relax in the comfort of each other’s presence. He told me about the apartments the Marbellans had provided for the newcomers—temporary housing until they integrated into society but still nicer than the hovel he’d lived in in Thessalonike, and I talked about how heavy the water felt in the diplomatic quarters at the bottom of the basin.

When night fell over the city, Alexander accompanied me to my door and leaned over to kiss me. I ran my fingers through his hair and returned his kiss. A thrill swirled down my body as his soft lips caressed mine.

He pulled away. “Until tomorrow.”

“I’ll come find you as soon as Lavinia says I’m done for the day,” I said. “It might not be until the end of the meetings, or it could be the morning, depending on if she’s going to let me back in or not. I’d almost rather she didn’t.”

His lips brushed mine for a fraction of a second, and then he was gone. With a spinning head and a contented heart, I closed and locked my door and sank onto the bed. So much of my world had changed in just a few short hours. Elation and terror warred within my chest, and when I tried to silence them, I found myself more confused than ever.

I pulled my dolphin pendant—a gift from Father—out of my bag and whispered, “I wish you were still here, Father. You always gave me the best advice, and I don’t know what’s right or wrong anymore. It was so much easier when the world seemed black and white. When everything was simple.”

The pendant didn’t answer me, but my heart settled.

“Maybe there isn’t a right or wrong answer.” I set the pendant back in my bag and lay across the sleeping hammock.

Maybe we just have to figure out what we can live with.


Chapter Twenty


An awkward silence stretched between Lavinia and me when I joined the rest of the delegation in our common area the next morning. Orua had taken Maximus’s place as the Thessaloniken guard for the day’s proceedings.

“I’m surprised you’re here,” Lavinia finally said, her voice slower and more deliberate than normal.

“It’s my job.” I held her steady gaze. “I’ll leave if you ask me to, but I had a responsibility to show up.”

She chewed her lower lip.

“Do you not want me to go in?”

She hesitated. “Not today. Come back tomorrow. We’re still talking about the place of non-mer people in Thessalonike. It’s best if you’re not present.”

I dipped my head. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” I shifted backward. “But I was wondering if I might be able to have a word with Senator Ti before the session begins.”

Lavinia’s gills flared. “And why would you need to speak with her?”

I searched for a response but couldn’t think of an excuse that would sound legitimate. So I settled on the truth. “You remember those naiads that went missing over the last year or so? The girls?”

Lavinia nodded, her forehead wrinkling.

“A Thessaloniken mer kidnapped them and sold them as slaves. I heard a rumor that one of them has been seen here in Marbella, and I’d like to find out if there’s anything we can do about it.”

A thoughtful expression spread across Lavinia’s face. “I think that’s a good idea.”

My jaw dropped. “You . . . do?”

She shrugged. “Well, I can’t stop you from bringing it up with Ti, and I think we can spin it to our advantage. The kidnapping wasn’t ideal, obviously, but the Marbellans will be glad to know that we’re eager to make sure the situation is set to rights. And the idea that Marbellans might be holding abducted naiads will mean they don’t have as much room to censure us.”

“Is this a game to you?” I demanded.

“Of course.” Lavinia folded her arms. “Naturally, I’d prefer it if Ti can actually help you with your objective. It’s awful that the girls were taken, and I really do hope they’re here and that you can find them. But it’s my job to take every situation and turn it into something that benefits Thessalonike.”

I ground my teeth. “I could never do what you do.”

She rolled her eyes. “Clearly. Now come, everyone. I’d like to give Jade a chance to speak with Ti before the meeting begins.” She looked back at me. “I still don’t want you in the negotiations today.”

“That won’t be a problem.” We swam down the halls, out of the diplomatic quarters, and to the sumptuous door to the council chamber.

Lavinia held up her hand when we reached the room. “Jade,” she said, her eyes searching mine, “I know you must think I’m heartless, but I have to think about the welfare of everyone in Thessalonike. I’m not just protecting the interests of the king. A falling-out with Marbella would hurt every member of our city.”

I bit back my retort. I’d play her little game if it got me closer to my goal, but I didn’t have to be happy about it.

She pushed open the door, and we glided into the council chamber. Only the chancellor and Sula had already arrived.

The chancellor looked at me. “I’m glad you’ve recovered from your . . . illness.”

“Jade still isn’t feeling well today,” Lavinia said. “She’ll be on her way soon. She just needs to speak with Ti.”

As if she’d heard her name, Senator Ti appeared in the doorway.

“And there she is!” said Lavinia brightly. “Go on, Jade. Have your conversation.” She nudged me toward Senator Ti, and I swam to the door, every muscle in my body tense.

“Can I please speak with you?” I murmured.

Senator Ti looked me over. “Of course, child. Whatever’s the matter?”

I glanced at the door. “Let’s go outside.”

She tightened her lips and looked from me to Lavinia and back again.

“Very well.” We swam out of the room and closed the door behind us, and she turned to me. “What’s this about?”

I pushed water through my gills. “I don’t even know where to begin.” I searched for the words I’d rehearsed so carefully in my head on the way over, but my mind drew a blank. “I don’t know what all was said in the meeting yesterday.”

“Nothing of substance. Your ambassador certainly knows how to artfully avoid subjects she prefers not to discuss.”

“The naiads left for a lot of reasons.” I pressed my palms together. “Chief among them was the failure of the inspectors and the king to seek justice on their behalf. I mentioned the murder of Anna Brook, and I assume it came up yesterday.”

Senator Ti nodded grimly. “I’m still not clear on all the details, but I think I have the gist of it.”

“Her death was the last item on a long list of ways we failed the naiads.”

She knitted her eyebrows together.

“I’ll get to the point,” I murmured. “Over the last year, a handful of naiads—all young and female—disappeared from the naiad quarter. Some of them left notes to explain where they were ostensibly going, but it was undoubtedly a strange business.”

She clicked her tongue. “Yes, very strange.”

“In the aftermath of Anna’s death, I discovered that a merman noble was almost certainly responsible.”

Senator Ti’s face paled. “He killed them?”

I shook my head. “He had them kidnapped so he could sell them.”

Senator Ti recoiled. “Slavery is illegal, even in Thessalonike.”

I bristled a little. “Yes, it is.”

“What did King Stephanos do?”

“It’s . . . a delicate situation. We’re still trying to figure out exactly what happened to them, where they were sold. Until we can ascertain that, there isn’t much we can do to set things right. Well, as right as they can be, anyway.”

“But you can prove it?”

I nodded.

“Has the merman been arrested?”

“Like I said, it’s complicated. He will be. He’s influential, and I think the king wants to be able to take decisive action as soon as he moves against him.”

Senator Ti pursed her lips. “Why are you telling me all this?”

“Yesterday, I was speaking with one of the new arrivals to Marbella. He told me that a friend of his thought he saw one of the missing girls working in a house here.”

She drew herself up, and magma blazed in her eyes. “For whom? We do not tolerate such barbarism.”

“Vanna Benora.”

Her shoulders slumped almost imperceptibly. “How much do you trust this friend?”

“I trust Alexander with my life. I’ve never met the naiad who saw the missing girl.”

She fumed. “Of course it would be Vanna. Cursed family thinks it’s above the law, and Vanna’s the worst of the miserable lot.”

“Can you help me?”

Senator Ti cut her wing-fins through the water. “Did your friend tell you how dangerous the Benoras are?”

“He suggested that I not do anything rash.”

Aristokles came around the corner toward us, and we stopped talking. He gave us an odd look as he swam past but went through the door and closed it behind him.

Senator Ti glanced back toward the door. “Your friend is wise. Let’s first confirm that all of this is really true. Perhaps the girl is a paid servant, not a slave. Or perhaps it’s a case of mistaken identity. 

“Go to Claira today. She’s friends with Vanna’s daughter, but she believes passionately in justice. She’ll help us find out if the family is doing what you say. If it turns out that the Benoras are keeping slaves, we’ll have to approach the situation carefully. But let’s not act before we know for sure.”

With that, she nodded at me, turned around, and rejoined the committee. I stared at the door for what seemed like forever, and then, with a heavy heart, I swam away.
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I followed the directions Alexander had given me to his room and rapped on the door. A smile broke out across his face when he answered. “No work today?”

“I’m suspended from the meetings another day,” I said, “but we have work to do.”

“Oh?”

“I talked with Senator Ti this morning. She thinks that Claira Aliza, the actress, can help us confirm whether Vanna’s really keeping the naiad girl that Lucas thinks he saw.”

“You’re sure we can trust Claira Aliza?” He held my gaze.

“I think so. I certainly trust Ti.”

“Well, what are we waiting for?” He held up one finger. “Let me grab the key to lock up, and let’s go find Claira.”

He disappeared back through the door and reemerged a few moments later with his key tied around his right wrist. He locked the door, then he leaned over and kissed me. I returned the kiss with an eagerness that surprised even me, and he pulled back with a grin on his lips. 

“You look even more beautiful today,” he said.

I giggled. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

We lingered for an immeasurable moment, then I grabbed his hand and pulled him down the corridor toward the outside. When we spilled into the basin, I hesitated.

“Do you know where she is?” he asked.

“I didn’t think to ask Senator Ti. I assume we’ll be able to find her at the theatre today. She might not be there yet.”

“Well, let’s try.” He squeezed my hand. “Even if she isn’t there, someone may be able to tell us where we can find her.”

We swam toward the middle of the basin and then downward toward the round, white stage. All of the hammocks that surrounded it were empty, but two mermen were wiping down the edges of the platform.

We sank down on the edge of the stage beside them.

“Hi,” I said, “I’m Jade Cleopola, from Thessalonike. I’m with the diplomatic delegation?”

They looked at me, glanced at each other, and then shrugged.

“Okay?” one of them said.

“I was here a few days ago with Senator Ti and met Claira Aliza . . . ”

They went back to scrubbing as if we weren’t there.

I searched for something that would sound credible. “ . . . and Ti wanted me to bring a message to Claira. I was wondering if she’s around yet.”

The darker-haired of the two answered without looking up at me. “If you’d like to leave a gift or a note for any of the performers, you can give it to Edo or one of his assistants on any non-performance day, and he’ll decide whether or not to pass it on.”

I pursed my lips. “No, it’s not like that. I’m bringing a message from the senator. It’s important that I give it to Claira directly.”

“We’re not to divulge the schedule of any of the performers, miss. I’m just doing my job,” he replied.

Alexander floated upward. “Now, look here—”

I gripped his arm and shook my head. “It’s alright. It’s not their fault. I’ll find her after the performance tonight.”

“The show begins at low tide tonight,” the merman droned.

“Yes, thank you.” I pushed myself off the edge of the platform and sank down until it hid me from their view.

Alexander followed. “You alright?”

“Yes.” My gills flared. “And no, not at all. I just wish I’d asked Senator Ti how to find Claira. We’re losing a whole day.”

He shrugged. “It isn’t ideal, but you’re still here for a while. We can wait for Claira, and then we’ll have clarity to figure out our plan of action.”

“I hope so.” I flicked my fin and darted downward to the next bridge that stretched across the basin.

“Besides,” he said as he settled beside me on the bridge, “you say you trust Senator Ti. Well, now she knows. Even if you don’t figure this out, she will. You don’t have to be the person who saves everyone.”

I relaxed. “You’re right. I’ll do what I can while I’m here, but Senator Ti will make sure that the naiad is rescued and taken care of. It’ll be a good way for me to start letting go of my martyr complex.”

He smirked. “It’ll be a start. A very small start.”

I reached for his hand and gazed down at the floor of the Marbellan basin. We’d do our best to get to the bottom of what had happened, but maybe it would best if I could pass the problem off to Senator Ti.

It would certainly make things simpler. 


Chapter Twenty-One


That evening, I took Alexander to the theatre to watch Claira’s performance in the same play I’d seen with Senator Ti about the queen who had embraced democracy and married a revolutionary only to be murdered by her younger sister. Again, I found myself enraptured.

“What’d you think?” I asked Alexander as soon as Claira took her final bow.

He ran his fingertips across my wrist. “It was beautiful. I doubt the king or your mother would approve.”

I chuckled. “It is a little skeptical of monarchy, isn’t it?” I shook off the uncomfortable feeling that he was right, that Mother and the king would definitely not approve of how much I enjoyed the play. I pointed at the stage. “We can go talk to Claira now. She usually stays for a few minutes after the show to greet people.”

Sure enough, Claira emerged from the curtain at the back of the stage, still wearing the long, flowing black garment from the final scene. Like all Marbellan clothes, it draped around her shoulders.

I’d gotten used to the fashion and had decided to try to make it popular in Thessalonike. It was certainly faster and more practical than tying on a wrap every morning. I needed to remember to stop by a shop so I could be fitted for one.

We soared away from the hammock and down to the stage for the second time that day. I caught Claira’s eye on the way down, and she made her way over to us.

“Jade!” She reached out to hug me. “Lovely to see you again. Edo absolutely loves Juliana. He’s going to work with her to develop a show. Make her a star.”

I couldn’t suppress the grin that spread across my face. “I’m so glad, I can’t tell you.” Then I hesitated, and my smile dropped away. “I have another favor to ask you, I’m afraid. Senator Ti said you’d be able to help.”

“Anything I can do.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

Alexander nudged me and gestured to the dissipating crowd around us. “This might be best asked in a more private venue.”

I nodded, taking in the number of people still near us. “You’re right. I’m afraid this is rather sensitive.”

“I’m intrigued.” Claira snapped her fingers, and a serious-looking mermaid with a heavy brow and wide-set eyes swam toward us from the back of the stage. “Kalla, could you see to it that we’re not disturbed?”

Kalla bowed, and Claira gestured for us to follow her along the bridge that held up the stage all the way to the side of the basin, where we entered a small corridor carved into the stone.

After two turns, Claira unlocked a door and gestured us inside. It was a small, square room, perhaps two tail-lengths across, and it contained four hammock chairs, a mirror, and a tall, gilded wardrobe.


Her dressing room, I decided.

“Have a seat,” said Claira. She bolted the door behind us, swam forward, and sank into one of the chairs. “What’s going on? You looked . . . almost afraid out there.”

I bit my lip. “I’m genuinely sorry to bring this to you. It could make things dangerous for you. No one will fault you if you decide you don’t want to act on this information.”

She wrinkled her nose and glanced between Alexander and me. “What are you talking about?”

Alexander put his arm around my shoulder, and I soaked in his comforting touch.

I slowed the movement of my gills. “I think one of the wealthier families in Marbella has purchased at least one naiad slave that was kidnapped from Thessalonike.”

Her eyes bulged. “Wait, wait, wait. Start over.” She picked up a comb from the table underneath the mirror and shifted it from hand to hand.

So I told her about the naiads who had gone missing one by one in Thessalonike, about Anna’s murder and my part in the investigation, about how Anna’s sister and I had finally put the pieces together around the same time that the Royal Mer Guard had massacred a hundred naiads in the canals.

Then I told her that a naiad had spotted one of the missing girls working in the house of Vanna Benora.

Claira started and dropped the comb. It sank to the floor.

“Vanna, you say?” she said, her voice almost a monotone. “And Ti told you I’d be able to help because I know the family?”

“I know it’s a lot to ask. Will you help us?”


Chapter Twenty-Two


Claira turned and stared at her reflection in the mirror. “I’ve been close with Vanna’s family for a long time.”

I waited.

She turned back to me. “You’re asking me to believe a story about some of my oldest friends. A story coming from someone I’ve only just met.”

“We’re not asking you to believe it’s true. We’re asking you to help us find out for sure.” I ran a hand through my hair. “I hate this too, but, knowing what we’ve told you, is there any memory you can look back on that might corroborate the naiad’s story?”

She closed her eyes. “I’ve never approved of the way Vanna treats her staff. But I . . . I can’t really imagine she’d stoop that low. If she did, I’m positive Lorra never knew.”

“Lorra’s her daughter?”

Claira nodded, her eyes wide.

I chose my words carefully. “It can be hard to accept that people we’ve come to care about might be involved in something so terrible, but there’s no reason at this point to conclude that Lorra knows what’s going on.”

“You want me to snoop?” Claira met my gaze.

I tilted my head forward in assent. “Just enough to confirm—or disprove—our suspicions so that Senator Ti has enough information to move forward if the worst turns out to be true.”

“How certain are you?” Her voice sounded strangled.

The question caught me off-guard. How certain was I? I trusted Alexander, and Alexander trusted Lucas, but even if Lucas was telling the truth, there could be an innocent explanation. She could merely resemble the missing naiad; she could have escaped and found employment in Marbella; the Benoras could have bought her and freed her.

But everything in me screamed that the Benoras weren’t innocent in this situation. Even though I knew Claira could see my real answer in my eyes, I said, “I’d be delighted if an inquiry exonerated them. Since the family is powerful and has a reputation for . . . defending itself, the senator thought it would be best to know for sure before she took the matter any further.”

“They’d have Ti thrown out of the city if she raised that kind of accusation against them and it turned out to be untrue,” Claira murmured. “She’s right to be careful.”

Alexander shifted beside me, and I suspected we shared the same thought: even if it’s true, Senator Ti might have a lot more to face than expulsion.

I didn’t know exactly how these things worked in Marbella, but I’d lived through too much political intrigue in Thessalonike to be naive.

Sometimes, when you crossed the wrong people, you ended up dead.

“I’ll do it.” Claira lifted her chin.

I nodded. “Senator Ti said you would.”

She chuckled, but the smile didn’t meet her eyes. “She knows me too well.”

“Thank you.”

She squared her shoulders. “Let’s be clear: I’m doing this to exonerate them. The Benoras are many things. Perhaps they’re not always as scrupulous as they ought to be, but they’re not the murderers everyone paints them as, and they’re certainly not slavers. I refuse to believe it of them without proof.”

Alexander’s hand grew heavier on my shoulder, and I knew that our meeting with Claira was drawing to a close.

“I hope you’re right,” I said. “Really.”

“Thank you.” She rose from her chair, and we followed suit. “I’ll go see Lorra tomorrow and make a point of finding out about the naiad. I’ll let Ti know what I find out.”

With that, we followed her to the simple black door and swam out into the corridor.

“Goodbye,” she murmured, then drew back into her dressing room and closed the door.

Alexander and I drifted back down the corridors and out to the edge of the basin.

“Well, it’s done.” He reached over and massaged my neck.

“I feel awful.” I leaned back against his arm. “I suppose this is what Mother meant when she said that someone always loses in politics.”

“Don’t tell me you’re feeling sympathy for the Benoras.”

“No.” I gave a dark chuckle. “Not even a little. But for Claira, and maybe Lorra. Even when justice is served, innocents can get injured in the net.”

“There aren’t any perfect solutions.” He draped his arm around my neck and pulled my head onto his shoulder.

“No,” I murmured. “No, there aren’t. I just wish justice didn’t always come with collateral damage.”
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When Lavinia ushered me into the council room the next day, I felt surprisingly energized. I supposed I was getting used to the strange, deep environment of Marbella, and the dragon bite on my fin wasn’t sore anymore except when I ran my hand across it—though I didn’t think the white-gray scar that stretched across my fin would ever fully fade away. 

A half-smile turned up the corners of my lips, and I took a seat at the table in the center of the room.

That morning, all the Marbellans except for the head of security—I’d forgotten his name—were already seated when we arrived. Senator Ti made eye contact with me, and I couldn’t read the expression on her face. Something about it made me feel uneasy.

Lavinia nodded at the chancellor. “Good morning.”

The chancellor folded her hands. “Good morning.”

Lavinia tilted her head. “Is something the matter?”

The chancellor shook her head. “No. Maybe.”

An uneasy wave churned in my stomach.

“What is it?” Lavinia asked.

Senator Ti pressed her palms together. “Our security forces captured a foreigner today.”

Lavinia laughed, but it sounded strange. “What do you mean, a foreigner? A Thessaloniken? You’ve never monitored your walls before.”

“Not a Thessaloniken,” said the chancellor. “His accent matches that of the Neptunian who came claiming to broker a trade deal.”

“A spy?” Lavinia asked.

I jerked in my seat, wondering if Lavinia was serious or if she was playing an angle. With Lavinia, there was always an angle.

“Or worse, a scout,” muttered Senator Ti.

The chancellor’s gills flared. “That’s what we’re trying to ascertain. Ruso will be in later to give us his assessment of the situation.”

The room fell silent, and I looked from Lavinia to the chancellor to Senator Ti. A scout?

Tiria caught my eye, and for the first time since we’d met, something genuine passed between us—a shared sense of confusion and fear. Her voice steady, she asked, “Why would they send a scout?”

Sula said, “Worst case? To go out in front of an invading army and make sure that the currents will carry them to victory.”

I gripped my hands together and counted to ten in my head to stave off the blackness shrouding the edges of my vision. Surely I’d wake up soon and push this awful dream out of my head.

But I didn’t wake up.

“Now, now.” The chancellor raised both her hands. “It’s too early to speculate. It could be innocent. Or perhaps he was expelled from the Neptunians and is seeking a new home.”

The clenching in my gut told me otherwise. I gripped the edge of my chair to steady myself.

“The timing is ironic,” Lavinia said. “We were due to discuss the Neptunian problem today.”

“Yes.” The chancellor’s jaw tightened. “It underscores the urgent and crucial nature of the discussion. The Neptunus Confederacy once ruled the ocean with blood and terror. Anyone claiming to be their heirs must be treated as a threat.”

Murmurs of assent swelled in the room.

The chancellor drew herself up. “Of course, even if these so-called Neptunians have imperial ambitions, it’s unlikely they possess the capabilities and resources to mount a full-scale assault on a defended city. To that end, we believe it is important that you carry word of this back to Thessalonike and implore King Stephanos to ready the Royal Mer Guard for decisive military action. We have already begun to muster our own security forces accordingly.”

“Should an attack come, we want to be able to repel it immediately rather than allow things to escalate into a full-scale war,” said Lavinia.

“Then we have an understanding.” The chancellor nodded.

“There is one additional thing to consider,” Lavinia said slowly.

The chancellor pressed a finger against each of her temples like she suspected what was coming.

“Should the anti-monarchists in Thessalonike take this opportunity to challenge the king, and Thessalonike becomes embroiled in its own internal conflicts, it would be impossible for us to assist Marbella in the event of an attack or to fend off an external threat at our own walls.”

The chancellor pursed her lips. “You mean to use the Neptunian threat to force us to help you settle your revolutionary problem?”

“It would make our corner of the ocean more secure for everyone.”

Lavinia was clever. I’d give her that.

I glanced at each of the Marbellans in turn and tried to read their neutral expressions. Perhaps they’d expected this. Or perhaps they had just carefully trained themselves to not let their thoughts show on their faces. I tried to catch Senator Ti’s attention, but she didn’t take her focus off Lavinia.

“Our patience is not unlimited, Ambassador,” said the chancellor.

“Neither is ours.” Lavinia drummed her fingers on the table. “Ava, you know I wish it didn’t have to be this way. I’ll take this matter to King Stephanos. I’m not being obstinate for obstinacy’s sake. But I cannot guarantee that he’ll take anything I say about the Neptunians seriously if he’s still worried about revolution in the canals.”

I studied Lavinia’s face. Even though I’d worked closely with her for weeks now, I had no idea how much of this sentiment was genuine and how much was posturing. I wondered if the chancellor knew any better than I did.

White-hot anxiety welled up in my chest, and I didn’t know why. I steadied my gills to try to calm myself, but the panic didn’t pass. It sat just above my stomach, like a pulsing indigo sea urchin. I could hardly hear the council proceedings over the buzz in my ears. It’s not like my presence really matters anyway.

I quietly pushed up from the table and excused myself from the room. When I closed the ornate door behind me, I leaned my forehead against the cool stone to regain my composure.

“Jade?” a lyrical voice asked.

I whirled around to find Claira with a tablet in her hand.

“Claira! You startled me.” I forced a smile.

“Are you . . . alright?”

“Just needed to clear my head.” I looked down at the tablet she was carrying. “What are you doing here?”

She grimaced. “I’m here to see Ti. I found your naiad.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


My heart raced, and the fear rose higher, clawing at my throat like a dragon. I couldn’t do this. Not now. The anxiety that usually hummed just beneath the surface had broken loose and threatened to overwhelm me in its torrent.

But I had to. For Pippa and Yvonna and all the missing naiads. But mostly for Anna, who had died trying to bring Felix to justice.

I hoped Claira wouldn’t notice my trembling.

“You found her?” I kept my voice monotone so I wouldn’t burst into terrified sobs.

She looked down at the floor. “At Lorra’s house, like you said. I pulled her aside and talked to her. The Benoras bought her from an overlander after she was kidnapped in Thessalonike.”

Horror and then relief and then disappointment washed over me. If Felix really had sold the naiads to an overlander like the tablets had said, they wouldn’t all be in Marbella. Maybe this girl was the only one here.

But at least we can save this one.

Besides, we’d found her. Maybe we could find the others, too.

“She wouldn’t talk to me at first.” Claira bit her lip. “She kept insisting she was a paid servant who’d worked for the Benoras for a few months. But when I said that the diplomats from Thessalonike were asking about her and that most of the naiads from Thessalonike had emigrated to Marbella, she broke down and told me the whole story.”

Numbness spread through my whole body, and I nodded.

“As soon as I left, I wrote down everything I could remember about our conversation to bring to Ti so the Senate can take action against Vanna.” She looked up at me. “But I swear to you, I’m sure that Lorra doesn’t have any idea what her mother’s done.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” I murmured. I certainly hoped so, but I couldn’t imagine that the treachery in the Benora family was so shallow that anyone on the inside would be ignorant of its sins. Then again, Yvonna hadn’t known the worst about Felix.

Perhaps people only saw what they wanted to see.

“I’ll go get Senator Ti,” I said, willing my voice to sound stronger. “I don’t know that they’re making much progress in there anyway, and I think she’ll want to move quickly on this.”

I forced down the throbbing sea urchin of panic still lodged in my core and pushed the door back open.

The room was silent, and Lavinia and the chancellor sat staring stonily at each other.

I swallowed. “Senator Ti?”

Every head in the room snapped toward me, and Lavinia shot me a glare.

I kept my focus on Senator Ti. “Someone is here to speak with you.”

She looked into my eyes, and it felt like she was peering into my soul. Then she floated upward and flapped over to the door to hover beside me. “Thank you for letting me know.”

Unable to stay and face Lavinia, I followed her back outside the room.

As soon as I closed the door, Claira threw her arms around Ti’s neck. 

“I’m so confused and so scared,” Claira whispered. “You and Jade were right. Vanna’s keeping someone as a slave. I don’t know what to do.”

Senator Ti’s face remained neutral. “I wish I could say I was as surprised as you are.” She pulled back to look at Claira’s face. “I’m sorry we had to bring you into this. Thank you for helping.”

Claira proffered the tablet. “Her name’s Layla. I wrote down everything she told me as closely as I could remember.”

Senator Ti scanned the tablet. “This is enough. I’ll track down a member of the security forces and have them go collect her from the Benoras. She needs to be removed safely before they smell the current, or they might silence her.”

Claira’s jaw dropped open. “No. They wouldn’t. Vanna wouldn’t.”

The corners of Senator Ti’s mouth turned upward, and she rested her hand on Claira’s cheek. “I’ve always loved the way you see only good in people, child. I hope you don’t lose that as things get ugly.”

Claira remained silent.

“Now go to the theatre.” Senator Ti lowered her hand. “Best you’re not seen talking to me today.”

Claira didn’t look at me as she turned to swim away.

Senator Ti reached out and gripped my forearm. “We need to get Layla out of there and hear her testimony before the Senate immediately. As an enemy of the Benoras, she won’t be safe here in Marbella. She’ll need to return to Thessalonike with you.”

I nodded.

Senator Ti hesitated. “It’s probably for the best if you don’t join me. Can you go back into the council room?”

The panic came crashing down on me again, and I shook my head.

“I thought not. Go find your young man. I’ll send word when I need you.”
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“Jade?” A grin spread across Alexander’s face when he opened the door. “I didn’t expect to see you for hours.”

“I couldn’t stay in the meeting anymore,” I said. “I would’ve melted down in a panic right there in front of everyone.”

He drew me into a hug. “You feeling any better now?”

I rested my head on his chest. “A little.”

“Come, sit down.” He pulled back, took my hand, and led me into his small apartment. He beckoned to one of two hammock chairs sitting side by side. He sank into the other.

I needed to think of anything except the panic attack I’d had.

“The naiad Lucas saw is one of the abducted girls from Thessalonike. Her name’s Layla.”

He sat up straighter. “And the others?”

I pressed my lips together. “I wish I had better news. Vanna bought Layla from an overlander, so we have no evidence that any of the other naiads are here. The Marbellans will, of course, investigate that to see if they can find any other victims. The delegation will take Layla back to Thessalonike to keep her safe from the Benoras.”

“If she wants to go.”

I hesitated. “Yes, of course. Senator Ti seemed to think it’d be too dangerous for her to stay.”

He shrugged. “Most of her people are here now. She has to decide if she wants to take the risk. There are only a handful of naiads in Thessalonike, and the Marbellans accept naiads as full members of society.”

“You’re right,” I murmured. “Well, I’m sure the Marbellans will do their best to protect her if she stays.”

I hated that I couldn’t help. But Pippa’s words played in my head. 

You act like you’re being all noble by carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders.

It might make you feel more important to think that you could have prevented the massacre or the naiads’ decision to move on, but you’re one mermaid.

You don’t control the decisions of the king—or the Royal Mer Guard—and you certainly don’t control our choices.

Some of the tension dissipated from the back of my neck. I was being self-important again, and it needed to stop. I nodded and forced my thoughts to trace another current. Obsessing on the maelstrom of danger wouldn’t help anyone. If Layla wanted my help, I would give it without a second thought. If she decided to stay, I’d hope that the tides kept her safe.

My gaze drifted over Alexander’s strong, symmetrical features. “I’m sorry I treated you so badly back at home,” I finally said. “I was so consumed by feeling like I was doing the right thing that I didn’t take your emotions into account. Not really.”

“You did.” He squeezed my hand. “You were thinking of the long term. You knew that if I stayed, we’d be in limbo for years. You didn’t want to toy with my heart.”

That was true, but it didn’t make it any better. “I wanted to feel noble, like I was doing the right thing.”

He smirked. “Of course you did. That was never a secret. But you also genuinely felt like it was the best way to keep Benjamin and your mother and your aunt safe. That’s not to be taken lightly.”

I gazed into his eyes and blurted, “I want you to come back with me. I’ve been thinking about what you said. That we can’t know the future, and we can’t plan our lives around a worst-case scenario. We always invented new ways to get in trouble when we were kids. I’d like us to invent ways to get out of the mess we’ve found ourselves in. Together.”

Hope and caution warred in his eyes. “What’s changed?”

I paused, taken aback. “When I asked you that question, you said everything.”

“But I need to hear it from you. I need to know that you really believe it.”

“I’m a liability,” I whispered. “The anti-monarchists don’t like my mother or the way my family is aligned with the monarchy, and they hate me, too. And no marriage is going to change that. Maybe a marriage would make a difference if it were principally the nobles who wanted to overthrow the king. But we don’t have any guarantee that the nobles would maintain their influence if there’s a coup.”

“Even though some of the nobles are sympathetic to the anti-monarchists’ cause, the anti-monarchists aren’t sympathetic to the nobles,” Alexander murmured.

“No. Besides,” I said, twisting my wrist so that my fingers lined up with his, “I think you and I can face any danger better together. And . . . ”

“And?”

“I don’t want to let fear dictate my actions.”

“And I don’t want to run.” He leaned toward me and brushed his lips against mine.

I pulled back and raised a hand. “We still can’t get married right away. Not until Benjamin graduates and has the chance to secure an alliance. It may not make a difference, but I can’t take that chance.”

“I understand. It’s enough just to be with you.” He winked. “We’ll elope the day after Benjamin gets married.”

I giggled. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

A gong I’d never heard before sounded outside, and I turned my ear toward the noise. I looked at Alexander, and he shrugged. When nothing followed it up, I rested my head back against his shoulder.

We sat in comfortable silence until Alexander said, “How long until we leave?”

“Soon,” I said. “Negotiations have taken longer than we’d planned, but they’re almost over. Senator Ti wants us to leave the city with Layla as soon as is reasonably possible. The security forces will extract Layla today. I imagine we’ll go within three days’ time.”

“I’ll be ready.”

I wondered if Lavinia would worry that I was gone, but sitting quietly with Alexander was the closest I’d felt to really, deeply calm in a long time. I shook away the thought. Senator Ti could tell Lavinia that she’d advised me to keep a low profile.

Alexander glanced at the tide glass. “Should we go get lunch? It’s a little early yet, but I think it’d do us both good to move around the city and focus on other things. Just be together a bit more without all these things dragging us down.”

“I’d like that,” I said. “I want to buy some Marbellan clothes, too, before we run out of time.”

When we spilled out of the corridor of Alexander’s apartment into the city basin, alarm built in my chest again. Something wasn’t quite right, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was.

I must be overreacting.

We hovered just outside the entrance to the corridor, and Alexander squeezed my hand.

“You feel it, too,” he whispered. It wasn’t a question.

“I don’t know what it is,” I said. “But something just doesn’t feel right.”

He tilted his head. “It’s empty.”

He was right. Only a handful of people swam in the basin—mostly mer—and they were all moving quickly, with purpose, not meandering along the bridges from gazebo to gazebo.

I ran my other hand through my hair. “I don’t like this.”

“What do you suppose is wrong?” He positioned himself in front of me. “Do you think we should go back inside?”

“Let’s swim down to the diplomatic quarters. If something’s terribly wrong in the city, the council will have adjourned, and Lavinia will know what’s happened.”
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Alexander and I kept to the side of the basin as we plunged downward to the base of the city. Alexander grimaced. “I can’t believe you’ve spent so much time down here. It’s so cold and . . . heavy.”

“I’m still not used to it, but it’s not as bad as it was.” As we swam deeper, I shivered in the frigid water. “Well, the pressure isn’t, anyway. The cold is still miserable. It’ll be warmer when we get back inside.”

My heart beat faster as we continued downward. Somehow, in its emptiness, this part of the basin felt even colder than normal. I glanced into the corridors carved into the bleak, unfeeling stone and marveled at how different it all felt without the animating buzz of city life.

Where is everyone?

We reached the bottom of the basin and swept into one of the deepest corridors. Even here, in the bowels of the city, we didn’t meet anyone. Cold dread clenched my stomach. We reached the door that led into the diplomatic quarters. My heart dropped when I tugged on the handle and it didn’t budge.

Locked.

I jiggled the handle again. “It’s never locked.” My voice raised in pitch. “Not during the day. We lock our rooms, but . . . ”

I pulled my hand back from the door, and Alexander tried to open it with no success.

“Hey, it’s going to be okay.” He rested his hand on my upper back.

I pounded on the door. “Lavinia? Maximus?” I knew I sounded frantic, but I couldn’t help it. The edges of my vision were blurring, and it felt like every muscle in my body was spasming.

The lock on the door clicked, and it swung open.

“Jade?” Maximus ushered us through and closed the door behind us. “Where did you go? When they sounded the gong and we couldn’t find you . . . ” He looked at Alexander. “Who’s this?”

I sank to the floor, unable to formulate an intelligible response.

“I’m Alexander.” Alexander held up both of his hands with his palms facing outward. “We all went to school together in Thessalonike. You might not remember me. You were a few years older, I think. I was Jade’s year.”

In my peripheral vision, I saw Maximus furrow his brow. “What are you doing in Marbella?”

“I came here with the naiads. I’ve made my home with them since I was fourteen.”

Maximus looked down at me. “Can we trust him?”

“With our lives.” My voice sounded flat.

“I’ll take your word for it. Are you alright?”

“I’ll be okay.” I still felt lightheaded, but I could see clearly again. “What happened?”

Maximus glanced from me to Alexander and back again. “Didn’t you hear the gong?”

I dragged my hands through my hair. “Well, yes, but . . . what about it?”

Maximus’s jaw tightened. “You mean you were never told about the gong?”

“Depths, Maximus, just explain what’s happening!” I yelled.

His gills flared. “Fine. Marbella is not a particularly defensible city. The gong, which has not rung in a generation, sounds when the security forces deem there is risk of an invasion.”

I hugged my body. “An invasion?”

“It’s precautionary. I think you heard about the Neptunian in the city.”

The spy.

“Yes,” I said.

“Well, they caught him, and they’re concerned that he might be a scout for an incoming force.”

“What does that mean?” asked Alexander.

I pushed myself off the floor and hovered next to him. “It means the Neptunians might be coming.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


“Come on.” Maximus jerked his head back toward the corridor. “Everyone else is together in the common area.”

I was glad Maximus and Alexander were both with me. Between whichever member of our delegation wanted to kill me—unless it had been Athena, and I couldn’t bear that thought—and the ex-fiancé who had once tried to strangle me, this wasn’t a group that I felt I could rely on.

This probably wasn’t a crisis. But if it turned into one, we were in trouble.

I lifted my chin as we swam into the common room. Every member of our delegation was present, along with three faces that surprised me—the chancellor, Senator Ti, and a naiad with a beautiful face and a pale, almost wan, complexion. Her black hair fell in waves to her waist, and she seemed thin. Too thin.

“Oh, thank the tides,” said Senator Ti. “The gong rang as soon as the security officers brought Layla to me, and when you didn’t come, I worried the Benoras had discovered that you’d been asking questions about them.”

“We didn’t hear it.” I studied the naiad. “Or, rather, we didn’t realize what it meant.”

Lavinia shot me a sharp look. “We covered that in your lessons on Marbellan culture.”

If you say so. “I’m sorry.”

“Well,” Senator Ti nodded at the naiad, “this is Layla.”

I gave Layla a shy smile and a nod. She returned the gesture slowly, like she was exhausted. 

“Will you be returning to Thessalonike with us, Layla?” I asked.

She hesitated and then shook her head. “The senator tells me that almost all the naiads have come here? To Marbella?” Her voice was low and melodic, with a tremulous quality that spoke of recent trauma. I felt an immediate connection to her.

“It’s true.” I clasped my hands and tried to think of some way I could convince her to come, but as I studied her steely blue eyes, I realized it would be a waste of everyone’s time. Maybe she wasn’t as safe as she should be here, but at least she’d be with her loved ones.

She bit her lip. “Then I don’t know yet. I need some time to think about it.”

“Of course,” Senator Ti said. “As much as you need.”

Layla nodded and dropped her eyes to her hands. I didn’t envy her the decision in front of her. She had to make a life-altering choice so soon after so much devastation, and no matter what she chose, it would be heart-wrenching.

I knew something about that.

I tucked a stray piece of hair behind my ear. “Why did the gong ring?”

Silence fell over the room for a long, uncomfortable moment, and then the chancellor straightened her back. “After we found the Neptunian in the city, we sent six patrols beyond the city to search for signs of any more intruders.” Her voice quieted. “One group didn’t return on time. It still isn’t back.”

That familiar, pulsing sea urchin spun in my stomach, and I hoped against hope that there was a reasonable explanation.

The chancellor continued, “It’s not uncommon for a patrol to be delayed for any number of reasons, but given the situation, we thought it best to sound the gong to warn the city to be prepared for something unprecedented. Just in case.”

Lavinia nodded and drummed her fingernails on the table. “If there is some kind of outside threat, Thessalonike and Marbella stand or fall together. You have my word that the king will come to your aid if it becomes necessary.”

The chancellor dipped her head. “And we will come to yours. Against such a threat, we don’t need a mutual-defense treaty to bind us. We cannot hope to retain our independence against such a threat without allies.”

A low, steady note resounded so loudly I covered my ears.

The gong.

Nausea lurched in my stomach, and my eyes darted from Lavinia to Senator Ti to Maximus to the chancellor. I squeezed Alexander’s hand.

The gong rang again.

“Depths,” murmured Maximus.

The chancellor’s lips pressed together so tightly they turned white.

The gong sounded a third time.

“Invasion,” croaked Senator Ti.

The chancellor reached underneath her garment and pulled a blade from a sheath strapped to her body. Her face had gone pale, but her voice was steady. “The Neptunians are here. You must leave. All of you. Take Ti with you to Thessalonike.”

I shook my head. “We can’t abandon you—” 

She waved off my objection. “What help will a tiny diplomatic delegation be against an invading army? The best way you can protect us is to return to your king and tell him what’s happened. Convince him to send your royal guard to our aid.”

Senator Ti pressed her hands together. “Chancellor, with all due respect, I cannot go with them. My place is in Marbella, and a harpy won’t be heard in the Thessaloniken court.”

“We have no time,” snapped the chancellor. “Stay in the house of Cado, our ambassador. Tell him everything you’ve heard and seen so that he has all the information he needs to negotiate with the king. I need a Marbellan to go to Thessalonike, and there isn’t time to find anyone else.”

I heard a distant scream, like someone was being attacked up at the top level of Marbella. I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood.

“Go now,” said the chancellor. “Ti, show them the way.”

Senator Ti bowed her head. “Stay safe, Ava.”

The chancellor’s eyes softened. “It’s too late for me. Get help. Save the people.”

Senator Ti reached out and grasped the chancellor’s forearm, and their eyes locked. Then the chancellor pulled back. “Go, before you can’t get away.”

“What about Aristokles?” asked Tiria.

For the first time, I realized that the permanent ambassador wasn’t in the room.

“We don’t have time to find him,” said Lavinia, her voice tight.

My gaze drifted to Layla, whose eyes were blank.

“Are you coming?” I asked.

She started and then met my gaze. “Yes,” she murmured. “For now.”

Senator Ti swam to the door and wrenched it open. “Follow me. The Neptunians are at the top of the basin. We need to escape through the corridors.”

Each member of the delegation, along with Alexander and Layla, followed in her wake. Maximus positioned himself in the back of the group, and Orua swam alongside Senator Ti, her bow in her hand. We made turn after turn through the stone corridors.

As we swam, the bioluminaries dwindled, and the hallways grew darker and darker. Then, in a rush of shadow and cold, we burst out of the tunnel and into open, frigid water.

Shivers rushed over me. I’d never felt water so cold in my life. I looked up toward the surface. We were just outside of the Marbellan basin. A sheer rock face rose toward a surface shimmering so far above us that it didn’t look real. My hands began to shake.

We shouldn’t be here. We shouldn’t be this far down. Not in open water.

All of my limbs felt as heavy as they had the first day we’d come to the city, and my heart raced so quickly I thought it might stutter to a stop.

I searched the water for Alexander and felt a measure of relief when I realized he was still right beside me.

“Come,” said Maximus, “we have to swim away from the city. We can’t get back up onto the reef until we’ve put some distance between ourselves and the invaders.”

Senator Ti nodded. “We can swim along the shelf until we’re nearly out of eyesight of the city. Once we reach the edge of the shelf, there’s nothing but open water, and we’ll have to go upward or risk getting lost in the depths, but until then, we can stay this far down.”

I squeezed Alexander’s hand so hard I thought I might break it.

He leaned over to me and whispered, “It’s okay. We’ll be back up on the reef soon.”

“I know,” I murmured. “I can make it.”

We swam away from the city along the side of the drop-off that plummeted down into the fathomless deep below. In the thick darkness, I trailed my finger against the rock, lest I somehow get separated from the group. Every once in a while, Alexander brushed up against me, reassuring me.

But I knew this silent swim in the depths was just the beginning. We had a harsh journey in front of us, without the careful preparation and provisions we’d had on the way to Marbella. We needed to get to Thessalonike as fast as possible. And even once we made it back to Thessalonike, we’d have to prepare for the first war in living memory.

Something had snapped, and the world had changed irrevocably. Nothing would ever be the same.

We swam and swam, and my arms and fins grew heavier. It felt like a hand was trying to pull me deeper, into the oblivion below. My whole body shook. The pressure. The fatigue. The fear. It was all brutal, but I pushed on. I couldn’t let on how much I was struggling. We had bigger problems.

We had to get back home.

All at once, Octavian stopped in front of us. I could just barely make out his brawny shadow ahead.

“We’re at the edge,” he said. “Nowhere to go but up now.”

Giddiness overwhelmed me from head to fin. We were about to swim upward. We’d made it to the end, and I never had to go this deep into the ocean again in my life. I’d make a point of avoiding it. I probably wouldn’t even swim off the drop-off with Kiki again for a good, long time.

If it would even be safe to leave the city once we returned. Who knew when the Neptunians would come for us?

“Let’s go, then,” muttered Senator Ti. “Best we get clear of the city as soon as possible.”

As one, we all flicked our fins and hurtled toward the surface. Fathom by fathom, the water around us grew lighter and warmer, and the heaviness that seemed to drag me downward released its grip. Just before we reached the edge of the reef, Maximus held up his hand, and we all stopped.

He faced the senator. “You say we’re still in eyesight of Marbella.”

“Too close for safety,” she said. “We’ll want to move quickly so we’re not spotted.”

Maximus glanced upward. “Can we turn the corner and follow the reef until we’re out of sight?”

Senator Ti chewed her lower lip. “How good of a navigator are you?”

Maximus shrugged. “Tor’s one of the best navigators Thessalonike’s ever seen.”

“Alright, then,” Senator Ti said, “but not too far. We don’t want to add unnecessary time to the journey.”

We slipped around the corner and continued swimming. I longed for the security of a reef below my fin, but the more familiar shallow water calmed me. I let myself drift upward just a moment until I swam parallel to the top of the reef, and I looked back toward Marbella.

My stomach plummeted as I saw the Neptunians—hundreds of mer warriors, all taller and brawnier than the mer of Thessalonike and Marbella—undulating down into Marbella on hippocampi of every color in the ocean. I sank back down so that I wouldn’t risk giving away the delegation’s presence.

My thoughts churned. Even if we sent every warrior in the Royal Mer Guard, we couldn’t hope to win.


Chapter Twenty-Five


As soon as Maximus was certain we were clear of Marbella, he gave the word for us to move upward and onto the reef. He turned to Tor. “Do you know where we are?”

“Yes,” Tor replied without hesitation.

For the second time, I found myself glad that the king had sent Tor on the journey with us, though I still didn’t have the first idea why he’d done it. I wondered if Mother had found out yet that Tor had come with us.

Probably not. She’d have shown up in Marbella already.

“This way.” Tor gestured at an angle that cut between Marbella and the drop-off. “It’s not the most direct, but it will keep us far enough away from the city.”

Rejuvenated by the presence of the reef beneath our fins, we skimmed through the water, hardly aware that we were swimming against a current. What was a current compared to the crushing weight of deep water?

And I felt a little thrill of jubilation at the realization that the current was only temporary. Once we were able to turn directly toward Thessalonike, most of our journey would be aided by the current at our backs. 

I didn’t realize how much I’d missed coral and the creatures that lived on it. Marbella was a beautiful city, but its bleak stone couldn’t compare to the vibrant majesty of a reef. Even so, pain shot through me as I thought about the battle waging within it.

As we swam, I tried to focus on the beauty around us rather than the memories plaguing my mind. The best thing I could do for Marbella was keep my wits together so I didn’t hold the group back. I counted octopi and then sea urchins, focusing my mind on anything but the fate of the city I’d just left behind.

After a while, I edged toward Senator Ti. “Are you alright?”

A soft, sad smile turned up one corner of her mouth. “The journey isn’t too hard on me, if that’s what you mean. Leaving my home behind in its time of need . . . that’s harder.”

“I can’t imagine.”

I glanced at Lavinia. Her gills flared as she pushed through the water. I flicked my fin again, propelling myself forward, and wondered how long Lavinia would be able to withstand our frenetic pace. We couldn’t slow down for her, but surely a breakneck speed wasn’t sustainable for a mermaid her age.

I wasn’t sure it was sustainable for a mermaid my age.

We continued on, and Lavinia’s pace began to lag. Finally, she called out, “We need to split into two groups. I’ll slow you down otherwise.”

We came to a halt, and conflict flickered in Maximus’s eyes. He finally said, “You’re right. I hate dividing up the group, but we need to warn the king as fast as we can, and we can only do that if we split up.” His gaze rested on each of us in turn. “I’ll take Octavian and Tiria, and we’ll bring word to the king. Tor and Orua will see the rest of you safely to the city as quickly as you can make it.”

Octavian’s head popped up. “With all due respect, Max, I’d rather go with the ambassador. Wouldn’t be able to live with myself if they ran into trouble.”

Maximus shrugged. “Alright, then. I’ll take Orua and Tiria.”

Senator Ti shook her head. “I need to speak to Cado at once, and I won’t slow you down.” She glanced down at the wing-fins that extended from her arms. “Old though I may be, a harpy can swim faster and longer than mer.”

Glancing from Maximus and Tor to Alexander, I blurted, “I want to be with the faster group as well. I can keep up. Unless a dragon takes another piece out of me.”

Maximus hesitated. “Are you sure? It’s going to be long, fast days and short nights.”

“I’m sure,” I said.

Tor had saved me from the webbed-foot dragon, but that didn’t mean I wanted to travel with him for days on end without Maximus to keep him in line. And I still didn’t know who had planted the red urchin.

Alexander reached for my hand. “I go where Jade goes.”

Maximus shrugged. “Anyone else?”

Octavian crossed his arms. “On second thought, I’m a faster swimmer than Orua. It’s probably more practical for me to stay with you.”

Maximus growled deep in his throat. “Pick your group, and stop drifting in the current. This is a crisis.”

Octavian bowed his head. “I apologize.”

I glanced at Alexander, my mind whirling. An uncomfortable suspicion settled in the pit of my stomach, and my gills pulsed.

Is it Octavian?

We’d all just been through an intense situation. Octavian’s behavior could have any one of a thousand explanations. But it didn’t sit right with me.

Maximus nodded. “We’ll need to gather food on the reef, but there won’t be time to weave hammocks or search out supplies. There’s no way to make this an easy journey for any of us.” He locked eyes with Orua and then with Tor. “Keep them safe.”

Orua and Tor clenched their fists to their chests.

“With our lives,” said Orua.

“I know you will, Ru.”

Orua darted toward Maximus, threw her arms around his neck, and whispered something in his ear that I couldn’t quite make out. I averted my eyes when she pulled him into a desperate kiss, and Alexander squeezed my hand.

“We’ll be alright,” I murmured. “All of us.” But my throat felt tight.

Orua pulled back from Maximus. “See you in Thessalonike.”

Maximus’s voice sounded huskier than normal as he said, “Let’s go.”

Maximus, Tiria, Octavian, Senator Ti, Alexander, and I shot over the reef, leaving the others behind.

True to her word, Senator Ti kept up with the rest of us with no outward signs of exertion. We soared over green anemones and stands of fire coral as the glistening surface above gradually took on the pinkish hue that warned of impending nightfall.

The drop-off opened up in front of us, and I pulled up in surprise. The current had been skimming us along faster than I’d anticipated. I glanced from the open expanse of water to the surface and back. Surely we wouldn’t try to cross it in the evening, when sharks and dragons were most likely to be on the hunt.

Maximus squared his jaw. “We’ll cross it and get a couple hours of sleep on the other side.”

I pushed down my panic. I’d volunteered to be part of this group. I couldn’t lose my nerve now.

Tiria opened her mouth and then closed it again. When she finally spoke, her voice sounded strangled. “Is that wise?”

Maximus shook his head. “No, but we have no choice.”

“We can’t warn the king if we’re dead.”

“Nor can we risk getting caught by a Neptunian scouting patrol.”

Alexander turned his wide amber eyes to me, and I whispered, “This is the drop-off where we were attacked by the dragon. We lost one of the guards.”

He put his arm around me. “We’ve got this.”

I gave him a small smile. “Thanks.”

Senator Ti huffed. “We’ll be fine. What are we waiting for?”

When no one else raised an objection, Tiria gave a grim nod. “I suppose I’m outnumbered.”

With his hand on the hilt of his blade, Maximus launched off the edge of the drop-off, and the rest of us fell in line behind him. I led Alexander toward the front of the group, as far away as we could get from Octavian.

“Did you think it odd that Octavian switched groups twice?” I whispered to Alexander.

He blinked twice at me. “I wasn’t really paying attention.”

I fought to keep from rolling my eyes. “I think he might have planted the urchin in my bag. He could be in league with the anti-monarchists.”

Alexander turned his head to face forward. “We don’t know that for sure, but it’s wise to be careful. No matter how much you trust Maximus, I think it’s best if we take turns keeping watch while the group sleeps.”

“I trust Maximus with my life,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean I think he’ll be able to keep an eye on me while we’re pushing so quickly toward the city.”

“The would-be killer might not be focused on you anymore. After the attack on Marbella, well . . . we all have bigger problems than the questions of monarchy and democracy.” 

“Unless the anti-monarchists decide to use the instability caused by the Neptunians to oust the king.” I tried not to think about how cold the water had gotten or how deep it extended below us. This chasm seemed even more unending in the fading light.

He scoffed. “It’d be suicide.”

“Not if they swore loyalty to the Neptunians.”

Click. Click. Click.

Panic welled in my chest, and my gaze darted around the abyss.

Not again.


Chapter Twenty-Six


“Keep moving,” Maximus called. “We don’t know that it’s hunting us.”

It’s hunting something.

I gripped Alexander’s hand as visions of spinning helplessly down into the darkness overwhelmed me.

Haven’t we already dealt with our fair share of monsters?

Then I heard a low-pitched groan off to my right.

“Dragon?” I asked, my voice tight.

“The clicking’s a webbed-foot,” said Maximus, his fingers relaxing on his spear, “but not the song. Sounds like a humpback whale to me.”

I squinted against the darkness below but didn’t see anything.

Then a shadow loomed just behind me, and I clamped my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming.

Maximus and Octavian whirled around, their weapons at the ready. Then Maximus laughed. “Hey there.”

I turned and found two enormous whales swimming behind us. My heart raced. 

“Are they safe?” Alexander asked.

“We’re safer next to these guys than anywhere else in the ocean,” said Maximus. “Not even a webbed-foot dragon would dare take them on.”

The knowledge didn’t quite calm the quivering in my muscles, even though I knew it should. I wondered if we’d ever really escape the danger around us.

“Well, I’ll take it.” Alexander cracked his knuckles and eased forward.

The clicking noise sounded again, closer this time, and I searched for any sign of the dragon. 

Then I saw it. “Down there!”

Two fathoms below us, a tattered webbed-foot dragon no longer than my forearm paddled desperately away from the whales.

“Look!” I pointed. “Its left-front foot.”

The webbing between its taloned toes had been shredded, and the foot hung listlessly at the dragon’s side. It was just a baby, and it was struggling to swim in the bottomless chasm.

It was just so small and . . . defenseless. I glanced back at the whales to reassure myself that there weren’t any full-size dragons in our immediate vicinity. Then I darted down, away from the safety of the group, and reached my hand out toward the tiny dragon.

It lurched away from me and snapped at my hand.

“Hush.” My fingers trailed over its ridged back, and it relaxed at my touch. “You won’t make it out here in the wild with that foot. I’m going to help you.”

“What are you doing?” Maximus called, his voice laced with frustration.

I wanted to explain that I couldn’t leave it to the mercy of the depths, that somehow it reminded me of Kiki as a baby, helpless and alone in a wild, unpredictable world.

But that wouldn’t convince Maximus of anything.

The dragon let me scratch behind its ears, and then I carefully gathered it into my arms. It tensed at first, but relaxed when I gripped it securely against my chest.

I floated up to rejoin the group. “It’s injured. If we leave it out here, it’ll die.”

Maximus shook his head. “You can’t bring it. It won’t keep up.”

“I’ll carry it.”

“Then you’ll slow us down.”

I bit my lip but didn’t look away from Maximus. “I’ll tow it like you towed me after I got attacked.”

Maximus rubbed his temples. “We don’t have any rope. Just leave it. The only good dragon’s a dead dragon.”

I set my jaw. It was just a baby. I was sure I could raise it to be tame.

“We’ll use my wrap.” Alexander unwound the rectangular cloth from his body and gestured for me to loosen my grip on the webbed-foot. He started to tie it around the dragon’s body, but it snapped at his hand and lurched away. I caught it before it sank away from us and rubbed its cheek again.

Then I gestured for Alexander to hand me one end of the wrap, and I tied it around the dragon while Alexander looped the other end around his wrist. Even with everything else happening, I couldn’t help but admire Alexander’s muscular torso and strong arms.

Oh, how I’d missed him.

“There,” said Alexander when he finished. “I’ll take it first, and Jade will pull it when I get tired.”

Maximus rolled his eyes. “I don’t have time for this. If you slow down, you get left behind. I have a duty to the king.”

Tiria folded her arms and floated vertically, facing me. “Its mother will follow us.”

I stared at her. “It’s a dragon.”

“I’m aware.”

Senator Ti smirked. “It hatched out of an egg, Sergeant. Its mother isn’t caring for it.”

She shrugged. “Well, I’m not saving Jade if she chases us down.”

We took off again, following Maximus, and I drifted back to the end of the rope to swim with my hand on the dragon’s back. It chirped at me, and I scratched its ears again.

“You’ll be okay, little one.” I studied his pudgy face and the spiny row of ridges that ran up his iridescent back. “A’a. I’m gonna call you A’a.”

A’a squawked and rubbed his head against my arm like he was marking me with his scent. Do dragons have scent glands? I wasn’t sure.

I rested my hand on his back again.

“You’ll be alright.”

In the deepening darkness, I struggled to see Maximus at the front of the group.

One of the whales behind us sang another note, this one higher, and then both of them dove downward into the trench. Octavian, Tiria, and I fought to keep from being sucked under with the whales, and I grabbed Tiria’s hand to pull her with me. Another set of clicks sounded off to our left, this time so far away I could barely hear it.

“Keep moving,” called Maximus.

Tiria cast me a soft glance and then dropped back to swim alongside Octavian.

The trip through the trench felt like it took an eternity, and when I detected the reef of bone-white coral ahead of us, I nearly cried out with relief.

“Do you want me to take A’a?” I asked Alexander.

“Hmm?”

“The dragon.”

“Ah . . . ah?”

I raised my eyebrows at him. “No, A’a. Like when lava cools and is rough and ridged?”

He gave me a blank look.

“Didn’t you ever pay attention in school?”

“I paid great attention in school.”

I stopped short, realizing that we’d learned about lava formations after Alexander left. I feel like a harp—no, not like a harpy. Like a . . . like I’m insensitive.

I needed better metaphors.

“Well . . . do you want me to take him?”

“Oh.” He shook his head. “No. He hardly weighs anything.”

“Thanks so much for taking my side back there. I know he’s a dragon, but I . . . couldn’t stand by. Not when I could do something to save him.”

Alexander rolled his eyes, but a grin turned up the edges of his lips. “You never can. It drives me crazy, but it’s one of the reasons I love you.”

My heart beat a little faster, and a tingling sensation flowed through my whole body. When we swept over the coral, I relaxed and realized how exhausted I was.

“Just a little farther,” said Maximus. “I’d like us to be out of sight of the breakwater before we rest for the night.”

“Wait,” Tiria said. “If we go any farther, we won’t find food. This is the only side of the reef where there’s any life left at all.”

Maximus nodded. “Everyone, take five minutes to gather food for tonight and tomorrow morning. Don’t get too much. We won’t be able to carry it all day.”

I collected some seaweed and a couple of prawns, but there wasn’t much food even here. I wished we’d stayed on the far reef.

When Maximus deemed we’d amassed enough, he gestured us forward again. My arms ached, and a stab of pain shot through the scar on my fin, but I fought to keep pace with the others. At last, Maximus deemed us a safe distance from the edge of the reef, and we swam down to rest on a patch of bare sand.

“Better to sleep here than on dead coral,” said Maximus. “We’ll only be here a couple hours.”

When we eased onto the ground, Alexander untied the edge of his wrap from his wrist, while I released A’a.

“Here.” Alexander spread the wrap out on the ground. “Lay on this. It’ll be more comfortable than the sand.”

I shook my head. “I’ll be okay. You use it.” I bit into the seaweed and fed one of the prawns to A’a.

“Remember, one of us needs to keep watch.”

I glanced at Octavian. Every muscle revolted as I said, “You towed A’a all the way here. You should rest.”

He glanced at my face. “You’re exhausted, Jade.”

“Look,” I said, “I swear to you I’ll wake you up after an hour, as best as I can measure it, so that I can get some sleep, too.”

He pursed his lips but nodded. “One hour.”

I tucked my fin underneath me, right next to Alexander’s wrap. A’a curled up on my lap and nuzzled against my elbow.

With a ghost of a grin on his lips, Alexander lay down and reached for my other wrist. A’a bared his teeth at Alexander, and I laughed as I tucked my arm tighter around my tiny new friend. 

Then I covered Alexander’s hand with mine and watched as he drifted off to sleep.

Maximus untied his own wrap and spread it out on the seafloor. He glanced at me. “Octavian’s keeping watch.”

I gave him a sad smile. “Too much on my mind to sleep.”

“You need your rest.”

“I’ll get a little. I promise.”

He shook his head and lay down.

I caressed A’a’s back and let my attention wander back to Alexander. He looked younger—more peaceful—while he slept. It almost reminded me of when we were kids, back before my father died and Alexander left. When things were simpler.

But they’d never been simpler for Alexander.

I closed my eyes. His mother had abandoned him, his father had been a puffer-poison addict, and I’d never known. How could I have been so blind? And I’d been so angry when he left.

To be fair, the timing had been terrible—so soon after Father’s death. Still, I hadn’t given Alexander the benefit of the doubt or considered that he might have had a good reason for leaving.

And I wished I had. Yet another black mark to add to my tally of selfish actions.

A’a swished his tail back and forth, and I smiled at him.

“Where am I going to keep you, little one?” I cooed at him. “When you get bigger, you’ll need to be out on the reef. I hope Kiki gets used to you. She doesn’t like webbed-foot dragons. But she’ll come around. You’ll see.” I gently picked up his tattered foot. “You’ll need to stay on the reef now. You can’t swim in deep water like your dragon friends.”

He squeaked.

“I know. It isn’t fair.”

I blinked back a wave of exhaustion that threatened to overtake me. I couldn’t rest my eyes, or I’d fall asleep.

A’a yawned, and I yawned in response. Then he curled up again and tucked his head under his good foot.

I looked around the group but avoided eye contact with Octavian. I didn’t have the energy to face the uncomfortable questions I had about him.

I blinked again, slower this time. Don’t . . . fall . . . asleep.

I stretched out, trying to stay awake. Exhaustion was overtaking me, and I didn’t have a chance of staying awake if I remained sitting still.

I set A’a on my shoulder and let myself float upward. Then I flipped toward a giant bulb of coral about a dozen tail-lengths away. When I reached it, I turned around and swam back toward Alexander. I took three laps, trying not to think about how sore I was. When I reached the rounded coral the fourth time, I stopped and looked over it, trying to see if I could find a spirobranchus crown to play with.

A chirp from A’a jolted me to attention. I jerked around just in time to see a shadowy form lunging toward me.

I cried out just before Octavian’s fingers closed over my gills.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


I locked eyes with Octavian, and for a moment, he looked just like Tor.

Then a blur of brown hair and orange scales bowled into Octavian, forcing him off me. With a rush of relief, my gills flared open, and my vision cleared.

Alexander and Octavian spun through the water, locked in a death-grip. Maximus hurtled toward them.

I grabbed at my neck and realized I wasn’t injured. A’a had alerted me just in time.

A’a. Where did A’a go? I looked from side to side but didn’t see him.

Maximus grabbed Alexander by the back of his shoulders and dragged him away from Octavian.

“Stop!” I yelled.

Senator Ti and Tiria raised their heads.

“What the depths is going on?” Tiria hissed.

I couldn’t answer. I darted toward Maximus and Alexander, not caring that my trajectory took me right past Octavian. Maximus hadn’t seen Octavian attack me. He had to know the fight wasn’t Alexander’s fault.

“Maximus! Let him go.” I halted right next to them and pulled at his arm.

Maximus brushed me off and pinned Alexander’s arms behind his back. “What. Happened?” He glanced from Alexander to me to Octavian.

Alexander’s gills flared. “Jade screamed and woke me up. Octavian attacked her.”

I wasn’t even shaking this time. My whole body felt numb.

Could you get used to near-death experiences?

Maximus’s gaze snapped to me. “Is this true?”

I closed my eyes. “Yes.”

Maximus released Alexander. “And why would he attack you?”

Then the tremors began, starting deep in my core. “I don’t know.” My voice cracked. “But someone planted that urchin, back on our first day.”

Maximus turned his attention to Octavian. “Why?” His voice sounded bone-tired.

Octavian didn’t answer. I expected him to swim away, to try to escape, but he stayed where he was.

Alexander swam to me and pulled me into a hug. “Are you alright?”

I nodded. And I wasn’t lying. I was shaking, but I somehow felt stronger and more alive than I had in a long time.

They will not win.

But I wished I knew who they were.

Nothing made sense anymore. The anti-monarchists didn’t have a reason to kill me, either. Not really. They might not like me, but why go to such depths?

To get to Mother, perhaps. Or to create a distraction.

But if we couldn’t figure out the why, we couldn’t figure out how to make it stop.

And we didn’t know who else might be targeted.

“Why?” Maximus yelled. He bolted to Octavian and grabbed him by the shoulders, digging his fingers into Octavian’s pale skin.

Octavian stared downward. “I can’t tell you that. I’m sorry, Max.”

Maximus pushed Octavian to the seafloor and shoved him face-first into the bulb of coral. 

Octavian winced.

“Why. Did. You. Do. It?”

Octavian glanced at me and then locked eyes with Maximus. “I didn’t want to, I swear. I didn’t want any of this.”

“Depths,” Maximus hissed.

My thoughts raced. Was Octavian working with the anti-monarchists, or had he done this on the king’s orders? Was Alexander right? Was the king trying to have me killed?

A’a chittered from somewhere behind me, and I darted away from Alexander and peeked underneath a nearby brain coral.

“A’a! You’re okay!” I reached for A’a, and he crept toward me. When the tip of his nose brushed my finger, I stretched forward to scratch his cheek. A purring sound—so different from the clicks we’d heard in the trench—emanated from the back of his throat.

“Come here,” I murmured.

He rubbed his face against my hand and then scampered forward into my lap.

“You saved me, little buddy,” I said.

Alexander cleared his throat.

“You saved me, too.” I looked up at him, and emotion bubbled in my throat. “Thank you.”

He sank to the seafloor and reached toward A’a. “I guess you’re part of the family, too, huh? Did you know you have a big sister named Kiki?”

A’a turned away from Alexander and nuzzled against me.

A soft smile played on my lips as I looked at Alexander and A’a. I suppressed the dread I felt at Octavian’s betrayal and our imminent return to Thessalonike, and I steeled myself. No, I wouldn’t feel dread. I’d take my anger and channel it into strength, not weakness.

They. Will. Not. Win.

Alexander tilted my chin up. “Hey, we’re going to get through all of this.”

I closed my eyes and nodded. “Yes. We will.” It wasn’t a question. When I opened my eyes, Alexander was staring back at Octavian. “The anti-monarchists?”

“Let’s ask him.” I pushed up from the seafloor and lifted A’a up to my shoulder. He intertwined his tail with my hair as I swam toward Octavian and Maximus.

“Did the anti-monarchists send you?” I kept my voice as flat and unemotional as I could manage.

Octavian clenched his teeth. “I already said that I can’t say.”

“Come on, Octavian,” Maximus pleaded. “I don’t want you to get executed over this, but that’s what the king will do if you don’t talk. Tell us what’s going on, and we might be able to protect you somehow.”

I bit my tongue. I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted Octavian protected.

Octavian shook his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t have a choice.”

Somehow, I almost wished he’d raged at me and cursed me to the depths. I could have more easily dealt with anger than the listless expression on his face.

Senator Ti gave a sardonic, cracking laugh. “There’s always a choice, boy. There are never only two options. The world’s far too complex for that.”

He didn’t respond.

Maximus’s shoulders slumped. “Alexander, Tiria, give me a hand.”

Alexander swam to his side.

I glanced at Tiria, whose face had gone white. She didn’t move, so I floated forward to take her place.

“I’ll help,” I said, my voice steady.

Maximus nodded. “We don’t have time to take him with us. We have to get to the city as quickly as possible, and there aren’t enough of us to split into two groups again.”

“So, we just leave him here?” Alexander asked.

Maximus ran a hand through his hair. “Do you have any better ideas? If I stay with him, I leave the group unprotected and neglect my duty to the king.”

“We’ll bring him with us,” I said.

“And he’ll slow us down.”

“What’s to stop him from following us?” I crossed my arms.

Maximus gestured to a rock that jutted up from the sand. “We tie him up. With his wrap.”

Alexander opened his mouth and then closed it again.

Octavian lurched forward, breaking free from Maximus’s grasp.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Octavian’s momentum carried him toward Senator Ti and Tiria. Maximus and Alexander gave chase, but Senator Ti commanded my attention. With a quick movement she shifted into Octavian’s path and beat him back with a powerful stroke of her wing-fin. The water’s momentum knocked him off his course, and as he scrambled to regain his equilibrium, Maximus pulled out his blade and smashed the blunt edge against Octavian’s head.

Octavian sank down to the seafloor, his eyes closed. At first, I thought Maximus had killed him, but I was relieved to see his gills still moving.

Maximus studied him, his eyes heavy with grief. “As I said, we tie him up.”

“He’ll die.” I shook my head. “We can’t do that, or we’re as bad as he is.”

The corner of Maximus’s mouth tightened. “The knot won’t hold him forever. He’ll wake up and be free by high tide. Even if he can’t escape, we’ll leave our breakfast provisions for him. The other group is likely to stumble on him in the next day if he hasn’t managed to get himself loose. And I’ll return myself to collect him as soon as I’ve informed the king of the situation.”

I chewed on my lower lip. “What if there’s a shark?”

A hard expression settled on Maximus’s face. “Then he shouldn’t have tried to kill you.”

Senator Ti moved forward alongside me. “He’s right, Jade.”

I nodded, but I couldn’t look at any of them as Maximus undid Octavian’s wrap. Then I bit back a sob as Alexander and Maximus picked up Octavian’s limp form, bound his wrists, and tied him to the rock.

We didn’t have any good options, but despite all of Maximus’s reassurances, I felt like a murderer.

As soon as we turned our backs, Maximus said, “Time to move on. We have a duty.”

The first glimmer of pink light had begun to cut through the water, and we all nodded.

A somber expression lay heavy on Senator Ti’s face. “Yes. I’m eager to speak with your king.”

Tiria still hadn’t said anything, and I reached out a hand to her as Maximus and Alexander picked up their wraps. “Hey. You okay?”

She stared off into the distance. “I just wouldn’t have imagined it. He’s a member of the Guard, you know. They’ve taken vows to defend the king and the city with their lives.” A flush colored her cheeks.

I cocked my head. “Were you and he . . . ”

She shook her head. “Oh, no. Nothing was ever said. I guess I’d just thought . . . ” She bit her lip. “I don’t know. It was silly. Doesn’t matter anymore.”

“I’m sorry.”

She jerked back. “I said it doesn’t matter.”

“Okay.” I was sorry I’d asked.

Maximus finished tying his wrap, and Alexander looped his around A’a and handed me the other end.

“Your turn,” Alexander said.

“Let’s go,” Maximus said. “Before Octavian wakes up and gets free of his bonds.”

I eased A’a onto my shoulder but held tight to the end of Alexander’s wrap. We took off toward home, and I summoned the courage to ask, “Where will Octavian go if he escapes?”

Maximus shrugged. “If it weren’t for the Neptunian invasion, I’d say back to Marbella. But the only thing he can do now is come back to Thessalonike to face justice.”

Senator Ti surged forward. “He could try his luck striking out for a distant city.”

“Not unless he has a death wish,” said Maximus.

“It’s not so bleak a journey as that,” said Senator Ti. “The seven kingdoms, perhaps. Too far for regular trips, certainly, but not so far as to be impossible. Especially if he were able to get overlander help.”

Maximus scoffed. “He’ll come back to Thessalonike.”

“What’s to stop him from defecting to the Neptunians?” I asked, focusing on the dead white coral beneath me. 

A’a squeaked in my ear.

Senator Ti flapped her fin-wings harder. “She has a point. There’s no reason he couldn’t.”

Maximus growled deep in his throat. “He wouldn’t defect.”

Senator Ti chuckled. “He just tried to kill someone from the upper echelons of your society. You’d be surprised what people will do when they think they have no other options. And don’t think that the Neptunians would reject him. If they took Marbella, they’ll want Thessalonike, too, and the information a soldier can give them is valuable.”

“Should we go back for him?” Tiria’s voice cracked.

Maximus shook his head. “We need only concern ourselves with getting this information to the king, and we’re too vulnerable if we split up. We continue on.”

We swam in silence for what felt like an eternity, until the sight of the next drop-off jerked me out of my reverie. A’a dug his claws into my shoulder as we looked over at the deep water.

“Stay with me, okay?” I said to him. “Remember, you can’t swim like most dragons.”

A’a chirped.

Alexander almost smiled. “Talkative little fella, isn’t he?”

“Everyone ready?” Maximus asked as we stared at the bottomless trench. “This cut isn’t as long or as dangerous, but we still need to cross it as quickly as we can.”

As if we haven’t already been pushing ourselves to a frenetic pace.

We launched over the breakwater, and I found myself swimming alongside Senator Ti.

“You still doing okay with the speed of the journey?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes. “I may be old, Miss Cleopola, but I’m a harpy. My wings cut through the water with twice the power your fins do.”

It made sense. I’d been in awe at the way she’d cut short Octavian’s escape.

I quirked my lips. “Well, I guess I’m the only one struggling with the pace, then.”

Senator Ti jerked her head back at Tiria and Alexander. “They both are, too. I can tell. They don’t want to let on. Maximus will have to let you all rest a bit longer next time.”

I bit my fingernail. “I’m sorry about Marbella. I wish we could have done something.”

She squared her shoulders as she sliced through the water. “I do, too. But we can only move forward and hope the city can still be saved.” After a long pause, she asked, “Are you afraid to return to Thessalonike?”

I let my gills flap twice as I thought about the question.

“Yes. Someone has tried to kill me three times, now. If they’re that determined, they probably won’t stop until they finish the job.”

She nodded. “They might not.”

“How comforting.”

A low laugh emanated from her throat. “I don’t pretend the tides are favorable when they’re not. Both of us are taking a risk going to your city.”

“Are you afraid?”

She stared off into the distance. “I’m too old to be afraid. I’ve seen worse days.”

“Worse than Marbella overtaken by an army?”

Her jaw tightened. “Marbella was not my first home.”

I hesitated, unsure whether to pry any further. Turning my eyes away, I reached up to scratch A’a under his chin.

She continued, “The massacre happened a long time ago, and not many of my sisters survived. I’ve been in Marbella since I was young, and I’ll do what I must to save her. Even going to Thessalonike.”

I wanted to reassure her that Thessalonike would welcome her, but I knew better than to lie. If even the naiads couldn’t make a home among us, I had no hopes that my people would treat a harpy with respect. At least she could find refuge in the ambassador’s house.

And Mother would see to it that Senator Ti got an audience with the king. I’d make sure of it.
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A grueling day later, we caught sight of the kelp forest that marked the edge of the Thessaloniken reef. My relief outweighed the anxiety in my stomach. We were almost home. The brutal, exhausting journey was over, and once we reached the gates, we could begin to recoup and figure out what to do next.

I wondered what had become of the chancellor. Surely the Neptunians wouldn’t have massacred Marbella’s citizens—but I didn’t know what they’d do to its leadership.

“Swim up, above the kelp,” Maximus called.

“Isn’t that more dangerous?” Dull exhaustion laced Tiria’s words.

“Swimming through the forest will only slow us down.”

Tiria muttered something about the frantic pace we’d been keeping, but she surged forward with the rest of us.

Almost there.

When we rose above the waving brown seaweed, my heart leapt.

Thessalonike.

We came to a halt. The city’s pink and teal coral rose toward the surface in an elegant spiral, so beautiful I thought my heart might break. A strangled sob rose in my throat.

Home.

I hadn’t realized how much I missed it.

Alexander squeezed my hand. “It’s good to be home.”

I didn’t ever want to leave again.

I imagined what it would look like if the Neptunians came here, pouring over the wall and fighting with the Guard in the canals, and cold determination welled up within me. It couldn’t happen. We wouldn’t let it.

“Just a little farther,” Maximus said.

Every muscle in my body screamed as we pushed forward again.

Just a little farther.

The kelp waved beneath me as if to say, Welcome. My gaze greedily swept over the reef that I’d grown up on swimming with Kiki.

As soon as we reached the other side of the kelp forest and swam downward again, I clicked my tongue and called, “Kiki?”

A frantic squeal answered me.

I looked wildly from side to side and found a gray blur barreling toward me from the direction of the city.

I forgot my exhaustion and bolted for her. “Kiki!”

A’a dug his claws into my shoulder, and I pulled up short. I reached up, peeled him off my shoulder, and cradled him against my chest. With two swift movements, I untied Alexander’s wrap from A’a’s body and handed it back to Alexander.

“You’re alright,” I cooed. “Time to meet your sister.”

Kiki soared over me and spun around to push her nose into my shoulder. I wrapped my free arm around her. “I’ve missed you.”

She gave a few rapid clicks and then shrieked and jerked backward, her eyes trained on A’a.

A’a burrowed into the crook of my arm and squeaked.

“Kiki.” I reached toward her head. “It’s okay. He’s just a baby.”

She snorted.

I put my hand on my hip. “Are you going to be nice?”

Maximus cleared his throat. “You done yet?”

I nodded toward the city. “Go on, and tell the king what’s happened. I’ll be along in a minute.”

Senator Ti laid a hand on my shoulder. “I’d like you to be with us when we explain it to the king.”

I cocked my head. “Why?”

A’a scampered onto my shoulder.

A sad smile played on Senator Ti’s lips, and she glanced at Maximus. “So you can convince your mother of how serious the situation is. If Cleo takes us seriously, so will the king.”

Maximus nodded. “She’s right. We need to stay together until we’ve finished our job.”

My jaw tightened. I was so utterly exhausted, but I bowed. “Then let’s go.”

I scratched Kiki’s neck and murmured that I’d be back soon. She swam with us—steering clear of A’a—until we’d nearly reached the city gate, and then she took off over a field of seagrass.

“Soon, friend,” I whispered. A’a’s tail relaxed onto my back as soon as Kiki was out of sight.

As we swept up to the city gate, I took in the small station of guards at the gate. Only four mer stood watch, and they didn’t look particularly attentive. At least a dozen others would be patrolling various parts of the city wall, more on the lookout for sharks than anything else. We hadn’t seen an invasion in countless generations.

Maximus raised his hand. “Artemis,” he greeted the ranking guard.

She smiled. “Maximus. Good to see you.”

Her gaze darted over our party, and her eyes widened. She gave me a curt nod before turning back to Maximus. “What’s happened? Where are the others?”

He reached out and grasped her forearm. “They’re behind us. We had to rush back. We must go to the king immediately.”

A broad-chested guard cleared his throat. “What’s the harpy doing here?” He adjusted his grip on his spear.

Maximus raised his eyebrows. “You’ll show the distinguished senator respect, Othello. Senator Ti is a guest from Marbella.”

Othello scoffed. “You know we can’t let a harpy in.”

Maximus rolled his eyes, but Senator Ti kept her face completely neutral. I was impressed. In Marbella, she brooked no arguments, but she could be diplomatic after all. When she chose.

Artemis chewed her lower lip. “He’s right, Max. Especially not right after the naiad situation.”

Then Othello looked at me, and his attention fixed on A’a. “Or a webbed-foot dragon, for that matter. I don’t care whose daughter you are.”

Maximus’s gills flared. “Excuse me?” He leaned forward, and his voice grew dangerously quiet. “The wall may be your jurisdiction, Lieutenant, but I outrank you. Let us pass, or I’ll see you thrown out of the Guard.”

Artemis reared back. “What the depths? Touchy.”

“Our errand is urgent.” Maximus relaxed his shoulders. “And the senator must be allowed to accompany us.”

Artemis shrugged. “If I hear from the king, I’ll tell him you pulled rank. I’m not going to be sunk by this.”

“Guard the wall. Sound the alarm if you see anything out of the ordinary.” 

Othello muttered, “A harpy and a dragon are out of the ordinary.”

Maximus cast him a sideways glance as he pushed past them, and we followed in his wake. 

Othello scowled at Senator Ti as we passed by, and I darted forward to swim between them. I met his glare with a glower of my own. He didn’t back down, but he also didn’t move to prevent us from entering Thessalonike.

I tried to calm my racing heartbeat as I took in the familiar sights and sounds of my city, and my whole being relaxed.

“I missed this,” said Alexander.

“Me too.” I looped my little finger around his.

“It’s vibrant,” said Senator Ti. “The coral is lovely.” Then the lines around her eyes tightened. “Very different from home.”

I wondered if she meant Marbella or the place she was originally from.

I gestured toward city center, at the tallest spires of coral. “There’s the palace. The king is likely in court this time of day.”

She halted. “I’d like to send word to Cado to meet us there.”

Maximus tightened his lips. “There—”

“I’ll go,” said Alexander. “There’s no reason I need to be present when you go to the king.” He cast me a dry look. “In fact, if Lady Cleo is there, it’s probably best that I’m not.”

Senator Ti visibly calmed. “Thank you, Alexander. Tell Cado to meet us there as soon as he can. That it’s a matter of life and death.”

Alexander clasped a fist to his chest. “I’d be honored.”

He whirled around and swam down the nearest canal and around a corner, and we took off back toward the palace.

Almost there. Almost. There.

Tiria murmured something to Maximus.

Senator Ti tilted her head toward me. “Will your mother be at court as well?”

I glanced at a tide glass fixed to the exterior wall of a shop. “I expect so. If she’s not, I’ll see that she’s sent for.”

Senator Ti clenched her hands—the first outward sign of nerves I’d ever seen from her. “I hope your king will prove reasonable.”

“I’m sure he will.”

I wasn’t at all sure, but that didn’t seem like a helpful thing to say.

He’s been growing paranoid, Mother had said.

I bit the inside of my lip and silently begged the tides for a good current.

We moved onto a crowded canal, and my skin prickled. During the days leading up to Tor’s trial, I’d felt conspicuous out in public, like everyone was staring at me, but that had been nothing compared to the reaction Senator Ti was getting.

Two girls of about twelve covered their mouths and openly gawked, and a mother pulled her child tighter against her chest.

And those were just the mer nearest us.

Murmurs ran through the crowd, and one by one, every head on the canal turned toward us like a rippling wave.

Senator Ti ignored them all, gliding forward like she was queen of the city. I couldn’t detect any of the nerves that had surfaced in her a moment earlier. I lifted my chin high and followed her.

Tiria darted to my side, her eyes on the seafloor. “Everyone’s staring,” she whispered.

“Of course they are.” I didn’t bother lowering my voice. Let the passersby hear. “What did you expect?”

“I don’t know,” she hissed. “I just didn’t realize we’d attract this much attention.”

I bit back a smirk. “We’re swimming through the canals of Thessalonike with a harpy.”

She pursed her lips and fell quiet.

I glanced at her, and my eyes softened. “We’re almost there, Tiria. You’re doing your duty.”

But even if I hadn’t seen the expression on her pale face, I knew that wouldn’t be enough to satisfy the rumors that would fly through the city.

My own social standing had already weathered a turbulent current, but I couldn’t bring myself to care if it withstood this one. Too much had happened. And besides, who knew what shape the city would take in a year? Would we be subject to the Neptunians? Wiped out completely? Overrun by anti-monarchists with no love for the nobility?

My throat tightened as I realized that, if the Neptunians had successfully overthrown Marbella—which seemed like a certainty—we didn’t have anywhere to go. There was no alternate plan if Thessalonike became too dangerous to stay.

I supposed we could make for a far-distant land—one of the seven kingdoms, perhaps—but the odds were against us surviving the journey. It’d be different if we were trained for that sort of thing or had an excellent navigator with us—but I certainly wasn’t going to ask Tor to come.

The crowd parted before us as if afraid that Senator Ti might brush up against them.

Tiria grasped my wrist and dug in her fingernails, and I resisted the urge to pull free and slap her.

Almost there.

We turned onto the final canal and could see the palace directly ahead of us. We traveled along the wall toward court, and I forced myself to finish the last leg of our frenetic journey. When we reached the outer doors, Maximus nodded at the two guards stationed outside, and we surged past them and through the tall doors before they had a chance to object to Senator Ti’s presence.

As my eyes adjusted to the dim interior light cast by the swaths of bioluminaries that dotted the ceiling, I gradually took in the room.

The king sat on his throne with three of his advisors gathered in front. Mother was there, as were Barnabas and Galena. They turned toward us as one, and when the king’s eyes lighted on Senator Ti, he rose from his throne and squinted at her from beneath his heavy brows.

“I trust you have a good explanation for this,” he demanded, staring straight at Maximus.

I locked eyes with Mother and silently implored her for help.

“Your Majesty.” Maximus bowed and clasped his fist to his heart. “Marbella is overrun by invaders. You must call the Guard to arms.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


The king raised both his hands. “You forget yourself, Captain Maximus. There is nothing I must do. Would anyone care to tell me why a harpy is floating in my court? And where is Lavinia?” He glowered at Senator Ti.

I made eye contact with Mother. The king’s response was so shortsighted and petulant, even for him, that I almost didn’t believe it.

Ti met his eyes with a steely gaze. “My name is Senator Ti, and I was sent by the chancellor of Marbella. Invaders came upon us suddenly, and there was not time to appoint a Marbellan messenger more suited to your backward prejudices. Lavinia, for your information, is on her way, along with the rest of the delegation. We deemed the errand urgent enough to warrant splitting up.”

Maybe she’s not so good at diplomacy after all.

Senator Ti and the king stared at each other for what felt like an unending moment, and then the king burst out laughing.

“She’s got magma.” He glanced at Barnabas. “Better a harpy who speaks her mind than the lying mer we’ve been dealing with these last days.”

Senator Ti pressed her lips into a tight line, and I got the distinct impression that she wasn’t going to dignify the king’s words with a response.

Mother caught my eye again. “Are you alright?” she mouthed.

I gave her an almost imperceptible nod, and her features relaxed. She stared at A’a, still perched on my shoulder, and then at me, and I shrugged. I’d explain later.

The king, for his part, didn’t acknowledge the oddity of a baby webbed-foot dragon in the court. Neither did Galena or Barnabas.

Galena ran a hand through her hair. “Marbella is . . . overrun?”

Maximus dipped his head. “I’m afraid so. An army calling itself the Neptunians arrived two, almost three days ago. I can only imagine they’re on their way here next. And there is, of course, the mutual-defense treaty to consider.”

“Thank you for bringing us this news.” The king stroked his beard. “This is distressing. I’ll call a full council at once to deliberate on our response to this threat. For now”—he looked straight at Maximus—“go and have all the Guard summoned to full readiness. We must be prepared for aggression from these Neptunians.”

Maximus bowed. “Yes, Your Majesty.” He turned and swam for the door, pausing just a moment to look back at Tiria and nod.

Tiria’s gills flared, and she faced King Stephanos. “I’m prepared to make a full report on the situation, sir. Lavinia will have more to add when she arrives, but the journey was difficult for her.”

“The other three guards are with her?” Mother asked.

I made eye contact with Mother. “She has two guards. We lost Athena to a webbed-foot dragon on the journey to Marbella, and Octavian proved a traitor, but Orua and Tor are with her.”

“Tor?” Mother spat.

“Oh,” I said innocently. “You didn’t know?”

Mother whirled on the king. “What is the meaning of this?”

The king studied me, his eyes dark. “Was Lieutenant Tor in any way responsible for the loss of Lieutenant Athena?”

Tiria shook her head. “No, sir. We were divided by the dragon attack. Tor was not with Athena at the time.”

“A dragon nearly killed me.” I watched the king’s face, trying to detect any reaction. “Tor saved my life.”

The king’s jaw tightened, just a little, like he was trying to keep his face still.

Certainty rushed over me. The king had wanted Tor convicted of something. Another crime, especially so soon after Anna’s death, would warrant expulsion or the death penalty. And I’d been acceptable collateral damage.

Mother said nothing, but her features went rigid. I’d never seen her this angry before, and it scared me.

The king didn’t seem to realize his mistake. He continued, “Tell me what happened in Marbella.”

Tiria gave him a point-by-point account of everything relevant to the Neptunian invasion, starting with the news that Romulus Tertinius had visited Marbella on the same suspicious pretext that he’d used in Thessalonike and ending with our desperate flight from the city.

The king stared her down. “So, you’re saying you didn’t actually see the army?”

Tiria shook her head. “But we heard the beginnings of the attack.”

“I saw it,” I blurted.

All the eyes in the room swiveled toward me.

“Just a glance,” I said, “over the edge of the reef. But I saw the Neptunians. They were just like Romulus Tertinius—bigger than any of our soldiers. And they all rode hippocampi. They carried swords . . . ” I closed my eyes and tried to remember every detail. “Large, black swords. And other weapons I didn’t recognize, but I could describe them, I think.”

Galena studied me. “You’re certain of this?”

“On my life.”

The king stared off into the distance, as if summoning a far-off memory. I’d have given almost anything to be able to listen to his thoughts. At last, he nodded. “Maximus is readying the Guard. We’ll have them stationed all along the wall, and we’ll send continuous patrols to look for signs of an incoming army anywhere along our reef.”

“And what of Marbella?” Senator Ti floated upward, her back as straight as the mast of an overlander’s ship.

The king scoffed. “What of it?”

“Will you not send the Guard to its aid?”

The king chortled. “The reports were clear. There’s no reason to believe we can save Marbella now.”

Mother’s head snapped back toward the king. “We have a treaty,” she hissed.

The king’s gills flared. “Are you questioning my judgment, Lady Cleo?”

“I’m your advisor. It’s my job to comment.”

“Not in front of a foreigner,” said the king in a low, dangerous tone.

The door opened in the back of the room, and Cado swam in. His emerald green hair had been tied back with a cord, but several strands waved loose, as if he hadn’t had time to properly wrap it.

“King Stephanos.” He gave a deep bow and then turned to our group, his bulbous nose even more prominent than normal. “Senator Ti, it’s an honor. I’m sorry we meet again under such circumstances.”

“Cado.” A sad smile turned up the corner of Senator Ti’s lips. “I hope you and Dara are well.”

Another shadow darkened Cado’s face. I recalled that he’d been caught in a very public indiscretion with a Thessaloniken mermaid just weeks earlier, and I couldn’t imagine his home life had been easy for him since.

“Plenty of time for small talk later,” he said. “What did I miss?”

Senator Ti raised her voice. “King Stephanos has decided to flaunt his lack of honor and defy the treaty that stands between our two cities.” Her shoulders slumped, and she grew quiet. “We’re alone, I’m afraid.”

Cado made a gruff noise in the back of his throat. “Not if I have anything to do with it.” He turned to the king with magma in his eyes. “After the millennia of friendship between our cities, you would retreat from your duty?”

The king slammed his fist down on the arm of his throne. “I will not be lectured in my own court. You forget, Ambassador, that we are not a weak-willed democracy here. I am the king, and my word is final.”

I stared at him. His tone sounded so much like a pouting child that I felt embarrassed—for him, for Mother, for the whole city.

She was right. He’s . . . he’s going mad.

I fought the insane urge to scream at him. To tell him to snap out of it, act like a king—not a child. I bit hard on the inside of my lip, and the taste of blood in my mouth jolted me back to reality. Alexander’s eyes were fixed on me. I pressed my lips together and gave him a small smile of reassurance. I wouldn’t do anything to endanger our lives. The king might behave foolishly, but I would not. 

But something broke within me, irrevocably.

I thought of the weak sentence the king settled on Tor, even though we knew him to be guilty. I thought of the dead naiads in the canals. The way the Marbellan Senate was a disorganized mess, but each senator could speak their mind to the chancellor without fear of reprisal. The play I’d seen, where Claira had given a stunning performance as a queen killed for embracing the ideals of democracy.

One merman should not have absolute control.


Chapter Thirty


I willed my face to remain neutral as I left court alongside Senator Ti and Tiria.

“Doddering, bigoted fool,” Senator Ti muttered.

“Hush,” Tiria hissed. She glanced around to make sure the senator hadn’t been overheard. “I know you’re used to being able to speak your mind, but that sort of talk is dangerous here.”

Senator Ti pursed her lips and stared at Tiria, unamused.

“Think of the king like the Benoras.” I picked at the corner of my wrap. “Even in Marbella, you couldn’t mouth off about anyone you wanted to. Not if you wanted to keep yourself and your loved ones safe.”

Cado emerged from the door behind us, shaking his head. His shoulders slumped, and his face was crestfallen. “I don’t know that there’s anything else we can do, Ti.”

I tilted my head, surprised at the informal use of her first name. Then again, is she still a senator if the whole order of Marbella has fallen?

I wondered if we’d soon receive refugees from Marbella.

Wouldn’t that be ironic.

But I suspected only mer would try their luck, and I wondered what everyone else would do. Perhaps they could make do under Neptunian rule.

Or take off for a far-away city.

The naiads, I suspected, would stay unless the conditions were intolerable. If necessary, they could swim along the coastline and try for a river system that might suit them better.

I rubbed my temples.

Senator Ti straightened her spine. “Then we come back tomorrow. Every day until he imprisons us or agrees to send aid.”

Cado nodded, and she reached out to pull him into an embrace.

“It’s good to see you, old friend,” Senator Ti said.

Tiria made a low noise in her throat, and I turned toward her.

“Peace?” I held out my hand. 

She glanced down at it and grasped my forearm. “Peace be upon you.”

We held eye contact, and then I broke away and meandered down the canals toward home.
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I swam up the pathway to my house and realized I didn’t have my key. It was still sitting in my chambers in Marbella.

I winced. Another key would be expensive. But I couldn’t very well retrieve that one.

A’a dug his claws into my shoulder, and I winced. I pulled him into my hands and stared him straight in the eyes. “Stop that.”

After tucking him into the crook of my arm, I tapped gently, almost hesitantly, on the door. I’d never knocked at my own house before. The whole situation felt surreal, especially after the events of the last few weeks. When no answer came, I knocked louder.

Last I’d known, Benjamin was living with Aunt Junia, and I assumed Pippa was, too. And with Mother at court, that meant only George would be around to answer the door. With Benjamin and me out of the house, he’d have little reason to be there until Mother was due to arrive home.

My shoulders slumped. I’d go to Aunt Junia’s to see Benjamin—and borrow his key—once school released for the day, but I needed to rest first. I floated to the largest stand of coral in our garden and sank to the seafloor behind it. I didn’t want to be observed. It took too much energy.

My chin crumpled. We’d swum so hard and so long, and for what? A head start on our own defenses, to be sure, but our only allies had been overtaken, and we weren’t swimming to their aid . . . 

At best, it felt like a hollow victory; at worst, a heartless betrayal.

And after all Lavinia’s posturing to convince the Marbellans to come help us against an uprising by our own people.

I scoffed, letting my weariness give way to soul-searing anger. How many lives would be lost in Marbella? Would the chancellor die? Claira? Juliana?

A’a squirmed out of my grip, leapt from my arm, and paddled upward to sit on my shoulder again. I sighed.

What would become of Senator Ti? She couldn’t stay in Thessalonike forever. Not unless she wanted to risk her safety or live confined to Cado’s house. And what sort of life was that?

My thoughts tumbled over one another, swirling again and again in an eddy that wouldn’t let me go. Somewhere in the midst of them, I drifted off to sleep.

Perhaps an hour later, a swish to my left jolted me awake. I shook the grogginess away and turned my gaze toward the path. Pippa coasted toward the door, carrying a basket in one of her hands and casting a current with the other.

Relief washed over me. She was here after all.

I let myself drift upward, about a hand-width off the seafloor. “Pippa,” I said softly.

She started and dropped her basket, which sank lazily to the path.

“Jade?” She peered down at me. “I didn’t know you were back!”

“I just got back today.”

Her eyes locked on A’a, still perched on my shoulder. “What’s . . . that?”

“An orphan. I found him on the way back.”

She stared at me. “Did you adopt a dragon?”

“He’s just a baby.” I folded my arms.

We stared at each other, and she relaxed first. “Well, there’s no talking you out of it. How was Marbella? Did you see . . . anyone?” She reached down and grabbed the basket.

How could I tell her that her people had been thrown into yet another maelstrom?

“Alexander came back with me.”

Her jaw dropped, and then a smile flooded her face. “Well, I’m glad to hear that. I’ve been missing him.”

“I . . . there’s more news.” I jerked my head toward the door. “Can we talk inside?”

Her face paled. “The naiads? Did they make it to Marbella?”

“Yes. Yes, they did. It’s just . . . something’s happened in Marbella.”

She set her jaw, inserted her key in the lock, and swung the door open.

We swam inside, and the front room felt hollow and empty. I took in the sight. At the far end lay the vertical corridor that went up to the second level of the house, and to the left of that, the hallway extended back to the rear rooms. Our decor had never been ostentatious, but the entryway used to be well-furnished. Comfortable.

The stone carvings on the walls were still there, of course, but the windows were empty of curtains, and the table and chairs we’d always had were gone.

“We had to get rid of some of the furniture after the puffer-poison attack,” she said. “Too much of the poison had seeped into it.”

Two lonely hammock chairs perched near the window, and she walked to one, set the basket next to it, and sat down.

“What happened on the trip?” She over-enunciated each word.

I sank into the other chair. “Do you remember the strange merman we saw that day? The one who rode the hippocampus?”
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Pippa and I were still deep in conversation when Mother glided through the door. I glanced at the tide glass. Benjamin would still be in school.

“Mother!” I darted into her arms and buried my face in her shoulder, relieved to be free of the formal demands of court.

“There, there.” She patted my back like she had when I’d cut my finger on a shell as a small child.

The comforting gesture sent a pang of fear through me. She must be as unnerved as I am.

She pulled back and studied my face. “Have you had a chance to catch Pippa up on everything that’s gone on?”

“Almost,” I whispered. “She knows enough to get the gist of what’s happened. Is the king’s stance firm, do you think?”

She bit her lip. “I can’t read him anymore.”

A bolt of fear flashed down my spine and expanded into a ball in my stomach. “He’s that unpredictable?”

Mother gazed at the wall. “He’s sick, I think. A sickness of the brain. But what can be done? Even if the physicians had a cure, how do you tell a king that he’s being irrational and erratic? Especially if he’s grown dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” I glanced between Mother and Pippa.

Mother’s voice shook with barely controlled fury. “He sent Tor to join your delegation. Knowing that Tor tried to murder you.”

“Tor?” Pippa asked.

I hadn’t yet explained that part of the story. I’d seen no cause to dredge up her sister’s killer while she was still so worried for the naiads. I lowered my head into my hands.

Mother continued, “Felix is under house arrest, but the king hasn’t said why. A leader of the anti-monarchists was executed three days ago. No trial. No particular crime named. Just for his opposition to the king.”

My head snapped up. “What was his name?”

“What?”

“The anti-monarchist. Which one?”

“Andronicus something-or-other.” Mother huffed. “I don’t remember exactly. I had no part in the matter.”

I scraped my fingers through my hair. “Depths. That’s Maximus’s brother.”


Chapter Thirty-One


Mother’s eyes widened. “I didn’t realize that.”

“Did the king not think to check whom he might be making enemies of?” I spat. “Maximus is the most loyal soldier I’ve ever met.”

Mother shook her head. “The boy was no good, but the king had no cause to have him sunk off the drop-off.”

“Alive?” I asked, aghast. The thought of sinking inexorably into the cold, crushing water raised goosebumps on my arms and nausea in my stomach.

Mother’s lips tightened into a grim line. “I’m afraid so. Everyone known to be associated with the anti-monarchists was forced to attend, under the threat of being subjected to the same fate. Almost the entire Guard was brought out to keep the peace.”

How could a hurricane have struck so quickly?

“Depths, Mother,” I whispered. “Does he think that will crush them into submission?”

“He seems to.”

“And with the Neptunian threat looming . . . ” Pippa pulled a piece of fabric out of the basket and stabbed a needle through it with a vehement motion.

I shook my head. “He’s creating a torrent, and the rest of us will be swept up in it.”
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After I’d reported Tor, my troubled social standing had seemed important.

Now I wanted to laugh. I’d give anything to exchange those trials for the ones that now bit at our fins.

A’a chittered from his spot on the hammock, and Mother gestured at him with a nod of her head. “Let me guess. He was all alone and needed someone to take care of him?”

“Look at his fin.” I grasped him around his torso and lowered him to the floor in front of me, pointing to the tattered webbing. 

A soft smile played on her lips. “You’re crazy, you know. Just like your father.”

Warmth flooded my core. “Really?”

Then her pleasant expression fell away. “But really, Jade. What are you going to do with it? It can’t live on the reef with Kiki. Not when it gets bigger. The Guard wouldn’t stand for it.”

“No one will care as long as he’s tame,” I said. “I’ll train him to eat smaller fish, just like Kiki does. Besides, he can’t do much damage if he can’t swim fast. His lame foot really hinders him in the water.”

Mother shook her head but let the subject drop. We had bigger problems. “Is there anything else I should know about your trip to Marbella?”

My shoulders drooped. “A lot. I don’t even know what’s relevant anymore and what isn’t. We have to help them.”

She shook her head, and the lines around her eyes deepened. “We may not even be able to help ourselves.”

I shuddered. “The army . . . it was bigger than anything I’ve ever seen. And I caught only a glimpse.”

Pippa stared absently out the window. A’a lunged up off the floor and paddled frantically upward until he collapsed in my lap.

“They’ll be alright,” Mother said to Pippa. “The naiads will. They’re newcomers to Marbella. The Neptunians will know that they haven’t been there long enough to develop any deep-seated loyalties. If anything, the Neptunians may promote them to positions of power in whatever new government arises out of the depths.”

“I hope so,” said Pippa, her voice almost a monotone.

A gentle knock sounded on the door.

Mother swam to open it.

“Oh,” I said, “there’s one more thing that happened in Marbella that you should know about.”

She swung the door open, and Alexander floated on the other side.

He dipped his head. “Hello, Lady Cleo. It’s good to see you again.”

Mother swiveled toward me with a stony stare. “What is the meaning of this?”

“I’m done letting fear dictate my actions.”

She shook her head but moved aside to let Alexander enter the room. “If you say so.” She closed the door behind him. “The tides know a marriage alliance may soon be the least of our concerns.”

Alexander waved at Pippa, and she cast him the first genuine smile since she’d heard the news. 

“I’m so glad you’re back,” she said, her voice catching. “I needed another familiar face.”

“I’m so glad I came back. I was an idiot to leave.”

She shrugged. “At least you realized it.” Glancing at me, she said, “Good thing Jade came when she did.”

Alexander almost laughed. “I’d have come back anyway. As soon as we got to Marbella, I knew I’d made the worst mistake of my life. Earlier, even.”

He drifted over to where I was sitting and sank to the floor next to my hammock chair. Reaching out his hand to A’a, he said, “Hey there, little buddy.”

A’a swiped at Alexander and then scampered across my fingers, up my arm, and on top of my head. We all burst out laughing.

Alexander took my hand. “Word’s already making its way around the city. Right now they’re just rumors. People don’t know what to believe. I figured it should stay that way as long as possible.”

Mother rubbed her temples. “They’ll find out soon enough. King Stephanos has called the whole Guard to full alert. No one could keep that quiet, and soldiers talk more than anyone else in this town.”
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“Jade?”

Mother leaned over my hammock bed and gently ran her fingers through my hair.

I stirred. “Mmm?”

“Wake up. School’s nearly out, and Benjamin will be at Aunt Junia’s soon.”

I glanced up at the waterline in the tide glass and nodded. Exhaustion made my arms and tail feel heavy, but after so many days living deep in the Marbellan basin, it was easier to shake off the fatigue. At least I’d gotten a few hours of sleep.

We swam down the vertical corridor and found Alexander napping in one of the hammock chairs in the entry room. I woke him up with a kiss on the forehead.

He smiled at me and rubbed his eyes. “Time to get up?” he murmured.

“Yup.”

He drew me into a kiss, and Mother harrumphed.

A few minutes later, Mother, Alexander, and I left the house—A’a hitching a ride on my shoulder underneath my cloak—and made our way toward the canal. 

“Benjamin will be thrilled to see you,” Mother said. “He’s tried to hide it, but he’s been worried about you.”

I grinned. “I’ll be glad to see him too.”

It was an understatement. I wanted to wrap my arms around my little brother so badly it hurt. Not that I’d let him know that, of course.

Who was I kidding? I’d probably dissolve into a blubbering fool the moment I saw him.

The canals were crowded, as was usual for this time of day, but discontented murmurs swirled around us—rumors about why the Guard had been called up.

A stout mermaid with graying orange hair told her friend that it had something to do with the naiads, and at least two of her friends were convinced that the supposed harpy sighting was to blame.

I snorted, and they stared at me.

“Sorry,” I murmured as we eased on down the canal.

An elegant garden featuring a stand of red fire coral in a sea of waving purple tendrils caught my eye, and I focused on the tendril that shimmered the brightest. Maybe if I looked hard enough, focused on that piece of reality, I could drown out the drumming of my own heart.

But then we moved past it, and I searched for a new piece of scenery among the nobles’ flamboyant houses. Nothing in particular kept my attention focused away from the nervous energy of the crowd.

It felt like the kind of electric calm that would descend on the reef in the middle of a storm, right before the other side of a hurricane washed over.

Storm season. Storm season was coming soon. Perhaps that would keep the Neptunians in the Marbellan basin while we formed a plan of action.

We took a left onto Aunt Junia’s canal and swam straight to her front door. Mother tapped on it, inserted her key into the lock, and pushed the door open.

“Hi, Junia, George,” she called as we floated into Aunt Junia’s entryway.

The familiar sights and smells of Aunt Junia’s house washed over me, and I basked in the familiarity of it—so different than the strange emptiness of my own home.

Bioluminaries covered the ceiling and the very tops of the walls, and the small table at which I’d bared my soul to Aunt Junia on countless occasions sat undisturbed against the wall. Six hammock chairs were pressed tightly around it, which meant she’d had company recently—usually she just kept four there.

I caught sight of George coming toward us down the hall holding a crumpled rag. 

“Junia’s not feeling well,” he said. “She’s lying down, but I expect—” His gaze landed on me, and his face brightened. “Miss Jade!”

He dropped the rag to the floor and swam toward me. When he reached me, he wrapped me in a tight hug. “Am I ever glad to see you safe and sound.”

He pulled back and looked at Alexander over my shoulder. He shifted to the side, reached out, and grasped Alexander’s forearm. “Well, isn’t this a day of surprises? Welcome back home, Alexander.” Then he nodded at me. “Well done, Miss Jade.”

My cheeks warmed.

“Can we all sit down and talk?” Mother asked. “I have some news I’d like to give you before Benjamin gets home.”

Mother told George a brief version of the story, and I chimed in when needed. We’d just caught him up to our wild flight from Marbella when Benjamin pushed open the door.

“Urchin!” I called.

His eyes widened. “You’re back!”

He dumped his bag in the entryway and darted forward to give me a hug. “And Alexander, too? This is the best day ever.”

I buried my face in the top of his swirled blue hair. “Not quite the best day, I’m afraid.”

He straightened his back and pulled away from me. “What’s going on?”

A distant shriek pierced the quiet, and my hands trembled.

The Neptunians?

Mother stiffened. “George, stay with the children.” She bolted for the door.

For a moment, I stayed where I was. But I wasn’t a child anymore, and I needed to know what was going on. I darted toward the door, and Alexander grabbed my hand.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I’ll be right back. Just . . . stay here. Keep Benjamin safe. Please.”

“Jade—”

But I’d already slipped my hand from his and followed Mother into the canal. The water above us was empty all the way to the surface where a solitary overlander ship passed far overhead.

Nothing out of the ordinary. My gills began to pulse more slowly. We’d overreacted.

But Mother’s lips stayed pressed into a tight line. She floated forward and then took off toward city center. I followed.

The houses on either side of me rushed by in a blur as I struggled to keep up with Mother. We crossed several intersecting canals and then arrived at city center, on the far side of the palace, near the collection of statues.

A crowd was already gathering around us, whispering to each other. I took in their faces and felt a familiar sense of panic swell within me. I hugged myself and tried to slow my gills, but I couldn’t. Something was terribly wrong.

Mother spotted a guard making his way from the direction of the palace and pushed through the crowd toward him. 

I followed but hadn’t quite caught up when he leaned over and whispered in her ear. But I was close enough to see her whole body tense up. If she’d been alarmed before, she was horrified now.

A high-pitched noise whirred in my ears, and Mother turned slowly to face me. Her face was blank, as if she didn’t know what to do.

Mother always knew what to do.

She surged toward me and grabbed my shoulders. Her chin quivered. “Get back to Aunt Junia’s. Keep everyone there until I come back. Don’t go into the canals for anything.”

“What the depths is going on?” I hissed.

She leaned forward and whispered so only I could hear. “An assassination. The king is dead.”


Chapter Thirty-Two


I swam back to Aunt Junia’s house with slow, deliberate strokes. I didn’t know how I was going to tell everyone what had happened. I didn’t know anything yet, really.

I assumed the anti-monarchists had done it, but it could have been a discontented noble—or any Thessaloniken with a grudge, really.

And from what Mother had said, the king’s behavior had grown increasingly, alarmingly erratic. Any number of Thessalonikens might be holding grudges.

Regardless, the anti-monarchists would take the opportunity to vie for control of the city. Of that I had no doubt.

I couldn’t pretend to grieve the king’s passing. Not after everything he’d done and approved and tolerated. But I didn’t want the city under the control of the anti-monarchists either.

And Prince Elias is weak—unfit for the throne. Theo would be better, but if there’s a power struggle, it’ll only weaken us at a time when we face invasion.

I wondered wryly if Neptunian rule might be better than the options that were presenting themselves.

I arrived at Aunt Junia’s door and pushed it open. George, Benjamin, and Alexander sat at the table. Benjamin stroked A’a’s ridged back, and Alexander spoke animatedly, his hands waving like he was telling an exciting story.

He glanced up at me in the doorway and stopped short. “I was keeping everyone entertained.” 

Keeping them distracted. I was grateful for his thoughtfulness.

He pushed up from the hammock chair and hovered near the table. “What’s happened?”

The words stuttered in my throat. I looked at each of them in turn.

“The king’s dead,” I squeaked.

“What?” Benjamin gripped the edge of the table with both hands. A’a squawked.

George hesitated for only a moment. Then he lurched up, sailed toward the door, and locked both bolts. The windows had been left open to allow a current of fresh water to flow through the house, and he began closing those next.

“Should we wake Aunt Junia?” I asked.

George shook his head as he shuttered the last of the windows in the room and moved toward the back of the house. “She’ll find out soon enough. For now, we need to secure ourselves and await instruction from Lady Cleo.”

Alexander remained floating where he was, alarm and confusion flashing over his face.

I stared back at him. “I don’t know anything else yet.”

His voice was quiet. “With this kind of turmoil, we’ll be easy prey for the Neptunians.”

“I know.”

Then my spine tingled. “Senator Ti,” I said. “She has to know what’s happened. If it’s the anti-monarchists, she’s not safe here.”

“She’s not safe anywhere else.” Alexander pressed his hands together.

Benjamin picked up A’a and cradled him in his arms.

I shook my head. “No, she can swim better than any of us. She of all people has the best chance of making it to the seven kingdoms.”

Alexander scoffed. “Do you think she’d flee when she’s here to advocate for Marbella?”

I blinked three times. “She needs to have the choice.

Benjamin piped up, “But what if it wasn’t the anti-monarchists?”

I stared at a carving on the wall of the coronation of the late king’s great-grandmother. I wondered what she was like and if the monarchy would have made more sense under her rule. Or had it only ever made sense to the people at the top?

“It doesn’t matter,” I finally said. “No matter who murdered the king, the anti-monarchists will likely have control of the city by nightfall.”

My mind flashed back to what Orua had said outside Marbella.

Throw the king to the depths.

If those sentiments had infiltrated even the Guard, what hope did a weak heir have of consolidating his power?

I studied my fingers. “She can make the decision to stay or to go, but she needs to understand what she’s dealing with. With Marbella in chaos, her position doesn’t keep her safe. They have no reason to respect our friendship with a city in ruins.”

“I don’t think Ti is afraid of them,” said Alexander.

I gazed at his face. “You’re right. But she still needs the information that will allow her to make an informed decision about staying or going. There’s no reason for her to stay. With the king dead, the Guard won’t go to Marbella’s aid. Even if the crown prince maintains control, he’ll need them here to safeguard his position.”

Alexander moved forward and laid a hand on my forearm. “You’re going to her?”

I nodded.

“I’ll come with you.”

“No.” I kept my voice strong. “I need you to stay here, with them.”

Benjamin scoffed. “I can hear you.”

I turned to him, “Urchin, I—”

“George isn’t an old merman, and I’m almost fourteen. We can take care of Aunt Junia.”

We held each other’s gazes.

“Besides,” Benjamin added, “the nobles might know to come looking for us here, but the anti-monarchists won’t.”

I wanted to interject that the anti-monarchists might, that if they’d been watching Mother and Benjamin they’d know exactly where to find them, but the passion shining in his eyes stopped my words in my throat.

He was right. The doors were bolted and the windows shut, and George and Benjamin could take care of themselves.

“Alright. Take care of A’a for me?”

Benjamin nodded earnestly.

I shifted my gaze to Alexander. “Let’s go.”

He glanced at my fuchsia hair. “Can you borrow one of your aunt’s cloaks? It’ll be best if we’re not recognized.”

I stopped. I should have thought of that. “Yes, I’m sure she won’t mind.”

I floated down the hallway and paused in front of Aunt Junia’s privacy curtain. I tapped softly on the doorframe, and when no one answered, I poked my head inside. “Aunt Junia?” I whispered.

A soft snore greeted me.

A lump rose in my throat as I took in my aunt’s still form sleeping on the bed. A half-empty vial sat on the bed next to her, and I realized her sleep was drug induced. The physicians didn’t start distributing puffer poison until the sharp, prickling pain from enervia got so bad that the sufferer couldn’t sleep well on their own.

I bit my lip. It was progressing so quickly. Or maybe it had already been advanced when she was finally diagnosed. It wouldn’t kill her, but I didn’t want to imagine the suffering she was going through.

And the physicians couldn’t do much to help her.

I opened her wardrobe and grabbed a dusky purple cloak hanging on the rod. This would do. With a final glance back at Aunt Junia, I swam back through the privacy curtain and down the hall to the front room.

We eased out the door, and I waited for a moment until I heard Benjamin fasten the locks behind us.

“It isn’t far to the ambassador’s house,” I said. “Let’s stay inside culverts and avoid the main canals. It’ll add a little time, but it’s safer.”

Alexander nodded, and we swam past three houses on Aunt Junia’s canal, then ducked into a narrow culvert that ran between a row of houses.

“This will get us there,” I said.

When we made another turn, the sound of shouting from the nearest canal made me glad we’d decided to sneak through the back channels.

A bright blue fish passed over my shoulder and then darted away. I wondered if it smelled A’a on my skin.

“What do you think will happen?” Alexander asked.

A bitter half-laugh escaped my lips. “With what? The monarchy? The Neptunians? My family?”

He drew back and slowed his pace.

I bit my tongue. “I’m sorry. That was unkind.” I reached out to place my hand on his shoulder and then drew him along down the culvert.

“No, it was a dumb question. Obviously, none of us know the outcome.”

I paused and planted a kiss on his cheek. “But we won’t lose sight of the fact that, no matter what, we’re navigating these tides together.”

His eyes softened. “Together.”

We hurried down the culvert until we came to the ambassador’s canal.

“No avoiding this one,” I muttered.

“Just keep your hood tucked around your face.”

Confidence. Mother had once told me that sharks go into a frenzy only when they sense blood in the water. As long as I didn’t look as terrified as I felt, any mer we passed wouldn’t give us a second glance.

We floated into the canal, hand-in-hand, like we were comfortable and at ease and not suspecting any trouble.

An eddy opened up in my chest when I saw the crowd gathered outside the ambassador’s house.

This isn’t good.

I searched the group for signs of their intent and recognized one of the mermaids toward the front. She’d woven bioluminaries into her blood-red hair, but I’d never forget the black webbed-foot dragon tattoo that curved across the left side of her face, from forehead to cheekbone.

Vashti.

I’d met her a couple of months earlier, at an anti-monarchist rally against the naiads. She’d recognized me as the mermaid who’d turned in Tor and dragged me before the horde.

And now we had to get past another burgeoning mob to get into the ambassador’s house.

“Is there a back door?” asked Alexander.

“I’d imagine.” I squared my shoulders. “But I don’t know how to get there without swimming over the ambassador’s house, and that would draw attention.”

Alexander nodded. “They’d only follow us.”

“Let’s get closer,” I said. “Maybe we can see what they’re doing.”

Questions swirled in my head, but one rang out above all the others: Why here?

The king was dead. Why weren’t they at the palace trying to install one of their own as the new ruler? It didn’t make any sense. I hadn’t expected them to welcome or even tolerate Ti, but she shouldn’t have been such a high priority yet. Were we too late?

We drifted toward them, and I caught a glimpse of two members of the Guard stationed at the door, trying to hold off the crowd with the intensity of their scowls. Their clubs wouldn’t be any match for the dissidents if the crowd decided to attack. I glanced through the crowd for Vashti but no longer saw her.

I tried to make out specific words in the teeming noise that rose up from the mob. It all sounded like one angry roar until someone shrieked, “Bring out the princess!”

The princess? I wrinkled my nose. Who could they mean? Elias’s wife, Keira?

Alexander’s grip on my hand tightened until my bones ached.

“Did they ask for the princess?” I whispered.

He shook his head. “No, the princes.”

And then I understood. We’d swum straight into the roiling center of the conflict. Elias and Theo had taken refuge in the ambassador’s house.


Chapter Thirty-Three


“Well,” said Alexander as we stared at the crowd. “I suppose that means the senator already knows.”

I blinked. He was right. There wasn’t any reason for us to be here. Not if Elias and Theo were already in the ambassador’s house. I wanted to see how this ended, to make sure Senator Ti was safe, but there was nothing we could do to help. We might only make things worse.

“Let’s move away slowly,” I said, keeping my voice down. “We don’t want to be noticed.”

We turned around, and I found myself face-to-face with Vashti.

She stared at me and raised one eyebrow.

Depths.

Her hand flashed out and gripped my arm in an iron hold. “It’s you.”

“Get off her,” said Alexander.

He moved toward Vashti, but I held up my other hand.

“Don’t make trouble,” I murmured. I looked back at Vashti. “We’re leaving.”

“After what your king did to Andronicus?” she spat. “I don’t think so.”

Instead of anger or fear, something like compassion welled in my chest. “I heard about that. I’m so sorry.”

She raised her chin. “Sorry? Sorry? He’s dead.”

I let my gaze drift over her. Her red hair curled around her shoulders, and her whole body quivered in rage. But something in her eyes captured me. They were dull, almost lifeless, like grief had borne down on her with the weight of the whole ocean.

“It was evil, what the king did,” I said.

She twisted my wrist, and I bit down on the inside of my cheek to keep from crying out and attracting more attention. “Maybe you should die, too.”

“Back. Off.” Alexander rushed forward and shoved her off me, then grabbed my wrist to pull me away. Pain shot up my arm, and my vision grew fuzzy.

“Help!” cried Vashti. “They attacked me! They’re loyal to the king.”

Face after face turned toward us, and Alexander shifted in front of me. “Swim away,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Not without you.”

“No point in us both being killed.”

“Not. Without. You.”

The guards at the ambassador’s door had noticed the commotion, and I made eye contact with one over Alexander’s shoulder. He held my gaze, then, ever so slightly, nodded to the door behind him.

I whispered in Alexander’s ear. “The ambassador’s house. Now.”

“What?”

“Now!” I yelled, grasping his arm with my good hand and launching over the heads of the gathered mer.

It happened in the space of four heartbeats, but I took in every detail with precise clarity, like time itself had slowed down.

The crowd reacted, but not fast enough. They’d expected us to swim away, not toward them.

The soldier I’d locked eyes with tapped a pattern on the door.

A tall, pale merman seized at my fin but only brushed its edges.

The door to the ambassador’s house swung open just as we reached it, and we tumbled through it to the floor.

The two soldiers followed us inside, and the door closed. I heard the first bolt click into place just as the frenzied crowd began to pound on it.

I dug my fingers into the floor to steady myself and winced when a rush of pain reminded me that my right wrist had been bruised in the confrontation.

“Jade Cleopola?” asked a merman hovering near me.

“Yes.” I glanced up at the merman—a member of the Guard. He hadn’t been stationed outside—both of those guards were dragging furniture from the ambassador’s entryway to barricade the door—so I suspected he must have been the one who’d let us in. “Thank you.”

He gave me a wry look. “I expect your mother will want to see you.”
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Mother was, predictably, overjoyed to see me.

“What the depths are you doing here?” she demanded.

“What are you doing here?” I crossed my arms, favoring my right wrist.

The ambassador’s house looked much the same as the last time I’d attended a party there, but now that I’d visited Marbella, I saw it with new eyes. The house, of course, was built in the Thessaloniken style, but I recognized the accents as Marbellan.

I looked closely at the wall carvings for the first time and saw scenes of the city I’d so recently left, featuring mer and sirens and harpies and caecilias all together. One carving depicted the basin of the city, crisscrossed with bridges and gazebos, and my heart caught in my throat.

Then I turned my attention back to Mother.

Her gills flared. “I’m here on official business, and I didn’t expect my teenage daughter to come barreling through the anti-monarchists to flop on a floor where she has no business.”

I said nothing.

“But maybe I should have.” She raised her hands. “It is you, after all.”

Alexander cleared his throat. “We wanted to make sure Senator Ti was apprised of the situation.”

“Did you now?” Mother set her jaw. “Well, you may as well join the meeting with me. I don’t want you near the outside door, and Jade’s the only one who’s actually laid eyes on the Neptunian army.”

She gestured for us to follow and led us down a long, dim corridor. One of the soldiers trailed in our wake.

“You understand, of course,” she said, “that you are not to speak of what you are about to see to anyone.”

We nodded wordlessly, and she ducked through a privacy screen into a back room.

I expected to see the ambassador and Senator Ti, but instead the windowless room was empty. On the far side sat a desk scattered with tablets and scribs, and a gold filigree rendering of the Marbellan Senate Chamber decorated the wall to my left. In the center of the room sat a statue of a mermaid whose expression I couldn’t read.

I nudged Mother.

She ignored me, glanced at the soldier, and beckoned to the statue.

With a nod, he swam to the statue and, grunting, moved it aside. 

In the ground where the statue had been, I saw the faint outline of a trapdoor.

“Down there?” I asked.

Mother nodded. “Quickly.”

Alexander glanced from the trapdoor to the statue. “And that thing’s going to get moved over the trapdoor once we’re below?”

Mother rolled her eyes. “Of course. It will keep us hidden.”

Alexander crossed his arms. “And if the mob overruns the house and drives out the Guard? Then we’re just trapped down there.”

Mother shook her head, her eyes alight. “There are never just two options. Isn’t that what you children told me?”

I wasn’t sure if that meant there was another way out or not, but I shrugged and kept my face neutral as Mother opened the door and swam into the belly of the house.

Alexander still looked skeptical, but I said, “This city isn’t built on stone. Worst-case scenario, we’ll tunnel out.”

I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. The tides knew we needed a favorable current for once.

With a sharp flare of my gills, I flicked my fin and followed Mother into the dim room below.

At first, I blinked against the darkness, and then the soft glow of bioluminaries reassured me that all would not be pitch-black when the door closed. A moment later, Alexander’s hand brushed against my back, and the soldier replaced the trapdoor. I shuddered at the scraping sound of the statue being replaced.

For all my earlier confidence, a chill ran down my spine, and I hoped the Guard would hold the house.

The light cast by the bioluminaries was soft at best—I suspected so that it wouldn’t betray our presence should someone shift the statue—but it was enough for me to make out the shadowy shapes of several mer and a harpy, who could only be Senator Ti, several tail-lengths ahead of me.

“Jade and Alexander showed up,” Mother announced to the others in a wry voice. “They’d come to make sure the senator knew of the coup attempt. I told them they may as well join us.”

Senator Ti barked a short laugh. “Why am I not surprised, Miss Cleopola?”

My cheeks warmed. “I’m sorry.”

Mother continued, “We have Crown Prince Elias and Princess Keira, Prince Theo, Ambassador Cado and Dara, and, of course, Senator Ti. It still isn’t clear exactly what happened to the king, but as soon as word spread, four anti-monarchists came after the rest of the royal family.”

An awful suspicion clawed at my chest. “Had . . . Maximus found out about Andronicus?”

Mother stopped short. I couldn’t be sure in the shadows, but it looked like she was scrutinizing me.

“It wasn’t Maximus,” she said finally. “He left Thessalonike as soon as he’d rallied the Guard. He said he needed to collect Octavian.”

Something in her voice left me feeling even colder, like she’d suddenly connected something in her mind. I’d ask her about it later, I decided.

She seemed to shake it off. “The Guard are holding off a larger group of anti-monarchists at the palace, but some of them seem to suspect that the princes have taken refuge here.”

Theo spoke, his voice deep and commanding. “You really must let me return. Try to reason with the crowd. Negotiate a compromise.”

“I forbid it,” hissed Elias. “They’ll tear you to pieces, and it will only embolden them.”

Silhouetted, Theo spread his arms. “They’re emboldened because they haven’t heard anything from the royal family. We need to restore order.”

“Order?” Elias’s voice rose almost to a shriek. “There is no order out there. Have you seen them? They’re sharks. They want blood.”

Mother spoke, calm and measured, though I knew her well enough to detect her frustration. “What alternative course of action do you suggest, Crown Prince?”

Elias remained silent.

“If I may,” said Mother, “it is imperative to reassert control of the city before the Neptunians arrive.”

“We don’t know for sure that they’re coming here, or when,” said Elias.

Mother rubbed her temples. “We don’t know when, but surely it’s not a question of if. They may stay in Marbella for some time, but you cannot believe they intend to let us live in peace.”

When no one answered, she said, “Most of the Guard is still on your side. Let them see you. Give them a king to defend. And once we’ve brought Thessalonike into line, we’ll spare no effort to rescue our friends in Marbella from their occupiers. We cannot afford to give any quarter to the Neptunian invaders. But nothing has happened that cannot be set to rights.”

I’d never admired Mother so much.

“But how can we drive off the invaders?” 

I recognized the accent as Dara’s. She sounded like she was close to breaking into hysterical sobs.

A flash of the Neptunians on their hippocampi flashed across my mind, and I grimaced.

“We’ll get help,” said Mother.

“From whom?” spat Elias.

Silence fell over the meeting.

Then Alexander, who’d been silent since we’d come in, said, “Overlanders.”

Everyone swiveled to stare at Alexander.

“Think about it,” he said. “They have a vested interest in maintaining things as they are. We trade with them. They sell a great deal to us, especially to the richest among us. They depend on us for fish and netting, not to mention luxuries like pearls. And with a joint attack—our Guard in the water and the overlanders above—we can outmaneuver the Neptunians. They won’t see it coming.”

Cado burst out laughing, but Senator Ti held up a hand.

“The young man’s right,” Senator Ti said. “It’s been done before.”

Cado crossed his arms. “Not in any of the histories.”

Senator Ti’s voice grew quiet. “It’s how my first home was destroyed.”

Mother craned her neck upward to stare at the ceiling. “There are many things that could go wrong. But it gives us a chance.” She returned her stare to Elias. “Regardless of our next course of action, we must first regain the city. Will you do your duty, or will you cede the throne to your brother?”


Chapter Thirty-Four


I wished I could read the expression on Elias’s face in the gloomy room. He didn’t respond.

It was Theo who spoke, a tendril of exasperation lacing his voice. “Of course Elias isn’t ceding the throne. He’s going to go out there and lead. Like a king.”

The energy in the room brightened, and I almost thought I saw a gleam in Mother’s eyes.

Elias tensed, but he replied, “Yes, that’s right. Like Father.”

Depths, I hope not.

“Take a contingent of the Guard as your escort,” said Mother. “Send one of them to summon those who are guarding the walls. Tell them . . . warn them that they’re not to get out of hand. The last thing we need is for . . . overly enthusiastic action by the Guard to give the anti-monarchists fodder to turn more of the city against the royal family.”

Elias nodded, and I almost thought his body was trembling as he floated up to the ceiling and rapped against it.

Keira and Theo rose to follow him.

“Prince Theo, please stay here,” said Mother.

Theo cocked his head. “My place is at his side. Helping to persuade the people.”

“Your place,” Mother replied dryly, “is not to give the anti-monarchists any ideas that they can wipe out the royal family in a single strike. Until things have calmed down, you and Crown Prince Elias must not be seen together in public.”

Something scraped above us, and the trapdoor opened. I squinted against the fresh light, so bright as to feel intrusive.

Elias turned back and reached out to clasp Theo’s hand. “Goodbye, brother.”

Then the crown prince and Keira flicked their fins in unison and floated upward through the opening.

She’d been so quiet, I thought as I watched her go. Perhaps she’s overwhelmed by the reality of what’s happened. I would be, too, in her place.

If the turmoil could be calmed, she was about to be crowned queen. That would weigh on anyone.

The trapdoor closed on us again, but the statue wasn’t replaced. I supposed it wasn’t as important for us to remain hidden now that Elias and the Guard were going out to face the crowd.

Mother turned to the rest of us. “Let’s discuss the Neptunian problem for just a moment more. They could arrive any day—any hour, even. We need a plan that Elias can implement quickly.”

She paced up and down the room, betraying a jittery energy that she’d suppressed while Elias had been present. “Alexander suggested we enlist the help of the overlanders. Theo, do you think that’s a viable solution?”

“Yes,” replied Theo. “If we can get in touch with the right overlanders. Our contacts are nearly all merchants.”

Mother nodded. “We haven’t had real diplomatic relations with them in my lifetime. Perhaps that was a mistake.” She rubbed her temples. “Technically, we have a relationship with the leaders of Korien, on the coast, but it’s the merchants who have the greatest interest in our stability.”

“So, you find influential merchants,” offered Senator Ti.

Mother spun around at the far side of the room and made her way back toward me. “Korien doesn’t have nobles. How do we find out who is the most influential with such limited time?”

“Whoever’s the richest,” said Senator Ti. “At least that’s how it worked in Marbella.”

Mother ran a hand through her unbound hair.

Cado huffed. “I don’t know that that’s a fair characterization of Marb—”

Senator Ti held up a hand. “Save it. We have bigger problems.”

“Felix,” I said. “What’s happened to Felix? You said he’s imprisoned?”

Mother pulled up short, close enough for me to study the contours of her face. Her expression hardened. “House arrest. The king hadn’t announced charges, but he’d decided to have him expelled from the city before he’d even heard the evidence.” Her voice quieted. “But it hasn’t happened yet. I suppose I don’t know what’s to become of him now.”

The tangled threads began to unravel in my head, and I nearly tripped over my words in my excitement. “Felix trades in pearls, for the most part. His overlander trading partners will either have money or know people with money. Perhaps he can put us in touch with someone who can help. And, more than almost anyone else in the city, he needs to strike a bargain.”

Mother squared her shoulders.

“And the missing naiads!” I said. “We found one, in Marbella, but he can tell us where he sold the others off to. Give us a chance to bring them back home.”

“Catching two fish in the same net.” Mother stretched upward, and the light filtering in through the cracks in the trapdoor landed on her teal fin. She tilted her head, as if considering our options. “I don’t like it,” she said at last. “I don’t trust Felix, and I don’t like the idea of him getting away with so many crimes. It’s an offense against justice.”

“Of course it is,” I said, a picture of Layla flickering in my mind. “But wouldn’t it be worse if we never brought them back? Or if the Neptunians come when we’re defenseless?”

Senator Ti drifted forward until the beam of light threw her hawk-like features into sharp relief. “Our options are few in these tides, Cleo.”

A loud crash resounded above us, like someone had broken a hole in the wall, and then I heard a harsh yell.

I locked eyes with Mother and grasped Alexander’s hand. 

“Tear it apart!” called a gravelly female voice. “Find them.”

I closed my eyes and willed myself to be still, lest I somehow give us away.

Where is the Guard?

I wondered if they’d been able to get Elias and Keira to safety. 

More yells sounded from the main level of the house, and another loud crash sent tingles racing down my spine. We were trapped.


Chapter Thirty-Five


“Is there a way out?” I hissed.

Cado jerked his head toward Alexander. “Boy, help me move this carving.”

They turned to face a tall stone rectangle that leaned against the wall on the far side of the room. I couldn’t make out what had been carved on its face.

A shadow moved across the crack of light shining through the trapdoor, and Alexander and Cado froze. I kept even my gills perfectly still. 

And then, all depths broke loose above us, like the strongest hurricane in storm season had descended.

I tried to make sense of the cacophony, but it just sounded like two mobs fighting. Had some other faction interrupted the anti-monarchists’ attack? Had more of the Guard arrived?

I glanced around the shadowy room for anything we could use as weapons, but I couldn’t see well enough to settle on anything.

The trapdoor opened, and I raised my eyes to see three anti-monarchists staring down at us: Vashti and two mermen I recognized but couldn’t name. One had long orange hair plaited in a braid and sharp features; the other had a scar running down his right cheek.

“We found ’em,” Vashti yelled.

The three mer charged, and I darted away from Vashti’s grasping hands. When I whirled back around, Senator Ti was beating the intruders back with her fin-wings, which stretched as long as two mer.

But more mer streamed into the room. A broad-shouldered merman slammed into Senator Ti, shoving her against the wall, and two mermaids whipped blades from beneath their wraps.

I lurched forward and shoved a blade-wielding mermaid off balance, but someone grabbed my hair from behind and pulled me to the floor. Searing pain shot through my head, and I flailed uselessly, trying to regain my equilibrium.

Then I smelled something almost like . . . almost like blood.

I jerked toward the smell, my gills flaring as I tried to reason that it couldn’t be blood, that though the world had gone mad, that even though I’d seen them drawn, no one had actually violated the city’s strict prohibition on the use of blades.

But then I saw Cado grasping a wound in his side and red swirling upward in the water.

Dara screamed.

Horror chilled me, and I froze. It seemed like time stood still. 

More movement at the trapdoor caught my attention, and I returned my focus to our attackers, bracing for another onslaught.

“He’s been stabbed,” a deep voice called.

I jerked my head back up toward the newest arrivals, and hope flared in my chest.

The Guard.

Vashti hovered in front of me, facing the Guard, her bright red hair floating around her head. I charged her, seized a fistful of her hair with one hand, and closed my other over one of her gills. A mermaid in a Guard uniform took down the merman to my left, and in the rush I recognized Orua’s face.

They’re back.

Another soldier crashed into Vashti, and I released her, but a chunk of her hair came away in my hand. She screamed, and I stared at the hair and then released it in disgust, backing away from the floating strands with a sick feeling in my stomach.

Almost as fast as they’d arrived, the Guard disappeared back through the opening, each dragging one of the anti-monarchists.

Only Orua and two anti-monarchists remained, and she scowled at them. “You’re surrounded. Come away peacefully, and we’ll consider allowing you to remain in the city.”

The mermen glanced at each other and then around at each of us and darted upward out of the room.

Orua looked around, and her eyes focused on Cado, who had sunk to the floor amid a cloud of blood with Dara cradling his head. Orua darted toward them and pressed her hand over Cado’s wound to stanch the blood.

“Quirinius!” she yelled. “Get the physicians!”

A gold-haired merman barreled into the room. He stopped short when he saw the blood. “Depths.”

Orua glared at him. “Bring the physicians here. Now. He’s lost too much blood. We can’t move him.”

Quirinius nodded and scrambled away, like he feared the blood would touch him.

My heartbeat began to slow, and I glanced from face to face, counting off Alexander and then Mother and then Ti and then Theo, wracking my brain to remember if anyone else had been with us.

We were all still here. We were all alive. And they were bringing help for Cado.

I clenched my teeth and turned back to Orua. “How can I help?”

She stared at Cado’s pale face. “I’m not sure you can.”

Dara stifled a sob.

“Is he awake?” I asked.

Orua shook her head.

I hovered in silence until I couldn’t bear it any longer. “I’m surprised you’re back already.”

She set her jaw. “We gave an overlander ship captain all of Lavinia’s jewelry so he’d tow us back to Thessalonike.”

The trapdoor swung open again, and the face of the soldier who had let us into the ambassador’s house peered down at us. “A battalion was able to disperse the crowd, Your Highness. They are escorting the crown prince to the palace to address the city from the king’s seat.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” said Theo. “We will not forget your faithfulness to the crown.”

The soldier clasped his hand over his heart. “Thank you, Your Highness. We’ll be here to escort you whenever you’re ready.”

He drifted backward, out of sight.

Theo sank to the ground, his face pale.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

He closed his eyes. “Yes. Now that the crisis has . . . calmed—for now, at least—I think I’ve just realized for the first time that Father’s really gone.”

My heart went out to him, and I gave him a sad smile. “I’m so sorry.”

Theo’s pain wouldn’t ever fully heal—I knew that all too well. But I still couldn’t bring myself to feel any grief over the king’s death. The timing was horrific, and I knew our whole way of life hovered at the edge of a riptide. With traitors within and an army without, we stood to see everything we held dear torn away from us.

Yet I couldn’t shake my newfound conviction: one mer should not have absolute control. And if one did, it certainly shouldn’t be someone as ruthlessly unstable as King Stephanos had become or as weakly indecisive as Elias would be.

Theo had only been two years ahead of me in school, and I’d always thought him honest and decisive—admirable qualities in a leader. I wondered if I’d feel differently about the monarchy if he were our new leader, or if I’d irrevocably decided that the whole system was so corrupt it was beyond the ability of one mer to fix.

But Theo wasn’t going to be crowned king anytime soon, so perhaps it didn’t matter.

Two physicians and a soldier soared into the room and to Cado’s side.

I expected a bustle of activity, but they fell silent.

Alexander pulled me against his chest while Dara let out a strangled cry.

I bit my lip, wriggled from Alexander’s embrace, and floated upward to the main level of the house. Mother, Senator Ti, and Alexander followed. Theo stayed behind—for what, I didn’t know.

The crowd had ransacked the ambassador’s house. My gaze first landed on the tablets that had been unceremoniously knocked onto the floor and then shifted to the now-headless statue of the mermaid that had obscured the trapdoor.

We eased into the corridor and toward the front of the house, and I realized the anti-monarchists had shattered a hole in the wall itself, adjacent to the door. Broken furniture littered the entryway.

I felt numb as I turned to Senator Ti. “You can’t stay here tonight. Come home with us. We’ll figure out our next strokes in the morning.”

Senator Ti’s gaze was vacant. “No, I don’t suppose I can stay here.” She glanced back down the corridor, where I could still hear Dara’s sobs, then she straightened her back. “With Cado gone, Marbella depends on me. I’ll need to know everything about this new king.” She peered into my eyes. “Will you help me?”

I didn’t hesitate. “Yes. Whatever it takes.”

If Mother was paying attention, she pretended not to hear the last part of our exchange. She nodded at me. “Let’s stay with your Aunt Junia tonight.”

I stared at the turbulent surface above. It wouldn’t be safe for us at our own home. Not today.

“We’ll want to move quickly,” I said. “Alexander and I got here using mostly back culverts. I can find the same way back.”

The four of us darted out the ambassador’s front door—or, rather, through the hole that had been opened next to the ambassador’s front door—and hurried down the canal until we slipped into the first narrow culvert.

I guided us automatically, without thinking, lost in the horror of the day, and I found myself startled when I realized we were floating in front of Aunt Junia’s door.

Mother pulled her key from the pouch around her waist and unlocked the door. I followed her into the house and ran straight into her back when she stopped short. Floating upward, I peered over her shoulder and stifled a scream.

George lay on the floor, his dead eyes staring at me. Aunt Junia was tied to a hammock chair, a gag in her mouth.

In my periphery, I saw Mother fly to Aunt Junia and unfasten the gag. I couldn’t rip my stare away from George’s body.

“What happened?”

I’d never heard Mother so frantic.

Aunt Junia’s eyes were wild with panic. “They took him, Cleo. They took Benjamin.”
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